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      They all said I needed a woman’s love to soften me up.

      Well, I did that, and it ended with me as a single father.

      And I’m not softer for it.

      If anything, I’m tougher.

      It’s just me and my daughter now. Always will be.

      Or so I thought.

      My business trip to a rustic retreat with my daughter was supposed to be simple.

      It’s anything but.

      There’s a yoga instructor I can’t stay away from.

      She’s everything I’m not.

      And everything I crave.

      All I have to do is take what I want. I’ve never hesitated before.

      So why am I now?

      She looks at me like she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      You know you wanna.
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REMINGTON

        

      

    

    
      The Greens was supposed to be the crown jewel of the Smoky Mountains, a fancy, elite resort that was always fully booked and had a constant line around the block of those desperate for the opportunity to stay.

      At least, that was how it had been sold to me when the owners had come seeking an investor. So why, exactly, does it feel like Laurene and I are the only people here?

      My twelve-year-old daughter looked around the empty lobby, clearly not impressed with what she was seeing. “Uh. Are you sure they’re open?”

      “They’re supposed to be.” I frowned, hooking my sunglasses into my shirt collar and wondering if I’d somehow driven to the incorrect address.

      If it hadn’t been for the wording, The Greens, emblazoned on the front of the wooden reception desk, I might’ve thought I’d made a rare mistake, but the name of the place was right there. I hadn’t screwed up. This was, in fact, where we were supposed to be.

      Laurene heaved out a heavy sigh, crossing her arms and pouting. She glanced up at me. “Daddy?”

      “Yes?”

      “I told you this trip was a bad idea.”

      I sighed. She wasn’t wrong. She had told me that—only about half a dozen times on our drive from New York to Gatlinburg. Two days on the road to get to a place I’d invested a ton of money in and where I’d expected to bask in the fruit of my labors, and here we were, without even a front desk clerk to wait on us.

      A door hidden in the paneling behind the reception desk opened up and a man carrying a thermos of coffee emerged. He started when he saw us, then grinned and rushed out from around the desk. “Mr. Ford? You are Remington Ford, right? I’m Andrew, the day manager here at the Greens. Welcome, sir. It’s an honor to have you here.”

      Laurene sniffed at my side. “If only he knew.”

      I cut her a sharp glance, but this was hardly the time to get into it with my sassy pre-teen. For some godforsaken reason, she was eternally pissed at me. I knew that I worked hard, but we were here now and I’d brought her along so we could finally spend some time together.

      You’d think she’d give me a damn break for that.

      Ignoring her snide remark, I strode toward Andrew and took another pointed look around. As advertised, the place was stunning. With the mountains as a backdrop on one side and the city on the other, large windows lined the walls and expensive white tiles stretched out beneath our feet.

      Heavy, royal blue drapes framed the windows and fireplaces—unlit, since it was summer—sat in each corner of the expansive space. And yet, there are no people. Where the hell are all the patrons I was promised?

      “Andrew,” I said as I stopped in front of him. “Are we the only guests here at the moment?”

      His dark eyes widened and he shook his head. “Oh, no, sir. The others are enjoying the great outdoors. The resort offers⁠—”

      “I’m aware.” I didn’t need him to give me the same sales pitch that had been provided when I’d pumped hundreds of thousands into this place. “What’s the vacancy rate right now?”

      The guy did a slow-double take at the directness of my question, but I didn’t have time for games. I never did. He recovered a minute later, blinking too fast and too many times for my liking before he responded. “Off the top of my head, I’d say about thirty percent of our rooms are occupied this week. Give or take.”

      I stared at him. “The vacancy rate is seventy percent? Schools are out for the summer and not even a third of the rooms are taken? How is that possible?”

      “Well, sir, there’s, uh, there’s another resort in the next town over. Blue Pines just outside of Bluebell Hollow. They’re offering what I’ve heard is an excellent summer program. We’ve had a few cancellations from guests who opted to stay there instead.”

      “Blue Pines?” I mused out loud. “Tell me more.”

      “Daddy, I’m hungry. Can we just check in already?”

      I glanced at my daughter, who didn’t know that this was doubling as a business trip for me, and shook my head. “I’m sorry, honey. We’ll get you something to eat soon. Let me just finish up here.”

      As I turned my gaze back to Andrew, he looked a little shaken but he rattled off a few facts about this other resort anyway. “It’s deep in the mountains. Close to a variety of hiking trails, I think. Rustic. Uh, I hear there’s a lovely pool.”

      “You have a pool here.”

      “Well, yes. We do, sir. Three swimming pools, in fact. But theirs is some kind of indoor/outdoor business that people seem to rave about online.”

      “Rustic, huh?” In other words, it was a dump, but I didn’t say so out loud. “How far away is it?”

      “Oh, uh, I’d say probably about fifty miles out?”

      Are you telling me or asking?  “Very well. You can cancel my reservation. Thank you, Andrew.”

      I spun on my heels and inclined my head toward the wide, double front doors. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you something to eat. Then we’ll go check out this Blue Pines Resort. Word is they have a lovely pool.”

      “But sir, your reservation is for the entire summer,” Andrew protested behind me. “Are you sure you want to cancel the whole thing?”

      “I never say anything I’m not sure of,” I replied without looking back at him.

      I slid my hand around Laurene’s shoulders and guided her back to the car. She shook me off—no surprise there—and collapsed into the passenger seat to pout all the way to Bluebell Hollow, a town so small it didn’t even come up on my maps. I had to search the location on the internet.

      “Why couldn’t we just stay there? Why are we going to a different place now? We’ve been in the car for two days, Dad. Why are we doing even more driving?”

      Because I’m curious to see the resort that’s driving business away from the place I’m a partial owner of. “You heard him. There’s an excellent summer program.”

      She groaned, leaning back in her chair and settling in for the drive. My mind was racing as I navigated out of Gatlinburg toward Bluebell Hollow. When I’d been approached to invest in the Greens, I’d sent a guy out here on my behalf. I’d done my due diligence, but something somewhere had clearly gone wrong.

      This is why I prefer to do things myself. At the time though, I hadn’t been able to make the trip. In the middle of a nasty divorce, I’d been forced to delegate. And now look where I’ve landed.

      “I knew I should’ve gone to Italy with Mom,” Laurene complained softly, and my heart gave a dull pang.

      My ex-wife had taken the yacht she’d gotten in the divorce to Europe for the summer without even bothering to check whether I could take our daughter. She also hadn’t invited said daughter, seemingly preferring to blow through the money she’d received in the settlement on her own.

      I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. No rustic summer program could compete with a yacht. “We’ll grab something to eat once we get into town and then you’ll feel better. Tennessee isn’t Europe, but this is going to be fun. I promise.”

      “That’s not a promise you can keep.” She sighed, giving me her back to watch the mountainside we were driving along instead.

      I couldn’t say I blamed her. I was pretty annoyed with myself right now too, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that some other resort had become the preferred destination for travelers this summer.

      In order to fix it and not write my investment off as a bad one, I needed to see the place people were canceling for. I didn’t believe in throwing away money. There had to be a way to salvage my investment.

      It didn’t take long to reach tiny, sleepy Bluebell Hollow, and I stopped at a diner on main street, apparently the only restaurant the place had to offer. Laurene and I walked in slowly, already sticking out like sore thumbs in our designer clothing and my flashy Maserati among the denim and flannel we were suddenly surrounded by.

      A little bell above the door tinkled and a waitress in a faded uniform that had seen better days looked up at us. “What can I get you folks?”

      I eyed the menu mounted on the wall behind the counter and decided Laurene could wait a few more minutes before she ate. “I just need directions to Blue Pines Resort.”

      Two women who had been sitting at the table nearest the door stood up, and one of them gave me a friendly smile. “Blue Pines? Oh, that’s great. It’s only another seven miles from here. You’ll be there in a jiffy. Make a left out of the parking lot and follow the road out of town. You’ll see the signage for the resort on your right. Turn up onto the little mountain road just after the sign and you won’t be able to miss it.”

      The woman who had spoken was a strikingly beautiful blonde with a Barbie face, curves to die for, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. If the circumstances had been different, I might have done something about the sudden urge to see those curves out of the torn jeans and fitted T-shirt she was wearing, but the divorce had done a number on me.

      I had absolutely no desire to date ever again and this woman seemed like the type who’d expect at least dinner and a movie before she let me peel those awful clothes off her.

      Shaking off the lust that rumbled through me, I nodded at her. “Thank you. We’ll find it. Come on, baby.”

      “Daddy,” Laurene whined. “I’m too hungry. Can’t we just eat here? I’ve never been to a roadside diner before and the burgers look good.”

      I glanced at a plate of food that had been sitting on the counter, waiting to be served since we’d arrived, and shook my head at her, lowering my voice a bit in case I started a riot with my next words. “We’ll find someplace better, honey. I’m sure there’s a nice restaurant at the resort.”

      Lowered voice or not, it immediately became apparent that I’d been overheard, and we earned quite a few looks from the patrons nearby. The blonde woman and her friend exchanged a glance before she gave me a tight smile, following it up with a wave before they left.

      I sighed. “Let’s go, Laurene. We’ll eat something as soon as we get to the resort.” I nodded my apologies to the waitress and led my daughter back to the car, wondering what the blonde woman’s story was as I watched her and her friend climb into a beat-up truck before they drove away.

      I slid into my car next to my now supremely irritated daughter while she pouted some more. “Why are we here, Daddy? I don’t understand why we couldn’t just stay at the resort in Gatlinburg.”

      Putting the sexy blonde out of my mind, I turned over the engine and looked at Laurene before I got us back on the road. “It’s just business, baby. Nothing to worry about. We’ll be there soon.”

      “Business?” Her eyebrows jumped up and she huffed out a breath, the very picture of her mother when she acted like this.

      With Jacqueline’s flowing red hair and porcelain skin, it was always difficult to look at my daughter without seeing my ex-wife in her, but when she was having a temper tantrum? She was her mother’s kid through and through.

      “Yes, business,” I said, trying to be gentle, but it really didn’t come naturally to me. “I’m not going to be working a lot this summer, but I do need to get some things done, okay?”

      She responded with yet another heavy sigh, and I left her to her misery, focusing on the road instead. I didn’t like being bested, and if this resort was so popular, then I was going to have it for myself. Once I did, I could replicate whatever was responsible for its success over at the Greens, and then I’d own the two crown jewels of the Smoky Mountains.

      Thirty percent occupancy rate, my ass. I wouldn’t let it stand, and nothing was going to get in my way—not even the promise I’d made myself that this summer was about spending quality time with my daughter.
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BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      “Gosh, have you ever met someone who’s such a snob?” Gracie asked as I drove us back to Blue Pines Resort. “You heard that guy, right? We’ll find someplace better? Pardon us, your majesty. We don’t put caviar on our cheeseburgers.”

      I laughed. “Is that your idea of fancy food? Fish eggs on a burger?”

      “You know some rich moron is eating that exact thing somewhere right now. Posing with it for Instagram.”

      “And they paid three grand for it,” I said, grinning.

      She chuckled and shook her head. “My idea of fancy food is when I can eat lunch off a plate instead of over the sink while I’m working.”

      I nodded. “My idea of fancy is when something cooks in the oven instead of the microwave.”

      Gracie slapped her hand against the dashboard excitedly. “Oh my goodness, I want to feed that guy a microwave burrito. I bet his stupid snobby head would explode.”

      Some of the humor faded from me. “You might just get that chance. Since he was asking for directions, I’m assuming he and his kid are going to be our guests, which means you’re going to have to get over it and be nice if you run into him.”

      She groaned. “God, that poor kid. Can you imagine what it’s like to be raised by someone like that?”

      “Nope, but I also don’t even really want to try. I like the simple joys in life. Money just complicates everything.”

      The rich guy was scorching hot, I’d give him that, but if he thought he was going to find a restaurant better than Bluebell Diner, he had another thing coming. His little girl had been right. Their burgers were delicious.

      “Why are the hot tourists always asshats?” Gracie asked next to me. “Just once, I’d like a handsome man to be a good guy. Is that really too much to ask?”

      I laughed. “Seems so. Although, to be fair, you think all men are asshats.”

      “Well, they have been,” she objected jokingly. “At least, all the men I’ve come across recently. They’re either married asshats or single asshats, but the one thing they all have in common?”

      “They’re asshats. I got it.” I wasn’t about to admit it to her, but I didn’t think the guy from the diner fell into the married category. If he was, he didn’t wear a ring, anyway.

      Why yes, I did check.

      Not because I was interested in a summer romance with some rich tourist, but because a guy who looked like him and was single staying at our resort was going to cause a ruckus. Seriously, tall, dark, and handsome with an imposing presence like his, gorgeous ocean-blue eyes, and thick chocolate-colored hair, he was definitely going to have more than one taker among the staff if he was interested in a summer fling.

      Needing to change the subject before I got hung up on the memory of those intense, sparkling blue eyes, I glanced at Gracie. “Are you sure we got everything we needed in town?”

      “Yep,” she said happily. “I have all the pineapples I need for the Mai-tai happy hour and we remembered to pick up Alan’s prescription, so we’re all good.”

      “Sure, except that we had more things to pick up than pineapples and pills. Did we get everything on Jenna’s list?”

      Our camp counselor over at the resort had needed a few rainy-day items just in case, and Gracie checked the list she’d given us before she nodded.

      “We’ve got it all.” Her teeth sank into her bottom lip and she snuck another glance at me. “Are you sure Alan’s going to be okay? I’d really like to check what medication we picked up for him.”

      “He’s our boss, Gracie. We can’t go snooping around in his personal life,” I said. “Whatever medication it is, we just need to trust that it’ll work and that he’s going to be okay.”

      “Fine, but I’m only there for the summer. Come fall, I go back to my real job and you might be stuck with an ailing seventy-five-year-old. I’m just saying, I would like to know what’s wrong with him if I were you.”

      A frisson of worry ran through me. Gracie worked as a teacher at the elementary school in town. Her bartending gig at the resort was only for the break, and once she left, the other permanent staff and I would have to take care of Alan.

      In the time I’d worked there, he’d become something of a father figure to me and I couldn’t stand the thought that he might be seriously ill, but I was going to choose to believe that wasn’t the case. He was the retire when I die type and a real go-getter, but his health had definitely been waning over the last year or so.

      The worry turned into dread in the pit of my stomach. I’d already lost one father. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing another.

      Oblivious to the morbid turn my thoughts had taken, Gracie smiled at me. “Anyway, was it just my imagination, or was the asshat snob checking you out a little bit back there?”

      “Are you still thinking about that guy?” I groaned and shook my head. “He wasn’t checking me out. All he wanted from me was directions. Simmer down.”

      She laughed as I parked in front of my private cabin behind the main part of the resort. “If you say so, but if it turns out that I’m right and he was checking you out, you might want to consider letting him give you a little something-something.”

      I turned off the engine and arched a steep eyebrow at her. “Why? I thought we’d established that he’s an asshat.”

      “He is, but with the emphasis on ass. Did you see his? Because I sure did. It’s tight as hell. Big guy like that should have a nice big—” She widened her eyes. “Heart. Get your mind out of the gutter, Birdie. He’s not just a piece of meat.”

      I laughed, climbing out of the truck before she could keep teasing me about Diner Snob.

      Gracie followed me out and gathered her pineapples off the back. She lifted them out and caught a glimpse of her watch. Her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Shit. I’m going to be late for my shift. If anyone asks, lunch was quick, but the errands ran long.”

      I nodded and waved her off. “Get your butt in gear and you’ll make it.”

      She sprinted off with more energy than I had most days. Maybe I needed to get back in the gym. Tighten up the old glutes. But who had the time?

      I collected the rest of the stuff before heading to the front desk to check my own schedule for the afternoon. I led a morning yoga session five days a week, and that was my official job description, but when I wasn’t doing that, I acted as something of a manager around here, coordinating things behind the scenes.

      Blue Pines was my home and it had been for about ten years now. I helped out where I could during my free time and I liked to think that I’d helped build this place into what it was today. Nestled in the mountains, with lots of tall trees and wildlife around, it was a dream come true for me to live and work on a property like this.

      Our foyer was spacious but smaller than most, with picture windows behind the desk and wooden floors. It definitely wasn’t as modern as some, but our guests seemed to like this place’s country charm. If they wanted glitz and glamour, the mountains of Tennessee were the wrong destination. People came out here to relax and get some fresh air in their lungs.

      They came to slow down and escape the constant hustle of the rest of the world. Without so many distractions, people could focus on what was important, like their loved ones. I had seen a lot of families come through this place in the ten years I’d worked there. No matter how they showed up, they always left smiling.

      It felt good to work at a place that could bring joy to people like that. I would never be rich, but helping others brought a different kind of reward.

      “Hey, James.” I smiled at the guy working the front desk as I moved in behind it. “Have you saved the world from aliens yet?”

      The nineteen-year-old smiled, barely looking away from the game he was playing on his phone. “I’ve been training for this my whole life. The earth is in good hands.”

      “Great,” I said, nodding. “How about the front desk? How’s that doing?”

      “It’s also safe from space invaders,” he said. “Nothing exciting to report in general. Well, that’s not true. I unclogged a toilet earlier. I’ll bet you five bucks you can’t guess what I found in there.”

      “Nope, I’m good, James.” I checked the schedule posted on the bulletin board in the back and grinned when I saw that the rest of my day was clear. “I’ll be at the Kids Camp if you need me for anything—other than finishing that story.”

      He nodded, his eyes looking haunted. “That’s probably for the best.”

      If it was a slow day, he wouldn’t need my help, and if it got busy, he’d track me down for sure. I took off to the child-care center at the resort, wondering about the group activities Jenna had planned for the older kids today.

      As I headed out, I ran into Alan, who was supposed to be in Gatlinburg for a doctor’s appointment today. My heart skipped and I raced over to him. “What are you doing here? Did your appointment get postponed?”

      “Yep,” he said, that soft rasp of age in his voice more pronounced than it had ever been before. “I postponed it. Permanently.”

      I sighed. “You canceled?”

      “I didn’t want to go.” The lines etched into his face deepened as he frowned at me. “I thought you were in town. Did you fill my prescription?”

      “Yes, but you still need to see the doctor,” I said firmly. “You told me that these pills were only to tide you over until the appointment, which means this was probably your last refill. Reschedule the appointment, Alan. Please.”

      “No,” he said obstinately, cloudy blue eyes narrowing on mine. “I don’t need it. I’m as healthy as a horse. Fit as a fiddle.”

      “Alan,” James called. “I need you for a minute.”

      Our boss gave me a triumphant look. “Excuse me. I need to go deal with some guests. You know, because I’m so healthy and this place couldn’t go a whole day without me.”

      He walked away before I could tell him that I would reschedule his appointment if he didn’t. Shaking my head as I watched him go, I added a call to the doctor to my mental to-do list. It would have to wait, though.

      I walked into the Kids Camp and laughed when I found Jenna with her hands full with a group of toddlers.

      Our Kids Camp consisted of a water-play area, a swimming pool that was only knee deep with all sorts of fountains and sprayers in it, a variety of outdoor climbing frames and slides, and an indoor area filled with soft play and a whole host of other toys and games.

      For the older kids, we had a games arcade, a second, deeper swimming pool, and a “chill room” with sofas, TVs, and a few pool tables.

      Three older kids were lounging in the chill room while Jenna sat in a ball pit, trying not to drown under the boisterous toddlers.

      “Do you need any help?” I asked as I approached.

      “Yes, please!” She giggled as she picked up a little girl with pigtails and waded toward me with her in her arms. “Did you get my supplies?”

      I lifted the grocery bag in my hand. “It’s all here.”

      Relief softened her dainty features. “Awesome. Thank you. Are you sure you’ve got the time to help me out today?”

      I nodded. “Just tell me what you need.”

      “Can you find something to do for the big kids? They’re so bored and I haven’t been able to pay much attention to them. They’ve already done a lot of swimming and now they’re waiting for me to come up with something better.”

      “Sure,” I agreed immediately. “I’ll take them on the mini hike down to the lake. That’s always a hit.”

      “Thank you,” she gushed. “Have I told you lately that I love you?”

      I laughed. “Not lately, but I know you do. See you later.”

      I left her to wrangle the toddlers while I rallied the three bigger kids, introducing myself for those who didn’t know me. “Hey, guys. I’m Birdie. Who wants to come on a hike with me? It’s a nice day for it.”

      Jordan, one of the older kids whose family had been at the resort for about a week, sat up straighter. “The hike to the lake?”

      “That’s the one,” I said. “Are you up for it?”

      “Are you kidding?” He stood up and kicked his brother, Mason’s, foot. “Come on. We’re going.”

      The girl in the group rolled her eyes at all of us—and at the world in general, probably—but then she said she needed to change her shoes before we left.

      I smiled. “That’s fine. We’ll meet you in foyer, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay, whatever,” she muttered, sullenly dragging her feet on her way out of the room while I took the boys to the entryway with me.

      While we were waiting, the man from the diner and the little girl I assumed was his daughter were checking in. He was having a conversation with James while the girl leaned against the counter, studying her nails and discreetly looking around.

      I gave her a little wave and a smile when she caught my eye, which seemed to shock her for some reason. Strangely, her eyes even widened before she quickly looked away, moving a step closer to her dad. The man glanced at her then, his brow furrowing before he looked around as if to check what had triggered her reaction.

      I was pretty curious about that myself. The way they were both acting, it was like someone being friendly was a foreign concept to them. If they think I’m scary, I hope they don’t run into any wildlife out here. One wrong look from a raccoon and they’ll be calling in the national guard.

      His eyes narrowed on mine when he realized I’d been responsible for his daughter’s sudden need for protection, and he held my gaze for a moment. His features remained stoic but he still managed to exude an air of suspicion.

      Internally shaking my head at the weird ways of the big city folk, I put him out of my mind. The mopey girl had put on some boots suitable for a trail hike and was walking into the lobby area. “Alrighty, guys. We’re all here. Let’s get going. Who can tell me which is the most prevalent species of tree that we’re going to be passing on our hike today?”

      Jordan straightened up proudly and gave his brother a smug look. “I already know this one, since I’ve been on this hike before.”

      Mason shook his head. “Let her tell it. I’m not here to learn from you.”

      This led to some enthusiastic wrestling between the brothers, but eventually I got them back in their neutral corners. With that out of their systems, they nodded enthusiastically. Even the sad girl seemed excited. As I led them out of the foyer, the man from the diner followed me with his cool blue eyes. An unfamiliar but not unpleasant shiver raced down my spine.

      In that moment, I knew Mr. Tall, Rude, and Handsome was going to cause trouble for me during his stay at the resort.
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REMINGTON

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, sir, but there are no rooms available in the main resort,” the kid at the front desk told me after checking an ancient computer. “However, we do have a cabin available for tonight. It’s lovely and rustic with bunk beds and an adjoining bathroom. I think you’ll be very happy there.”

      Will I? Because I’m sure not feeling very happy about it right now. “Your website says that you’ve got suites. Are you sure there are none of those available?”

      “We do have a suite opening up in two days, sir,” he said. “It’ll be available after that for some time.”

      “Once that suite opens up, go ahead and give it to me for the summer,” I said. “If I’m already moving once, I don’t want to have to do it again.”

      While the guy scrambled to try and work something out for me, an old man walked up and cut me a sharp glare. “Is there a problem here?”

      The man stood tall for his age, and there was a certain authority in the way he spoke. It took me all of about ten seconds to come to the conclusion that he was the owner of this resort and that he wasn’t going to be an easy nut to crack.

      Someone this old and set in his ways was always a hard sell, but I was used to getting what I wanted. Even if it took me a while to get it.

      “No problem,” I said, extending a hand toward him. “I’m Remington Ford and this is my daughter, Laurene. We’d like to stay with you for the summer. In a suite, preferably, but I’m told you’ve only got one of those available in a couple days’ time, so we’ll take the cabin for now.”

      Laurene stiffened with shock beside me, shooting me a questioning glance. The old man eyed my hand for a beat before he shook it. “Alan Armstrong. I’m afraid we’ve only got two suites and they’re usually pre-booked for the summer. Nothing you can do but wait for one to open up.”

      “I understand,” I replied easily, not needing to make an enemy out of him if I wanted him to sell this place to me. “We’ll take the suite when it’s available.”

      Alan’s grip was surprisingly firm as he shook my hand. Then he let go and turned toward the guy behind the desk. “See what you can do, James. I’m sure we can move some reservations around to accommodate them for as long as they want to be accommodated. If this fancy guy from the city wants to spend several grand staying here in a suite, so be it.”

      It was an obvious insult, but I took it in stride. Honestly, I’d been called a lot worse. “Thank you, Alan. We appreciate it. Actually, I’m an investor by trade and I’d like to set up a meeting with you while I’m here.”

      He turned back to me. “I don’t take meetings.”

      Alan simply walked away. James stammered something incomprehensible and gave me a wide-eyed stare before producing a set of keys. Like, actual, metal keys. No programmable keycards or biometrics here, it seemed.

      “Enjoy your stay, sir,” he said as he handed them over. “You’re in cabin number seven. Follow the road out of the parking lot and keep left at the fork. It’ll be on your right. The cabins have the added benefit of having a parking spot right next to them. Do you need help with your suitcases?”

      “No, I’ve got it.” If they needed to ask, then I’d rather pass. God only knew who they’d send to fumble with our things and how long that was going to take. “Thanks, James. We’ll see you around.”

      “Of course, sir,” he replied. “We hope you have a pleasant stay.”

      So do I.

      Laurene followed me back to the car, playing with her phone while I drove us to the cabin which was, indeed, rustic. Set behind the main building and slightly back off the road, it was surrounded by towering trees so lush that the branches formed a canopy overhead.

      When we climbed out of the car, the chirp of some kind of creatures in the woods was so loud that it cut through everything, but it was one of those sounds that would fade into the background once we got used to it. I took a deep breath as I looked up at the simple wooden structure, already knowing that Laurene wasn’t going to be happy with it.

      Almost as if on cue, the first complaints started rolling in. “Daddy, there’s no cell service here.”

      I popped open the trunk and pulled out our suitcases, glancing at my beautiful baby girl and wondering when she’d become so big that she even cared about something like cell service. “I suspected it could be spotty all the way out here, but it’s fine. It’s better this way. For both of us.”

      “How?” she asked incredulously as she followed me up a few rickety stairs to our front door. “What are we supposed to do without our phones?”

      “Live.” I dragged the suitcases to a stop and fished the key out of my pocket. “This will be a good opportunity for you to get out into nature, breathe some fresh air for a change, and just be a kid for once.”

      “I’m twelve,” she said emphatically. “I’m not a child anymore.”

      “You’re not a grownup either, honey,” I replied as I unlocked the door and pushed it open. “If anyone had asked me, I would’ve told them that I didn’t want you to have your phone at your age anyway, but it must’ve slipped your mother’s mind to mention it before she bought you one.”

      “Everyone has a phone at my age,” she said, following me into the simple bedroom. As James had said, it had bunk beds right in front of us and a small adjoining bathroom, but outside of a wardrobe and a dresser, that was it. The full extent of our amenities for the next couple days.

      Laurene groaned. “Are we really going to sleep in here?”

      “Yes, baby. We are.” I dragged our suitcases to the wardrobe and hoisted them in, not bothering with unpacking since we’d be moving out so soon. “Cheer up. It’ll be like summer camp.”

      “Summer camp in a horror movie, maybe,” she muttered, flopping down on the bottom bunk and checking her phone again. “Seriously? There’s not even a bar. Not one. How is that possible? Did we drive to another country?”

      “Sweetheart, if you wanted total freedom to sit around and stare at makeup tutorials on your phone all day, you should’ve gone on the yacht with your mom. Let’s go take a look around, shall we?”

      She pouted, her eyebrows mashed in a little crease as she sat up and pulled her long red hair into a ponytail. “Is our AC broken?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, glancing at the remote on the bed and then up at the unit on the wall. “I don’t think so, though. It might just not be on yet.”

      “What kind of resort is this?” she asked as she watched me hit the power button. “Letting guests stay in rooms that aren’t even cool in this heat.”

      As she frowned at me like I’d done her a great disservice, I realized it was time to take action. “Come on. Let’s go outside. We’re going for a walk to take a look around, then maybe you can check out the swimming pools. That’ll cool you down.”

      She sighed heavily but headed outside and I followed, sliding my hands into the pockets of my slacks. I looked at the view from our porch. Dark clouds were rolling in, the air so thick with moisture that I was convinced it was going to start raining any minute now, but somehow, that only added to the natural beauty of this place.

      I even saw a squirrel running along one of the tree branches, but it was gone before I could point it out to my daughter. “This isn’t so bad. At least it’s beautiful here.”

      She looked around too, but she didn’t seem to like what she was seeing as much. From my point of view, the greenery of the landscape, the gardens alongside the resort, and even the stone-built main building were gorgeous. Not to mention the mountains all around and sky that stretched for miles without being interrupted by a single skyscraper.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard such silence or breathed in such earthy air. I hadn’t really spent much time in the great outdoors for at least the last twenty years, but now that we were here, I found myself looking forward to the break.

      Laurene would come around. She just wasn’t used to anything like this at all. I was about to ask her if she wanted to start our walk now when it was like the heavens opened. Rain began to come down and a group of kids emerged from the woodsy path to our right, laughing as they ran toward the resort with the blonde woman from the diner in tow.

      “Who is that?” Laurene asked, leaning forward a little.

      The kids squealed with laughter at something she shouted at them.

      I hadn’t been able to make out the words, but it was clear that the kids were having a ball with her, even though they were getting soaked. I found myself asking the same thing. Who is the sexy blonde with the nice smile who keeps popping up today?

      Her hair was drenched, and her T-shirt clung to those incredible curves as she ran. The woman’s loud, infectious laughter drifted over to us even above the sound of the rain sheeting down onto our roof. She should’ve looked like a clumsy, drowned rat right about then, but instead, she seemed happy and carefree, like there was nothing in the world that could touch her or bring her down.

      What I wouldn’t give to feel like that for just one day.

      For a long minute, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her, just watching quietly as she herded the children into a door at the side of the main building. Once she disappeared, I ran a hand through my own—dry—hair and shook my head at my errant thoughts.

      Sure, it had been a while since I’d gotten laid, but this was ridiculous. She was just a pretty girl. A pretty girl with an exceptionally sexy figure and the kind of curves I’d always been partial to, but still.

      Laurene turned to me with a slightly pained expression on her face, distracting me from my thoughts about the blonde. “What do we do now? There’s no service and it’s pouring, so we can’t even go for a stupid walk. How long are we staying again, and are you sure that we absolutely have to?”
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BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      After I wrapped up my yoga class for the morning, I was rolling up my mat and saying goodbye to everyone as Jenna walked in. My friend looked slightly frazzled, her curly hair falling out of her messy bun and her eyes a little more wild than usual.

      “Birdie, I’m so glad you’re here!” she called as she crossed the studio toward me. “Please tell me you can help out at the Kids Club again today? We’ve got a new kid who doesn’t really want to be there and I’ve got my hands full with the littles. Margie, the toddler with the pigtails from yesterday? She doesn’t want to leave me alone for a minute and she’s refusing to leave the waterpark. Gracie is with them now, but she has to leave in a few and Margie was wailing when I left.”

      “Of course, I can help,” I said immediately, sliding my rolled-up mat into my cubby on the wall and grinning at her. “I love the kids. We’ll get them sorted out. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you.” She gave me a big hug before we jogged back to the Kids Camp together.

      It was an entire section of the resort that had been fenced off to prevent our younger guests from escaping, and I glanced at Jenna when she opened the entry gate. “How many older kids have we got today?”

      “Right now, only the new girl,” she said. “Mason and Jordan are on a fishing trip with their parents today and Aliyah is on a bike ride with hers.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “How old is the new girl?”

      “Twelve.” Jenna scrunched up her freckled nose as she blew out a breath through her nostrils. “Going on thirty, if you ask me. She’s one of those city kids who doesn’t really seem to know what it means to be a child.”

      I nodded slowly, wondering if it was the same girl from the diner yesterday. I wasn’t sure if they’d ever checked in or if they only stopped over here for lunch or something, but when I saw a head of gleaming red hair in the park outside the indoor area, my suspicions were confirmed.

      It was the same girl who’d seemed so surprised when I’d just waved at her yesterday.

      Smiling, I walked over and folded my arms on the platform of the climbing frame she was sitting on, staring absently into the distance.

      “Hey, there,” I said, making sure to be extra friendly. “I’m Birdie. What’s your name?”

      “Laurene,” the girl said, barely glancing at me before she turned her gaze back to the mountains. “It’s okay. I get that this is the Kids Club, but you don’t have to entertain me. I’m not a child and I’m just fine on my own.”

      I looked at her little face, taking in the sadness that was much too profound for her age. Then I climbed up the small ladder and sat down with her, used to having to break down the barriers with some kids. “Well, I guess that’s good news for me, then. If I don’t have to entertain you, that means we can just hang out.”

      She was quiet for a moment before she slowly turned her head to look at me. “You want to hang out? With me?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Why not? If you’d like, I can even show you around so you can get the lay of the land. The property is pretty big and I wouldn’t want you to miss out on anything while you’re here.”

      Wariness crept into her eyes, like she wasn’t sure if she could trust me or I had some kind of ulterior motive. Wow. Someone has really done a number on this kid.

      “That’s okay,” she said reluctantly, turning back to the view instead. “I don’t want to waste your time.”

      “That’s impossible. It’s never a waste of time to walk around this property. In fact, it’s one of my favorite things to do. It soothes my soul. You’d be doing me a favor if you keep me company while I walk, really. I need to check on a few things anyway.”

      The girl didn’t seem convinced but she got up and hopped off the low platform, dusting off her butt once she had her feet on solid ground. “I know you’re lying, by the way. You don’t have anything to check on and you probably hate having to show people around, but it’s your job, so you’ve got to do it and pretend to love it.”

      Yep. Some grownup has definitely done a number on her. I shook my head as I followed her down and then led her to the path heading to the main part of the resort. “I wasn’t lying and I’ll prove it to you. Part of my job as someone who works here is showing people around, sure, but technically, I’m a yoga instructor, not a part of the welcoming team. Also, around here, there’s always something to check on.”

      “Like what?” she asked, cautious but genuinely curious.

      “Uh, well, just yesterday, I got caught in the rain, but as we were running back up here, I saw that one of the signposts on the hiking trail was dangling. It must’ve come loose somehow, and if it falls, a guest might get lost, and like I said earlier, it’s a big property. The last thing we want is a hiker not making it back before sunset. It’s so much paperwork.”

      She looked up at me with wide eyes, and I shot her a grin to show her I had been joking. Laurene looked away but I was pretty sure I saw the first hint of a smile.

      She finally fell into step beside me instead of trailing. Her pretty blue eyes regarded me with an intellect she seemed too young to possess. “Are you sure it won’t bug you if I walk with you?”

      “Absolutely sure,” I said cheerfully, kind of excited about the opportunity to get to know her. She seemed so guarded and I had a feeling she hid behind their obvious wealth for some reason. In my experience, kids like her needed this place more than they knew “Okay, so while we walk, I’ll tell you a bit more about the resort. That way, you can figure out what you’d like to do later. How does that sound?”

      “Uh, okay.”

      I smiled. “Excellent. You’ve seen the Kids Camp and you’ve met my friend Jenna, who runs it. I know it has the word ‘Kid’ in the name, but it’s actually a really fun place to just hang out. Jenna keeps the little ones busy there, and usually, no one bothers the teenagers when they’re just relaxing.”

      “Okay,” she repeated, but her eyes were slightly unfocused and it was pretty obvious that she was listening intently to what I was saying. “So it’s not just for kids?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “We’ve separated it into different areas so that the little ones are safe and away from the stuff they’re not meant to get to, like the pools. And the entire thing has a fence around it so that your parents know you’re safe in there too and that you won’t wander off into the woods and get lost.”

      She scoffed softly. “You don’t have to worry about that with me.”

      Oh, there’s definitely a story there, I thought, but I didn’t push. We weren’t there yet. Instead, I waved a hand at the building we were coming up to. “That’s our Nordic spa, which has several heated pools along with the actual spa. It’s a real hit with guests. The main swimming pools are in front of the restaurant, but I’m sure you’ve already seen them.”

      “Sure, Dad and I took a walk before dinner last night.”

      Ah, so he is her father. “I hope you enjoyed it.”

      Our feet crunched on the leaves covering the path and I sighed, making a mental note to come clear them away once I finished with her. As my studio came into view around the bend, I grinned. “That’s where I work. It’s a top-tier yoga retreat and my personal sanctuary. Would you like to see it?”

      “Am I allowed in there?”

      I chuckled and slid an arm around her shoulders. “Of course, you are. I run the place and you’re my guest. Let’s go. You’re going to love it. It’s so calm and serene.”

      Surprisingly, the girl leaned into me a little after stiffening at first contact. My immediate thought was that she wasn’t used to affection from adults, but that couldn’t be right. She was a kid. Kids loved hugs.

      Putting it out of my head, I showed her the studio, noticing her light up when she saw the bar along the full-length mirrors.

      “I thought this was only a yoga studio! Do you offer ballet here too?”

      “There’s a barre class a few nights a week if you’re interested. You’d be the youngest by far, but you’re welcome to come if it’s okay with your parents. It doesn’t run too late, so⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s okay,” she said bluntly. “My parents are divorced and my mother doesn’t even know or care where I am. I’m here with my dad, but he doesn’t really care what I do either. It’ll be fine. Just tell me when and I’ll be here.”

      “Uh, okay. I’ll let you know. I just need to check the schedule for this week.” I could tell she was upset about something, but I’d only just started getting to know the girl.

      I didn’t want to pry, but at the same time, it seemed to me that she was in desperate need of some real attention. While she was here, I wouldn’t mind spending some time with her, but it wasn’t my attention she needed.

      It made me wonder about her dad, the hot asshat with the imposing build and the piercing eyes. She’d mentioned a divorce, which explained why I hadn’t seen a ring yesterday, but I wondered if that was what had kept him so busy that his daughter seemed to have lost all faith in humanity. Grown-up humanity, at least. I had no idea what she was like with other kids.

      After I showed her around a little more and had her help me fix the dangling sign, I took her back to the Kids Camp for a snack and found her father waiting for her. Laurene scowled when she saw him, and he scowled when he saw me.

      Funny how that look seems to run in their family.

      I almost scowled too, just so I didn’t feel left out, but they wouldn’t understand. Instead, I pasted a wide smile on my lips and introduced myself. “Hello, again. I’m Birdie and I just had the honor of spending some time with your daughter. I’ve got to say, sir, she’s amazing. We had a fun walk together.”

      Those cool blues lingered on mine, an eyebrow arching. He gave me a fairly obvious once-over. “Birdie, you said it was?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, mentally grating my teeth over the haughty tone of his voice. “And with whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

      He didn’t notice that I was teasing him about the overly formal way he’d addressed me. “Remington Ford.”

      He also didn’t hold out his hand to shake mine. How could he be so stiff and still have terrible manners?

      He looked down at his daughter. “It’s time to go. We’re going to explore this Bluebell Hollow for a bit.”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” I said, digging deep into my helpful, hospitable nature to be good to this guy even if he was extremely dismissive. “You should visit the museum and the swinging bridge. Everyone loves those.”

      Mr. Fancy Pants Remington Ford didn’t seem interested in what I’d said at all. He jerked his head toward the exit, still looking at his daughter like she was an employee. Then his phone rang and he answered it, turning away from us both to take the call.

      Laurene sent me an apologetic wave and a shy smile before she followed him, head down and shoulders slumped.

      I sighed as I watched them go. I liked pretty much everyone, but that man definitely hadn’t made a very good first impression. Or second. Or third, for that matter.

      At the back of my mind though, I couldn’t help wondering if perhaps they’d been put on my path for Laurene’s sake rather than her father’s. Just yesterday, I’d thought that it was the other way around but now I wasn’t so sure.

      She was a good kid, but she seemed to be going through the motions rather than living her life. In my humble opinion, she was much too young to have the kind of attitude she did. As I watched her disappear with him, I decided that I would take her under my wing a bit for the summer.

      She deserved to have an adult take a real interest in her, and if I could help her be the kid that she so obviously didn’t see herself as, then I would consider it time well spent.

      You’re on, Laurene Ford. This summer, it’s you and me, girl. Let’s see if this place can’t spare a little bit of its healing magic for you.

      It had sure done so for me and for so many others. It was a special place and that poor girl needed to unwind and let go of all the stress she carried with her—before she got stomach ulcers while she was still only teetering on the edge of womanhood.
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      Once we hit the town, I ignored Birdie’s advice and followed some signs to a local market. Birdie. What kind of name is that, anyway?

      “Where are we going?” Laurene asked from the passenger seat, frowning when I blew past the turnoff for the museum. “Birdie said⁠—”

      “I know what she said, but there’s a big market on, and I thought you might like to go shopping.”

      She blinked away what I could’ve sworn was disappointment before she nodded. “Sure. Shopping. Of course.”

      I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Is there suddenly something wrong with shopping?”

      “No,” she said quietly. “Not at all. I just don’t know what there could be to buy in a place like this.”

      “Well, we’re about to find out.” I turned down the street I’d been directed to by the arrows attached to the trees and road signs along the way.

      A surprising amount of cars lined the sidewalk. It took us a bit to find an open spot. I parked and slid my sunglasses on, waiting for her to do the same before we headed toward the market. “Why don’t you go explore a little bit? I’ve just got to call Declan real quick, but I’ll catch up.”

      “Declan,” she muttered. “Of course. Have fun. Call me when you’re done.”

      She took off then, quickly disappearing into the crowds moving through the aisles made up of colorful tents scattered across the local park. Without even having looked back at me once, she was gone and I was wondering when exactly I’d gotten to the point where I could watch her get swallowed up by a crowd without having a panic attack and chasing after her.

      Years ago, Remington. It’s been years.

      I let out a deep breath, sliding my phone out of my pocket and finding a spot under a big tree to make my call. Declan Graves was my business partner, which was why my daughter had been so snotty about me having to speak to him instead of walking around with her.

      Since I had no interest in supposedly hand-stitched leather purses or locally produced honey, however, this was a far better use of my time.

      Dec picked up almost immediately. “How’s it going in the Smokies, Remi? I was wondering when I’d hear from you.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I said curtly. “Partially because I couldn’t stay at the Greens. Something changed after we did our due diligence. The place is practically a ghost town.”

      “Excuse me? Are you saying it’s haunted?”

      “No, it was empty. When I finally spoke to the manager, he told me that they were only at about thirty percent occupancy.”

      “But it’s the summer,” Dec said slowly. “They’re supposed to be fully booked.”

      “Look who finally caught up with the rest of the class. Yes, exactly, which is why I immediately asked what was going on. He told me that some other resort had been sucking up all their business. The place is called Blue Pines, so that’s where we’re staying now.”

      “Hang on,” he said, his voice a little muffled. “I’m looking it up.” A keyboard clacked in the background. “Blue Pines Resort in some town called Bluebell Hollow? Is that the one?”

      “That’s the one,” I confirmed.

      He whistled between his teeth, sounding shocked when he spoke again. “You’re really staying at this place? I don’t know if there have been any upgrades since they took these pictures, but it looks ancient.”

      “The word everyone around here keeps using is rustic,” I said. “I’ve done some exploring though, and surprisingly, I really like the place. There’s a certain charm to it that explains why they’ve got guests flocking there while the Greens is limping along. That resort has no character whatsoever.”

      “Character, huh?” He sounded distracted again. “I guess I can see what you mean, but how is it possible that one other resort has caused such a dip in the other place’s occupancy rate? I thought that region was packed over the summer.”

      “It is, but apparently, Blue Pines put in a Nordic Spa last year, and that appears to be what’s attracting so many more people there. Plus, from what I learned this morning, their yoga retreat is also wildly popular, and apparently, families like that it has a camp for the kids.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yep.”

      “Well, I mean, obviously, we can’t let that stand,” he said.

      I chuckled. “It’s like we share a brain sometimes. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “The plan is that you should come check this place out. It’d be a really good investment property and the owner is as old as the hills. I’m hoping he’s going to jump at the opportunity. Well, not jump. Not with those old knees.”

      “Old people rarely make things easy,” he said, once again echoing the thoughts I’d had myself. “I’ll see if I can swing by sometime and see what’s what.”

      “I’ll look into it some more and gather the information we need,” I said. “See you around, Dec. Make a plan to get out here.”

      “You got it. Bye.” He hung up.

      I went to track down my daughter, finding her buying scarves from a kind-faced lady who could probably talk the hind leg off a damn donkey.

      To my surprise, Laurene was chatting back to her, smiling and receptive to the woman’s small talk as she made her purchases. When I realized it, I hung back for a minute, sweating in the last remaining sunshine for the day but not minding it so much if Laurene was actually enjoying herself here.

      Her hair shone like fire in the sunshine, her posture relaxed and casual as she spread different scarves between her hands and examined the patterns on each before adding those she liked to the pile. It broke my heart a little bit to see her looking so grown up, talking to an adult like a friend and already having developed her own sense of style.

      God, where has the time gone?

      I wasn’t one to indulge in nostalgia or even remorse. Everything I’d done while she’d been growing up, I’d chosen to do. Granted, all I’d done was work and I didn’t have much of a choice not to do that, but I’d still chosen providing for my family and making something of myself over being a stay-at-home dad, and I could never regret that choice.

      However, looking at her now, I couldn’t deny feeling a tinge of nostalgia and a slight pang of remorse. She was practically a teenager and I’d missed almost all of it. Looks like having a kid really does change a guy.

      I exhaled slowly and walked up to her, trying for an easygoing smile that made my face feel weird. It can’t have been that long since I’d smiled, can it? Surely I still remember how. “How’s it going over here? You ready to go grab some dinner yet?”

      “We just got here,” she said, glancing at me before sending the sales lady an apologetic look. “I’ll take all of these and, hopefully, be back for more before the end of the summer.”

      “Sure thing, sweetheart,” the lady said and then smiled at me. “You have a wonderful daughter, sir. Lovely girl. Just lovely.”

      “Thank you.” She was the second person today to compliment me about Laurene, and yet, her string of nannies should’ve been the ones to receive these compliments. Jacqueline and I had had very little to do with whatever it was these people saw in our kid that was so damn lovely.

      Regret always comes too late, doesn’t it?

      Shoving away the melancholy, I decided that I would be proactive about it going forward. I couldn’t do anything about the past, but the future lay ahead, and in it, I could be a better parent. At the very least for this summer, while I wasn’t supposed to be working as much anyway.

      For the rest of the day, I focused on her. She didn’t speak to me much, but we had dinner together and I didn’t even read an email until after she’d gone to bed. Once she was asleep, I pulled my laptop closer and got caught up, working as much as I could without an internet connection in the cabin.

      As usual, I worked late into the night, but eventually, the voices and music I’d been hearing coming from outside got to me, and I stood up, going onto the porch to see what was going on. I blinked into the darkness, trying to pinpoint its source. The sound was coming from the bar in the main resort.

      It had live music every night and it seemed like it was pretty busy. I cocked my head, giving it no more thought than that before I headed out to grab a beer. With Laurene sleeping soundly and the rest of what I needed to get done requiring me to be online, I had nothing better to do and I needed to wind down.

      Making my way down the path lit with tiny lights, I strode to the restaurant. The insects were still chirping, but as I’d expected, it had faded into the background, a symphony of nature reminding me that I was away from the rat race for now.

      It’s damn peaceful out here. It’s no wonder the people who live in the area seem so relaxed. Walking through the lobby, I saw the front desk was unmanned. When I got to the restaurant, I saw that James, the dude from reception, was tonight’s live entertainment.

      Strumming a guitar on a tiny little stage, he crooned hits by all the greats, from Billy Joel to Frank Sinatra and beyond, and groups of people who were a few cocktails ahead of me were singing along with him. It boggled my mind that all these people were so happy.

      I wonder if that’s what being here for a few weeks does to a person. Doubt it’ll work for me, but hopefully, it does good things for Laurene.

      I took a seat at the bar, glad that the restaurant was full enough to have a good vibe but wasn’t packed. The bartender approached me, and I recognized her. Her nametag read Gracie. She was the other woman from the diner, with heaps of curly hair frizzing around her face where it had fallen out of her ponytail.

      She wore a cautious smile on her face. “What can I get you? We’ve got all the J’s, Jim, Jack, and Jose, or you can have whatever is on tap. If none of that tickles your fancy, I can bring you a cocktail menu, but we don’t carry the kind of stuff that costs a couple hundred bucks a shot.”

      “Whatever you’ve got on tap is fine,” I said, realizing that Laurene and I must’ve made quite an impression on this woman in that diner.

      I thought back to the interaction, wondering what about it had made her think that I would only drink something that cost a couple hundred bucks a shot, but I couldn’t think of anything in particular. We had only been in there a few minutes. Maybe it was just the way I dressed.

      She brought me a lager. I nodded my thanks and settled in, staring at the foamy head disappearing before I eventually started looking around.

      As luck—or something else—would have it, Birdie was there too, sitting on the other side of the bar and talking to Gracie with their heads bent together. Her eyes met mine and she smiled, giving me a quick, friendly wave.

      I blew out a breath, going back to my drink instead of acknowledging her. Rude, yes, but necessary.

      I didn’t want to do anything at all that could be construed as leading her on, even if she was probably only being friendly because she was a staff member who didn’t want to appear impolite to a guest.

      These last couple years had been hell, all because of a different—but also very beautiful—woman. I didn’t need to go down any path that might lead to something more than strictly getting my rocks off for one night and one night only.

      Laurene and I still had weeks left to spend here, which meant that I had to steer clear of the attraction I felt toward that woman. As much as my body wanted me to do something about it, I was here to spend time with my daughter and to try and fix an investment that was going bad.

      That was it. I couldn’t let my dick take the wheel, so I kept my eyes to myself and sipped my beer, but all the while, it felt like I could feel her stealing glances at me, and I sighed.

      Ignore it, Ford. You are not a slave to your baser instincts. No matter how long it’s been since those instincts have been satisfied.
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BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      While Gracie tended bar, I sat on a nearby stool, singing along with James under my breath and nursing a particularly strong Mai Tai. Maybe it was just the alcohol, but as I watched Remington settle in a few stools down from me, I wondered what was wrong with him.

      He was obviously wealthy and handsome in a sort of intimidating way. He had an aware, intelligent little girl. They were here for the whole summer. It seemed to me he had everything going for him, and yet, he looked so damn closed off and sad.

      “Asshat alert,” Gracie said as she slid up to the bar opposite me. “Surprisingly, he’s drinking tap beer. I didn’t expect him to partake in what I’m sure he sees as swill.”

      “I don’t know, but I think we might’ve jumped to conclusions about him. How can someone so rich be so unhappy?”

      “So you think it’s unhappiness rather than just straight up snobbery?” she asked, her eyes narrowed skeptically. “You’re too kind to people, always looking for the best in everyone. Trust me, that guy will probably be a great orgasm donor, but don’t go looking for more than that with him.”

      “I’m not looking for that with him either,” I insisted, glancing at him before shaking my head at her. “Even his daughter is moping around, hating every minute of what could be a very fun summer vacation. I just kind of feel bad for both of them, you know? I have no idea what it must be like going through life so miserable, but it must be…”

      “Miserable?” she finished for me when I trailed off.

      I laughed, nodding my agreement before glancing at him again.

      Gracie noticed, reaching across the bar to nudge my arm. She inclined her head toward him. “You should go talk to him. Maybe it’ll make him feel better to have some positive energy in his vicinity for a change. Something tells me he doesn’t get a lot of that.”

      “Something, huh?” I teased. “Could it be the stick up his butt or the permanent scowl on his face?”

      I decided I would do it, though, standing up.

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “You’re really going to talk to him?”

      “Why not? You’re right. Maybe he could use a friend.”

      “A friend or a friend?” she asked, waggling her brows suggestively.

      I walked away without having to have the same conversation about how he hadn’t been checking me out and reiterating that I wasn’t looking for a hookup.

      Sitting down next to Remington Ford, I couldn’t help but notice just how damn big he was. Well over six feet tall and built like a truck with wide shoulders and a broad chest, he was a presence, alright.

      “Hi,” I said, trying to inject a little extra sunshine into my tone.

      Nursing a beer instead of one of the colorful concoctions Gracie was known for, he simply grunted a response and didn’t even bother to look at me. Irritation rose up from within my soul. I knew this guy was rich. It was right there in his expensive designer clothes and that ridiculous sports car he drove, but that didn’t give him the right to be so rude and dismissive.

      “What is your problem, dude?” I asked him straight up, and this time, there was no sunshine in my voice.

      Clearly surprised by my bluntness, he actually laughed. Until that moment, I hadn’t been sure the man was capable of laughter, so that was a good sign.

      He finally jerked those pretty blue eyes away from his drink and looked at me. “Why do you think I have a problem?”

      I lifted my hand and started counting things off on my fingers. “You’re brash, rude, and dismissive. Your eyebrows are constantly pinched like you have a stomachache. You never smile back at anyone. In short, you’ve been extremely unfriendly since you arrived, and that makes me think that there’s some kind of problem in your life that you’re taking out on everyone around you.”

      “Are you trying to be insulting?” he asked, amusement dancing behind those eyes.

      The man seemed to like it when I was mean to him, and even weirder, I kind of liked it too. A thrill ran through me at the idea of bossing this big angry man around. In a perfect world, I would order him to carry me to bed, and we wouldn’t leave until we both had smiles on our faces.

      I had thought he was good-looking when he was scowling and shut off, but he was downright breathtaking like this. Not the point, Birdie. That’s really not the point.

      Trying to switch off my inappropriate thoughts, I smiled at him playfully. “I’ve never been insulting a day in my life.”

      “I believe that wholeheartedly.” He turned to face me and leaned on the bar, his posture more open now that the ice was broken. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      I lifted the Mai Tai I was still holding in my hand. “I’m all good, thanks. I need to go slow on these or I’ll wind up stealing the microphone from James and making a complete fool of myself.”

      His eyebrows twitched up. “It sounds like there’s a story there. Do you know this from experience?”

      “What? Me? Of course not.” I took a sip of my drink.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, still sparkling with amusement. “Birdie, are you lying to me?”

      “I would never. Just don’t google singing drunk girl sets dress on fire.” I grinned and took another drink.

      Remington laughed for real at that. It was a deep rich baritone that made white doves take flight in my chest. “Well now I have to look for it.”

      “For the record, before you watch it, that lady’s dress barely got burned. And I was the one who put it out. The video misses most of that, of course, when everyone panicked.” I shook my head. “Never believe anything you see on the internet.”

      “Wait, it wasn’t even your dress you set on fire?” He pulled out his phone. “I’m finding it.”

      I shot him a sour look. “Look, when I sing Let It Go, I get into it. I didn’t know there was a lit candle on that table.”

      He groaned at his phone. “Why is there no service now, when I need it most?”

      “I’ll tell you how it ends and save you the trouble.” I took another sip of the Mai Tai. “I grabbed a pitcher of beer off the bar, splashed out those flames, and finished singing without missing a word.”

      “That sounds like a hell of a night.” He chuckled and shook his head. “It couldn’t have been that bad, though. You’re still here, so you must not have pissed off the boss too much.”

      I laughed. “Trust me, Alan was pissed off, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. You can’t fire your own daughter.”

      “He’s your father?” Remington asked, eyebrows sweeping up all the way now.

      I sighed softly, a tinge of pain in my heart when I shook my head. “Kind of. I lost my parents years ago, but Alan has been like a dad to me ever since, and he doesn’t have kids of his own, so he kind of adopted me. Unofficially, of course, but he sees me as something of a daughter now.”

      “I’m sorry about your parents,” he said, sounding genuine. His eyes met mine, and it felt strangely like he could see into my soul as he stared at me so relentlessly. “How did you end up at Blue Pines after you lost them? If you’ve been here for ten years, I’m assuming you landed here not long after?”

      “Astute observation,” I said. “My mom actually passed when I was a teenager. I have three younger siblings and Dad was struggling with everything by himself, so I started working here to make some extra cash. It was close to home, so I could also still help out with my brothers and sisters. It made sense. Guess I just never left.”

      “Close to home?” he asked. “You’re from Bluebell Hollow?”

      I slanted my head at him, smiling. “Is that so weird? I grew up in town. Been here all my life. How about you? Where are you from?”

      “New York,” he said but then quickly turned the conversation back to me. “What’s it like to live and work here, so close to home? Alan seems like a real character to work for.”

      “His bark is worse than his bite,” I said fondly. “I love it here. I can’t imagine ever leaving. How about you? What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m an investor,” he said vaguely. “His bark is worse than his bite, huh? What does that mean?”

      I shrugged, wondering why he was so curious about Alan but not seeing a reason not to answer his questions. “He started this place with his wife. She passed a few years ago, and he grew up on this property. Together, they started a little bed and breakfast, and eventually, it turned into all this. The resort was like their child and now that she’s gone, he’s fiercely protective of it.”

      “Ah. I was wondering why a man his age still worked so hard.”

      I gave him a sad smile. “Yeah, I really think he’s going to die on the job. He’s just not the type to retire. I don’t know what he’d do with his time if he wasn’t working.”

      “Play golf?” he suggested.

      I chuckled. “There are some amazing courses in the area if you’re interested, but he’s not. Work is all he knows.”

      Remington finished his beer and signaled to Gracie for another, his gaze dropping to my almost empty glass. “Can I buy you a drink now?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please. One more, and then the microphone is going to be in danger if I keep drinking.”

      He laughed softly, motioning to Gracie to bring another for me as well. She shot me a knowing smirk and pumped her eyebrows but made our drinks and delivered them without commenting.

      We spoke until James eventually packed up, and I told Remington more about my life and the resort while he kept ducking questions about himself. After Laurene had told me about the divorce, I figured it just wasn’t something he wanted to dwell on.

      “There’s a barre class a few nights a week that your daughter seemed interested in joining,” I said after a while. “It doesn’t finish too late, but I told her she’d need to speak to you about attending anyway since it is at night.”

      “I don’t mind if you think she’ll enjoy it,” he said. “I just don’t think she really likes anything but her phone.”

      I nudged him a bit. “She’s twelve. That can’t be true. Anyway, I should go help James clear the stage. Think about the barre class and let me know?”

      “I will,” he said. “Thanks for sitting with me for a while.”

      As I stood up, I realized what his problem was. He was lonely.

      My heart was suddenly bleeding for him. I didn’t like it when people felt lonely. I’d seen far too much of it, first with my dad and then with Alan.

      I gave him another smile and a wave and decided that, just for this summer, Remington wouldn’t be lonely. I would fix his problem by putting myself in his way. And not for any other reason besides curing his loneliness.

      At least, that was what I told myself. That I was doing it only for that reason. By the same token, I chalked up my rapidly beating heart to the fact that it was humid and hot outside, and not because the way he looked at me made my pulse thunder.

      No, sirree. Nothing interesting to see here. Just a good Samaritan wanting to make the guests feel happy. It’s got absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he’s hotter than hell with a body that would easily envelop my own. Nope. Nothing to do with that at all.

      That was my story and I was sticking to it.
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      When I woke up the next morning, I felt different. My conversation with Birdie was still front and center in my mind. As I thought about her, I wondered why I felt so refreshed and awake when I’d only just opened my eyes.

      It usually took me at least two cups of coffee to even remember I was still alive, but not today apparently.

      Rolling over in my bed, I smiled down at Laurene sleeping on the bottom bunk. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We need to pack our things. We’re checking into our suite today, remember?”

      She groaned, grabbing her pillow and pulling it over head. “Five more minutes.”

      “No can do, baby girl. The people who were in the suite before us had an early flight, so they’re already out and I was promised it’d be ready for us nice and early. That way, we can get settled before we start our day.”

      She groaned again and slowly pulled the pillow away to frown up at me. “Why are you so cheerful?”

      “Because it’s a beautiful day in a beautiful place, and we’re finally moving into the resort. The suite we’re getting is on the top level, so the view should be amazing, and now that we’ve had a chance to look around a little bit, we can start participating in the activities they offer here.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Whatever.” She rolled her eyes at me and got out of bed, marching straight into the bathroom and shutting the door firmly behind her.

      A few seconds later, the shower started running and I got out of bed myself, starting to get my things together. Since I hadn’t unpacked my suitcase, it took me no time at all to be ready to vacate our cabin. By the time Laurene finished in the bathroom, I was on my second cup of coffee and was still feeling uncharacteristically positive.

      “Stop smiling,” she snapped as she frowned at me again. “You never smile. Are you on drugs?”

      I chuckled. “No, but it’s recently been pointed out to me that it’s weird that I never smile. Now you’re telling me it’s weird that I do. What a conundrum.”

      Her frown deepened. “Are you sure you’re not on something?”

      “No. Why?”

      “You look happy.”

      I shrugged. “I am happy. You and I are here together and we’re finally going to be able to settle in. What’s not to be happy about?”

      She didn’t answer me, merely focusing on stuffing her too many toiletries back into her bag and then gathering the rest of her things. I grabbed a quick shower too, whistling under my breath. Then we were ready to leave.

      James was waiting outside the cabin, grinning and looking no worse for wear after his show last night. “Let me help you with your things and show you to the suite. Then you can move the car later.”

      “Fantastic idea.” I dragged our suitcases to the trolley he had waiting, then followed him down the same path I’d taken last night into the main resort.

      Kids were running around the lobby, laughing and playing some sort of game while their parents finished breakfast. It was hectic, busy, and loud, and for some odd reason, I was loving it today.

      I glanced at Laurene, wondering if she’d like to join these kids, but her face was buried in her phone. I sighed, knowing I was going to have to do something about this before it got too out of hand. I wasn’t opposed to screentime in general, but she was taking it a step too far for my liking.

      James took us up to the top floor, striding to one of only two doors in the hallway and then passing me the keys after he’d unlocked it. “This is you. The suite has three bedrooms and two bathrooms. There is a kitchenette you can use if you’d like to cook some of your own meals, and we can stock the fridge with groceries for you if you’d like.”

      I motioned for my daughter to precede me. I was surprised she actually noticed since she was still staring at her phone, but she did, walking in with me following and James bringing up the rear. “Room service is available from six in the morning until nine in the evening. If you need anything, you can just give me a call and I’ll be happy to help.”

      “Thank you, James.” I turned with a wide grin on my face, seemingly surprising him since his eyebrows jumped a little bit when he saw it. Digging my wallet out of my pocket, I peeled off a few bills and handed them over. “I’ve got it from here. Can you tell me which trail you’d recommend for a father-daughter hike?”

      He blinked a few times, obviously still surprised but smiling back at me. “Kids love the lake. There are no motorized boats allowed, so it’s nice and peaceful. You can even take a swim if you’d like.”

      “Thanks. That sounds great.” When I turned to ask Laurene if she’d like to do that, I realized she was gone.

      A door closed somewhere down the short hallway and I gritted my teeth, seeing James out before striding further into the suite. It was very nice but not as modern as I would’ve had it decorated. Cozy and once again rustic, there were thick carpets beneath my feet, with high ceilings overhead and copper chandeliers hanging from them.

      The furniture was outdated but clean, with an open-concept kitchenette in the corner and large, picture windows similar to those in the lobby looking out at the grounds and forest below. I suddenly had an itch to get out there and explore more than just the resort.

      Clear blue skies stretched as far as the eye could see and it looked like a glorious day outdoors. Going back to our things, I wheeled our suitcases to the hallway and stashed mine in the master bedroom at the end, impressed by the size of the room and the four-poster bed boasting crisp white linens in the center.

      Deciding to unpack later, I took Laurene’s things to her door, knocking softly and calling out. “I’ve got your stuff. What do you say we head out on a hike to the lake this morning?”

      “No.” She replied without opening up, sounding like she was deep inside the room and nowhere near the door.

      Taken aback, I tried again. “Okay. What would you like to do today, then?”

      “Go back to New York,” she called. “All my friends are there and I’m stuck here. I just want to be there.”

      I sighed. “Well, maybe we could take a walk to the lake instead, and then you can go to the barre class after dinner. How does that sound?”

      A moment of silence, and then she opened the door and peeked out, a flare of excitement in her eyes as they came up to meet mine. “Really? You’ll let me do it?”

      “Of course. If that’s what you want.”

      “It is,” she said quickly, even smiling as she took her things from me and put them in her room. “Let’s go on that walk, then.”

      Surprised that Birdie seemed to have been right about the class, I wondered what else she’d been right about. I honestly hadn’t known Laurene would be interested in taking a ballet class, but she suddenly seemed a lot more upbeat than she’d been since we’d gotten here.

      Once we were on the trail, surrounded by trees and nature on all sides and with no man-made noise within earshot, a sense of peace I hadn’t felt in the longest time settled over me. As a kid and a teenager, I’d been very outdoorsy, but that had been before my family life had crumbled and I’d left for a college I hadn’t been able to afford, dead set on fixing my father’s mistakes.

      Being back out in nature felt good, even if I had come here with ulterior motives. Even Laurene seemed more relaxed as we strolled down the dirt path toward the lake, a serene expression on her face for once.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, deciding to take the time to check in with her. “Are you excited for your new school?”

      “I’m fine,” she said before she scowled up at me. “I’d rather jump off the dock and into the lake than go to that boarding school in London, so no. I’m not looking forward to it at all.”

      My eyebrows jumped up. “Really? Your mom told me you wanted to go there. She said that’s the school you chose.”

      “I chose it out of the options presented to me,” she burst out. “I don’t want to go to London. I want to stay here. Well, not right here, but New York.”

      My heart dropped to my shoes. I looked into her eyes and saw all the pain suddenly swimming around in them. It made me feel awful. “I’m so sorry, baby. I didn’t know.”

      “Of course, you didn’t know. Neither of you ever asked what I wanted. You just decided that I had to go with Mom and that was it.”

      “It wasn’t quite that simple, honey,” I said, probably gentler than I’d ever been with her. An ache spread through my insides. “You going with your mom was decided upon while we were hashing out the divorce.”

      “So you’re just going to let her take me?” she practically shouted.

      We broke free of the trees and came into the clearing beside a gorgeous, picturesque lake with a surface like a mirror and a quaint little dock with rowboats tied to it.

      Birds took off somewhere overhead at her outburst and my heart sank further. “It’s not that I’m letting her take you, Lulu. She’s your mom and I didn’t like agreeing to those terms, but I couldn’t argue that, as an almost teenage girl, you didn’t need your mother around. Of course, you need her. You’re a girl and she’s your mom.”

      “She’s not going to be around.” Tears filled her eyes, and even though she tried, she couldn’t quite blink them away. “I’m serious, Daddy. I don’t want to go. Can’t I just stay with you, please? All my friends are going to Primrose Academy and I don’t want to start all over on the other side of the damn world.”

      “Don’t say damn,” I responded on instinct, then let out a long breath and shook my head. “Actually, say whatever you want. I didn’t know you felt this way and I’m sorry I didn’t ask, but I don’t think it would’ve made any difference. Your mom insisted on joint custody and I hate the fact that you’re leaving, but there’s nothing I can do about it unless she agrees to let you stay, and she’s not going to do that because she loves you.”

      “No, it’s to spite you!” she yelled, her little hands rolling into fists at her sides as she trembled with rage. “She insisted on joint custody to spite you and you let her get her away with it. If she did it because she loves me, why is she sticking me in some boarding school in London for the year when she’s on a yacht off the coast of Italy?”

      “Mommy—”

      “She’s not my Mommy,” Laurene spat with those tears now welling heavily on her lids. “She’s Jacqueline Carnegie Ford, socialite extraordinaire who only wants to display me at boarding school like a trophy in a case.”

      Before I could say anything else, she took off running toward the water. “I’m serious, Daddy! I’d rather jump off the dock than go. That’s how badly I want to stay.”

      I arched my eyebrows at her, walking slowly to the edge of the dock but not following her onto it. “Prove it, then. Jump.”

      To my complete and utter surprise, she did. With a great, pained-sounding cry, she threw herself into the lake. I watched for a moment, knowing she could swim, but she didn’t come back up. My heart tripped over itself, pounding. I ran into the water and searched furiously, not minding the cold bite of it. I found her and fished her out.

      Panting and soaked, I towed her back to shore and collapsed on the grassy sand, staring up at the sky. Laurene scrambled to her feet. She was completely in tears now, her head shaking as she jabbed her index finger at me, her eyes so narrow that I couldn’t see the blue of them at all.

      “You and my mother messed everything up!” she yelled, then ran back off to the resort, breaking into a full sprint before she’d even reached the tree line.

      Shockwaves radiated through me. I’d never claimed to be the best or the most attentive father. In fact, I knew I wasn’t. I was almost always working and I’d left her with nannies to be raised while I justified it to myself by paying said nannies a small fortune to take care of her for us.

      As I lay there though, under the bright sunshine, drenched and having just been yelled at by my twelve-year old, I realized that Laurene was in a much worse place mentally than I’d thought—and that I had no real ideas about how to help her.
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      I didn’t teach the barre class, but I liked attending it. The room was full of like-minded women sharing some ice-cold cucumber-infused water while we milled around, waiting for the session to begin. After getting caught up with those I knew, I decided to start warming up and hoped that I’d be seeing Laurene here tonight.

      It felt like it’d be good for her to attend, and I smiled when I straightened up out of a stretch to see her walking into the room. She gave me a quick, wobbly smile in return but made her way over to the corner pretty fast and all but cowered there. I frowned, wondering if she was shy or if she was just intimidated by walking into a room full of strange women.

      Either way, I figured I’d make her feel a bit more at home. Crossing the room to her, I smiled again. “Hey, Laurene. I’m glad you could make it. Dorothea should be here any minute. She lives in town, so she drives out after work, but it shouldn’t be long.”

      “My friends call me Lulu,” she said quietly, not quite meeting my gaze. “I prefer that, to be honest.”

      “Okay, Lulu,” I said, surprised but pleased that she considered me a friend already. “Do you want to stand with me for the class?”

      She gave me a jerky nod, joining me. Dorothea finally walked in. Clapping her hands, she put us straight to work warming up. As I watched, Lulu seemed to loosen up almost immediately, intently focused on listening and carrying out the teacher’s every instruction.

      She’s really pretty good at this, I thought as the class began. By the time it was done, I was wondering why her father had thought she wouldn’t enjoy it. The girl seemed to be in her element in there and I was more curious about her now than ever.

      “How was your day?” I asked as we walked out together. “James mentioned something about a hike?”

      “Yeah, my dad dragged me down to the lake.”

      “That’s one of my favorites.” I smiled. “Did you like it?”

      She shrugged. “It was fine.”

      Falling quiet as we left the studio, she seemed even more miserable than she had before. Tears shimmered in her eyes and those little shoulders were slumped. All the life and excitement I’d seen in her just a minute ago during the class was suddenly long gone.

      “Are you okay?” I asked softly, pulling her to the side and sitting down on a bench overlooking the pools.

      She glanced at me, swallowing hard and visibly fighting those tears. “No, but I will be. I have to be. I should wait at the studio. My dad said he’d meet me there.”

      I gave a pointed look at the path we were right next to. “He’ll see us here. Sit with me. You look like you need a minute.”

      Everything in me wanted to pull her close, hug her, and assure her that everything would be alright, but I knew better than to embrace children I didn’t know all that well. Instead, I joined her in her silence, waiting for her to choose to talk to me.

      It didn’t take long. “I want to go to Juilliard.”

      My eyes widened. “Wow. That sounds amazing. A little ways down the road, but definitely an amazing possibility.”

      “That’s the thing,” she said, her voice getting more and more strained as tears kept welling in those beautiful eyes she’d inherited from her father. “They have a youth program, and if I audition and get a place in it, I could go to Juilliard full time one day. That’s my dream.”

      “You should go for it, then,” I encouraged without hesitation. “Your dad told me you guys are from New York, so⁠—”

      “My mom is sending me to some fancy boarding school in London for the year,” she blurted out, her voice cracking as she lifted teary eyes to mine. “I had to jump into the lake today to prove to my dad that I didn’t want to go, but it didn’t make a difference. I don’t have a choice, so I can’t do the youth program and then I’ll never get to go to Juilliard.”

      Startled by the outburst, I was convinced it wasn’t my place to talk to her about this any more than I already had, now that I knew a little bit more about the situation. I didn’t have a clue what to say. At that exact moment though, Remington came around the corner to collect her, his hulking figure huge on the little path down to the studio.

      Lulu glanced at me with such despair in her eyes that it hurt to look at her. Then she stood up and muttered, “I’d better get back to the suite. Thanks for inviting me tonight.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Any time.”

      She nodded, managing a tight smile before she turned and strode right past her dad without saying anything. He stopped in his tracks, doing a half-spin as she blew past him. He exhaled deeply as she marched away.

      With a hand running through his hair, he faced me and closed most of the distance between us. “How did it go tonight?”

      “It went well,” I said. “That’s not what she’s upset about. Apparently, there was some kind of incident at the lake today?”

      He sighed again, hesitating. He shook his head at me and I saw the exasperation suddenly flaring up behind his eyes. “Before you ask, I didn’t make her jump into the damn lake. She said she would rather do that than go to London, and when I told her to prove it, she fucking jumped. I don’t even know why. It’s not like jumping into a lake is going to change her mother’s mind about sending her.”

      Oooof. Touchy subject. I bit the side of my lip, but I couldn’t just keep quiet. Not when I wasn’t even sure if he knew about Lulu’s plans to attend Juilliard. “Have you stopped to consider that maybe it’s not her mother’s mind she’s trying to change?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that maybe she was trying to change yours. You’re her father. If her mother wants her to go and you don’t, then maybe she’s hoping you’ll fight for her.”

      Silent for another long minute, he suddenly cursed and dipped his head back, eyes toward the sky as he groaned. “That’s not going to happen, and not because I don’t want it to.”

      “Why, then? Why won’t you change your mind if you know how much she wants to stay here?”

      “It’s not that.” He sucked in another deep breath and then pierced me with a glare so sharp that I was sure I’d overstepped. Then he spoke again and I realized it wasn’t me he was pissed at. It was himself. And maybe the mother too. “My ex isn’t going to let her stay. She and I have been separated for over two years and our divorce was just recently finalized. It got real nasty, real fast, and now she wants to settle overseas, which means Laurene is going with her.”

      “There’s no chance at all you could convince her to let her stay with you instead?”

      He scoffed, his expression darkening even more. “I get her all summer and for every holiday break. That was the deal.”

      I could tell that he hated it. It showed in his eyes even if he hadn’t said it out loud. His entire posture was also suddenly radiating with tension, his jaw tight and his spine rigid.

      “I’m sorry, Remington. That must be incredibly hard for all of you,” I said. “I’ve never been married myself and I don’t have any children of my own yet, but I did help raise my siblings. And if you want my advice, consider talking to her about it instead of having her jump into a lake to prove a point. You know she doesn’t want to go, but if she has to, then there are ways to make it easier on all of you.”

      With my unsolicited and probably unwelcome advice dispensed, I turned to leave but he stopped me. “Hey, would you like to get a drink again later?”

      Surprise trickled through me, but my heart jumped and a smile I couldn’t hold back tugged at my lips. I took a moment to hide it before I turned to look back at him. “Sure. I’ll see you tonight. The Kids Camp is doing a movie night if you think Laurene might be interested in doing that while you’re out.”

      As he nodded, I wondered if I was treading dangerous waters with this guy. It sure felt like it was venturing into that territory, but I refused to indulge the thought. I’d promised myself I would help him feel less lonely while he was here, and that was all I was doing.

      Clearly, both he and his daughter needed someone to talk to and I could be that someone for them. There was no real reason not to, and besides, I liked them. Especially now that I’d learned that his prickly exterior was just that. A prickly exterior.

      And the more I learned about what lay beneath, the more I found myself wanting to know.
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      Laurene begrudgingly agreed to go to the movie night. With a deep sigh, she got her things together and pouted all the way to the Kids Camp.

      “It’s for toddlers and preschoolers,” she complained as I opened the gate. “I’m going to be a glorified babysitter.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said with a laugh. “The toddlers and preschoolers are in bed already. This movie night is for the older kids. Like you.”

      She sighed, but walked into the area once the gate was open. I followed, turning to face her to give her strict instructions when we reached the camp counselor. “Straight back to the suite when the movie is over.”

      “I can walk her to make sure she gets there safely,” Jenna volunteered, then nudged Laurene’s side. “Plus, without your dad around, you can order whatever you want from room service.”

      Laurene glanced at her, smiling shyly before she nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      I grinned and walked away from them backward, keeping my eyes on my daughter’s as I gave her a pointed look. “Whatever you want, but within reason.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, but Jenna flashed me a reassuring smile, slid her arm around Laurene’s shoulders, and walked her inside while I headed off to the restaurant. I couldn’t explain it, but talking to Birdie last night had made me see things just a little differently, and after my argument with Laurene earlier, I felt like I needed that insight again.

      Maybe it was because I’d never been able to talk to Jacqueline about this stuff and I had no personal experience being a twelve-year-old girl, but I was looking forward to drinks. Or maybe it’s simply because I’m still on the hunt for more information about her boss.

      All of which could be true at the same time.

      Whatever the reason, I was happy she’d agreed to meet me here and even happier that she was already sitting at the bar when I arrived. She was talking to Gracie, the bartender, but they both fell silent when I approached.

      I flashed them what I hoped was a charming smile and sat down on a vacant stool beside her. “Do you need me to give you another few minutes so you can finish gossiping before I come back?”

      Gracie shrugged and batted her lashes innocently. “We weren’t gossiping. We were just speculating about why you’d have asked her to have another drink tonight. Are you trying to get into her pants?”

      “Grace!” Birdie’s face turned beet red and she smacked her friend’s shoulder. She groaned, slid her palms over her eyes, and shook her head. Separating two fingers to peer out at me between them, she grimaced. “I’m so sorry. Don’t answer that question. She’s just bored and nosy.”

      Gracie chuckled, shrugging again. She grabbed a glass and ran a rag across it, drying it while her gaze remained steadily on mine. “She’s not wrong. I am nosy, but I’m also protective. Everyone around here is protective of one another, actually. We’ve got too many tourists coming in and out, looking to sweep us off our feet only to leave again, breaking hearts and spirits all over the damn place.”

      “She’s being dramatic,” Birdie said, lifting her head out of her hands and sending her friend a look that said back off. “Gracie and I have never had our hearts broken by a tourist. Don’t listen to her. Are you going to bring the man a drink before you keep interrogating him?”

      Gracie’s head jerked like it hadn’t occurred to her to offer. She looked at me and stood up a little straighter. “Another beer, or are we feeling more adventurous tonight? I have cocktails that aren’t so girly looking, if you’re interested.”

      “Though the Mai Tais really are great,” Birdie added, nodding at hers.

      Just the sight of the thing made me wince. “I’ll have to take your word for it, but I’m going to stick to whiskey tonight.”

      “Sweet drinks not your thing?” Birdie teased, those blue eyes suddenly lit up with humor now that the embarrassment had faded. “What a surprise. The big, hulking guy isn’t confident enough for a pink drink.”

      I laughed. “You call it confidence. I call it heartburn. If I have one of those, I’ll be wishing that my esophagus would just melt and get it over with for the next week or so.”

      “Whiskey, it is,” Gracie said. “I appreciate a man who acknowledges his shortcomings and embraces that with age comes the responsibility to watch what we eat and drink.”

      I frowned at her. “We? You can’t be a day over thirty. The real problems only start after that.”

      “Thirty-one,” she said. “So is she, but thanks for the compliment. I wear a lot of sunscreen.”

      She spun around to grab a bottle and fill a tumbler with amber liquid while Birdie smiled at me. “Did Laurene get to the movie night okay?”

      “She did. Although she did not go happily, that’s for sure. Apparently, the camp is only for little kids.”

      Birdie’s eyes softened with understanding as she nodded slowly. “Yeah, we get that a lot. It takes the older kids some time to realize that we have a part of the Kids Camp specifically for them. I’ve told her that. The little ones aren’t even allowed in where they are. We always show it to them right off the bat, but because they have to walk past all the little kids’ stuff to get there, their first impressions are always that they’re too old for the place. It takes a while for them to let go of the idea.”

      “It’s a pity,” I said. “Have you considered making another entrance? It wouldn’t be too much work to put in another gate so that they enter from a different side. That way, they wouldn’t be walking past all the little kids’ stuff and you won’t have to waste so much time convincing them that it’s as much for older kids as for the babies.”

      “That’s actually a great idea,” she said after thinking it over for a moment. “We laid it out so that the stuff inside is separate, so if we just make another gate, they’d hardly see the playgrounds for the littler kids at first.”

      Gracie pushed my drink across the bar, then looked at Birdie with raised eyebrows. “Maybe you can do it when you take over.”

      “That’s not happening.” She rolled her eyes at her friend. “It’s just a rumor.”

      I leaned forward, my interest piqued. “What’s the rumor? Why do people think you’re taking over?”

      “Alan is leaving the place to Birdie in his will.”

      She waved Gracie off. “I doubt it, and even if it’s true, I wouldn’t want it. I have no idea how to run a resort like this and I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is.”

      Well, well, well. This is an interesting development. I arched an eyebrow at her. “That’s the beauty of it being your place. If you like your life the way it is, you can keep it exactly that way and bring in other people to help you run it.”

      “Ultimately, the responsibility would still be mine and I don’t want it,” she said easily. “I’m just not cut out for office work, and bookkeeping, and keeping track of reservations. This place has thirty rooms, plus two suites, and then we’ve also got the cabins. I mean, those are mostly staff housing, but do you have any idea how much admin it is to keep up with which guest is in what room and all that jazz?”

      “The computer does that part for you,” I said. “Unless you’re on some kind of ancient system.”

      “A lot of things around here are pretty ancient,” Gracie said. “Our system keeps track of most of that stuff, but it’s very dependent on human oversight, and our online booking system is a mess. Birdie could bring us into the twentieth century.”

      “It’s the twenty-first century,” I said.

      Gracie nodded. “I know but I’m not asking for miracles.”

      “The age we’re in works well enough,” Birdie said, gesturing to the full restaurant and bar. “Take a look around. Everyone is happy and we’re at full capacity all summer. Why fix something that isn’t broken?”

      “Because if it’s old enough, then soon enough, it will break,” I said. “Thirty rooms, huh? That’s not bad, but it could be better. There’s a lot of open space left on this property. And this place is popular.”

      “Building it up would be a disaster,” Birdie said, her eyes wide as she shook her head. “We’d become just like any of the fancy resorts that have no character and no trees left. It would be awful.”

      Awful for you, perhaps, but very profitable. I decided to leave it at that for tonight, though. This was nothing more than a fact-finding mission right now, and if I pushed too hard, she might get suspicious about my motives for being here. I might also end up making her dig her heels in later on, standing on a principle she decided on right here and now instead of looking at the bigger picture when we got to it.

      Instead, I approached it from a different angle. “If you’re at full capacity, you must be doing something right. What do you think that is?”

      While she and Gracie went back and forth about the services they offered, the new Nordic spa, and the appeal of a personalized experience where the staff knew guests’ names and vice versa, I made mental notes and didn’t interrupt much. A lot of what they were saying had real merit.

      A little while later, I checked my watch and pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Excuse me. I’m just going to call up to the suite to make sure Laurene got back okay. The movie should be done by now, right?”

      “Right,” she said, also checking the time on my watch by cocking her head slightly to be sure. “Can Gracie get you another drink?”

      “Yes, please.” I got up, going to use the phone at the front desk since cell service was spotty even in the main building. When Laurene picked up, relief washed over me in small waves. “Hey, honey. You got back okay, then?”

      “Of course, I did,” she said, but I didn’t think she realized how much I’d worried that she wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure if we were at sneaking-off-with-a-boy age yet, but considering how angry she was at me, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d decided to rebel and go someplace else just for the heck of it.

      With or without a boy.

      “How was it?” I asked.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’m going to bed. I ate too many French fries and now, my stomach hurts. See you in the morning.”

      I nodded, but my heart gave a weird squeeze. “I’ll see you in the morning, baby. Good night.”

      She hung up, and I held the receiver for another moment before I sighed and set it down. I headed back to the bar, wondering how I was ever going to earn her forgiveness.

      When I sat down again, Birdie smiled. Again. It felt like the girl was always smiling. “She’s okay?”

      “She’s okay,” I confirmed. “Still pissed at me, but she’s safely back at the suite and going to bed.”

      “You’re going to have to give her time not to be pissed at you,” she said knowingly. “Do you think she had fun tonight? She seemed to need an opportunity to blow off some steam with other kids her age.”

      “I don’t think she knows what that means,” I said honestly. “She’s got friends, of course, but none of them act their age. They’re mini grownups that don’t have the frontal cortex development to actually be grownups just yet.”

      “If it helps, I think all kids that age think that they’re all grown up. It’s not just her, though she does seem a lot more mature than most.”

      I took a sip of my drink, swallowing while I thought it over. “I guess that’s because she is more mature than most. She’s always had a nanny around, but I think she felt like she had to learn how to fend for herself because my ex and I were both mostly absent.”

      I surprised myself by admitting it out loud, but this woman seemed to have that effect on me. She sipped her drink, then reached out with her free hand to squeeze my forearm. It was just a quick, reassuring touch, but my skin buzzed with the sensation of her soft, warm hand on it long after she’d withdrawn.

      “That sucks, but I’m sure you did your best,” she said. “Kids just don’t always understand the sacrifices we have to make for them.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “I’ve worked hard, but I did it to give her everything I never had. Do I feel guilty about missing out on her childhood? Of course, I do, but in the end, it was about giving her the best life I could. It’s still about that.”

      Her eyes bounced from one of mine to the other. “You seem pretty adamant about it. What didn’t you have that you want to give her?”

      I shrugged, swirling the whiskey in my glass and watching the tiny whirlpool it made before I realized that I actually wanted to answer her question. “When I was her age, my parents lost everything. My dad made some bad decisions, and before I even knew what was happening, it was all just gone. One day, we were living the high life, and the next, we didn’t have two cents to rub together. I didn’t want Laurene to go through that, so I worked. Every waking fucking moment, I work.”

      To my surprise, Birdie shrugged. She didn’t sympathize or empathize. She didn’t pity me or tell me that I’d done what I’d needed to do. She just shrugged. “I’ve always been poor and it’s not so bad. There’s a lot of things I value over money.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like time,” she said, laughing softly. “I value spending time with the people I love more than anything. No amount of money can buy health or more time. Once the clock runs out, it runs out and there’s nothing anyone can do about it, so I try to get as much time in with my loved ones as I can.”

      I stared at her, but it was clear that she was telling the truth. I really liked that about her, how blunt she was. She wasn’t mean or snobby. Just carefree and optimistic. It’d been a long time since I’d known someone like her.

      As we finished the rest of our drinks, we talked about lighter topics and I found myself once again really enjoying her company. When we left the bar, we did it together, but she turned toward the scattered cabins when I was about to head inside.

      “I guess this is goodnight,” she said, smiling serenely. “Have a good one.”

      “Wait, you live over there? Like, permanently?”

      She nodded and pointed to one of the cabins. “That’s me.”

      The porch was covered in string lights, potted plants, and flowers. I smiled at how well it reflected the woman who lived there. As I took it in, she gave me a friendly wave and started toward it. “I’ll see you around, Remington.”

      Yeah, you will, I thought as I watched her go. Because I’d like to get to know you better. And I also need to find a way to get close to Alan.
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      A few days after we’d had drinks together, I was about to start a morning yoga session when Remington walked in. Looking buff as hell in a pair of running shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt, his thick, dark brown hair was pushed away from his face, perfectly showcasing his chiseled features in the early morning light shining into the studio.

      They’d been here for about a week now, and his skin was starting to have that healthy glow of someone who’d spent most of that time out in the sunshine. His eyes seemed brighter, his posture less like he was smuggling an open umbrella up his butt and lot more relaxed than it had been when I’d first seen him in the diner.

      He grabbed a mat from the cubbies on the wall and took a place near the front of the class.

      “I didn’t know you did yoga,” I said, surprised.

      “I don’t.” He chuckled, irises lighting up as they met mine. “I prefer weights and running. A bit of cycling here and there, but Laurene is going on a hike with the other kids today and I had nothing else to do this morning, with her being off with Jenna.”

      “Well, I don’t mean to sound immodest, but you made the right decision coming here.” I strode to my mat right at the front and gave the newcomers a quick rundown before we started the session. Then I looked at Remington directly to give my final instructions. “Relax, focus on your breathing, and find your balance.”

      Truth be told, I had to work double time to keep my composure during the class because watching Remington settle into each pose was like watching a gorilla trying to do ballet. He was big—bigger than any man I’d ever met—and all the people on their yoga mats around him were glancing at him cautiously, like they feared he might fall over and squash them to death.

      I stifled another giggle, but I also felt a sense of pride at seeing a sheen of sweat break out across his brow. He had the body of a man who worked out and had a lot of strength, but my little yoga class had him wobbly in the knees.

      It was immensely satisfying, but so was watching his muscles ripple and bulge as he tried to get into the positions and seeing the intense concentration on his features as he tried to also breathe correctly. As I circled around the class, I kept coming back to him, placing my palms gently on his back to guide his breath. His body vibrated beneath my touch.

      I did my best to pay equal attention to the other participants, but I knew I was paying a lot more attention to him than the others. The man drew me in with his own gravity. Even when I was nowhere near him, I couldn’t stop my eyes from roving his way, tracing the hard lines of his body.

      I corrected others, walking up and down between them, and I demonstrated one pose after another. All the while, my eyes kept darting back to him like a hummingbird. By the end of the class, I dismissed everyone, but I’d already decided that I was going to try to spend some more time with him today.

      “What are you up to now?” I asked as I rolled up my mat and watched him do the same. “I’m going to try to catch up with Jenna and the kids. She can always use an extra hand and I love hiking with them. Do you want to join me?”

      “Sure,” he said, shrugging those broad shoulders before he wiped some sweat off his brow with the back of his strong forearm. “I just need to fill up my water bottle before we take off. That was a lot more taxing than I expected.”

      “It’s a different kind of strength,” I said, picking up my own water bottle and motioning him toward the cooler in the corner. “You can fill up over there.”

      He nodded, stowing his mat before refilling his bottle. Then he held out his hand for mine and filled it up for me. When he handed it back, those eyes roamed over my figure again but not like he was checking me out. More like he was inspecting me for something.

      Even so, having that gaze studying me so intently made me shiver and I had to fight the urge to turn in a slow circle like a damn show pony displaying my powerful thighs. When his eyes came back up to mine, I arched an amused eyebrow at him.

      “Find whatever it was you were looking for?”

      He didn’t even try to deny it, simply shrugging a shoulder as he started toward the door. “Actually no. You make it look so damn easy. I was just wondering where you hide your muscles.”

      “Oh, they’re under a bit of padding,” I joked. “And it’s not all about bulging biceps and six packs, you know. Power comes from the breath.”

      He chuckled dryly. “I think I’ve just learned that lesson.”

      As we left the studio, the heat hit me like a plank over the head, but I embraced it, tipping my head back to catch some sunshine on my face and sighing happily. “Isn’t this just the best? Waking up to yoga and a hike, all while surrounded by some of the most beautiful nature on the planet?”

      I glanced at him. He was watching me and he quickly turned toward the path, looking around at the canopy of branches overhead as he nodded. “It’s definitely growing on me, alright. I had forgotten how much time I used to spend outside as a kid. It’s nice. For a summer, anyway. I’m not sure I’d be able to live here permanently like you.”

      I laughed, bumping my hip playfully against his as we reached the start of the trail. “You’re just jealous. Anyone could live here, or are you just missing the skyscrapers and the fumes in the air?”

      He thought about it for a beat before he responded, looking at me but not nearly as playful in return. “I don’t miss those things in particular, but I do miss solid cell service. Have you ever considered⁠—”

      “No,” I interrupted him, laughing. “We don’t want better service. We like it just the way it is. In case of emergency, it’s not like we don’t have service at all and our landlines work just fine, but we’re happy with not having technology distracting us all day long.”

      “Do your guests not mind it?” he asked curiously. “Surely, I’m not the only person who’s ever wanted to get some work done while I’m here?”

      “No, you’re not, but that’s what the business center is for and your reception should be strong enough in the suite?”

      “Well, it’s better than it was at the cabin, but it’s definitely not what I’m used to back home,” he said, brow furrowing in thought. “I suppose you can’t miss something you’ve never had, which is probably why it doesn’t bother you so much. I envy you that, I think.”

      “Maybe you should make this an annual thing,” I suggested. “Once a year, you and Laurene can come up here and switch off. Connect with nature and each other. Do some yoga. It could be just what she needs and I’m sure it’d help you as well. Your muscles are all knotted up like a pretzel.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” he mused, surprising me again today by how forthcoming he was being.

      The fact of the matter was that he was still kind of a grouchy guy. He had that controlled personality type that made me wonder when the last time had been that he’d really just cut loose, but I appreciated his practicality, his honesty, and the dry sense of humor I’d caught glimpses of here and there.

      “I’m not sure Laurene would enjoy it, though,” he said after a brief pause. “She seems to be quite unhappy with the choices I made in my life that brought us here.”

      I chuckled. “From what I’ve seen, she’s having a good time. She just needs to get used to being here, is all. It must be very different than anything she’s known before, but she’ll settle soon enough and then she’s going to love it. Guaranteed.”

      “You’re very confident about that,” he observed. “Experience or suspicion?”

      “A little bit of both,” I admitted. “Between my siblings and helping out at the camp, I’ve learned that kids are capable of enjoying almost anything. Sometimes, they just need encouragement from the adults in their lives, and other times, it’s more about being shown everything they can do. It’s not like they instinctively know what all the different options are outdoors if they never spend much time there.”

      “Fair enough,” he agreed. “I think I forget sometimes that Laurene doesn’t have the same past experiences I do. As a kid, I spent most of my time outdoors, but she never really has. Jacqueline, her mother, thinks staying in a four-star hotel counts as roughing it and I doubt she’s ever even owned a pair of regular, practical sneakers.”

      I glanced down at my feet, encased as they often were in a pair of black and pink sneakers I’d had since I’d started working here. “I’m confused. What kind of shoes does she wear then?”

      “Heels, mostly.” He glanced down, then laughed when he looked back up into my eyes. “When she does wear sneakers, they’re the sparkly, fashionable type. I bought the shoes Laurene has been wearing when we passed through Gatlinburg. I figured she’d need something sturdier than she had for a summer in the mountains. It went over like I’d set her phone on fire.”

      “She’ll settle,” I repeated calmly. “They always do. Just give her some more time. I’m actually really glad she went on this hike today. Maybe that’s a sign that she’s making some friends and starting to appreciate her surroundings. Plus, I bet it doesn’t hurt that she’s getting to spend some time with you.”

      “Oh, it hurts alright,” he replied with a hint of humor suddenly sparkling in those eyes. “Just this morning, I was accused of being a boring, middle-aged father who refuses to acknowledge that times have changed and that the outdoors aren’t cool anymore. Unless it’s on a beach, which is apparently a perennial favorite.”

      I swallowed my surprise and laughed. “Well, she did want to go to the Hamptons with her friends this summer. I’m sure that’s all it’s about. She feels like she’s missing out. That’s perfectly normal for a preteen.”

      “The Hamptons?” He frowned deeply. “What on earth does she want to do in the Hamptons with her friends? She’s twelve.”

      “Twelve-year-olds are allowed to enjoy the beach,” I needled jokingly, nudging him with my elbow as dirt crunched beneath our feet and a bird called in the distance. “Besides, it’s not even about the Hamptons. It’s about the friends.”

      “Right,” he dragged out the word. “The same friends whose parents will let them wear skimpy string bikinis and drink mocktails while letting them lounge in the sun all day, working on their tans. No thank you.”

      “You know, maybe you are a boring, middle-aged father who refuses to acknowledge that times have changed,” I joked. “I love going to the beach and working on my tan as much as the next girl. I guess, to a certain extent, I understand the appeal.”

      “Yeah, but you’re in your thirties,” he said, smirking as he glanced at me. “So am I, by the way. I’m hardly middle-aged any more than you are.”

      “Perhaps, but maybe I’m just young at heart,” I teased, not paying attention to the path since I was so wrapped up in our mildly flirtatious conversation.

      Naturally, as soon as his eyes hooked on mine, I tripped on a tree root and started falling, accepting in that moment that I was going to end up with a face full of dirt in front of the most gorgeous man I had ever spoken to. Before it could happen, though, strong hands wrapped around my arm and he caught me, the momentum of him pulling me back and making me smack into his chest.

      My lips parted to thank him, but with his perfectly full mouth suddenly only inches away from my own, I forgot what I’d been about to say. Remington didn’t release me either, simply staring back at me for a long, quiet minute that we just looked into each other’s eyes.

      From this close, I could make out the flecks of blue and gold in his, and I lost myself in the masculine, fresh sweat and spice scent of him. My heart started pounding, my body begging to melt into his.

      Pulling away quickly before I gave in, I took a big step back and managed to flash him a slightly humiliated smile. “Thanks. I didn’t really feel like having dirt in my nostrils today.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly, eyes narrowing just a touch as he continued on the path like nothing had happened.

      I watched him for just a second before I scrambled to catch up, wondering why my heart was still racing and my skin was still tingling. One thing was for sure—as much as I told myself it was about something else, I was attracted to this grumpy man in front of me, and at this point, there was no more use denying it.

      Grumpy or not, something about him was getting under my skin. We were opposites in almost every way, but I was slowly starting to accept that the old adage was proving to be true in this case.

      Opposites really do attract.

      Now I guess I just have to find out if the feeling is mutual.
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      It was actually Laurene’s idea for me to take a yoga class with Birdie. She hadn’t stopped talking about the woman practically since the first time they had hung out together, and it had made me even more curious about the yoga instructor/kids camp counselor/general manager/potential someday owner of the whole resort.

      She wore many hats around here, I’d noticed, but if Laurene liked her—or anyone really—it meant I should probably make an effort. So I’d gone to yoga, getting way more than I’d bargained for in terms of a workout, but now that I’d caught her before she face-planted, I was getting more than I’d bargained for in other respects as well.

      For starters, touching her had only made my already inconvenient attraction to her skyrocket. What was more was that things were suddenly awkward between us. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was embarrassed or because she knew how close I’d come to kissing her before she’d pulled away, but where we’d been talking easily before, there was now only deafening silence.

      Thankfully, we’d almost reached the kids and I could already hear laughter and chatting from the bluff where they were having a picnic. Birdie glanced at me as we approached what I assumed was the final bend in the path before we’d reach them. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she held my gaze for a long moment.

      “Thanks again for catching me,” she said finally in a tone that made it sound like she was saying goodbye. “Let’s hope they have enough food that we can get a bite to eat ourselves, huh? That was quite a hike.”

      I frowned. It had been a bit of a walk, sure, but it had hardly been strenuous or tiring. Before I could tell her that she didn’t have to make meaningless small talk with me, we broke out of the trees and walked onto the bluff.

      Jenna spotted us first, her lips breaking into a wide grin when she saw Birdie. “Hey, you. Come join us. I packed you a sandwich.” Her brow furrowed slightly when she spotted me behind Birdie, and she grimaced. “I’m so sorry, sir. We may have some extra, but I’m afraid there aren’t many choices. I wasn’t aware we had a parent joining today.”

      “It was a spur of the moment thing,” I said, hoping I was reassuring her. I lifted my water bottle. “This is all I need, but thanks.”

      When Jenna had addressed me, the kids had started looking around one by one, and while Laurene had clearly been thrilled to see Birdie, she gave me a look that said she was somewhat glad I was here but not nearly as happy as she was about the woman I’d accompanied.

      Birdie didn’t look back. She joined the circle they were seated in, fitting between Laurene and another girl around her age and happily accepting the sandwich Jenna handed over. I hung back while they talked, with Birdie quickly getting all the kids to tell her their stories about the morning and opening up like she was their best friend.

      I felt a little bit like a lurking bodyguard, but I did some light stretches in an effort to be doing something less awkward than staring. Then I sipped my water and pretended not to be listening to anything they were saying.

      I caught snippets of the conversation here and there, though. A lot of it I tuned out, like the teenage boy who was complaining to Jenna about the heat, but when I heard Laurene’s voice, I snapped back to attention.

      “I’ve been practicing turning my feet out like Dorothea showed us, and it’s making such a big difference. Can you believe it? Just that one little thing and it’s like one move suddenly just flows so much more naturally into the next.”

      My eyebrows mashed together. Turning her feet out? For what?

      Birdie, however, seemed to know exactly what she was talking about. “That’s why I love taking her class. We call her Aunty Dot around here. She’s been teaching since before I was even born and she has a knack for spotting exactly what each dancer needs to walk out of the class at least a little bit better than they were when they walked in.”

      Oh, right. The barre class. I wonder why Laurene is so excited about it. She kept gushing to Birdie about the dance instructor and how she’d been practicing this and that, but I didn’t understand half the words they were using.

      Jacqueline had signed Laurene up for ballet when she’d been only three years old and she’d been doing it ever since, but I hadn’t really heard her even talking about it in years. In fact, if I hadn’t been receiving monthly statements for instruction, I wouldn’t even have known she was still doing it.

      At least being the person responsible for paying the bills gave me some information, but my girl hadn’t sounded this excited about anything since the day I’d picked her up from school for the break. The kids finished eating and helped Jenna and Birdie clean up.

      “Remember, guys,” Jenna said. “The trash we make is the trash we take. Let’s be sure to get it all.”

      Every last one of the kids redoubled their efforts, even bending over to make sure there wasn’t a speck of plastic left anywhere before they started back toward the resort. Jenna led the group while I brought up the rear, curiously watching Birdie and Laurene together.

      They’d been joined at the hip since Birdie and I had gotten to the bluff, and they were still talking animatedly as they walked. As far as I could tell, there hadn’t been even a minute of silence and I smiled to myself over how excited Laurene was.

      I honestly didn’t understand it, but it had been a long time since I’d seen her looking so happy. So alive. So lit up with childlike excitement that I instantly felt validated in the decision to bring her here.

      All this time, I’d been worried that she was going to have only terrible memories of this summer and that she wouldn’t want to come back to the States to visit for her next break, but as I watched her now, I realized that Birdie had—once again—been right. It had taken Laurene some time to settle in, but now that she had, she was having a wonderful time.

      When we got back to the resort, Birdie went into the Kids Camp to settle some of the other children but Laurene suddenly doubled back to me. “Can we invite Birdie to have dinner with us tonight?”

      I blinked hard, beyond surprised at the request. “Excuse me?”

      “I want her to come,” my daughter said, her eyes wide and pleading. “Please, Daddy? Can we please invite her to eat with us? It’s just at the restaurant here. It’s not like we’re asking her to drive anywhere or anything like that.”

      “I, uh, I’m not sure if she’d be able to, hon. She’s pretty busy and she’s probably got a lot of work to do.”

      “Everyone has to eat, though,” Laurene said, pressing her hands together in a prayer motion. “If she has to work, then that’s okay. I know that work always comes first, but can we at least just invite her?”

      Work always comes first. Those words echoed in my head, sounding like a curse for once. A curse I was intent on breaking—at least for the summer. I’d already decided that Laurene came first this summer, and if this was what she wanted, then why not?

      “Sure, honey. We can invite her, but if she says no, let’s find out when she’s available and schedule it for then instead of trying to convince her to join us tonight, okay?”

      The happiest, most genuine smile I’d seen from her in years lit her face. She even bounced around on her feet a little, clapping her hands before she flung her arms around me. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged me like that.

      She stepped back and glanced at Birdie. “Will you go ask her? Can you do it now? Can I come with you? If she says she has to work, I won’t try to convince her, I promise.”

      “Well, maybe a little convincing will be fine,” I said, grinning back at her as I reached out to ruffle her hair.

      She shrieked with laughter and ducked away from me, but the exchange still made my heart swell. It was an unfamiliar, uncomfortable sensation, but man, it was also really fucking great. Just so much more natural than any we’d had in so long that I wondered if we’d ever had one like it.

      Sticking to my side as I strode up to Birdie, I could practically feel the excitement radiating from my little girl. Her bright eyes and smile were motivation enough, but I was also suddenly hoping Birdie would say yes. As we approached her, she turned and gave me a questioning look.

      “Is everything okay? I thought you two would’ve gone by now.”

      “We’re fine,” I said quickly. “We were just wondering if you’d like to join us for dinner in a few hours? Say seven. At the restaurant by the pool.”

      “Wow,” she said, glancing at Laurene before she smiled. “I’d love to. I’ll see you two then.”

      My daughter beamed up at her like Birdie herself had hung the sun and the moon, but I was feeling pretty good about it myself. Especially when Laurene slid an arm around my waist to hug me as we walked away.

      It had been at least eight years since I’d last felt like a superhero in her eyes. Not since way back when fixing a toy by clipping a plastic tube back into place or even just taking the spider out of her room had qualified as slaying the dragon. I’d forgotten how good it felt, but as we made our way back up to the suite, I silently vowed that I would be her hero again.

      I didn’t have many years left of getting to do it. Not really. It would be a tall order since she’d be leaving to the United Kingdom soon, but for as long as I could, I would be my little girl’s superhero once more. I could give her that. I owed it to her, just one last summer of being her daddy, the hero who could make all her dreams come true.
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BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      At my cabin getting ready to go to dinner with Remington and Lulu, I browsed through my closet, discarding option after option and wishing that I had a dress that was just a little bit nicer than any I owned.

      Technically, I didn’t need to get dressed up. Smart-casual was the official dress code for every dining establishment at the resort after dark, but I’d already let my hair down, drying it in its natural waves and even adding a bit of hairspray to keep it looking sleek and polished. Now I just needed to find an outfit that matched.

      Eventually, I settled on a black dress with bright yellow sunflowers printed on it. It had belonged to my mother, and while I rarely had the opportunity to wear it, it was the closest thing I had to perfect for tonight.

      As I put it on, it felt like a gentle hug from above. A sign that my mom approved of me wearing it to dinner. The thought brought tears to my eyes and a smile to my lips. I glanced up at my ceiling, blowing her a quick kiss before I touched up my mascara, not wanting to get too caught up in the moment.

      Black pumps on my feet were the finishing touch, and then I was ready to go. I gave myself a last once-over in the mirror, pleased with the result but still wishing that I’d had something just a little dressier, and then I headed out.

      Only to bump into Alan as soon as I descended the stairs outside of my cabin.

      Suspicion brewed in his eyes as he looked me over. He arched a silver eyebrow at me. “Where are you going all dressed up, missy?”

      “To dinner with some of the guests in our suite,” I said. “Remington and Laurene Ford?”

      “Oh,” he said, lips pursing. “That guy. I don’t like him, Barbara. You should steer clear of him. He’s nothing but trouble.”

      I groaned. “When you call me Barbara, I know it’s serious. Why don’t you like them? They seem perfectly nice to me.”

      “Everyone seems perfectly nice to you,” he grumbled without elaborating as to why he wanted me to steer clear. “Just don’t go to dinner, okay? Blame it on me. Go tell them I stuck you with extra work tonight.”

      The butterflies I’d had in my stomach since Remington had asked me to dinner stopped zooming for a moment. I scowled at the very idea of canceling. “I’m already dressed and it’s a free meal. Besides, you can tell me what to do while I’m on the clock, but this is my time.”

      He sighed heavily, his eyes wary as they lingered on mine. “Just be careful, okay? I only want what’s best for you. Someone has to look out for you and I’m all you’ve got, sweetheart.”

      I smiled, put a hand on his shoulder, and squeezed gently. “I know, old man. Thank you. I will be careful, but you worry too much. I’ll be fine. It really is just dinner.”

      Huffing out a breath like he didn’t quite believe me, he watched me go, calling out before I’d gotten even five steps away. “Being an old man means I know things. Listen to me, Birdie, you have to watch yourself with that man!”

      I smiled and nodded at him over my shoulder, but I didn’t doubt my decision to go to dinner with the Fords. Alan was naturally cautious of every person he hadn’t known since they were ten years old, or who hadn’t been born anywhere near the Smokies.

      I appreciated his concern, and I knew it came from a good place, but he really did worry too much. Lulu broke out in a wide, happy grin when she saw me, warming me from the inside out. She got up to give me a hug.

      “You came! We were wondering if you would.” She squeezed me tight. “Thank you for coming out with us. We know how busy you are.”

      I chuckled and waved her off. I sat down, nodding a quick hello at Remington before I turned to her. “I’m never too busy for my favorite guests. Besides, everyone needs to take some time off sometimes and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend it with.”

      All true. I’d quickly gotten particularly fond of these two, and while I knew that meant I was going to miss them when they were gone, it wouldn’t stop me from making the best of the time that they were here.

      As we all settled in, Remington picked up a menu and looked it over. “What’s good here? It’s our first time dining at the pool.”

      “Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret.” I leaned forward, glancing at him and ignoring the way the butterflies in my stomach burst into song as our eyes met. Purposely turning to face Lulu, I smiled. “All the food is prepared in the same kitchen. We just thought it was better to have different dining areas and the menus differ slightly from one to the next, but everything is good everywhere.”

      She laughed gleefully. “Insider knowledge! That’s good to know. I love the pizza at the Kids Camp. Do they have the same ones here?”

      I nodded. “They sure do.”

      “Pizza?” Remington frowned, but when I turned to him with a puzzled frown, he quickly nodded. “Pizza. Of course. Just, uh, try to get one with some kind of vegetable on it. At least that way, you can report back to Mom that I made you eat healthy on this trip.”

      “Oh, she won’t tell,” I assured him and winked at her. “Will you?”

      Lulu’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “It’s got a tomato base. That counts, right?”

      He rocked his head from side to side, considering the question before he laughed and nodded. “Sure. For this summer, it counts. A round of pizza, it is.”

      “You’re going to have pizza?” she asked him, doubt suddenly filling those big, innocent eyes. “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat pizza.”

      He shrugged. “It’s one of my favorite foods. Besides, we’re on vacation. We should indulge. It’s expected.”

      “You’re also burning tons of calories out here,” I said before she took his words to heart too much. I’d never understood why parents felt the need to drive that kind of thing home so much, but then again, my siblings and I had always been super active.

      I’d inherited my curves from my mother and no matter how much I worked out, they never disappeared. Which was a great thing. I’d come to love my naturally fuller figure, but the last thing Lulu needed on top of everything else was to question her choice of pizza for dinner just because her father had said the word indulge.

      “Pizza is one of my staple foods,” I said honestly. “I firmly believe that it should be its own food group and that everyone should have it at least once a week. What’s the point of life without cheesy doughy goodness in it?”

      “A girl after my own heart,” Remington agreed, surprising me with his choice of words, but I tried not to make too much of it. He grinned when Dalton, our waiter, came by. “I’ll have a large pepperoni with extra cheese and extra pepperoni.”

      I laughed, but I liked his style. “I’ll have the Grecian, please.”

      Lulu smiled. “I’ll try a Grecian too. Thank you.”

      Dalton nodded at her. “You won’t regret it. Bacon, feta, olives, and spinach. What’s not to love?”

      “There’s spinach on it?” She frowned at me as he left. “Jeez. You could’ve warned me.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s baby spinach from a garden I help tend and it’s delicious. Trust me.”

      She didn’t seem convinced until our food arrived and she had her first small, tentative bite, but as she swallowed, she grinned at me. “You were so right. This is amazing.”

      Wolfing down more than half her pizza, Remington surprised me by eating with at least as much gusto. He really did seem to enjoy it. Overall, in fact, we all seemed to be enjoying dinner—the food and the company. It was nice.

      Lulu had barely wiped her hands on a napkin when Mason from Kids Camp came up to our table with some of the other older kids in tow. “There’s a bonfire at the camp tonight. Do you want to come with us?”

      She glanced at Remington, and he checked Mason out for a moment before he dipped his chin in a nod. “Sure, but only to Kids Camp and back to the suite. No other stops.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, but she seemed happy enough as she took off with her new friends.

      With our meals finished and now suddenly alone, Remington and I sipped our drinks, falling back into awkward silence like this afternoon before he suddenly spoke up. “Thanks for agreeing to eat with us tonight. Having you around seems to have broken her out of her shell a bit, and I can’t thank you enough for that.”

      “You’re so very welcome,” I said, smiling as I watched the kids disappear out of the restaurant. “I’m glad she’s making friends here too. And you don’t have to worry about Mason. He’s been coming here with his family since he was a baby. It takes him and his brother a couple weeks to settle back in every year, but they’re pretty great kids. Very down to earth once they remember that they don’t have to pretend to be bored and uninterested when they’re here.”

      “His brother?” Remington groaned. “There’s another one of them? I don’t care how great they are. I’m not sure I’m ready for her to bring home a boyfriend.”

      “It’s going to happen sooner or later,” I said lightly. “For now though, I don’t think you need to be ready for it to happen during this trip. Next year will be a different story, but she hasn’t been particularly interested in any of the boys, from what I’ve seen.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” He picked up his glass and took a huge gulp.

      I laughed. “I didn’t take you as the dad who’s been cleaning his shotgun since he found out it was a girl.”

      “That’s because I don’t need a shotgun. I have these.” He lifted his hands, flexing his fingers as he brought his palms closer together like he was demonstrating wringing somebody’s neck.

      As my laughter finally started subsiding, someone bumped into my chair and my glass tipped with the jarring shock of it, dumping at least half my drink into my lap. The man apologized profusely and rushed away. Remington grabbed a linen napkin from the table, scowling in the direction of the other guest’s retreating back as he tried to help me clean up.

      I grabbed a napkin of my own, dabbing at the icy liquid pooling between my thighs, but in the process of trying to control the damage, our hands brushed and I realized exactly where he was dabbing—between my upper thighs and dangerously close to other parts of me.

      As our fingers touched and my gaze snapped up to meet his, already resting squarely on mine. Tension built between us again, so tight that it was threatening to snap. My pulse quickened, my nipples suddenly hard as my lips parted and my gaze dropped to his.

      For one crazy second, I thought this was it. He was going to kiss me.

      The heat of him disappeared and I blinked myself back into reality, noticing that he’d pulled his hand away. He cleared his throat, reaching for his drink once more, but instead of draining what was left of mine, I felt too flustered to stay.

      I pushed back my chair, stood up, and shot him an apologetic smile. “I should go and get cleaned up. Thank you for a wonderful dinner. I’ll see you guys around tomorrow.”

      With that, I made my escape, disappointed that the night had ended so abruptly but getting the hint very clearly. Instead of kissing me, he’d pulled away. I could’ve sworn I’d felt his attraction echoing my own, but maybe I’d been wrong, and if so, then he’d just done me a huge favor.

      He hadn’t let me make a fool of myself, and for that, at least, I was thankful.
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      Stuck in the suite working for a few days, I was so in the zone when Laurene came back after hanging out at Kids Camp that I hardly noticed her until she suddenly shut my laptop. I narrowed my eyes in a glare, glancing up and wondering just what the hell was up with her now.

      Her smooth red hair was damp and pulled up in bun high on top of her head, her skin still pearly white and a sunhat in her hand. Angry flames flickered in her eyes as she stared back at me, her oversized T-shirt sticking to her wet swimsuit underneath.

      It was clear that she’d been swimming this morning, but I didn’t understand what I’d done to piss her off or why she thought it was okay to slam my laptop shut while I was busy working on it. “Something on your mind, sweetheart?”

      As I spoke, I tried opening the computer again, my eyes still narrowed on hers, but she pressed down on the lid, obviously not about to give up. “You dragged me out here and you’re making me stay. The least you can do is come out with me. We should do something fun together.”

      “I have meetings today.” I schooled my features, realizing that I didn’t need to look at her quite as harshly as I was for just wanting to spend some time together. All those promises I’d made myself about prioritizing her had gone out the window these last few days, and while I regretted it, I hadn’t had much of a choice. “You go on and I’ll catch up with you later. Where are you going to be hanging out?”

      “Probably doing drugs somewhere.”

      I frowned. “That’s not funny.”

      “It will be once I’m high on drugs.” She shrugged. “If only I had some adult supervision.”

      “Okay, I know you’re joking, but I actually need to know where you’ll be.”

      “Does it matter?” she asked, finally releasing the laptop to cross her arms tightly over her chest and taking a massive step back. Disappointment clouded her eyes. Her little brow pinched as she suddenly become the one glaring at me. “It’s not like you’re really going to come out there to find me, Dad. Just give it up already and let’s go home.”

      “We’re not doing that, baby. It’s just a few days of meetings, is all. Plus, the signal isn’t good enough for me to have my camera on, which means I’m getting through it all much faster since people aren’t so inclined to chat these days when they can’t see you. I’ll meet you later. Just tell me where.”

      “No,” she said stubbornly, tears welling in her eyes as she shook her head. “If you’re going to work around the clock every day, we might as well not even be here. I just want to go home.”

      “Really?” I asked, squinting at her as I took in her obstinate expression. She was pissed at me, and honestly, I was glad that she wanted us to spend time together, but I also wasn’t about to be steamrolled or manipulated. “It seems to me that you’ve been having a lot of fun here, even when I have been working. You don’t really want to go home. You’re just trying to prove a point and it’s not going to work.”

      “You’re wrong. Everything is wrong. You’re ruining my life!” Her face scrunched up and she swallowed a scream. “I’m not just some thing that you can forget about when it doesn’t suit you to remember that I’m even here. I thought you said that we were going to spend time together this summer?”

      “I did and we have been. Just take a deep breath, honey. Calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!”

      “Okay, okay. Everything is going to be okay. I only have a few meetings left and then we’ll go do something fun together.”

      “You’re lying,” she spat at me. “We came here for you to work while I was entertained by people we don’t even know! I just want to go home.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      Her jaw tightened, those tears sitting heavily on her lids. It looked like she wanted to say something else, but she seemed to think better of it, storming out instead and leaving me reeling.

      Laurene and I had been known to have an argument on occasion, but now I was ruining her life? How? I only took a few meetings.

      I blew out a heavy breath and rubbed my temples, willing myself to forget about it but unable to follow through. I knew these last couple years and the divorce had been tough on her, but I’d really thought that being here and getting to know all these people at the resort was helping.

      In fact, I’d even thought it would be okay to take these meetings because she’d been so busy at the Kids Camp, she’d barely seen me anyway. Struggling to understand the logic, I got up and strode out of the suite, in a mood but needing to talk to her.

      Before she actually did end up on drugs.

      I marched to the lobby, not seeing a trace of my daughter, and I was about to try the camp when Alan suddenly appeared behind the front desk. I hadn’t seen the man since the day we’d checked in, and since I didn’t know how long it would be until I saw him again, I decided to get the show on the road.

      “How’re you doing, Alan?” I asked as I walked over to him.

      “Oh. It’s you.” He scowled at me from behind the desk, his gaze dropping to something I couldn’t see. He busied himself with whatever it was, acting like he didn’t even know I was still here.

      Exasperation trickled through me, tightening my insides as I stared at the silver-haired man who was too damn rude for his own good. How Birdie and even Gracie seemed to love him so much, I didn’t know. From where I was standing, he was nothing more than a stubborn old man well past his prime who should’ve retired years ago.

      To give credit where it was due, he’d built something great here. There was no arguing that, but I was tired of biding my time and tiptoeing around. Especially if Laurene was suddenly crying about going home again.

      I had to get down to business, and I just wasn’t in the mood to fuck around anymore. Deciding to rip off the band-aid, I leaned with my elbows on the desk and kept my voice even regardless of the frustration welling deep inside of me.

      “Do you have investors for this property? There’s a lot of potential here and I believe I can help you reach it⁠—”

      “I’m not interested,” he said, not even hearing me out. “Move along, son. Better yet, check out and find someplace else to spend the rest of the summer if it’s property you’re here for.”

      “Look, I know this place means a lot to you, but⁠—”

      He looked up at me with fire spitting from those suddenly sharp eyes. I knew I’d touched a nerve. He scowled again, the lines on his face furrowing so deep that the wrinkles swallowed all his features, except for his burning eyes.

      “You’re not the first to try to get this place right out from underneath me and you won’t be the last. I’m not interested in selling and I don’t need your kind of help. Now leave before I ask security to escort you out.”

      “I’m a paying guest at your establishment.”

      He pointed at a sign mounted on the desk. “We’ve reserved right of admission. By all means, keep spending your money here, but stay away from me and don’t try to approach me with this investment mumbo-jumbo again.”

      “It’s not mumbo-jumbo,” I said firmly. “It’s sound financial advice and it can help you achieve things here that you’ve never even dreamed about.”

      “Everything I dreamed of achieving here, I’ve already achieved,” he said proudly. “Now leave. Me. Alone.”

      Exhaling slowly, I put my palms up and backed away. “Sorry I came on so strong. I came here to relax and all I can think about is business. I didn’t mean to push so hard.”

      He looked up at me again, a little less venom in his gaze. “This is a place to disconnect from the world and focus on what’s really important. People find clarity here, if they allow themselves to. If not, you’ll leave here exactly as you showed up.”

      “Awesome?” I smiled, thinking he was finally warming up to me.

      “A vulture. Go find someone else’s bones to pick clean.”

      I spun around and took off with another weight added to my already foul mood. I had no idea what I’d done to tick him off right from the start, but let the old man be pissed at me. It seemed to be a trend today.

      Sure, it would make it harder for me to get what I wanted from him, but I wouldn’t let it deter me. I’d already decided that I wanted a stake in this resort and I would have it. No sour old grump with sentimental bullshit reasons for trying to hang on would stop me.

      If I was a vulture, I wouldn’t be leaving here hungry.

      Properly riled up, I was even more annoyed when I left the lobby, feeling like a human thundercloud as I stalked toward the Kids Camp. About halfway there, I realized that talking to Laurene in my current state was a bad idea, so I pivoted, heading toward the hiking trails instead.

      Running a few miles should help me take the edge off. Then I’d go reschedule the meetings I’d missed, find my daughter, and bring her back to the suite with me. We could talk things through, and hopefully, she’d tell me where all this sudden anger was coming from.

      At this point, it seemed to be something I was doing now, not anything I’d done in the past. A few days of work aside, I had no clue what could’ve triggered her like that. Heaving out a deep sigh, I broke into a run, sights set firmly on the far end of the main building.

      On my way to the trails, I caught movement from the corner of my eye. Birdie was emerging from the yoga studio, and I slammed to a stop. She was humming under her breath, and as she stepped out into the sunshine, she tipped her face back to soak up the sun again. Just like she had done that morning when I’d gone to her class.

      It seemed to be part of her routine, as was the smile that played on her lips when she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and did her thing. I wondered what she was thinking while she did it. What it was about this part of her routine that made her smile, apparently without fail.

      As I kept watching her from across that short distance, my gaze broke away from her face and roamed down the length of her body. I couldn’t not notice that she looked sensational in her leggings and tight coral crop top. The outfit was showing off all her curves, and as she turned her back to lock up the studio behind her, I drank in the arch of her spine, noticing the glisten of sweat on her golden skin and the way her ponytail swished behind her head when she moved.

      My mouth dried up, and for a moment, I forgot all about Alan and even the fight with Laurene. It was only for a moment, but it was a glorious damn moment.

      One that reminded me that there was a lot more to life than investment opportunities and preteen hormones. It didn’t always feel that way, but there was life after divorce. Outside of work and even outside of parenthood, I was still me, despite everything I’d dealt with and everything I still had going on.

      I just had to find a way to get back to that guy, even though I knew deep down what he wanted right then. As I finally crossed the space between us and walked up to her, I wanted her and I wanted her bad. Or good. Or whatever way I could have her.

      All I really wanted was to sink inside of her and forget for a lot longer than just a moment that everything else in my life was suddenly going to hell in a handbasket.

      And as always, now that I’d acknowledged what I wanted, I wasn’t sure I was going to stop until I got at least a taste of it.
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      I could tell Remington was in a mood when he walked by. The tight jaw, hunched shoulders, and brisk pace said it all. The man was not happy—even less so than usual.

      “Did you step in deer poop?” I asked as he strode up to me.

      His frown deepened to one of confusion. “Not that I know of.” He lifted each foot to inspect it. “Why? Do I smell like deer poop?”

      I smiled, happy to derail his bad mood a little bit with confusion. “You smell fine. You just looked a little out of sorts.”

      “Oh,” he said, nodding. “I’m fine. I’ve just got some work to get back to.”

      I laughed. “I thought you were on vacation. Where’s Lulu?”

      “Lulu?” He arched a brow at me, but then shook his head and let it go. “I’m not sure. Probably licking her wounds at Kids Camp.”

      “Licking her wounds?” I asked softly, my heart stammering at the thought of the poor girl having any wounds to lick. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure. She just came at me earlier and then took off.”

      My teeth sank into the inside of my cheek as I looked up into those stormy eyes. If he’d had a fight with his daughter, that explained the mood, but he didn’t seem to be in the right frame of mind to make up with her just yet.

      “Do you want to come on a walk with me?” I asked. “You could take a breather from work and the fight, and I was about to go for one anyway.”

      “I was going to go for a run, but I guess a walk would be good too.” The words were barely out of his mouth when he started moving again, striding down the path that led to the trails.

      My eyebrows inched up as I watched him, stalking toward the trailhead like a gorilla who smelled food after starving for at least ten days. Well, there goes my leisurely stroll for the morning.

      Hurrying to catch up, I focused on matching my pace to his and instantly knew I was not going to be able to sustain it. With his legs being so much longer than my own, I was practically jogging to keep up. I didn’t say anything about it, though.

      If I lost him further down the trail, that was fine by me. Clearly, he needed to work off some energy but I’d just done four hours of yoga. My muscles were warm, but my energy levels were nowhere near his. I needed something nutritious to refuel like a smoothie, or some granola, or a giant plate of bacon and eggs.

      He suddenly stopped, hands on his hips, and waited for me to catch up. Once I had, those eyes flicked up and around, taking in every little thing around us. I rested my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath while he did whatever he was doing.

      “Can I ask you a question?” he asked, his voice gravelly and rough.

      I jerked my head in a nod, straightening up and wiping sweat off my brow, still panting a little but feeling marginally better. It was nothing a stack of flapjacks couldn’t cure. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Why do you like this place so much?”

      The question surprised me, but the look in his eyes told me he was serious and trying to piece things together. Why the answer to this question mattered so much, I didn’t know. Our guests loved this place for a variety of reasons, but he wasn’t asking anyone else. He was asking me.

      I looked right back at him and shrugged. “You already know that my parents were poor and that I started working here to help my dad make ends meet after my mom died. With my three younger siblings still at home, the resort was close enough for me to still see them all the time, and I guess I just stayed. I liked it here.”

      “Yeah, but why?” He frowned. “After your siblings left home, I’m sure you had enough experience to get a job at any of the luxury resorts here in the mountains. They probably would’ve paid more and you wouldn’t have had to stay in a cabin with spotty reception and shitty plumbing.”

      “I don’t mind the water pressure.” I laughed. “The plumbing is just old, which is why the showers aren’t the best, but I don’t know. I guess being here gives me a sense of purpose. It’s serene. I like the people. I don’t think I would’ve enjoyed working at a fancier resort where I’d have to wear starched clothes all the time and deal with rich snobs who treat complaining as a hobby. It’s fun here. Relaxed. Why do you ask?”

      He blew past the question, his head shaking. “Am I one of those rich snobs, complaining about the cell service and the pipes?”

      I giggled. “No, those are legit terrible here. Complain away. I’m talking about folks who complain when their lettuce touches their tomato because it makes the lettuce soggy.”

      “Did someone actually complain about that?” he asked, eyes wide.

      I nodded. “Yeah, you’re no ray of sunshine, but I do not include you in the terrible people category.”

      He shoved a hand into his hair before giving me a genuinely puzzled look. His mouth twisted, his eyes narrowing as they swept across my face. “I don’t understand how you’re so optimistic and happy all the time.”

      “And I don’t understand how you’re so pessimistic and grumpy all the time. Is being happy a bad thing?” I asked playfully, giving him a little nudge.

      His abs were rock hard as I poked my finger into them, and my mouth started watering a little bit when I imagined licking them instead.

      Remington didn’t crack, though. Not to smile or even to swat my hand away. I sighed, squirted some water into my mouth, and swallowed to give him some more time to think about it, but when he still hadn’t answered any of my questions, I broke.

      “The simpler things in life have always made me feel more at peace than the complicated things,” I said. “I have everything I need right here. Why would I leave?”

      He gave me another long, silent look before he nodded. “I guess you wouldn’t.”

      Some of the tension melted out of his posture as we continued on our walk at a much easier pace. The silence between us was comfortable as we made our way deeper into the mountain trails. I glanced at him as he climbed up a rock and tried to get a good look at where we were.

      Craning his neck, he put a hand to his forehead and stood comfortably on the smooth surface. His feet were as sure as a mountain goat’s as he hopped higher up to get an even better vantage point. “It really is beautiful out here.”

      I smiled at his soft words, nodding my agreement. I drank some more water while he looked out at the view. “That’s another reason why I stayed. It doesn’t get any better than this. Why would I want to look at buildings or a city when I could be waking up to this every day?”

      Dark clouds were rolling in, but neither of us paid them any mind. Remington sat down on his rock and looked at me. “Now there’s a multimillion-dollar question. Why would anyone want a city view if they could have this?”

      I frowned at him. “Is that what your fight with Laurene was about? Does she still want to go to the Hamptons?”

      After blowing out a long breath, he gave me a curt nod. “She didn’t mention the Hamptons specifically, but she claims she wants to go home. The thing is that I don’t think she really does. She seems to be having fun here, but I took a few meetings and she lost her mind.”

      I leaned against the rock he’d been on first, twisting my body so I could keep looking up at him. “You can’t blame her for that. Even if she is having fun, she thought you were coming out here to spend time together. If you’re going to be working anyway, I guess it makes sense that she’d rather be spending the time with her friends while she still can.”

      “While she still can, huh?” He barked out a dry laugh. “I didn’t think about it that way. Her friends are snooty brats, but I suppose they are her friends. It’s just that not even Jacqueline thought they were friends worth keeping her here for.”

      “What’s she like?” I asked suddenly, indulging the weird curiosity I’d been fighting about his ex. “Jacqueline, I mean. She sounds like a real piece of work, but there are always three sides to every story.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about her too much. She is a real piece of work, though. Now, at least, but I don’t think that’s always been true.”

      “What do you think, then?”

      He shrugged. “Her parents are unbelievably well off and they were pressuring her to settle down, but she wasn’t ready. Neither was I, for that matter. We got married young. There were times, early on, that I think she did love me, but ultimately, she’s a socialite who never wanted to play rich housewife and so she didn’t.”

      Taking a moment to just look at him, I couldn’t help but notice that his jaw wasn’t clenched, his teeth weren’t grinding, and his expression seemed surprisingly open. “You don’t seem to be too bitter about it.”

      He chuckled. “Right now, I’m not. I was. I’ve wished more times than I can count that she just would’ve quit trying sooner, but she doesn’t carry all the blame for our marriage not working out. Like I said, we got married young. People don’t always want the same things at thirty-five that they did at twenty-one.”

      “I’m surprised you’re so honest about this,” I said. “I wouldn’t have taken you for the sharing type.”

      “I’m not the sharing type, but I haven’t really talked about any of this at all. No one has asked. You asked.”

      I arched a brow at him. “No one has asked? That seems unlikely.”

      “Have you met me?” He gave me a deadpan look. “Apparently, I’m intimidating as fuck. Maybe I’m just less so now that I’m relaxed and out of the city.”

      “Oh, no. You’re still intimidating as fuck,” I said easily, cracking a smile and even winking at him. “I just don’t scare easy. That has to be tough, though, if people are too scared to ask how you’re doing.”

      “Nah, I prefer it that way.” He blew out a heavy breath. “Contrary to how I’ve been since I’ve been here, I’m really not the sharing type. It’s nobody’s business but mine.”

      “Well, I’m glad being here has helped you open up. Everyone needs to get things off their chest sometimes. It’s not natural to keep it all bottled up.” I glanced up at the sky again, realizing that those dark clouds were now a greenish black and right above us. “You ready to head back?”

      Remington followed my gaze, nodding as he got up. “Yeah, I guess we should. It looks like there’s another downpour coming.”

      Hopping off the rock, he waited for me to fall into step beside him before we took off back down the trail we’d taken up here. Going a little faster than we had before, but not as fast as we had been when we’d started this walk, we made it about halfway back to the resort before the heavens let loose.

      It started raining. Hard. I shrieked with laughter as I broke into a sprint, trying to shield myself from the deluge while I searched for cover. I felt Remington behind me, but even though I knew he could, he didn’t overtake me, finally cutting a sharp right when I did to take refuge under a tree.

      We’d made it back to the more wooded part of the trail, and though we were still getting rained on, at least the canopy of leaves made it so it wasn’t bucketing down on us anymore. Both breathing hard, we ended up almost chest to chest as we stuck as close as we could to the trunk of the tree.

      “I know it sounds weird, but I feel alive for the first time in a long time,” he admitted as we stood there, and I saw the light in his eyes to back up the claim.

      Soaked to the bone and trying to wait out the rain, it felt like we were in a bubble. A wet, cool bubble, but still a space of our very own where we could do and say whatever we pleased. “You deserve to feel that way, Remington. You are alive and you should live. Now. While you can and before you end up dying with too many regrets.”

      His gaze settled on mine, so vibrant and sparkling right now that it was difficult to believe he’d seemed so shut off until so recently. He nodded slowly as he looked at me, then cocked his head. “You know what? You’re right. I’m going to live.”

      With that, he caught my face in his big hands, pulling me closer to him, and his mouth descended on mine. Shock sped through me like wet cement had been dumped over my head, but as soon as his firm, soft lips slanted over my own, I broke out of it and parted my lips to kiss him back.

      My arms shot up to wind around his thick neck, my fingers pushing into his hair as his tongue stroked mine, gently but with deliberate purpose. As we kissed, he stepped into me, molding his body to my own and making me feel dwarfed and consumed, but so wanted and so safe that I melted into him.

      In that moment, I forgot about the fight he’d had with his daughter, his ex, my work, and just about everything else. Even the rain falling on us through the leaves barely made it into my awareness. There was only him, kissing me with his whole—substantial—body and wiping away everything else on our plane of existence.

      We broke apart as abruptly as we’d come together, both blinking like we were equally shocked about what had just happened, but his hands lingered on my face and my fingers stayed in his hair for just another second.

      I had no idea how we’d gotten here, but I did know that I wanted more. A lot more. For a lot longer than he would be staying.
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REMINGTON

        

      

    

    
      With the rain still pelting against our windows, Laurene and I decided to stay in and order room service for dinner. She was curled up on the couch, watching a movie while I tried to focus on work. Try, being the operative word of that sentence.

      In reality, I was reeling from that kiss and all I wanted was to track Birdie down to do it again. The only thing keeping me from doing just that was the fact that my daughter was here with me, still pissed and now giving me the semi-silent treatment.

      She responded when spoken to, but that was it. We hadn’t talked about our argument at all and it didn’t look like she’d be ready to do it anytime soon. With my recently reawakened libido raging, about a hundred emails to answer, and my brain completely unable to focus, I wasn’t really in the mood to talk about it either.

      So I left it, opening the door when our food arrived and eating at the small dining table in front of me with my laptop open while she chose to eat her burger on the couch while she continued to watch her movie. I opened my mouth a few times in an attempt to make conversation, or at least open the channels of communication, but I didn’t know what to say.

      During my shower earlier after I’d gotten back from the walk, it had hit me that Laurene was pissed because in her mind, her time stateside was running out. Birdie had been right. My daughter was trying to make the best of the time she had left here before she’d be forced to go to London soon, and my taking those meetings must have reminded her of why she was being sent away in the first place.

      Well, that’s what she thinks, anyway. She was only half wrong, though. With my working hours being unpredictable but always long, Jacqueline had made the argument that she’d be better off at boarding school than back in Manhattan with a father who didn’t have time to pay attention to her.

      Irrespective of the fact that Jacqueline herself wouldn’t be paying much attention either, she’d made it sound like Laurene would be left to her own devices in my care and that, at least at boarding school, she’d have structure and adult supervision at all times. Plus, she’d be able to visit far more often than Laurene would probably be seeing me if she stayed.

      With all those thoughts now swirling through my mind all over again, my grilled chicken wrap tasted like grilled chicken crap. The guilt that had been gnawing at me for my daughter’s whole life intensified.

      The decision had been made and the papers were signed but maybe there was still something I could do about it. It was a conversation I had to have with Jacqueline, at the very least.

      My phone ringing pulled me out of my thoughts and I glanced at the screen to see Declan’s name on it. Blinking hard in an attempt to clear my head, I slid my thumb across the green bar and answered.

      “Hey, Dec. What’s up?”

      “Just checking in,” he said cheerfully. “You’re sounding very relaxed. The visit is going well, I assume?”

      I glanced at Laurene, who didn’t appear to be listening but definitely was. “As well as can be expected. The fresh air has been good for us and we’ve been getting a lot of exercise outside. Laurene even convinced me to try yoga.”

      Laughter like machine gun fire sounded through the phone. “Wow, sounds like you’re becoming a new man.”

      My daughter snorted just loud enough for me to hear it.

      “I’m a work in progress, okay?” I said, speaking to both of them.

      “Good,” he said. “That’s good. I’m glad you two have some time to yourselves after that shit show. You all needed it.”

      The shit show in question, of course, was my divorce. I shrugged. “Yeah, we needed it for sure. How are things going over there?”

      “Everything is under control,” he said confidently. “I heard you didn’t make some of your meetings today. What’s up with that?”

      I glanced at Laurene again. “Some stuff came up. I’ve already rescheduled.”

      He chuckled. “It’s about damn time that something comes up for you, Remi. How’s the old man owner treating you? Have you convinced him to take our money yet?”

      “Nope. I’ve given up on that, actually. He’s not interested in anything we’ve got to offer. It’s not going to happen.”

      Declan paused for a beat. “Wow. He has to be a tough old codger if you’ve given up. You’re sure?”

      “Positive,” I said. “Maybe in a year or two, but not right now.”

      “Okay,” he replied. “We’ll shelve it for now, then. If you couldn’t convince him to budge, no one can. So wait, does this mean that you’re actually just on vacation now?”

      “Yes and no. I’m still taking notes on how we can improve the Greens to make it more like this, but for the rest, yes. I’m on vacation.”

      Laurene scoffed down a laugh and shook her head without turning to face me. My eyelids slammed shut and I breathed through the flare of frustration. It’d been a few damn meetings. That was all. It hardly felt like it was as big a deal as she was making it, but I also didn’t want to fight with her. Everything I did just pissed her off these days, and the best course of action right then seemed to be no action at all.

      “I’m going to come down to see it next week,” he said. “I’ve also been in touch with people at the Greens to let them know changes will be coming. I made it perfectly clear that the current situation is unacceptable.”

      “Good. I’ve got a few ideas for how we can start recovering our losses from the summer in the winter peak, but there won’t be much time to get our ducks in a row.”

      “We’ll move fast,” he assured me. “It’s a lot of money we’ve got tied up in that place. Do you really think we’re going to be able to start recovering this coming winter, though?”

      “We’re sure as hell going to try. We’ll talk more once we’ve got a better idea of what’s practically possible, but we’re also going to have to invest a bundle in marketing.”

      He groaned. “Yay. That’s even more good money we’ll be throwing after potentially bad, but okay. I’ll talk to Moira and the advertising team. It’s too early to start designing a campaign, but they can start researching.”

      “Have them specifically look into the key search phrases for winter breaks in the mountains but ignoring all the regular stuff. I want to focus on niche markets. What makes some places different to the norm?”

      “You got it,” he said. “Anything else?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Alright, then. See you next week.”

      We hung up and I saw that Laurene was gone.

      My heart skipped as I got up, but then I smiled when I realized she was just lying down on the couch. Out cold already, it seemed. Wow. My phone call bored her to sleep.

      For a minute, I stood stock still, just staring at my little girl who looked so relaxed and innocent in her sleep. With no fight on her features or disappointment in her eyes, she looked so much younger and less worldly.

      How the hell am I supposed to send her across the ocean alone, to some boarding school I’ve never even been to? My heart went on a striking rampage at the thought, and I resolved then and there that I’d talk to Jacqueline about it. I couldn’t just go along with the settlement if it was making our baby girl so miserable.

      Carefully carrying Laurene to her bed, I laid her down and pressed a soft kiss to her temple. Heaving out a breath through my nostrils, I walked back to the living area. As if thinking about talking to her had summoned the demon, my phone rang. It was Jacqueline.

      My skin prickled as I eyed her name. She’d just keep trying if I ignored the first call. I didn’t really want to talk to her, but the boarding school discussion needed to happen. Both of our lawyers had stressed that we had to remember we were both still Laurene’s parents and, as such, we had to keep talking. Besides, if there was a chance to make my daughter happy, I would make the sacrifice of talking to the woman I’d once loved.

      “Hey,” I said as nonchalantly as I could. I didn’t like talking to her, but if my tone was too sharp, she’d get all offended and emotional, and then she’d insist that she’d speak to me once I calmed down. Which would only mean kicking this hateful ball a little further down the road. “How are you, Jaqs?”

      “I’m just checking in,” she said breezily. “How are you guys?”

      “We’re fine,” I replied, feeling so detached from the voice at the other end of the line that I couldn’t even really believe the divorce had only been finalized earlier this year.

      It also wasn’t only because we’d been separated for so much longer that I felt so detached from her, though. Jacqueline and I had been growing apart for at least a decade before we’d signed our names on those dotted lines this year.

      Even prior to our separation, we hadn’t talked often, nor had we seen a whole hell of a lot of each other. We’d lived in the same house, but we were like ships in the night for a long time before that. Our official separation had happened after I’d found out she’d been having an affair, but I considered even that as much my own fault as hers.

      I hadn’t ever been around. I’d put work in front of my family since the minute I’d found out she was pregnant with Laurene. The babymoon I’d taken her on before the birth had been the last time we’d spent any real, quality time together and I couldn’t say I’d missed her since.

      In my early twenties, she’d been the dream, beautiful as a fucking painting and with loaded, connected parents to boot, which meant she wasn’t just after me for my money. She’d been refined with a polished exterior, a deep love for frequent enthusiastic sex, and a network of people behind her that were, admittedly, beneficial to my business.

      At the time, it had felt like a match made in heaven and she’d agreed. While my father had fucked up his business, I’d reversed the family fortune by that point. I’d been a rising star in Manhattan and everyone figured that, together, we’d take over the damn world. Both young, hot, and in love, it had seemed like a no-brainer.

      I’d popped the question. She’d said yes. We’d screwed, we’d traveled, and we’d partied, and then she’d gotten pregnant. We provided our parents with the expected grandchild, but it had been shortly after that everything had started going to shit.

      With the responsibility of becoming a father hanging over my head, I’d begun spending all my time at the office and Jacqueline had refused to acknowledge that our lives were about to change. At first, I’d thought it would pass.

      I’d thought that I’d make a couple good deals and get us squared away nicely, but it turned out that making money had only made me want to make more money. As for Jacqueline, she figured that if I wasn’t going to be there, she didn’t have to be either.

      We bought a nice big house and hired a squad of nannies to raise our baby, and ultimately, even during the times when I’d tried to slow down, she’d refused to do the same. She’d also refused to work, to stay at home, to spend time with Laurene outside of regular shopping trips, and as it turned out, to sacrifice the frequent sex.

      She’d simply stopped having it with me. In her defense, I was busy.

      As I thought about our lives together now, it seemed so unreal. So stupid really, the way we’d approached things and just expected it all to work out. Our marriage had been doomed before we’d even said our I-dos, but hindsight was twenty-twenty, and now Laurene was the one whose life was being turned upside down because of it.

      Jacqueline was chattering on about all the people she’d met and the parties she’d been to, but I hadn’t heard a word she’d said and I cut her off when I realized she’d been talking all this time. “Are we seriously going to send Laurene to that boarding school?”

      “Where else would she go?” she asked sharply. “I want to live abroad, Remington. That’s always been my dream and I’m tired of putting it off.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not only about you anymore, is it? It’s about Laurene, and she really doesn’t want to go. Trust me.”

      A car door slammed at her end of the line and I suddenly heard what sounded like a party in the background. She spoke over the thrumming bassline, squealing at something before talking to me again. “Listen, Rem, I just got to a friend’s house and I can’t talk about this right now, okay? I have to go. Send her my love!”

      She hung up without even waiting for me to say goodbye, and I groaned as I tossed my phone down on the couch. Somehow, even from the other side of the world, she’d managed to aggravate me even more than anything else today, and that was saying something.

      How was it possible that she couldn’t have taken ten extra minutes to talk to me about this before she went into the party? This was our daughter’s future we were talking about.

      I wasn’t blameless in all this. I was willing to accept that, but we were in our fucking thirties, the parents of an almost teenager who wanted to have a say in her own damn life. Taking ten minutes wouldn’t have killed her. Even I would’ve taken that time away from work to have the conversation with her.

      Hell, I was taking time away from work to have it.

      In the end, this was just another prime example of how different we’d become over the years. We’d grown so far apart that neither of us understood the first thing about the other anymore, but for Laurene’s sake, I was going to have to try again.

      I would just have to pick a better time to do it.
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      The storm took on a life of its own as the night wore on. At first, it had only been rain, but thunder rumbled constantly in the distance, and lightning streaked across the night sky, illuminating the trees and the mountains with flashes of white. The rain kept falling and the wind kept picking up.

      I wasn’t afraid of storms. In fact, I found them quite calming. Usually, I got my very best sleep on nights like tonight, but it wasn’t happening for me right then.

      Sitting on my porch watching the rain sheet down, I sipped a cup of tea and stroked my fingers over the blanket on my lap. That kiss was playing on a loop in my mind, and try as I might, I couldn’t put it out of my head.

      It had been the best kiss I’d had in years. Perhaps even ever. Yet, I had no idea if it’d meant anything at all to him—or to me, for that matter. And if it had meant something, I didn’t know what that something was.

      The only thing I knew was that my body was still humming in the aftermath, aching for him in places it shouldn’t have been aching. Squirming in my chair, I shook my head at myself and tried focusing on the storm and only the storm.

      It was a big one, a beautiful show of light and sound being put on by mother nature herself. When another flash of lightning lit up the sky, my lights flickered twice and then the power went out. I sighed, but I wasn’t too worried.

      The backup generator for the resort would kick on in a minute, and while it didn’t include my cabin, it would provide enough ambient light that I wouldn’t be sitting in the pitch dark. Only a few seconds later, the lights on the paths around the resort came back on. The ones in the lobby and around the swimming pools followed, and the darkness was lit with a soft glow again.

      As I leaned back, I caught a glimpse of movement coming down one of the paths and I frowned, not quite trusting my immediate suspicion, but as he kept walking through the rain, I realized I was right. Remington Ford was out in the storm—and he was coming directly toward me.

      I stood up, wrapping my fingers around the porch railing and squinting into the downpour. “Remington? Is that you?”

      “It’s me!” he called. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. What are you doing here?”

      He kept walking until he was right in front of me, but he didn’t come up the stairs onto the porch, and I frowned, noticing that he looked stressed again.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m great.”

      Raindrops ran down his handsome features, sliding across his strong forehead and jaw and clinging like tears to his lashes, but he hardly seemed aware of any of it. His shirt was plastered to his skin, his hair pushed back flat against his head and appearing completely black.

      “Did you really come out here just to check on me?” I asked, my head tilting. “I’m okay. Really. This is far from the worst storm I’ve seen out here. It’s fine unless you’re crazy enough to walk around in it.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I know, but I figured we should talk about what happened.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Now? Are you serious?”

      He nodded, the expression in his eyes guarded again as they held mine. I frowned, waving a hand at the sky. “You should come inside.”

      “It’s probably better that I don’t,” he replied gruffly, pushing his fingers through his hair again and lifting his chin to look right at me instead of giving off that concerned glower from before. “I shouldn’t have kissed you like that. I’m sorry.”

      My heart threatened to cave in on itself. “Do you regret it?”

      “Nope, but I still shouldn’t have done it and I owed you an apology.”

      My mind raced as I stood there staring at him, tripping over all the conflicting thoughts that I was trying to work my way through. But as I looked at that face, his tense muscles and the worry shining from his eyes, I realized that this wasn’t about regret.

      It was about respect, and that was pretty darn sweet for such a grumpy guy. Ignoring the rain, I walked off the porch and wrapped my arms around his neck, smiling as I looked up into his eyes. “In that case, I’m not sorry.”

      “You’re not?” He frowned, gaze intent on mine even as his arms wrapped around my hips. “Are you sure?”

      “If that was a mistake, let’s make it again.” I wasn’t a bold and brazen girl, but I pushed up on my tiptoes and smiled against his lips before I kissed him this time, flattening my chest against his.

      Remington groaned into my mouth, holding me tighter as his tongue slid between my lips and tangled with my own. The guy kissed like he’d been born from the union between a human and whoever the god of lust and romance was.

      Which would, ironically, also explain his size.

      His lips were as soft as pillows but they moved with such firm confidence against mine that he had to have some kind of supernatural insight into what made a good kiss. A great kiss, even. A mind-blowing, toe-curling kiss that made me wonder if I would even survive taking it any further with him.

      I felt his hard torso pressing into my softness. His arms were strong and unyielding as he gathered me in them and backed me up. A soft clatter drifted to my ears when we hit the edge of the porch. One of my potted plants must’ve fallen over, but I leaned back and hooked my elbows around his neck, kissing him harder and not caring enough about any of the plants in that moment to put a stop to this.

      As he pushed me up against the low wall, I moaned, tempted to lift one of my legs and wrap it around his hips. Water slid down my spine and flattened my hair against my head, but the kiss was too hot to worry about anything else.

      Pressed against me as he was, I felt a bulge grow harder against my stomach, and I trembled with need at the feel of it, hot and eager between us. He made low, pleasured noises at the back of his throat, and my hips started rocking of their own accord.

      If Alan or any of the other staff members happened to see this, they would never let me forget it and I knew it, but again, I couldn’t care. Not when our kisses were growing more frantic by the second and things were definitely getting steamy.

      An ache built between my legs. My panties were as wet as my hair and my nipples were hard enough to cut steel. I was dangerously close to leaving my inhibitions behind and asking him to come inside when he suddenly broke the kiss.

      Still holding me, his breathing was labored, his pupils were dilated, and that bulge was as hard as a redwood in his pants. His fingers flexed on my hips. Then he suddenly let go of me and took a step back. “I have to go make sure Laurene is alright. She was sleeping, but if she wakes up tonight and I’m not there, there will be hell to pay for me tomorrow.”

      So turned on that I couldn’t think straight, I nodded and swallowed the lust, blinking hard in an attempt to clear the haze from my brain. “Yeah. Yes. I mean, of course. Sure. Yes.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” He nodded back at me, those eyes on mine for another moment before he spun and walked back into the pouring rain, heading down the path to the resort.

      Gasping for air, I brought my hand up to my chest and tried to catch my breath, feeling like I’d been holding it this whole time. Very specific parts of me wished he’d stayed, but the more that lustful haze lifted, the more I realized it was for the best that he hadn’t.

      I absolutely had not been expecting anything like this to happen this summer, and I needed a damn minute to process that it was, in fact, happening. Remington Ford was a tourist. A guest who would be gone at the end of the summer, yet I’d already developed a soft spot for him.

      The very last thing I needed was to jump into bed with a man I couldn’t have. Or at least, I couldn’t do it until I was sure that I would be okay when he eventually left. Right now, I didn’t know that.

      I headed into my cabin and grabbed a shower before I got back into bed. I hoped that, so many hours after I’d tried the first time, sleep would finally come for me.
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      By the next morning, the storm had finally cleared and the air felt crisper than ever. I took a deep breath when Laurene and I stepped out of the resort and onto the grass leading from the door to the Kids Camp, and I even grinned when I realized the scent of wet earth was still hanging in the air.

      “God, it’s been a long time since I’ve smelled that so often,” I said.

      She glanced up at me, managing a small, curious smile. “There was a time when you smelled this often?”

      “Yep,” I said, fondly remembering mornings at my parents’ cabin in the mountains back when I was a kid. “I used to spend every summer outdoors when I was around your age. I loved it.”

      “You did?” She frowned, the curiosity turning into doubt as she arched an eyebrow at me. “Is that true?”

      “As anything I’ve ever told you.” I reached out to ruffle her hair. “What, you don’t believe that I was a kid once?”

      She pushed down a bark of dry laughter that sounded exactly like my own. “As if. I know you were a kid. It’s more that I always imagined you as, you know, you. As a kid. Just a smaller version of who you are now.”

      I chuckled. “I was far, far from it, kiddo. I’ll tell you about it sometime if you’d like to hear it.”

      Her head tilted to one side as she thought it over. Then she gave me a hesitant smile. “You will?”

      “Of course, I will.” I’d never even realized that she knew so little about my past. At this age, she should’ve known all my stories like the back of her hand, but instead, it didn’t sound like I’d ever told her anything at all.

      It even sounded like she didn’t think I wanted to. Another pang of regret raced through me. God, why is that happening so often this vacation? Have I really been so out of touch?

      “I’ll tell you anything and everything you want to know,” I promised as we walked into the Kids Camp. “How about we talk about it over dinner sometime?”

      “That sounds good,” she said softly, her voice hopeful as she turned to look up at me. “I’m sorry about yesterday, Daddy. I just…”

      When she trailed off, I nodded my understanding. “I know, baby. It’s okay. You weren’t expecting me to work and I was. I get it. You were disappointed.”

      “I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” Her big, innocent eyes filled with remorse and she grimaced. “Do you have more work today?”

      “Not today,” I replied, trying to keep my tone gentle. “I will have some more work to do while we’re here, but it’ll only be every now and then. Not all day, every day.”

      She nodded. “Do you want me to stay with you today, then?”

      I frowned. “I thought you were looking forward to arts and crafts with Jenna?”

      “I was.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, I am. We’re doing rock painting for the playground at the camp. She’s got non-toxic paint that’s not harmful to the little kids if they decide to eat it and it’s not harmful to the environment either, so if we paint enough, we’re going to go place them on the hiking trails. How cool is that? It would be like leaving a part of myself behind when we leave.”

      “You should go do it, then,” I said. “I’ll be fine on my own and it’s not like it’s now or never. We’ll spend time together later. When you’re done.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” I assured her as Jenna came over with a big, welcoming smile on her face. I waved at her, then hooked an arm around Laurene’s shoulders to give her a hug. “Have fun, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.”

      “Thanks, Daddy. See you later.” She hugged me back, then bounded over to Jenna, hugging her as well before walking alongside her toward the others.

      As I watched them leave, I smiled. Only a week ago, I wouldn’t have thought it possible for her to be so at home here and so excited to participate in the activities, especially those that didn’t involve any kind of screen.

      No doubt it wouldn’t be like this every day. I was sure there would still be times that she’d pout about having to go to camp, but today was a good day. Now I just had to hope my luck would hold.

      Dragging in a deep breath, I left the kids area and headed for the yoga studio, noticing the damage left behind by the storm. The lawns were covered in branches and leaves, several puddles still sitting in the grass and muddy footprints on all the paved pathways.

      When I got to the studio, I was surprised to see that the door was closed and there was a sign posted on it saying that class was canceled for the entire day. One of the waiters who’d served us a couple times rushed by, not wearing his apron but carrying a rake.

      I stepped into his path, blocking him with what I hoped was a friendly smile on my face. “Hey, David. What’s going on? Where’s Birdie?”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, sir. Unfortunately, there won’t be any yoga sessions today. She and some of the others went into town to help clean up after the storm. We didn’t suffer nearly as much damage as some of the folks down there, so Alan told them it was okay to let the rest of us clean up here while they went to see what they could help with down there.”

      “Right,” I said slowly, dragging out the word as resignation filtered into my soul. “Thanks. I hope you didn’t get stuck with the worst of it.”

      He glanced at the rake in his hand and grinned. “No, sir. Not at all. What we’ve got to do is basically just gardening. Thankfully, the resort doesn’t appear to have suffered any structural damage, though we will need to clear some trees that have fallen over on the trails later on, so I’d advise against going on a hike this morning unless you’re good with climbing over them.”

      “A bit of climbing is never a bad thing.” I clapped him on the shoulder and moved out of his way. “Alright, David. Thank you for letting me know what was going on. Good luck with the cleanup.”

      He nodded his thanks, then took off again, racing toward the Kids Camp while I stood still for a moment, not really sure what to do with myself now. I’d had it in mind to talk to Birdie about what had happened last night, but if that wasn’t possible right now, and with Laurene off painting rocks, my day was suddenly wide open.

      Shit, when was the last time that happened? I couldn’t even remember. Guess I might as well go catch up on work while I won’t get in trouble for it.

      I chuckled to myself as I strode toward the lobby, wondering how I’d become a person who snuck in time to work. Ultimately, though, there was no better time than right then. Laurene was otherwise occupied, and while I really didn’t mind climbing over some trees, my time really would be better spent working than hiking today.

      As I walked into the lobby, I saw Alan at the front desk. The old man’s silver hair shone white under the lights, the furrows on his face deep as he checked something on the computer. I’d already told Declan that I was giving up on trying to invest in this place for now, but after a storm like the one we’d just had, I figured it was worth one last shot.

      The way I saw it, last night must’ve been stressful for him. It might even have made him realize that it wouldn’t hurt to have some money on tap to strengthen their infrastructure.

      I walked up to him, and as soon as he noticed me, he went on the defensive. His spine straightened, his chin came up, and his shoulders squared. It was adorable that he thought he could intimate me, but I wasn’t the patronizing or the condescending type, so I didn’t belittle him by mentioning it.

      This was business and what I wanted to offer him would help, whether he saw it that way or not. “Good morning, Alan.”

      “What do you want?” he barked, narrowing his eyes on mine. “I’m still not interested in selling, you know.”

      “Oh, I know,” I said. “That’s just the thing, though. I’m not asking you to sell the entire place to me. I’m asking you to let me invest in it. I give you money and you give me a stake in the property in return.”

      “No.”

      “So you’re serious about working yourself to death?” I asked. “With the money I give you, you could hire more staff. Perhaps even a general manager to take some of the pressure off you. You could modernize a little. You could⁠—”

      “I’m serious about working myself to death,” he said, speaking over me. “I have more than enough staff members and I don’t need pressure taken off me or modernization. Guests like this place as it is, thank you very much.”

      I gave him a pointed look. “For now, sure, but you should quit while you’re ahead. A place like this needs a lot of maintenance and upkeep. Plus, it might be rustic right now, but pretty soon, rustic is going to become rundown.”

      “Rundown?” He scoffed. “How ‘bout I run you down with my truck? I’ve been here since before you took your first breath. Don’t presume to know more than I do about what this property needs.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t. You know exactly what it needs, which is also why you know you won’t be able to keep up with it much longer. Take my money. Stay on the property. Hell, die on the property if that’s what you want, but do it without running the place into the ground with you.”

      Those cloudy eyes narrowed to slits. His hand came up to point at my chest. He was trembling, though I didn’t know if it was with age or rage. “I can cancel your reservation right now, son. In fact, I think I⁠—”

      “Daddy! I’m so glad I caught you,” Laurene called from the entrance as she ran up to me. Her eyes were huge and hopeful, the expression on her face pleading for some reason. “Can I go on a camping trip with the Kids Camp in a few days?”

      “Sure, baby.” I gave Alan a challenging look that said try to cancel my reservation for the next few weeks, I dare you.

      The old man just rolled his eyes back to the computer screen. I slid my arm around my daughter’s shoulders, leading her to the breakfast area we’d left less than an hour ago. The coffee station was still open, and the scent of bacon, eggs, and all sorts of goodies was still heavy in the air.

      “Tell me about the trip,” I said as we sat down and I motioned to the single server on duty to bring me another coffee.

      I assumed the others were all helping with the cleanup, but thankfully, this guy was still here and most of the guests had finished eating. He saw me, nodded, and came over with a coffee for me and some orange juice for Laurene.

      “It happens every summer,” she explained excitedly. “Jenna just told us about it and I thought I’d see if I could catch up with you to ask. I’d like to give her an answer right away so I know for sure that I’ll get a spot.”

      “I’m sure they’ll take all the kids whose parents agree,” I said, glancing over at Alan, who was still glowering at the computer. “Are you sure it’s safe? Who’s going with you? After that storm, I’m not sure how safe the woods are right now.”

      “It’s safe,” she assured me. “Birdie is coming too, and Jenna said they keep a close eye on the weather just in case.”

      Knowing that Birdie would be chaperoning the trip gave me some peace of mind. Plus, I’d already agreed when she’d asked in front of Alan, so I couldn’t exactly backtrack now. “Okay, honey. That sounds good. You can go.”

      She squealed and jumped up, giving me the biggest smile I’d ever gotten from her and throwing her arms around my neck. “Thank you, Daddy! Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I’d better go give Jenna the good news. See you later.”

      “See you later.” I hugged her back, holding her to me for longer than was strictly necessary, but it had been a long time since she’d hugged me this enthusiastically. I savored the moment, wondering again how the hell I was supposed to let go after the summer when it felt like we were finally building a relationship with one another again.

      The short answer was that I couldn’t. Not as easily as I’d thought anyway. As I let her go and watched her lope back out of the lobby toward the Kids Camp, I knew I had to do something about the boarding school. I just didn’t know what yet.
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      During Gracie’s shift at the bar, I sat opposite from her and thanked my lucky stars that it was a slow night. After the storm, most of the guests were outside this evening, choosing to eat and have their drinks under the stars after being cooped up.

      Gracie filled orders for the waiters as they came in, but mercifully, she wasn’t so busy that she didn’t have time to listen to me. As I finished telling her about what had happened between Remington and me, she held up her hand for a high-five and grinned at me.

      “You are my hero,” she said triumphantly. “I knew something was going to happen between you two. Didn’t I tell you that very first day that he was checking you out?”

      “You did.” I laughed as I shook my head at her. “I don’t know how you knew and I didn’t, but still, I can’t go for it. He’s leaving in a few weeks. What happens then?”

      “It’s called a summer fling, babe, and you picked a seriously hot man to fling you around all summer. It could be fun and it’s got the added benefit that you don’t have to worry about breaking up or running into him all the time once it’s over. As long as you go in with eyes open and your heart closed, it’ll be fine.”

      “What happened to the girl who was warning him last week about too many tourists sweeping through here, breaking our hearts and dashing our spirits?”

      She chuckled and lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I just told you to keep your heart closed, didn’t I? Look, there’s nothing wrong with a summer of fun with a tourist. Just don’t let him make you any false promises or give you hope that it’s more than it really is.”

      I propped my chin on my open palm, and my elbow slid along the counter until I was almost lying down. “How sure are you that’ll work? Even if my brain knows it’s just for the summer, how am I supposed to make sure he doesn’t crawl into my heart?”

      “Easy,” she said with a knowing smile. “You focus on the physical and not the emotions. Whenever he tries to get deep with you instead of deep into you, you shut that shit down and climb him like a greasy tree.”

      “What kind of tree?” Remington asked from behind me. His voice made me sit up straight and my head swung in his direction.

      I searched his eyes for any sign that he’d heard what we were talking about, but there was no amusement shimmering in them or any kind of realization at all. I flashed him a smile and pulled out the stool beside mine with my foot.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said hastily, nodding at the vacant spot. “Do you want to sit with us or ask silly questions?”

      “I’m sitting, I’m sitting.” He held my gaze as he sat down, looking like he wanted to talk about something else but deciding against it when he realized Gracie was hovering like my guardian angel.

      “What can I get you tonight?” she asked. “Whiskey or beer? Shot of tequila.”

      “Let’s go with whiskey,” he said. “Laurene’s spending the night with some friends she made at camp, so I’ve got tonight off.”

      Gracie chuckled. “I love how parents talk about free time like it’s a vacation. I’m never having kids.”

      “It is a vacation.” He laughed, then sighed and ran a hand through his hair, staring absently into the middle distance for a moment before he refocused on me. “Not so much in my case, I suppose, but it’s been a couple weeks since she got out of school for the summer, so let’s just say it’s nice to have twelve hours where I don’t have to worry about her.”

      Before I could think better of it, I reached out and squeezed his forearm. “You’re allowed to appreciate twelve hours of not worrying. I’ve heard parent guilt is the worst kind of guilt there is, but don’t beat yourself up over one night. She’s having fun with a friend. It’s not like you sent her away.”

      “Not yet,” he said glumly. Then he glanced at my hand still lingering on his forearm. He didn’t pull away though. His eyes came slowly back up to me and a smile ghosted across his lips. “She asked me today if she could go on some camp out with you? She’s super excited, but how safe is it? I’ve already said yes, but the more I think about what could go wrong out there, the more I’m wondering if I should retract my consent. Talk me down from the ledge, Birdie.”

      Reluctantly, I dropped my hand from his arm but gave him a smile. “Look who’s shifted into protective dad mode. It’s safe. Trust me. I’ve done it nearly two dozen times and I know that area like you know how to be grumpy. The kids love it and I promise, you won’t regret sending her.”

      “They love it? Really? I can’t imagine Laurene being happy in a sleeping bag and without running water.”

      I waved him off. “It’s good old-fashioned outdoor fun. Kids need to eat some dirt every so often. Get some mosquito bites. Wait, she’s not allergic, is she?”

      He shook his head. “No, although I might dip her in bug spray before she leaves anyway.”

      “She’ll be fine, and if she’s not, I’ll get word to you to come get her. We’ve never had a kid ask to come back to the resort, though. Except for Billy G. But that kid just kind of sucked in general.”

      He laughed. “Let’s hope you don’t end up describing my daughter that way.”

      “I would never. And it’s a good opportunity for her to get out there and let her hair down. It’s a real confidence booster for a kid. London boarding school doesn’t seem so scary once you sleep out in the woods for a night, I bet.”

      He breathed out slowly through his nostrils, apparently not yet convinced. “From a safety aspect, you’re sure there’s no risk?”

      “The worst that can happen is that she might come back with some scratches,” I said confidently. “Send repellent with her for the bugs, and I’ll have band-aids and alcohol and a GPS emergency beacon for anything else.”

      He paused briefly, then nodded. “Okay. As long as you’re going too.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I smiled. “It’s one of the highlights of the year for me. Now, what are you doing for the rest of the night, besides being a big worried papa bear?”

      “Whatever it is, I hope I’m doing it with you,” he said.

      My heart just about seized up at the words. It didn’t stop racing as my smile turned coy and playful. “How about we finish our drinks and I take you on a walk?”

      Into my panties.

      But I didn’t say that. We weren’t in the heat of the moment and I hadn’t had nearly enough alcohol to loosen my tongue that much. Still, I thought about it as hard as I could, hoping he would read my mind.

      Remington’s gaze remained on mine, and I saw the spark of heat in it as he nodded.

      “I rather enjoyed our last walk. I’m in.” He knocked back his whiskey and stood up, extending a hand toward me as he inclined his head at the door. “I’m ready when you are.”

      I am so ready. I’ve been ready.

      I planted my palm firmly in his outstretched hand, leaving my drink unfinished on the bar. Gracie winked at me as I slid off the stool, and I hid my grin by pretending to cough into my palm.

      This was it.

      Apparently, I’d made my decision about having a bit of fun this summer. Anticipation swirled through me as I turned my back on my friend and led the way to the door. Remington let go of my hand but placed his in the small of my back. His light touch sent a thrill cascading through me, heating my blood.

      Please let me not be making a mistake right now. I sent the silent plea out into the universe as we walked out of the lobby, heading toward my cabin by unspoken agreement.

      Wet dirt squelched softly beneath our feet, the ground still damp from all the rain last night. At least it wasn’t as muddy as it had been this morning, but with each of those soft squelches, I was reminded of the rain last night and the moment I’d seen Remington walking through it to get to me.

      That memory blurred into one of his lips moving against mine, and that, in turn, made me remember how I’d spent half the night last night with an insatiable need for him making my body ache. His hand slid to my hip, and his grip tightened as if he was remembering all the same things. We both started walking a little bit faster, my heartrate picking up along with the sound of my breathing becoming more labored.

      We were practically jogging by the time we reached my steps, and before we were even through the door, he spun me around into his arms and then we were kissing again. There was an urgency to it, and we stumbled into my cabin without breaking the kiss for so much as a second.

      Once we were inside, he stepped into me completely, flattening his body against mine with that bulge as hard as it’d been last night where it pressed against my belly button. I moaned, my hands already dropping to the fly of his jeans.

      I found the button quickly, flipping it open and tugging his zipper down before he kicked the door shut behind us. One arm was hooked around my waist and the other pressed up against my chest as he held my face. With us now sealed safely inside and alone, he finally let go of me, but only to reach for the hem of my sundress. He pulled it up and off, our mouths only separating to let the material pass before they crashed back together.

      Left in only my bra and panties—a cute, turquoise set I’d worn in the hopes this would happen—I reached for his T-shirt next, making quick work of pulling it off even as I backed up toward my bed. As we stumbled to it, his pants fell, and while I was tempted to push his underwear right off with them, I kind of wanted to savor that part.

      At the very best, this was a summer fling. If it even lasted that long. At worst, it would only happen this one time. Either way, I’d been dying to see that body in all its glory since I’d met him.

      I wasn’t about to ruin the moment by taking it as fast and as greedily as my body wanted me to.
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      All those hours of yoga combined with her natural curves had given Birdie the body of the angel of my dreams. As I laid her down on her bed and took a step back, I swore I trembled with the need to bury myself in that sexy body and stay there forever.

      She was shaped like a full hourglass, her hips, tits, and ass ripe with perfect curves leading from one part of her to the next. Her skin was golden from all the time she spent in the sun, and with only a scrap of turquoise panties on and an equally lacy bra, I almost lost it right then and there.

      Her nipples were pebbled to hard points, a darkish pink pressing against the lace covering them. Between her thighs, there was a definite wet spot on those panties and I groaned, my eyes flying up to meet hers once more.

      I found her giving me a once-over as intense as the one I’d just given her, and I hooked my thumbs into my black boxers briefs to slowly lower them down. Her lips parted, her breathing speeding up as she watched me drop them. Then she looked up at me, spreading her legs. She lifted her hand and curled her fingers, beckoning me to her.

      I went without hesitation, sliding my hands with flat palms along those delicious curves and cupping her ribs as I planted a hot kiss on her lips. “Shit, Birdie. You’re driving me wild over here. Has anyone ever told you that you’re absolutely fucking breathtaking without your clothes on?”

      She laughed against my mouth, the sound husky now but still carefree. “No, I don’t think they have, but the same goes for you.”

      “Just one little problem,” I murmured. “Your clothes aren’t completely off yet. Allow me to rectify that situation for us.”

      With that, I kissed her again and slid my hands under her back to unhook the bra. Dropping it on the floor, I sat back on my knees to roll her panties off. I sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of her now completely naked, her pubic hair trimmed into a little landing strip but otherwise bare.

      Unable to resist, I slipped my palms under her butt and lowered my head, breathing her in before I licked a line through her folds. She tasted even sweeter than I’d thought she would, which was saying something, considering how much I’d thought about this and all the different fantasies I’d had.

      Birdie squealed with surprise but then moaned. Her legs fell open as my hands ran along those curves again, only stopping when I reached her breasts. As I licked her once more, my fingers pinched her nipples and she shuddered.

      Oh, she likes that.

      I did it again, really getting going as she got louder and louder. She lasted longer than I’d thought she would. When she came, her entire body shook and she moaned my name, making me have to flex my thighs in an attempt to stave off my own impending orgasm.

      Her body slumped into the mattress. I expected her to take a beat, but instead, she pulled me up to her, her voice a harsh whisper against my lips before she kissed me. “Condom. Now.”

      “Happy to oblige.” I grabbed one from my wallet and rolled it on lightning fast. Then I crawled over her, positioning myself at her entrance. My heart was beating so fast at first contact with her heat that I thought the damn thing might explode.

      Thankfully, it didn’t, but it got close as I sank into her inch by inch. So hot, tight, and wet that I nearly lost my mind, I gritted my teeth and kissed her, trying to focus on slowing my movements. This needed to be enjoyable for her before I just ruined it by going to town.

      It cost every inch of self-control I’d ever had, but I found a rhythm she seemed to enjoy and I stuck to it, all the while praying I’d last until she came again. As soon as those first spasms of her muscles started milking my cock, I couldn’t hold back anymore though.

      I sped up, kissing her harder as the base of my spine ignited and I exploded at the same moment she did. I roared her name as pleasure flooded my senses, leaving me drained in the aftermath.

      “Are you okay?” I murmured to her as soon as my brain allowed me to form words again.

      She nodded into the crook of my neck, planting a small kiss there. “I’m so good. So, so good. You?”

      “Same.” Finally withdrawing from her when I knew I couldn’t put it off any longer, I rolled out of bed to take care of the condom. Then I climbed back in with her. “Just for a minute. I need to get going soon.”

      “Stay,” she whispered, draping an arm and a leg over me like a possessive koala. “Stay with me tonight. I promise I don’t snore.”

      “I don’t think I’d wake up even if you did.” I slid my arm under her head and got comfortable, turning my head to breathe in the woodsy smell of her shampoo. It sent my heart racing again.

      Eyes finally closing, I drifted off to sleep almost immediately with Birdie still in my arms. Somewhere in the back of my mind, it occurred to me that I probably shouldn’t take her up on staying here. I should get back to my suite to sleep in my own bed instead of with her, but I was so warm, so relaxed, and so comfortable that the thought barely had time to form before I was fast asleep.

      The next thing I knew, I was waking up to the soft, orange glow of very early morning sunshine filtering in through the windows. My eyes blinked open, and for a moment, I was confused about where I was. The only thing I knew for sure was that this wasn’t my bedroom in the resort.

      When I became aware of a soft, hot body draped all over mine, it all came back to me in an instant and I smiled and relaxed back into the pillow. I must’ve fallen asleep at some point. I didn’t really know, but I didn’t mind.

      Glancing at the window, I realized that the sun was only just starting to come up and I relaxed even more, knowing I didn’t have anywhere to rush off to.

      Strangely, I didn’t want to rush. I didn’t want to leave her bed at all, which was unusual for me. Disconcerting.

      On the handful of occasions I’d been with someone since Jacqueline and I had separated, it had gone one of two ways after. I’d either gotten out like my ass was on fire as soon as we were done, or if I’d passed out with her, I’d gotten out just as soon as my eyes opened.

      This morning, for the first time, I was content where I was. I’d have stayed there all day if I could, but unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. I’d told Laurene I’d meet her for breakfast at the restaurant after her sleepover, and while that wasn’t for another hour or so, I would have to leave sooner rather than later.

      As I lay there, smiling stupidly like some teenager who’d done it for the first time last night and was still basking in the glory of sex, I glanced down at the woman on my arm. Her golden hair was smushed between her cheek and my skin, and the locks that weren’t trapped there had fallen back in her sleep, cascading past her neck and shoulders to the deep purple bedding covering the mattress.

      Her breathing was still even, her long lashes fanning out across the tops of her cheeks and her full lips almost pouting in her sleep—and yet somehow, there was already a hint of a smile at the corners. God, she really never stops.

      That should’ve been as disconcerting as the not wanting to leave thing, but it wasn’t. I’d come to know her as a girl with a near-constant smile on her face and it was good to see it there now. At least it meant she couldn’t have fallen asleep upset about what we’d done.

      On the other hand, we’d both known where our night had been headed when she’d suggested going for a walk. She’d had time to think it through and she’d gone for it anyway, which I wanted to think meant that she wouldn’t have any regrets this morning.

      Finally awake enough to become aware of other things, I realized I had to leave the bed even though I didn’t want to. Nature was calling pretty hard, so I got up as gently as I could, careful not to rouse her as I slid away.

      Crossing the cabin to her adjoining bathroom, I realized that the cabin she called her home wasn’t much bigger than the one Laurene and I had shared for our first couple nights here. Birdie had definitely made this place her own, but it was tiny, the only real size difference was she had a kitchenette ours hadn’t.

      After I took a leak, I emerged from the bathroom feeling even more refreshed. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought that her very walls were infused with the happy, positive energy she radiated. I sure as hell hadn’t ever woken up feeling like this before.

      I padded over to her kitchenette quietly on my bare feet, grabbing my underwear and shorts and pulling them on as I went. Then I put on some coffee and leaned against the counter while I waited for it to brew. Last night, I hadn’t been particularly interested in looking at anything other than her, but with her still sleeping soundly now, my gaze roamed around her cabin. As compact as it was, I had to admit that it was more homey and cozy even than my penthouse back in Manhattan.

      Her entire place could’ve fit in my foyer, but mine didn’t have a patch on hers in terms of character. Seriously.

      Every wall was a different color, sunshine yellow, bright purple, burnt orange, and a forest green. It should’ve been offensive, but oddly, it was warm and comforting. Just like the woman who’d painted them.

      A variety of prints and pictures hung on each wall, every available surface a tapestry of places, people, and things that she loved. She appeared to have a particular fondness for floral prints, and while I generally thought of those as either old fashioned or tacky, they somehow worked here, in her little universe.

      Meanwhile, her furniture was an eclectic collection of things that looked like they’d come from thrift and antique stores, her décor really cool and in the same style. As I took it all in, a grin I couldn’t stop spread on my lips.

      I’d been in many places in my life, but this had to be the residence that most resembled the person living in it that I’d ever seen. A soft swish of steam pulled my attention to the coffeemaker just as the black gold started running into the mug I’d readied, and once mine was done, I made one for her as well.

      Just in time, as it turned out. The coffee was barely finished filling her mug when I heard a soft groan emanating from the bed. I glanced at it just in time to see her flip the duvet over her head. “Why are you up so early?”

      I chuckled. “Good morning, sleepyhead. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “Nah.” She lazily peeked out at me from under the covers, looking incredibly fucking adorable while she did. “Judging by the amount of light in here, this is my wake-up time. I wonder why my alarm didn’t go off.”

      The words had barely left her mouth when her phone started blaring. She laughed, her hand shooting out to silence the thing before she sat up. Keeping the duvet over her chest, she stretched out and smiled, turning to eye the coffee on the counter. “One of those is mine.”

      “It is.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, I wasn’t asking.”

      I motioned at the mug in front of me. “Just tell me how you take it and I’ll fix it for you.”

      “A true knight in shining armor,” she said playfully, apparently in as good a mood when she woke up as she was at any other time of day.

      This woman boggled my mind. I had no idea how she was so damn cheerful all the time.

      “Half a sugar and a splash of cream,” she said. “They say it’s better for your health to have it black, but I’m not quite there yet.”

      “I hear you. I take mine the same way.”

      I made hers exactly as I’d fixed my own. Then I carried it over to the bed and handed it to her before I sat down at the foot of it. “You sleep well?”

      “Better than ever.” Her blue eyes practically twinkled in the early morning light when she smiled. “How long do you have? I’m assuming you have to go collect Lulu from her sleepover?”

      “In a few,” I replied easily, genuinely surprised by how not awkward this morning-after was. “We’re going to breakfast. Do you want to join us?”

      Seeming pleasantly surprised, she dipped her chin in a nod. “Sure. That sounds great. You don’t think she’d mind?”

      I scoffed down a laugh. “Please. She likes you better than she likes me. We’re all good. Trust me.”

      “Okay, then,” she said happily. “Do we have time to finish our coffee before we head out?”

      I reclined on my side, stretching out on her bed and propping my head in my hand, careful not to spill my coffee. “We’ve got plenty of time. I just need to head up to the suite to change my clothes before we meet her.”

      “Of course. I’ll just grab a shower when you leave. Then I’ll meet you there?”

      I nodded again, smiling some more as I looked at her tousled hair and swollen lips, wondering how the hell I’d gotten so lucky that this woman had chosen to spend even a minute with a grumpy asshole like me, let alone all the time she’d given me so far.

      I’d sworn off relationships and it was the last thing I needed in my life right then. It would be another complication that would just make things more difficult, but since there was no risk of that here, I refused to let myself worry about it.

      Laurene and I had a few more weeks here before we’d be heading home. This thing between Birdie and me had a very definite expiration date, but as I lay there staring at her and listening to her ridiculously happy chatter, I found myself wishing, just for a minute, that it wouldn’t have to end.
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      In the end, Remington and I wound up talking so much that there was no time for him to go back to his suite before we had to meet Laurene. He took a quick shower at my place—alone, unfortunately—and we headed out together.

      Stepping into the early morning sunshine outside, I took a moment to take in the specks of dust dancing in the gentle rays, and I smiled. There wasn’t a lick of wind this morning and it was shaping up to be a scorching but beautiful day.

      Remington bumped his shoulder against mine. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?” I turned to glance up at him, smiling again at the stubble on his jaw and the fact that he was in last night’s clothes.

      A thrill raced through me when I remembered exactly why that was, and my smile widened even more. He pushed down a laugh, shaking his head at me as he slid his hands into his pockets and started moving toward the stairs.

      “You’re always stopping for a minute when you leave a building, smiling at nothing, and then carrying on as if it hadn’t happened. What’s up with that?”

      I blinked hard, surprised that he’d noticed it about me. At this point though, I had nothing left to hide from him. Physically and emotionally, I’d opened myself up to him so much that I simply shrugged and told the truth.

      “It reminds me that I’m alive,” I said quietly. “I stop to breathe in the fresh air and to feel the sunshine on my face, and it makes me happy. It reminds me that I’m still here and I need to make the best of every day that I am. Life is short, Ford. I learned that the hard way, and true happiness is found in the small moments. Moments that you have to create for yourself or you’ll hardly ever have them.”

      “You should be a life coach,” he said, cracking another dry joke as he waited for me to join him. “I’ve read and heard so many times that a person is supposed to do that, but I’ve never actually met anyone who does.”

      “Well, now you have,” I said cheerfully, almost going to link my arm with his but then remembering that he wasn’t my boyfriend. This was casual. As much as I might want to hold his hand or tuck mine into the crook of his elbow, our relationship just wasn’t that. “You should try it sometime. Especially while you’re here. It’s the most beautiful place in the world. You don’t want to miss the opportunity to really drink it all in.”

      “You might be right about that,” he murmured as we set off down the road, ambling toward the restaurant at a leisurely pace, but we had a minute left before Laurene would be waiting.

      As we walked, I noticed Alan standing outside the lobby, watching us approach the resort. He crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing in a glare as his gaze swept between us, clearly noticing how close we were to one another.

      I touched Remington’s arm as I stopped when we reached my boss. “I’ll meet you inside. Just give me a minute.”

      “Alright.” He nodded at Alan and kept walking. As soon as he disappeared, I cocked my head at the old man I loved so much. “What was that all about?”

      “Did he spend the night with you?” he asked bluntly. “Don’t lie to me, Barbara. Did he or did he not just leave your cabin after staying there last night?”

      “Why does that matter?” I wasn’t ashamed and I wouldn’t lie, but Alan had never really cared what I did in my free time.

      Granted, I’d never done a guest in said free time, but it wasn’t like it was against the rules. I didn’t even think it had ever occurred to him to write up a policy about that kind of thing. It happened on occasion, and it had never caused any issues.

      So why now does it suddenly feel like it’s causing an issue?

      “Why does it matter?” Alan regarded me for a quiet moment before he scoffed. “It matters because he’s using you, Birdie. He’s only trying to get close to you because he’s trying to take the resort from me. Has he told you what he does for a living? He’s an investor. One who came here trying to steal my life’s work so that he can turn this place into another cookie-cutter hotel with no soul.”

      My eyebrows inched up slowly and I shook my head. Alan had a tendency to be a bit dramatic when it came to the resort. He protected it like a mama bear protected her cubs, which was kind of what it was for him, and because of that, he could get a bit fierce at times.

      The long and the short of it was that I didn’t believe him. I believed that was how he perceived Remington and what he was doing here, but I didn’t think there was any truth to it. “Just give him a chance, Alan. He’s a good guy. I promise. I also promise that he’s not trying to take the resort from you to turn it into a cookie-cutter hotel, okay?”

      He grunted in response, his head shaking as his shoulders slumped. “You’re wrong about him, sweetheart. I know you like him and that’s why you want to believe he’s a good guy, but listen to me when I tell you that he’s got ulterior motives for being here.”

      I sighed but nodded. “I’ll be careful. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I always worry about you,” he muttered, then walked away, disappearing into a storage shed nearby while grumbling under his breath.

      Once he was gone, I took a moment to recenter myself and then I headed inside, wondering why Alan was so adamant about this. I liked to think that I knew Remington better than he did, but something must’ve happened to make him believe such horrible things about the man.

      Deciding that I’d keep my eyes open but not jump to any conclusions, I squared my shoulders and walked into the restaurant. My heart melted a little bit when I saw Laurene embrace her father. The breakfast area was busy, with cutlery and crockery clanging everywhere and happy chatter filling the air, but I shut it all out for a second, just watching the giant of a man hug his little girl.

      No, I thought right then and there. I don’t know why Alan thinks what he does, but I really just don’t believe it. He’s here to spend time with his kid. I mean, look at them.

      They hugged for a long minute before they broke apart, sitting down at the table side by side with Laurene talking to him animatedly. Remington’s whole being was focused on her, his upper body turned toward her and his expression open and alive with interest as he listened.

      There’s just no way he came here for anything other than his daughter.

      Smiling as I finally walked toward them, I pulled out a chair on the opposite side of the table. “Good morning, Lulu. Do you mind if I join you?”

      She spun toward me, a radiant smile gracing her lips as she shook her head. “No, of course we don’t mind. In fact, we’d love it if you joined us. Won’t we, Daddy?”

      Oblivious to him having already extended the invitation, she turned to give him a hopeful look. Remington tried to hide a smile as he nodded. “Of course, she’s right. We’d love it if you join us.”

      I grinned back at him, winking as I took the seat. I ordered a Chai tea for myself when they got coffee and juice. Once we were alone again, I looked at Laurene. “How was your sleepover?”

      “It was so great,” she gushed, joy lighting those pretty eyes as she leaned closer to me. “I can’t remember the last time I built a pillow fort, but we did and it was amazing. We even slept in it, and we read books and played board games.”

      “Wow.” I grinned at her. “I’m a little bit jealous right now. It sounds like a blast. I’m glad you did it.”

      “Me too, baby,” Remington agreed, giving her a fond smile before he pushed back his chair. “Should we go hit the buffet for round one?”

      Laurene nodded enthusiastically and my stomach rumbled its consent, but before any of us could move, something behind me caught Remington’s attention, and surprise washed over his features. It was followed shortly by a wide, welcoming grin and then he got up.

      I twisted in my seat, noticing a tall, handsome man I’d never seen around here before briskly striding up to the table. Since he was grinning too and holding out his hands like he was saying “well, here I am,” I was assuming this was who had gotten Remington’s attention.

      The guy was dressed like he’d just jetted in from Milan, wearing a navy business suit with a crisp white shirt, shiny shoes, and that same polished, professional look about him Remington had had at first.

      As I watched him close the distance between us, I wondered why his sudden appearance set something inside me on edge. There was nothing overly threatening about him at all. In fact, he looked like a model, with blond hair cut longer at the top than on the sides, intense slate-gray eyes, and a jawline that could cut stone.

      His grin seemed to come much easier than Remington’s, not seeming nearly as uncomfortable on his face. It told me that he was friendlier. Smiled more often, and yet, something about him being here didn’t feel right.

      “Dec!” Remington exclaimed when the man finally reached us, taking his hand in a firm but somehow warm shake before clapping him on the back. “It’s good to see you, man. What are you doing here? I didn’t know you were getting in today.”

      “Neither did I, but plans changed,” he said, still grinning. He opened his arms for Laurene when she stood up. “Baby Lulu! Look at you. How many inches have you grown since I last saw you?”

      “Probably a few, Uncle Dec.” She shrugged, hugging him and not appearing as if she didn’t like him, but she also didn’t seem thrilled that he was here. “I didn’t know you would be joining us this summer.”

      “Just for a few days, kiddo.” He released her, stepping back before his gaze settled on mine. “Well, well, well. Who do we have here?”

      “This is Birdie,” Remington said with a smile at me. “She works here at the resort and she’s a friend. Birdie, this is Declan. My business partner.”

      As he said it, it suddenly made sense why my senses had been on high alert since I’d first laid eyes on this man. I knew very little about what Remington did for a living, but now it was clear and I immediately questioned whether Alan had been right after all.

      Two investors who worked together were suddenly on the property, one of whom had appeared unexpectedly and hadn’t come here with a child. Given that he was wearing a suit, it also didn’t look like he’d come here to crash their vacation for a few days.

      No, this man is here to work.

      The realization dawned on me like a lightning strike, and instantly, I was uncomfortable and maybe even a little bit heartbroken. I stood up, managing to force an apologetic smile at Laurene. “You know, I just remembered that I have to go.” I glanced at the interloper. “It was nice to meet you, Declan. I hope you have a pleasant stay at the resort.”

      With that, and without saying goodbye to Remington, I spun and left in a hurry, practically breaking into a run once I was out of the lobby. I felt like thick wool had been pulled from my eyes and I was only now realizing what Alan had known all along.

      Remington wasn’t who I’d thought he was. He hadn’t come here just to spend time with his kid. I still didn’t know if he was trying to buy the property, but with his business partner’s arrival, it seemed likely that they were both here for something—and it definitely wasn’t summer love.
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      After breakfast, I took Declan up to our suite and Laurene headed over to the Kids Camp for the day, a little bit mopey now that Dec had shown up. I blew out a frustrated breath as I showed him in, wondering why Birdie had run off the way she had.

      God, the women in my life are confusing. Not that Birdie was really in my life, but shit. She’d run off and Laurene had barely managed to force down some food before she’d fled to the camp. Why they’d both reacted that way to Declan’s arrival, I didn’t know. It made no sense whatsoever.

      Laurene adored her Uncle Dec and Birdie didn’t even know the guy, yet they were both clearly unhappy that he was here. For his part, my friend seemed oblivious, rocking back on his heels and running a careful eye over the interior of the suite before he glanced at me.

      “I see what you meant,” he said. “It sure is rustic. If rustic means outdated and in dire need of an update.”

      I grabbed us each a bottle of water from the fridge in the kitchenette before going to take a seat on the couch. “Yeah, I know, but to be honest, people seem to like it this way. They’ve been full since the day we arrived. As soon as guests check out, there are new people arriving to take those rooms. It’s crazy.”

      Dec took the water from me and shrugged as he sat down. “Maybe people like it precisely because it’s not overly modern.” He took another look around. “Personally, I don’t really understand the appeal, but I happen to like luxury.”

      I nodded, but I was finding it tough to concentrate on our conversation while Birdie’s abrupt departure played over and over in my head. “The one thing that the Greens is missing that this place has gotten very right is the Kids Camp. Laurene loves it there and the staff have been amazing with her. They just seem to have a knack for knowing what city kids want and need from the experience. I’ve learned a thing or two about how to better lay out the facilities, but hiring the correct people is key.”

      Declan glanced at me. “So Lulu’s really having a good time here, huh? I was wondering whether she’d adapt.”

      “It took a minute, but she’s settled in pretty well now. I can’t say a single bad thing about Blue Pines Resort when it comes to kids. Obviously, that makes it a very attractive option for families and any groups traveling with children. It’s either that, or it’s mostly couples coming for romantic getaways, which I think the Greens is stronger in, but the market doesn’t seem as busy.”

      He nodded slowly. “Okay, so a kids camp with good facilities and a properly trained staff. That shouldn’t be too difficult to accomplish at the Greens, but I’m not sure what they do with kids during the winter peak.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have a clue either, but we could try to find out. Alternatively, if we hire the right people, they should know anyway.”

      Cracking open his water, he took a long sip and cocked his head at me. “I’m onboard with turning the Greens into a more family-friendly destination, but this place has had a head start where that’s concerned. I’m not interested in being second best. Have you really given up on getting a foot in the door here?”

      I exhaled heavily. “Nope. I gave it another shot just yesterday, but the owner is reluctant to even talk to me, let alone to consider a possible investment.”

      “Want me to try?”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said mildly, already running over several possibilities in my mind for how that would go.

      Either Declan would make inroads where I’d failed and he’d never let me forget it—which I was okay with—or we’d be pushing the old man even further. If he felt cornered, we might lose even more ground than I already had.

      Dec didn’t question me, simply moving on with our impromptu meeting. “What do we know about why he’s so hesitant?”

      “He grew up on the property. Started this place with his wife before she passed. It’s sentimental as fuck to him and he doesn’t seem interested at all in upgrades or taking on partners.”

      “Okay, I mean, the place is clearly a real moneymaker, but it’s still outdated and rundown. Have you tried approaching it from that angle?”

      “Yep. I even took it so far as to point out that he wouldn’t be able to keep doing the maintenance himself for much longer and asked if he was serious about working himself to death.”

      Declan’s eyebrows swept up before he chuckled. “I’m going to go ahead and assume that he said he was?”

      “You got it. He seems to think that I’m trying to steal the place from him. I’ve tried explaining that it doesn’t work like that, but…”

      He nodded when I trailed off. “This isn’t the first time he’s been approached by a potential buyer and he’s afraid we’re going to pump the money in and then toss him out,” he guessed.

      I made a finger gun and fired it at him. “Bingo.”

      “Shit.”

      “I know.” I took a long sip of my water and thought about Birdie again. “What Alan doesn’t seem to realize is that the kind of money we’d put into it would keep it going well into the future. Until long after he’s gone.”

      Which also meant that if it was true that Birdie was set to inherit it, she’d have a safety net for years to come. I wonder if I should pitch it to him that way.

      It was the one thing I hadn’t tried, but I wanted that for her, and I was sure he did too. Making up my mind to talk to her about it before I approached Alan again, I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I’ve done some initial calculations about what it’s going to take to bring the Greens up to standard while we’re negotiating about Blue Pines. I’m sending them to you now.”

      “Do your calculations include an upgraded spa?” he asked. “I read rave reviews about this place’s Nordic Spa. On the flip side, there are virtually no new reviews mentioning the Greens’ spa at all.”

      “How did we miss that?” I asked sharply, not blaming him any more than I blamed myself. “Did we fuck up our due diligence?”

      “No, man,” he said. “I went back over everything when you called. Two years ago, the Greens’ numbers were looking great. It seems things started dwindling after that. I’m not entirely sure it’s only because of what they’ve done here, but something seems to have gone wrong.”

      “That’s what I thought, but do you have any idea what it could’ve been?”

      “Nope. I even went so far as to check out almost every other resort in these mountains and no one seems to have lost as much business to this place as the Greens. I’m not sure if it’s a proximity thing or if the service there has just gotten really bad, but based on reviews, the rest of the resorts are still going strong.”

      “Let’s look into it some more,” I said, itching to finish up with this meeting so that I could send him off to explore while I went to find Birdie.

      I needed to know what was going on with her. Before Declan had arrived, she’d seemed fine about last night. It certainly hadn’t looked like she’d had any regrets this morning. Plus, while I was talking to her, I might as well bring up the resort’s succession plan.

      “Tell me about her,” Declan said suddenly, smirking as he held my gaze. “Birdie, right? You’ve seemed a bit lost ever since she took off. Does this mean you’re finally moving on from Jacqs?”

      “I moved on from her a long time ago, but I’m still not interested in another relationship, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Okay. That’s fine. Call it whatever you want to call it, but you’ve got something going on with her. Can’t say I blame you. She’s hot. A little curvy for me, but hot.”

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I said firmly. “Besides, there’s nothing going on there. She’s just been a friend to us since we got here. She took Laurene under her wing a bit and it’s partly thanks to her that Lulu’s having such a good time, so I invited her to breakfast.”

      He clearly didn’t believe me, but before he could press the issue, the door burst open and Laurene came bounding in. “I know you guys are in a meeting, but could you take me into town, Daddy?”

      “We were at the tail end of the meeting, so it’s fine,” Dec said.

      I arched a brow at her. “What could you possibly want in town?”

      She dug into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “That’s a list of items I’ll need for my upcoming camping trip.”

      I took the paper from her and checked it out, reading the list. “Let’s see here. You need a backpack, hiking boots, warm socks, a raincoat, a hat, sunscreen…”

      Declan chuckled at my expense when I trailed off. “It sounds like you’ve got quite a shopping trip ahead of you, Remi. Have fun with that. I’ll be at the spa if you need me.”

      He walked over to the suitcase he’d brought with him and rolled it down the hall to the third bedroom. When he was gone, I smiled at Laurene. “This looks great. Let’s go get it.”

      She beamed at me, and my heart constricted in my chest as I ruffled her hair. This was not going to be a cheap trip, but I was stupidly happy about the list she’d provided. Usually, when she gave me a shopping list full of things, it wasn’t stuff kids should want or care about.

      Like new designer sneakers or her favorite lip gloss that cost an absurd amount of money for a twelve-year-old girl. She was her mother’s daughter in that sense.

      Camping and hiking gear? I would spend thousands on that and do it with a smile. At least it meant she was preparing to spend even more time outdoors, far away from makeup tutorials and influencers with rotten attitudes.

      If I was being completely honest with myself, this was the life I’d always imagined my kid would have. Back to basics, getting in touch with nature, and knowing about the world outside of five-star hotels and high-rises.

      Once again, my mind wandered to Birdie as Laurene went to grab her stuff so we could go. Without her, this wouldn’t have been happening. That much, I knew for a fact. I had her to thank for giving my kid her childhood back. Even if our relationship had an expiration date, my gratitude would not.

      Despite everything else, that made me even more determined to invest in this place. To keep it going for her and for generations of kids like Laurene who desperately needed someone like Birdie in their lives.
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      Back in my cabin, I paced up and down, tossing a look at Gracie every so often as I rattled off everything that had happened this morning. Telling her about Remington and the newcomer, Declan, as well as everything Alan had said, my heart raced and ached, and sweat had even broken out across my brow.

      To my surprise, Gracie didn’t tense up at all. In fact, the more I spoke, the more amused she seemed to be. Eventually, I stopped trying to burn a hole in the floor and narrowed my eyes at her. “What?”

      She chuckled. “Okay, is it my turn now?”

      I collapsed on the couch and blew out a breath. My elbows were propped on my knees and I planted my chin in my open palms. I knew I looked like a pouting child right then, but I didn’t care. I was pouting. Plus, I was pretty sure I was on the edge of mild heartbreak.

      So there’s that.

      “Firstly,” Gracie said, sitting up a little straighter. “Alan is a grouchy old man set in his ways. I think both of you are way overthinking this situation. Just because Remington is an investor doesn’t mean he wants to invest in this place, much less to try and take it from Alan. Investment could be a great thing here, the injection that will elevate it to new heights.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but she cut me off with a sharp shake of her head. “Nope, it’s my turn now, remember? I’ve been listening to you rant and rave for almost an hour, so let me finish.”

      Miming zipping my lips, I leaned back on the couch and folded my arms.

      Gracie gave me a thankful smile before she ticked off another finger. “Secondly, Remington is an uptight businessman who probably isn’t used to being told no. If he has approached Alan with an offer, it’s not really so surprising that the old man didn’t take it well. He’s just as uptight, just on the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum.”

      I inhaled deeply. “I suppose all of that is true, but what’s third?”

      “This Declan,” she said, leaning forward and smirking at me. “Is he as hot as his business partner, and would you mind if I took a stab at him? I’ve got a little something he can invest in.”

      I burst out laughing, shaking my head at my friend. “Have at it, but if he makes you feel the way I’m feeling right now, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “He won’t make me feel that way.” She tilted her head at me. “Mostly because I won’t overthink the situation the way you are. Who cares if he wants to invest in the resort? A little modernization and some extra cash could go a long way. Alan might be set in his ways, but Remington and Declan are probably open-minded. Besides, even if it’s true, that doesn’t mean he was using you to get to Alan. He might just be using you for your body.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “And that’s a good thing?”

      “That’s a great thing if he’s doing it right.”

      I dragged my fingers through my hair and nodded. Then I drummed out a beat on my thighs and stood up. “You’re right. I’m not going to overthink it anymore. I’m going to the Kids Camp to see how Jenna is doing with the trip preparations and then I’ll come pack my things.”

      “That’s my girl,” she encouraged, following me to the door and out to get on with her own day.

      As I walked to the Kids Camp, I focused on my breathing, using it to clear my head and trying to focus on the day ahead. It was a big day. A day I usually looked forward to. The day we took the kids camping, living up to the literal promise of our name.

      But this time, instead of feeling the excitement buzzing through me like a live wire, all I felt was uncertainty. Talking to Gracie had helped me gain some perspective, but I couldn’t say I was convinced by what she’d said.

      I would take some time to think while I was away with the kids, but right now, I just felt betrayed. A lot of what my friend had said made sense, but ultimately, Remington hadn’t been completely honest with me. Now I had to figure out if what he’d neglected to tell me had been any of my business.

      I wasn’t the owner of Blue Pines or even officially part of management. It was possible he’d simply not told me because whether or not he wanted to invest in the resort had nothing to do with me. It didn’t feel that way, but logically, it was possible.

      I reached the Kids Camp entrance and drew in one more deep breath, exhaling it slowly through my nostrils before I opened the gate and pasted a smile on my face. Putting one foot in front of the other became easier once I started hearing the little ones squealing with joy from inside and the excited chatter of a few older kids huddled near the door.

      My insides unclenched a bit and my lungs seemed to open up, my breathing evening out as I walked up to them. “Hey, guys. Are we ready to set off later?”

      Cassidy, a girl I knew from town, turned to grin at me. “Are we ever! It’s good to see you, Birdie.”

      “You too, Cass.” I gave her a quick hug, glad she was joining us.

      The girl was something of an institution around here. Her parents owned the best bakery in Bluebell Hollow and it supplied the resort. Cassidy made the deliveries on her bicycle sometimes and she almost always stuck around to hang out in the summer.

      I returned her grin as I released her. “I need to check in with Jenna, but I’ll see you soon.”

      She nodded. “See you soon.”

      I turned to see Jenna trying to get ready for the trip. Even from across the indoor play area, she seemed frazzled. Toddlers clung to her legs and held their arms up to her while she tried to take inventory of the supplies we had, and she cooed to them, trying to get them to clap hands and sing songs in order to distract them, but it didn’t seem to be working very well.

      A toddler wanting attention was probably one of the most insistent, determined people on this planet, though. I raced over to see what I could do to help, hoping to relieve her so she’d be free to settle the tiny ones.

      “Where’s Josie?” I asked, referring to the camp assistant who was supposed to have been here helping Jenna. “What can I do?”

      “She called in sick,” Jenna said as she scooped up the girl with the pigtails who only seemed happy when she was in Jenna’s arms. “She was going to come with us, but she’s got some kind of stomach flu and the doctor told her she definitely wouldn’t be okay to go on a hike today, let alone an overnight camping trip.”

      My brow furrowed. “I’m so sorry. That sucks for her, but you and I can make it work, right?”

      She shook her head and took a pointed look at all the toddlers clamoring around her feet. “This family with three kids under three just checked in. Margie here still only wants to be on my hip and there are two preschoolers in the ball pit insisting on doing arts and crafts. I’m slammed. I have no idea how I’m going to get away.”

      “I can go alone?” I offered. I was more than capable and more than experienced enough.

      This wasn’t a difficult, roughing-it style trip either, and there weren’t so many kids going as far as I knew. We’d have access to public washrooms in the park, running water, and it didn’t get cold at night.

      Worst case scenario, if we had to get back, I had a walkie-talkie and it wasn’t even such a long hike out. Jenna’s eyes widened, but I saw the gratitude and relief shining from them. “Are you sure? I’d never stop owing you for this, but if you’re not up to it, that’s okay.”

      I waved her off. “I’ll be fine. We’ll keep in touch, but honestly, I think your job here is going to be much harder than going on a walk with some preteens, helping them set up their tents, and then making s’mores and singing campfire songs.”

      She eyed the toddlers again, watching as one tried to forcibly remove a toy from another’s hand. “You might be right about that. Billy, your brother had that first. It’ll be your turn soon.”

      I grimaced. “I’m definitely right. Just tell me the details and I’ll make sure everything is ready.”

      “Thank you,” she rushed out as she tried to coax Margie from her hip when Billy’s brother decided to retaliate by trying to bite him. Margie started crying when her feet touched the floor. Billy was wailing as he smacked his brother’s head, and the brothers let out a battle cry.

      He was about to launch himself at Billy when Jenna caught him, picking him up and giving him a stern look. “No, Bobby. Brothers don’t tackle or bite brothers. It’s not nice.”

      The kid glared at her but ran off in the opposite direction once she set him down. As she watched him go, she slid an arm around little Billy’s shoulders to comfort him and picked Margie back up in the other.

      “Bobby is pissed. No doubt he’s going to find something to destroy. I’d better get going, but the charter bus will be here to pick you up at four o’clock to take you to the park’s trailhead. There are only three girls going this time. Laurene and Cassidy, who you know, and Heather. She’s staying at the resort with her parents. Cool kid. She’s already made friends with the other two.”

      “A girls only trip?” I asked. “This just keeps getting better and better. We’ll be fine. You go stop Bobby from destroying the toys or himself, and I’ll finish up here.”

      She smiled gratefully before hoisting Billy onto her other hip and rushing off in Bobby’s direction. As much as I loved kids, it was days like today that reminded me why I preferred yoga instruction to being a full-time Kids Camp counselor.

      Happy to finish the inventory, I picked up the clipboard she’d discarded and went through the list, checking the packs meticulously before I finally went back to my cabin. I never took much along on this trip, so shoving a toothbrush and a change of clothes into a bag wouldn’t take too long.

      My sleeping bag and other camping goodies were already wrapped into a pack and the first-aid kit I’d need was with the stuff at the camp. Honestly, the more I thought about it, the happier I was to be getting away on this trip.

      With only three girls along, it was bound to be a lot more organized. Sure, it would be louder because Cassidy, for one, never seemed to stop talking, but at least there wouldn’t be any shoving—even playfully—or rushing off to check out any possible snakes. That already made it a whole lot more relaxed and safer than trying to keep track of rowdy boys.

      When I walked back into my cabin, however, my gaze fell on my bed and that sting of hurt zapped through me again. In my mind’s eye, I pictured Remington lying across it, smiling when we’d had coffee there together just a few hours ago.

      It seemed impossible that so much had changed in such a short amount of time, but it was what it was. Not even the fact that I could still feel him inside me could change what I’d learned in the time since.

      Determined not to let it get me down, I deliberately moved my gaze away from the bed and marched to my closet to pack my stuff. Trying to get my mood back up, I hit the power button on my radio on the way to grab my bag, smiling when an upbeat song filled the air.

      There we go. I’m going to be alright. It’s all going to be fine. We hooked up once. It’s not the end of the world.

      Closing my eyes for a beat, I let the music infuse me, taking hold of my soul. I started swaying my hips and lifted my hands slowly into the air. Dancing was the last thing I felt like doing, but that was exactly when it was most important to just move my body anyway.

      I kept doing it as I packed. At one point, I thought I heard a knock at the door, but when I narrowed my eyes to try and hear past the music, the knocking was gone. Or it’d never been there to begin with.

      A fact I was happy about. I’d been on the verge of getting too involved with a guest who, as Gracie had said, would leave and break my heart. I knew better now, and I’d rather not see him or anyone else until I’d made my peace with that.
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      One thing that made Declan a great business partner was that he didn’t need his hand held. Once he was armed with the relevant information and knew where I stood on any particular matter, he was perfectly happy going off on his own and making his decisions for himself.

      That was what he was doing now, exploring, investigating the possibilities, and having an objective look at Blue Pines Resort as a possible investment opportunity. He’d already stopped in at the Greens on his way over here, and he was now also on the lookout for things we could do to improve those facilities.

      He and I thought very much alike. I was confident that he was going to come to all the same conclusions I had, but he needed to do his thing.

      Meanwhile, Laurene was excitedly stuffing all her new gear into her backpack and had told me she’d be fine packing by herself. Apparently, she wanted the practice. She had—correctly—pointed out that she needed to be acquainted with all that gear if she was going to be able to handle herself during the trip.

      All of which freed me to do what I needed to do, and what I needed was to talk to Birdie. As soon as I left the suite, I headed directly to her cabin, ignoring Alan at the front desk and making a beeline for the road that ran around the back of the resort.

      Her cabin came into view around the bend, all those potted plants and flowers so colorful and cheerful on her porch. I smiled. This woman deserved only the best and that was what I wanted to give her with our investment.

      I would need to approach the subject carefully and be very clear about our intentions if I didn’t want to be met with the same resistance I’d received from her boss, but I had a plan. A plan that was foiled when I’d barely started knocking and got interrupted by my phone ringing.

      Planning on sending whoever it was to voicemail, I pulled it out of my pocket and then groaned as I saw Jacqueline’s name on the screen. She always has the best timing.

      I stepped off Birdie’s porch, slid my thumb across the green bar, and pressed the phone to my ear, hoping that I would actually get to talk to her about the situation with Laurene this time. I’d texted her twice, asking her to call me when she could, and I’d tried calling her, but she hadn’t picked up.

      “Jacqueline,” I said when I answered, tipping my head back to let the sunshine wash over me and burn away all my exasperation with this woman.

      I needed to keep a level head for this conversation if I had any hope of getting anywhere with her, but it was beyond frustrating that she repeatedly put parties and new friends above our daughter.

      “Remi!” she exclaimed into the phone, sounding all light and flirty. I sighed. At least this meant she was happy and getting back to herself, but on the other hand, it was difficult to talk to her about anything other than what she wanted to talk about when she was in a mood like this. “I’m just checking in again. How are you?”

      I frowned. “How am I? I’m good, but that’s not really why I asked you to call me back.”

      “Call you back?” She laughed lightly. “This isn’t a callback, darling. It’s just a call. What are you up to?”

      “I’m still in the Smokies, but I wanted to talk to you about Laurene.”

      “I heard you were in North Carolina. What on earth are you doing there? You haven’t been in a single tabloid all month. What happened? Did you lose your status as the most eligible bachelor in the city?”

      Her voice was teasing and playful, but I still gritted my teeth. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been in the city for a few weeks now. So listen, about the boarding school⁠—”

      “I don’t want to talk about that, silly. I’m checking in on you, not Laurene. I’m sure she’s fine, our Lulu. She always is. What are you still doing in North Carolina, of all places?”

      “It’s a business trip,” I said curtly. “Laurene is going camping with some other kids while I do my job, but again⁠—”

      “Camping? With all the bugs and wild animals?” She scoffed. I practically heard her nose wrinkling from all the way across the world. “She’s probably going to need a rabies shot when she returns from a filthy camping trip. Stop trying to change the subject, though. We were talking about you. You should let me know when you intend on leaving the city for such an extended length of time. If they can’t get photographs of you, they’ll be trying to get them of me. You should know that.”

      Searing pain shot to my temples and pounded there. Of course, this fucking phone call is about the tabloids and press attention.

      Jacqueline lived for that stuff and she’d never taken well to other people—including myself—getting more attention than her publicly. Our divorce had been everywhere, much to her delight. Even if had meant our dirty laundry being aired for the world to see.

      Once it had been finalized, I’d been named a very eligible bachelor, and as a result, I now appeared in the tabloids far too often—much to her chagrin. I’d never given a damn about any of it. Personally, I found it invasive and annoying, but if I had somehow become news that I hadn’t been in the city and that news had now trickled over to her, it was no surprise that I’d suddenly gotten another call “just to check in.”

      I exhaled harshly through my nostrils. “She’s been looking forward to it, actually. We went to get her some gear this morning and I doubt we need to be concerned about rabies. What I am concerned about, however, is that she doesn’t want to go to this boarding school and⁠—”

      “Oh, would you stop saying that?” She let out a dismissive giggle. “The school is fine, darling. It’s one of the top schools in London, for heaven’s sake. She’ll love it once she gets there. You just need to stop indulging her.”

      “I’m just listening to her, not indul⁠—”

      “I have to go, Remi,” she said, not so apologetically. “I’ll talk to you soon, okay? Kisses to Lulu!”

      She hung up and I ran my fingers through my hair, noting that she hadn’t asked to speak to her daughter once. Yet, she insisted on upending her entire life and moving her to the other side of the world. I was starting to understand Laurene’s frustration with this. Hell, I was starting to feel it myself.

      Either way, I turned to head back to Birdie’s cabin, but she wasn’t there, the windows now closed and the door locked. “Fuck. I missed her.”

      Muttering under my breath, I walked back to the resort in time to see Laurene climbing off the elevator. She wore a bright smile, and her brand-new backpack hung over her shoulder. She spotted me and ran over, tossing her arms around me in a huge hug.

      It was very unlike her to act this way, but my arms closed around her anyway and I hugged her back, breathing her in and even letting my eyes fall shut for a moment as I did. My heart skipped as I held her, feeling strangely emotional about her leaving, even for such a short amount of time.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this, honey?” I asked softly as I released her. “If you’re not, it’s not too late to cancel.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m so ready.” She beamed up at me. “The bus should be here soon. I’ll see you in a few days, okay?”

      Giving me another squeeze, she let go and then waved before she bounced toward two other preteen girls, joining their ranks in waiting for the bus. I watched her for a moment, her eyes so bright and alive with excitement and her little fingers curled around the straps of her backpack.

      I suddenly felt like this was some kind of a rite of passage for her, and I was damn proud that she was going on this trip when she’d never attempted anything like it before. As my chest swelled, Declan slid in beside me.

      “She’s really going camping, huh? I was wondering if she’d actually go when the time came. God knows, I wouldn’t have left a suite to go sleep in the woods.” He shuddered as we watched a little blue charter bus pull up.

      The girls squealed and linked arms before they surged toward it, and the doors creaked in the quiet air as they opened. Birdie appeared in them, stepping off to greet her happy campers with a wide smile on her face and her long hair pulled up into a tight bun on top of her head.

      She wasn’t wearing any makeup and she had on ugly, sturdy hiking boots, but she was somehow even more gorgeous to me now than she’d ever been before. A natural beauty who didn’t give a damn about high heels or glamour.

      I hadn’t known many women like her, but I suddenly wondered how different my life would’ve turned out if my father hadn’t lost everything. Not because I would have grown up with more money than I could ever count, but because that would’ve meant I could have kept spending time outdoors myself.

      Maybe I would’ve met another girl just like Birdie and married her instead, but I dismissed that train of thought when I realized that would’ve meant that I would have never had Laurene. So no. Things worked out exactly the way they were supposed to.

      Birdie embraced each of the girls, then waved them onto the bus before she climbed back on, looking around like she was making sure there weren’t any last-minute additions to their group hurrying toward them.

      As her gaze swept the area, it landed on mine and our eyes locked for a moment. My heart did a strange squeezing thing I couldn’t say I liked much, but she quickly looked away, her expression shattering before she shook her head and disappeared into the bus.

      The doors closed behind her, the engine sputtered to life, and they were off. The little blue bus bounced a bit as it made its way down the mountain to the main road. I frowned, replaying that look on her face over and over in my head until the bus was gone.

      Had I done something wrong?

      I couldn’t think of a single thing that might’ve upset her between breakfast and now, but a stone formed in the pit of my stomach. First, she’d fled as soon as Declan had arrived, and then, she’d hardly been able to look at me.

      Something had changed, and although I didn’t know what it was or how to fix it, it bothered me a lot more than I would have expected. Who knew summer hookups could be so damn confusing?
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      The campground we used for this trip was a shady glade near the public restrooms in the national park. Rocks had already been placed in the sandy spot we could make a fire, and the gnarled, beautiful old trees surrounding the site provided good shelter from wind. Their thick branches and leaves above would do the same for rain.

      There wasn’t any predicted for this trip, but it always made me feel better to know that we had some measure of protection against the elements just in case.

      As I led the girls off the charter bus and into the campground, a smile I couldn’t stop spread on my lips. “Welcome to your new home, ladies. Take a look around. The bathrooms are right over there if you need to pop in. When you’ve had a few minutes, we’ll start setting up tents.”

      Lulu stepped off the bus with a look of awe on her face, her head tipped back as her eyes darted from one side to the other. “This is amazing. We’re, like, the only people here. It’s so green and pretty. Where’s everyone else?”

      “It’s a big park,” I said, chuckling as I slid my hands into my pockets. “We might see some others while we’re out here, but usually, it’s just us camping at this site at any given time. You like it?”

      “Honestly?” She turned her head to look up at me. “I love it. A few weeks ago, camping definitely wouldn’t have sounded fun to me, but I don’t know. I’ve been enjoying the outdoors.”

      “This place has a way of doing that to a person,” I said quietly, watching as Cassidy and Heather took off to the bathrooms. I glanced at Lulu. “It’s the effect of reconnecting with nature. I think that life in general is so fast paced these days and so connected with everything but nature that most people don’t even realize how much they need this until they’re here.”

      She nodded, absorbing my words. Her eyes were wide and bright as she took a few more steps out into the clearing. Leaving her to do some exploring on her own, I went back to the bus to collect my tent, then got to work setting it up so I’d be able to help them with theirs.

      We had a list of things to do while we were on the trip, but our first night was always spent just getting comfortable being out here together. The hiking, high-ropes course, and even canoeing on the lake would all come later.

      I breathed in the familiar earthy scent of my tent as I unfolded it, all sorts of good feels running through me. I slid my palms across the poles and linked them together.

      As I got into the zone, I let go of all the worries I’d left behind at the resort, simply focusing on what I was doing and strangely disappointed that my tent was already standing once I was done. Thankfully, I had three more to go.

      Lulu chose the spot right beside my tent, her grin faltering as she eyed all the different pieces she’d just removed from the bag. “Uh, Birdie?”

      “Yep.”

      “How am I supposed to do this?” She eyed the contraption almost suspiciously. “Are you sure this is everything I need?”

      I chuckled, glad she was coming out of her shell even more with me now. “That’s everything. Don’t worry about it. I’m here to help.”

      Crossing over to her, I showed her how to lay the tent out on the ground first. Then I demonstrated assembling the poles and sliding them into place. She watched me closely for a beat, nodding as she took in what I was doing.

      A moment later, she bent over and started helping, quickly getting the hang of it and even helping me with Heather’s tent. Cassidy had been camping enough to have her tent up before I could even offer to help, and with that done, we all headed into our respective shelters to get our beds ready and take our bags inside.

      Since this trip was all about relaxing, I didn’t rush them, simply heading to the campfire area when I was done. Packing our kindling, I lit the fire and started preparing for dinner. One by one, the girls started leaving their tents, each carrying a bottle of water as they joined me.

      Cassidy was first, and she plonked down on a log near the fire with a huge grin on her face. “Gosh, I’m so glad I could make it. I owe Dad a week of deliveries for this.”

      I laughed, grabbing my own water bottle before I sat down on the log across from her. “We’re happy to have you, and you do the deliveries anyway.”

      “I know.” She winked at me. “It didn’t hurt to have something to promise him, though.”

      “You know he would’ve let you come anyway, right?”

      She let out a giggle as she shrugged. “He loves it when I do stuff like this. Apparently, it’s good life experience.”

      “That, it is.”

      Lulu joined us then, her expression curious as she looked at Cassidy. “Are you from around here?”

      “Bluebell Hollow,” she replied proudly. “I’ve never been further from it than Gatlinburg and I hope that never changes.”

      “Seriously?” Lulu asked disbelievingly. “You’ve never left the state?”

      “Nope. Why would I want to?” Cassidy batted her eyelashes. “I’m a country gal.”

      Lulu chuckled before turning to me. “So are you, right? A country gal?”

      “To the core of my being and back out again,” I said.

      Heather came to sit down, a little jumpier than the others as she darted a wide-eyed look around. “There are no critters out here who will eat us, right?”

      “Nope,” I said reassuringly. “We’re safe here. I promise. Okay, technically, a bear could come by, but none have been in this area for years and we have bear spray. So we’ll be good.”

      Lulu waited until Heather relaxed a bit before she glanced between Cassidy and me. “What’s it like, growing up way out here?”

      “It was a wonderful childhood,” I said, settling in to share some stories about when I was a girl. This tended to come up when I brought city kids out to the campground. “I stayed out every night riding my bike until the streetlights came on and everyone in my neighborhood knew who I was. We spent our weekends walking out to the lake and just swimming and horsing around, and I don’t think the TV in our house was ever on unless my dad wanted to watch the game.”

      “That sounds nice,” Lulu said, surprising me. Her brow furrowed as she thought about something. “I know Mrs. Pilar who lives next door to my dad’s house, but none of the other neighbors. I have a bike and I know how to ride it, but I’ve hardly ever used it.”

      “When I was your age, my bike was basically attached to my body,” I said, enrapturing them all.

      I kept telling my stories, knowing it would encourage them to open up too. Cassidy shared some of her own childhood stories, and they were remarkably similar to mine. Heather eventually relaxed enough to tell us about growing up in Texas, but Lulu didn’t seem to have many stories from her gilded childhood.

      She just shrugged every now and then and tossed out tidbits like, “My mom took me to a spa at least once a month,” and, “I had my hair highlighted the first time when I was eight.”

      I nodded and tried to encourage her to share more, but she seemed bothered by the fact that her childhood hadn’t been much of a childhood at all.

      As I cooked our food, the girls kept talking, but Lulu was getting quieter and quieter, crawling back into her shell as she seemed to realize that she’d been treated as a mini grownup practically since birth.

      My heart bled for her, but at least she was here, doing one thing that kids were supposed to do. I smiled during a break in the conversation. “I’ve heard those kids’ spas are very fun. Don’t they include things like face painting and little gift bags?”

      She laughed dryly and shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been to a kids’ spa. I had the regular adult treatment with my mom.”

      “Wow.” My eyes begged to widen as I imagined myself as a kid, being cooped up in place where you had to lie still for treatments you didn’t need. “Well, I’m sure it was a good bonding experience for you.”

      “We weren’t allowed to talk much,” she said softly, then smiled at Cassidy. “What was that you were saying about pouring food coloring into your neighbor’s pool?”

      Cassidy launched back into the story, having us all in hysterics at the mischief she’d gotten up to regularly and only finishing once we were done with dinner. The excitement levels had waned by the time we’d eaten and cleaned up, and Heather was the first to call it a night.

      She got up, stretching her arms up above her head and trying to stifle a yawn. “If it’s okay, I think I’m ready to turn in. All this fresh air is making me sleepy.”

      “That might be tree pollen, but of course, it’s okay,” I said. “Do you want me to walk you to the washrooms to get ready for bed?”

      Dusk had fallen and the light was fast disappearing. The kids were sometimes scared to do the short walk in the dark by themselves, even when armed with flashlights, but Cassidy shot up before Heather had the chance to answer.

      “I’ll walk with her. I want to brush my teeth and get ready for bed too. I’m beat.”

      I smiled at them. “I’m right here if you two need me, okay?”

      Cassidy winked. “We won’t. I can take on any frogs or bugs myself.”

      Heather squeaked a little and Cassidy laughed as she linked her arm with her friend’s. “I was joking. Calm down. Birdie will save us from the bugs and we’re just going to wash our faces. Jeez.”

      She and Heather kept talking as they walked away, and while I was surprised Lulu hadn’t followed, I wasn’t even sure she’d noticed them getting up. She was staring into the fire, her arms folded on her thighs, her expression knitted in thought.

      “Hey.” I reached out to rub her back. “Are you okay? We seemed to have lost you somewhere in that conversation.”

      She didn’t respond for a long minute, just staring into those flames with an almost longing look on her face before she suddenly turned to me. “Do you sometimes wish that you’d grown up differently?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Chewing on her lower lip, she took a deep breath before she tried again. “Like, have you ever wished that you grew up in a city instead?”

      I shook my head, a fond smile on my lips as I thought back to the life I’d had right here in town. “No, not really. At times, I wished we had more money or more space, but I’ve never wanted to live anywhere else.”

      She sighed. “We have too much money and too much space.”

      I frowned at her. “That’s not a bad thing, honey.”

      “It’s not. It’s just that our house is always quiet because Dad is always out trying to make more money and my mom was always out trying to spend it all. It doesn’t sound like yours was ever quiet.”

      “It wasn’t,” I agreed. “That’s kind of what happens when you share a two-bedroom house with your dad and five siblings. Oftentimes, we barely had enough money to put food on the table, but no, I wouldn’t change what we had for the world.”

      She lapsed into silence, and eventually, I scraped together the courage to ask about her father. “What are you guys really doing up here, honey? As much as you seem to have started enjoying it, it doesn’t seem like the kind of thing you do and you’re sad more often than you’re happy. Even right now, you’re sad.”

      “Right now, I’m sad because all the money in the world can’t buy me a childhood like the one you were talking about and I never even knew what I was missing until now.” She blew out a heavy breath and ran her fingers through her hair. Her gaze went back to the fire. “Dad doesn’t think I know all this, but he owns a resort in Gatlinburg. We were supposed to stay there for the summer, but as soon as we arrived, he heard this place was doing better, so he decided to check it out. I know he wants to spend time with me, but this is a business trip for him more than anything else. I’m just along for the ride because my mom didn’t invite me to cruise on the Mediterranean with her.”

      As she said it, my heart broke for more reasons than one, and rage shot through me like a fire-breathing dragon. This child was only twelve and yet she knew and understood so much more than he gave her credit for.

      She deserved to be celebrated for her strength, her wisdom, and her intuition. She deserved to be his priority, not only for the summer but always. Yet, it didn’t look like she’d ever been anyone’s priority. Not once in her young life had anyone put her first, which was ridiculously unfair.

      Laurene Ford hadn’t asked to be born. Remington and this Jacqueline character had created her, either by accident or on purpose. Neither of which was her fault, but they sure seemed to treat her like an afterthought.

      Then there was also the fact that she’d just confirmed my suspicions, as well as proving Alan right. Remington Ford wasn’t here for a vacation, and I did my best to hide my disappointment from Laurene as she got up to go get ready for bed too.

      I couldn’t believe I hadn’t put these pieces together earlier. If Alan hadn’t warned me…

      I buried my face in my hands for just a minute. I had three preteens to take care of and I couldn’t afford to fall apart right then, but for just that one minute, I let myself feel the anger and upset over having let the wrong man into my head, my bed, and maybe even a little bit into my heart.
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      Still scratching my head about why Birdie was suddenly giving me the cold shoulder, I spent the rest of the afternoon walking around the resort with Declan. We compared notes to what he’d seen at the Greens and jotted down a few ideas. Then we headed to the bar to talk shop.

      Declan had now met Alan, who had been as pigheaded with him as he had been with me, and my friend shook his head as we sat down at the bar. “That man isn’t going to budge. You were right about him. It’s a lost cause.”

      “Told you,” I said dryly, not boasting at all. “It doesn’t matter to him that our intentions are good. He’s just not going to bite.”

      “Yeah, but that’s because he probably doesn’t think that our intentions are, in fact, good,” he replied.

      “Either way, it means that going forward, we have to focus on making the Greens more like this place instead of trying to make this place ours.”

      He nodded. “You got it. We’ll start there, and who knows? Maybe once he’s kicked the bucket, we’ll try again.”

      I grimaced. “I wouldn’t say that out loud around here if I was you. These people are freakishly fond of the old mule.”

      “Why is that woman glaring at us?” he asked suddenly.

      I glanced at him. “Who?”

      He inclined his head toward the far side of the bar, where Gracie was shooting me glares over her shoulder as she bartended. I tried to ignore it at first, shrugging at him and picking up my beer, but as we spoke, I kept noticing those damn glares she kept sending my way.

      Something is definitely up.

      Since it was possibly the same thing that had prompted Birdie to stop even wanting to look at me, I cut Declan off and got up. “Give me a minute. I need to go talk to her.”

      “How many women are you involved with, dude?” he asked incredulously. “I thought you’d sworn off dating, but here you are, wooing not one, but two of the resort employees. Well done, man. I’m proud of you. Look who’s back in the game.”

      “I’m not wooing anyone,” I emphasized the word and shook my head at him. “It’s also not a game, and even if it was, I’m not in it. That’s Gracie. She’s Birdie’s best friend and she might have the answers I want, so I’m going to go get them.”

      “Ah.” He chuckled. “Got it. Knock ‘er dead, brother. Let me know if you need a wingman.”

      I scowled. “I don’t. I’m not after her, Dec.”

      “Of course not,” he said, pumping his blond eyebrows at me. “It’s perfectly innocent. All of it.”

      I blew out a sharp breath but didn’t bother arguing with him again. Soon enough, he’d see for himself that I wasn’t hitting on her and then he’d probably come over to try his own luck. Until then, he could think whatever the hell he wanted.

      “What’s up?” I asked as Gracie turned away from the customer she’d been serving.

      Her dainty features scrunched up. “Oh, look. It’s you.”

      I cocked my head at her. “Did I fart in someone’s cornflakes? Why is everyone mad at me?”

      She scoffed. “Me? I’m not offended, but that’s only because this is just a summer job to me. This place is Birdie’s whole life, though. You should know that. You should also know that we’re not just going to let you come in here and take it from him.”

      I frowned. “Take what from who?”

      She sent a pointed look at Declan. “Are you really trying to tell me that your business partner over there didn’t show up to try to strong-arm Alan into a sale he doesn’t want?”

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Where are you getting all this? From Alan?”

      She shook her head. “Birdie. She’s under the impression that you’re only here this summer to try to take the resort from Alan and that you’ve been using her to do it.”

      I almost laughed at the absurdity of the notion, but as I stared at her, I realized she wasn’t joking. “So that’s what’s been going on. Where exactly did they go camping?”

      Declan appeared at my side like a ghost, an appreciative smile spreading on his lips as he gave Gracie a slow and obvious once-over. “Well, hello there. You’re Gracie, right? Birdie’s friend? I’m Declan. I’m you, but to him.”

      She turned to face him, not seemingly all offended by the way he was looking at her like he wanted to swallow her whole. “That’s me. You can quit it, though. I already know what you’re really doing here, and it’s not to be a friend.”

      “It’s not?” He arched an eyebrow at her, his eyes shining with amusement and delight. I’d known him long enough to know when he was taken with someone, and he was most definitely taken by this woman. “Pray tell. What am I doing here, then?”

      I held her gaze as I answered the question. “They think we’re here to stage a coup. Apparently, we’re trying to steal the resort.”

      “Steal it?” Unlike me, he didn’t manage to contain his laughter. “That’s ridiculous. Why would we do that? More importantly, how would we do it? It’s immovable property. It’s not like we can toss it into the back of my rental and speed off with it.”

      Gracie glanced between us, a slow smile playing on her lips when her gaze settled on his. “You’re not a villain?”

      “I’ve always wanted to be one, but right now, no. I don’t think I am.” He looked right into her eyes as he returned her slow smile. “Do you want me to be one? Because I could be into that.”

      Her cheeks flushed, but I doubted it was being caused by humiliation. I groaned. “If you’ll just tell me where they’re camping, I’ll get out of your hair and you two can continue doing whatever it is you’re doing right now.”

      She didn’t look away from him, but she was clearly speaking to me. “You couldn’t get to them right now even if you wanted to. The park only opens to the public again tomorrow morning. The only way in or out right now is in case of emergency.”

      “Right. Well, then I guess I’ll get another beer.” I glanced at Declan. “You want one?”

      He nodded, but they were still staring at each other. Thankfully, his head was still on his shoulders and he quickly backed me up. Two against one, it was only a matter of time before she told us where they were.

      “I’ll take another beer, but I’d also prefer if you could answer the question now. Where’d they go camping? If you tell him, he’ll be gone by first light and he’ll probably stay away until they’re scheduled to come back. That gives me the suite all to myself.”

      “Why should I care about that?” She shot back. “I’m in a cabin all by myself anyway.”

      “Is that an invitation?” he asked, lowering his chin and batting his eyelashes at her.

      She laughed, but then she gave him a long, silent look before she shrugged. “It might be. We’ll have to find out.”

      “The campground, Gracie,” I interjected before things got steamy even despite the bar between them. “Where is it?”

      “On the other side of the lake,” she said finally, glancing at me with her eyes widening and a strict expression on her face. “Don’t go bothering them if you don’t have a damn good explanation handy, mister. The park’s entrance isn’t far. Just a few miles down the road. When you get in there, you’ll want to follow the signs for Lake Navarone Camp. That’s where they’ll be.”

      “Thank you.” Relief washed over me as Gracie spun around to get our drinks.

      Declan cocked his hip against the counter and turned to face me. “You’re going to join them?”

      “Yep,” I said decisively. “First thing in the morning. She’s right, though. I’m going to have to have a damn good explanation ready for why we’re here.”

      “Just tell her the truth,” he suggested easily. “Yes, we want to invest in the resort, but we’re not interested in stealing it or taking it. We simply want a piece of the pie in exchange for a tidy sum of money that will allow them to do some upgrades. It’s not that unconscionable.”

      “To us, no. It’s business as usual, but to them?” I dragged a hand through my hair and shook my head. “They think I was trying to ambush them.”

      Gracie came back with the beers and I handed over a couple bills, but after she rang us up, she came back to lecture me a little bit more. There was fire in her eyes as she stared at me from across the counter, fierce protectiveness flickering in the flames.

      “You better not be bullshitting me right now, Remington. If it’s true that you’re not trying to take the resort, that’s something I think she should know, which is why I told you where to find them, but if you are in fact trying to stage a coup, I’d turn around and leave right now. The people of this town are loyal, and protective, and we don’t take kindly to dishonest outsiders.”

      Declan grinned at her, putting his hands together in a round of slow applause as he turned back to her. “I like a woman who stands her ground. What do you say you let me buy you a drink?”

      “That’s my cue,” I said, picking up my beer and nodding at them both. “I’ll see you. Have fun.”

      With that, I left Declan behind to keep trying his hardest to get her attention, and I carried my drink out to the deck next to the pool. Sitting beside the clear blue water, I stared at the crystalline surface and the cool white light underneath, mentally rehearsing what I was going to say to Birdie when I got to the campground in the morning.

      One thing was for sure. If that was what she thought of me right now, I was going to have to claw my way back into her good graces. I couldn’t imagine she’d taken it lightly when she’d found out I’d been trying to invest in the place she thought of as home without ever having mentioned it to her, and she wasn’t going to be quick to forgive. Nor was I sure if she’d ever be able to forget.

    

  







            26

          

          

      

    

    






BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      Up before the sun, I went to take a quick shower before I started making our breakfast, moving quietly through the camp so as not to wake up the girls. In the predawn air, the chirping of birds just starting to wake up pierced the quiet with a cheerful song I just wasn’t feeling today.

      Although I hadn’t known him for very long, Remington’s betrayal stung more than I was willing to admit. I felt like a fool for not suspecting that he had ulterior motives and I felt even more foolish for having taken it upon myself to be there for the single dad who’d only come here to spend some quality time with his daughter.

      What an ass.

      At this point, I didn’t know if I could believe anything he’d ever told me. I knew from Lulu that he had, in fact, recently gotten divorced and I’d seen enough of the two of them together to know that their relationship was strained, but further than that?

      I sighed. I felt like I’d been taken for a ride.

      As I poked at my pile of kindling, the scent of campfire reached my nostrils and I breathed it in, watching as the first flames started licking the wood. This was what life was all about for me. It always had been.

      The outdoors. Nature. Camping. The simple things. The beautiful things.

      I didn’t get caught up in the aftermath of nasty divorces or the consequences of a lifetime of parental neglect. I didn’t unwittingly entertain investors who’d rather see my paradise get turned into a high-rise hotel surrounded by large parking lots.

      That just wasn’t me, and yet, thanks to Remington, that was exactly the position I found myself in right then. Staring at that fire and breathing it in, I tried to find my center. I tried to quiet my mind and let go of the hurt, but it just didn’t work.

      The sound of a zipper being opened broke me out of my thoughts and I looked at the girls’ tents, seeing Cassidy emerge from hers with her toiletries in hand. She smiled when her eyes met mine. “Good morning, fearless leader lady. Did you sleep well?”

      “Like a baby.” In the true sense of the words though, which meant I’d been up a lot and struggled to fall back asleep without crying, but Cassidy didn’t have to know about that.

      Her smile widened. “That’s great. I slept well too. Let me take a shower and then I’ll come help you with breakfast?”

      “Thanks. That’d be great.”

      She took off toward the bathrooms, humming quietly as she went. Heather and Lulu were hot on her heels, with all three girls coming back squeaky clean, wide awake, and brimming with excitement once they were done in the showers.

      “What are we doing first?” Cassidy asked. “Please tell me it’s the high-ropes course.”

      “It’s the high-ropes course,” I said.

      She cheered and did a little happy dance, and the other two seemed pretty excited about it themselves. While I cooked our breakfast, Cass and Lulu chatted and munched on their apples. Then we ate in amicable silence.

      The sun had risen and the entire campground was glowing with soft, early morning orange light. Lulu took it in, exhaling and smiling peacefully. “This is the life. I can’t believe you get to come here whenever you want.”

      Cassidy let out a dramatic sigh. “If only. Dad says once a month is enough camping for him.”

      Lulu chuckled. “Once a month is better than never.”

      My heart gave another little pang for her and I got up, determined to make this camping trip the best experience she’d ever had. Her father might not give a damn about bonding with her, but I wasn’t him. This girl deserved for someone to just fucking care.

      Anger shot through me, but I hid it behind a bright smile. “Eat up, ladies. We’ve got about a mile to hike to the course and we’re burning daylight here.”

      They practically inhaled the rest of their food, then went to brush their teeth while I checked the campsite was ready for our departure. The trail to the lake started just on the other side of the road, and it was a winding dirt path along the lake shore to get to the course.

      The girls skipped ahead, their joyful chatter and laughter ringing out behind them as they went. I breathed in the cool, summer morning air, closing my eyes for a moment and trying again to find a sense of peace.

      “Hey, wait up!” Remington’s voice suddenly hurtled through the air and I nearly jumped out of my skin when he appeared seemingly out of thin air beside me. “Good morning. How was the first night?”

      I blinked hard, unable to process his presence for a long moment as the anger surged up from deep within me once more. Spinning on my heels to face him, I narrowed my eyes and pulled up short so that hopefully Lulu would never have to know he’d even been here.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I seethed quietly. “How did you even know where to find us?”

      “I have my sources.” He smirked, looking fresh, well rested, and gorgeous in a crisp blue shirt, cargo shorts, and a pair of hiking boots I’d never seen him wear before. “I came to join the camping trip.”

      Disbelieving laughter bubbled out of me as I shook my head. “Uh, no. No, you’re definitely not. It’s a trip for kids, not adults, and we didn’t bring enough supplies to sustain a fully grown man.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I brought my own, then.” Those eyes sparkled with excitement as he stared down at me, his hair still just slightly damp from a recent shower and the scent of masculine soap wafting from him in gentle waves. “Besides, my daughter is here and I’m obligated to make sure she’s safe. I have my own tent, food, and gear, and I figured you could use some company of the grownup variety.”

      “I’m just fine with the company I have.” I crossed my arms and scowled at him, spinning around again so the kids didn’t get too far ahead. I took off without bothering to check if he was following. “We don’t need any help, Mr. Ford. Especially from you.”

      “Oh, it’s Mr. Ford now, is it?” he joked, his footsteps falling heavy on the dirt behind me. “I could be into that. Look, I promise I won’t interfere, and this way, I get to spend these days with my kid instead of missing out on them.”

      I rolled my eyes, my tone biting. “Like you care.”

      “What?” he asked, sounding genuinely confused this time. “Of course, I care.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, of course. Go back to the resort, Remington. This trip is no place for a father trying to soothe his own guilt. This is about the girls.”

      “I agree, which is why I’m here. I bet Lulu will be happy to see me. Where is she, anyway?”

      “Funny how you supposedly came out here for her, but that’s the first time you’ve noticed she’s not with me.”

      “I noticed. I just had to deal with your hostility first.” Catching up to me, he jogged a few steps ahead and stood still, cocking his head as he tried to listen for them.

      “They’re up ahead,” I said, blowing past without sparing him so much as a look. “We’re doing the high-ropes course this morning and they’re excited for it. They’re perfectly safe. This trail is almost flat and it only leads to one place. They know better than to venture off it and I’ve been able to hear them this whole time. Like I said, I don’t need your help. Please leave.”

      “Nope.”

      Growing increasingly irritated, I huffed out a sharp breath and stomped the rest of the way down to the lake, but he wasn’t deterred. Lulu realized that her father was here when we reached the course, and a wide grin broke out across her face as she jogged over to hug him.

      “Daddy! What are you doing here?”

      “I came to try out these high ropes I keep hearing about,” he said warmly as he hugged her back, holding her tight with the most serene smile on his lips where his head rested on top of hers. “I might have to show you how it’s done.”

      Moments like this had made it such a shock to learn what he’d really come to our little corner of the world for. He did such a damn good job pretending that he actually cared that it was difficult to think he hadn’t simply come out here to keep an eye on her.

      “You’re on, old man,” she said happily as she stepped out of his embrace. “I didn’t know you were planning on coming. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to surprise you.”

      “Well, I am surprised,” she admitted, smiling shyly. She took him over to the others to introduce him.

      While they talked, I went to get everyone checked in, silently fuming about the intrusion but also unable to ignore how excited Laurene was to have her dad here. As much as I wanted to ban him from the trip, I couldn’t do that to her.

      I couldn’t send him back when the time they had together now might well be the only time they’d really have together this summer. He couldn’t do any work out here and he’d be forced to actually pay attention to her for real, so I let it go.

      My insides churned with frustration about it, but there was nothing I could do. More than once, I’d thought about how much this girl deserved the attention, and here he was, ready to give it to her. I had no doubt he had ulterior motives for this too, but if Lulu got some time with him as a result, then I was willing to shove it all down.

      Once we were on the course, the girls sprinted ahead, fearless with Cassidy in the lead. I took my time, bringing up the rear, but Remington slowed down about halfway through, and by the time I noticed it, I was already forced to catch up with him.

      “Come on, slowpoke,” he teased, the widest, most carefree smile on his face when I reached him. “What’s going on with you? I thought you’d be flying through this thing.”

      I grunted. “I’m afraid of heights, if you must know. Every time I come out here, I tell myself this will be the trip when I’ll conquer my fear, but as soon as I start the damn thing, it’s like my muscles disconnect from my brain.”

      His expression softened, the smile fading as the look in his eyes gentled. “How about we do the rest of it together, huh? I’ll be right here if you need me.”

      “I won’t need you,” I hissed, but he stuck with me anyway, and surprisingly, it really did make me feel better to know that at the very least, there was another grownup here who could take the girls back to camp if I should fall and twist an ankle.

      With halting movements, I made it to the very last section, a zip line that disappeared into the trees and skirted along the lake. It was my least favorite part of the course, and real panic iced my veins, making my feet feel like wooden blocks as I waited my turn on the platform.

      “There’s only one way down,” Remington said gently once the girls had gone. He reached for my hand but didn’t take it, seemingly wanting to let me know it was there for me if I wanted it. “Do you trust me?”

      “No,” I said, but then the zip line attendant fastened us in and released us without even asking if we wanted to go together.

      The next thing I knew, the platform fell away from my feet and we were soaring through the air. I grabbed hold of his hand as I swallowed a scream, more grateful than ever before to have the asshole with me.
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      Birdie was pretty pissed at me and I understood why, but this was all just a huge misunderstanding. After the zip line, she’d barely looked at me, not even acknowledging how she’d clung to my hand like it had been her lifeline on the way down.

      She sat on a dock by the lake now while the girls floated in a canoe, and I let out a long exhale. When we’d collected the canoe from the boat shed, the man had said something about an hour, so I assumed I had at least that long before she’d have to take the girls for the next activity.

      For now, it was just her and me not on the water and I didn’t know how much free time like this she’d have on the trip. Now was probably the best time to talk to her about what my investment would really mean, or at least to broach the subject, but she still looked pretty damn pissed.

      With her legs dangling off the edge of the dock and her arms folded on her thighs, she leaned forward and glared at the shimmering surface of the lake like it had offended her. Neither her posture or her expression were welcoming or open to conversation in any way, but I had a feeling that wasn’t going to change unless or until I finally explained myself.

      The way I saw it, I could let her stew for another couple hours and then hope another window of opportunity presented itself, or I could just take the bull by the horns and go for it.

      Deciding on the latter option, I went to get two coffees from the little food truck next to the lake and walked over, sitting down beside her and offering her one. For a long minute, silence stretched between us.

      A breeze rustled through the trees surrounding the lake, but it was gentle and not even bordering on wind. Because of that, it was truly peaceful out here, the only sounds that of the kids’ laughter every once in a while and the birds twittering in the distance.

      I knew how much Birdie appreciated this kind of peace and I didn’t want to shatter it, but it was obvious she wasn’t feeling said peace anyway. Internally, she seemed to be in turmoil, glowering at the water with her head down instead of tipping it back to feel the sunshine on her face like I knew she enjoyed doing.

      Suspecting that I was the cause of that turmoil, I decided it was time to just speak. “Would you hear me out if I explained everything?”

      The coffee I’d bought her was still hovering between us in my hand. When I spoke, she seemed to notice it for the first time and she took it, bringing it to her lips for a small sip, which I took as enough of an answer even though she still hadn’t even looked at me, let alone nodded or uttered a word.

      I wasn’t about to wait for a cordial invitation, though. In the end, she also hadn’t said no, so I mentally grabbed my balls and went for it.

      “I’m not trying to take the resort from Alan,” I started, looking out at the water myself as I spoke quietly but confidently. “I’m also not trying to take it from you, for that matter.”

      Those blue eyes flickered to mine, but instead of hope, all I saw staring back at me was doubt. She scoffed, which wasn’t a real response but at least I knew she was listening. “The fact of it is that Alan is old and the resort needs some work, and if he’s serious about passing it on to you, there’s no reason for you to inherit it in such bad shape.”

      She’d pulled her hair up into a high ponytail, and with the sun shining down on it, it looked like spun gold as she sat there, chewing on her lip like some kind of uncertain angel. That was kind of what she was, though. An angel. One with a real heart for children and nature, and who really cared about the people around her.

      She was that rare kind of personality that restored faith in humanity and made even the most jaded souls like mine see the beauty and the good in the world again. While I wasn’t usually the type to entertain these kinds of thoughts, I made an exception for her because that was kind of the point.

      A woman like her really didn’t deserve to be burdened by a resort that would start falling into disrepair real soon if some serious maintenance wasn’t done on it. She didn’t deserve to be saddled with a business that would surely fail if the property was in shambles and she definitely didn’t deserve the guilt she’d feel for “failing” Alan when it happened.

      I hated that I’d put that uncertainty in her, though. She sure hadn’t had it when she’d met me, but I couldn’t blame her for not trusting me now.

      “I’m not in the business of stealing properties or even hostile takeovers,” I said. “What you’ve got at Blue Pines is incredible. I wouldn’t change a thing except to help restore it to glory and perhaps make a few suggestions to make your life easier.”

      When her eyebrows shot up, I rushed out the rest of this particular thought. “Nothing major. Do you remember when I suggested a separate entrance into the Kids Camp for the older children? That was a good suggestion. One that made sense and would save you time and effort. That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about, and if you take my offer, you’d have the money to do that and to make the necessary repairs.”

      Her eyes locked on mine, but she still hadn’t said anything. All the doubt and uncertainty was still there. I had a feeling I knew what it was about, though.

      This was the part of the conversation that I really needed her to hear. To listen and understand that it was true. My job and even my plans for the resort aside, if I made her believe one thing today, it was what I was about to say.

      “Everything that has happened between us was real, Birdie,” I said gently, imploring her to believe me. “I wasn’t trying to do anything shady. I meant it. All of it. The kisses. That night in your cabin. It was all real. It wasn’t about what I do for a living or about who you work for. It was just me wanting you, and I don’t regret it. I hope you don’t either.”

      She didn’t say a word, but I saw the relief on her features when her eyebrows lowered and her lids fluttered closed for a moment. I took it as a win, seeing her soften for just that moment.

      “I should’ve told you that I was interested in investing in the resort. I know that now. I wasn’t keeping it from you to be malicious. It just seemed like something I had to discuss with only Alan and it never occurred to me that you might think I was trying to get close to you just to get to him. That was absolutely not the case. I swear.”

      As she kept staring at me, I finally saw some of the doubt starting to evaporate. Something like hope took root in the center of my chest. “I’m sorry, Birdie, but this is really just a misunderstanding. When we met and started hanging out, I didn’t even know Alan was considering leaving the resort to you and I know now that I should’ve said something as soon as I found out, but ultimately, he’s still here and he’s still the owner, so I figured he was still the one I would be doing business with.”

      I thought she might finally speak to me, but just as she opened her mouth, the canoe tipped and the girls were thrown into the water. I saw it happening from the corner of my eye, and I tossed my coffee and dove in.

      They weren’t wearing life vests, and I didn’t know if those other two girls knew how to swim. More than that, though, I also didn’t know what had caused the canoe to tip or if anyone had knocked their heads or gotten hurt as they’d fallen over.

      Cool water enveloped me, and I ignored the drag of my clothes as I sliced through the lake. There was a splash behind me, signaling that Birdie had followed me in. Bringing my arms up, I kicked my legs and closed the distance between us and them as fast I could.

      My heart pounded in my ears, and it was the only sound I could hear. Panic gripped my senses. There was no crying out, or yelling, or even laughter coming from the girls.

      My fingers closed around the first arm I came across. It was Cassidy. Then I got Heather. Hooking my arms around both girls, I looked around wildly for Laurene but didn’t find her. Suddenly, Birdie broke the surface only a couple yards away from me with my daughter in her arms, and a wave of relief so powerful that it made me lightheaded swept through me.

      “She’s okay,” she called between panting breaths. “She got tangled in a net under the surface, but I freed her foot and she’s fine.”

      We started towing the girls to shore. I gritted my teeth, my extremities going ice cold as I considered what might’ve happened if we hadn’t been here. My chest froze and a shiver passed through my body at the mere thought. With powerful kicks of my legs, I got the girls to where it was shallow enough that they could stand. Then I set them down and looked intently at each of them in turn.

      “Are you okay?” I asked urgently, checking them over but not seeing any sign of injury. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

      “I’m okay,” Cassidy said, her voice trembling and her eyes filling with tears. “Just a little shaken.”

      “Same,” Heather agreed quietly, reaching for her friend and pulling her in for a hug.

      I nodded and pushed through the water as fast as I could to get to Birdie and Laurene. They were almost to us as I swam up and gently transferred my daughter into my own arms, my heart going nuts as I held her tight. “Are you okay, baby?”

      “I’m fine, Daddy,” she said, a little out of breath and with her voice also shaky, but otherwise sounding okay. “I’m not hurt or anything. I promise.”

      “Thank God.” I closed my eyes. That accident could’ve been much, much worse.

      So much worse that I didn’t even care to dwell on it. I just sent my thanks that we’d gotten to them on time and that no one had been hurt, and then I wondered again just how I was supposed to deal with things when Laurene went to the other side of the world.

      If something like this happened in England, I would be a drive to the airport, a long flight, and another drive to the school away. That wasn’t good enough. It was too far. It would take too long.

      My resolve strengthened in my gut. I can’t just let this happen. I just can’t.
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      Remington and I worked together to get the girls out of the water and back to camp. Soaked and muddy by the time we arrived, I sent them to get cleaned up and then turned to him, grateful to have had his help.

      “Thanks for everything you did down there,” I said hesitantly, looking up into those eyes and thinking back to everything he’d said on the dock. There were so many things I wanted to say in response, but now wasn’t the time. “I think we should probably call the bus and get them back to the resort. They’re all shaken up and I’m sure they’d appreciate their parents and their own beds tonight.”

      “Sure,” he said. “Let’s do it. If I hadn’t been here, I definitely would’ve preferred to see her with my own two eyes this evening. Did any of them tell you what happened?”

      I shook my head, giving him a one-shouldered shrug. “I don’t think they really know. Canoes tip easily, though. It might just have been that they shifted their weight a little too much or something. Cass got caught under the canoe at first, so she was disoriented when you got to her, and I think Heather just had a fright.”

      “Well, the only thing that matters is that we got to them in time.” He dragged in a deep breath and started wringing water out of his shirt. “Laurene really got stuck in a net?”

      Remembered panic gripped my heart as I nodded. “Her foot. She was trying to kick it free when I got to her.”

      A pained expression tightened his features, but he didn’t seem angry that it had happened. It had been an accident, sure, but I had dealt with enough parents to know that they were prone to lashing out when they thought someone was to blame for an incident that could’ve gotten their child hurt.

      At least he’s not doing that.

      Eventually giving up on his shirt, he glanced at me. “I’m going to go grab my bag out of the car and get changed. You should do the same if we’re leaving.”

      Without another word, he turned and strode a little ways down the dirt road from the campsite, disappearing around the corner in the direction of the small parking area. When he reappeared a few minutes later, he had a backpack over his shoulder, and instead of coming back to me, he headed directly to the restrooms.

      I drew in a big breath, simultaneously wanting to get myself dried off as well as wanting to be here for the girls when they came out. Since I’d be changing in the same ladies room they were in, I finally made the decision to grab some fresh clothes and check on them there.

      When I walked into the basic facilities, they’d already changed and they were just in the process of leaving. I stopped in the common area in front of the sinks, looking over each of them carefully in turn.

      “Are you all sure you’re okay?”

      Laurene managed a small smile as she nodded and stepped forward, her wet clothes in her hand and her towel hung around her neck. “I’m fine, Birdie. Really. Thank you for getting me out.”

      “Of course, honey,” I said, turning to the others when she left to go find her dad. “How about you two?”

      Cassidy seemed to be getting over the shock the fastest. Grinning, she glanced at me in the reflection of the mirror she’d been studying herself in. “Couldn’t be better. If I’d had another minute, I’d have been able to get myself out of there. Up and down just got a little jumbled after we went overboard.”

      I reached out and gave her shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “You’re a trooper, but it’s okay to need help. We were happy to be there for you.”

      She chuckled and gave me a quick hug, careful to keep her body away from mine since I was still wet. When I turned to Heather, she flung her arms around me and held me tight, not giving a damn that she was getting her dry clothes damp again. “Thank you for saving us. Thank you for diving in even though you didn’t have to. We owe you big time.”

      “You definitely don’t owe me,” I insisted, holding her until she seemed ready to let go. “Let me change real quick, and then meet me at the campfire, okay?”

      “Are we having dinner yet?” Cassidy asked hopefully, patting her stomach as she angled her body toward the door. “I’m starving!”

      “We’ll eat soon,” I promised. Back at the resort, that is.

      I didn’t say it out loud just yet, though. Once we were all dry and gathered around the unlit fire, I finally broke the news. “Mr. Ford and I think it’ll be for the best if we head back to the resort. Given what happened at the lake, we decided⁠—”

      “Noooo,” Cassidy wailed, her eyes wide as she shook her head. “We want to stay. None of us want to go back. Right, girls?”

      Heather immediately agreed with her. “It was nothing! None of us are hurt and we’re having fun. We definitely want to stay.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Laurene, even though I knew she was the only one who, in theory at least, could already have been gone. “How about you?”

      She frowned at me. “Why would I want to leave? It was just a little swim.”

      “You nearly drowned,” I said emphatically. “Don’t you want your own bed at the suite tonight?”

      “No,” she said without any hesitation or even looking at her father. “I’m good with my bed right here. Thanks, though.”

      I sighed and glanced at Remington, who stood silently on the other side of the campfire and simply shrugged in return. I thought it over as I cast another glance at each of them. Then I blew out a breath through my nostrils and nodded.

      “Okay. As long as you’re sure you want to stay, we can stay.”

      A round of applause rang out and while Remington and I busied ourselves with starting to prepare supper, Cassidy launched into a colorful description of her experience at the lake. With her comedic personality, it was a matter of seconds before her retelling had the other girls in stitches, and even I was smiling as I gathered everything we’d need for our burgers.

      Remington worked with me seamlessly, not having to ask too many questions to make himself useful. While he made the fire and did the grilling, I readied everything else and handed out plates once the food was ready.

      The girls dished up, their chatter suddenly a lot less lively as they ate. It was like I could see their energy levels depleting with each bite they took. Remington and I ate in silence, and right after dinner, all three girls went to take quick showers and fell asleep.

      “Wow,” he murmured, eyes on the sky. He leaned back on the log he was seated on, his palms braced at his sides and his long legs stretched out ahead of him. “Would you look at that? It’s not even completely dark yet and they’re out.”

      I hung up our wet clothes to dry, forgetting for a minute that there were so many things hanging in the air between us. “Honestly? I’m surprised they even showered before they passed out. That was a lot of excitement for one day, and after that ordeal with the canoe, I wasn’t sure they’d make it through dinner without nodding off.”

      Letting out a low chuckle, he cleaned up the camp, tied off our garbage bags, and came back to sit around the fire with me as night finally fell. I looked at him across the dancing flames, taking in the sharp contours of his face and the deep exhaustion suddenly visible in his eyes.

      I hadn’t noticed it before, but as he stared into the fire, it was like there was this bone-deep weariness softening his gaze. For a such big, attractive, confident man, he suddenly seemed so much more human. So much more real.

      Remington had this larger than life presence. While I’d experienced his dry sense of humor and had thought I’d gotten to know a bit of what lay beneath, it occurred to me now that I didn’t know him inside and out.

      I’d known it all along, but seeing him like this just made it hit home that I really didn’t know much about him at all. Not about the way he thought. The way he felt. Not even about the way he worked. Perhaps it was possible that if he made an investment, he didn’t expect full ownership and to change the very essence of a place into his image.

      My heart squeezed at the sight of the big man just staring into the flames, his jaw clenching and releasing until he finally took a deep breath and brought his gaze up to meet mine directly. “I missed out on Laurene as a kid.”

      I blinked fast a few times. “Excuse me?”

      “I told you earlier that everything that happened between us was real to me, but I also wasn’t lying when I spoke to you about her and my relationship with her,” he said softly, as if not wanting her to accidentally overhear him, but also like it was surprisingly painful for him to say the words. “I always wanted to do these kinds of things with her, you know? It was the first thing I got excited about after we found out her mother was pregnant, the thought of being able to spend time with my kid in the great outdoors.”

      I made a noncommittal noise at the back of my throat, but I didn’t think he truly expected an answer from me, and I still wasn’t sure if I could believe him anyway. I wanted to, but for now, I was keeping my cards close to my chest.

      Remington wasn’t deterred, and I swore, I felt it in my soul when he let out a deep, long breath before he looked at me again. “Once she came though, I had to keep working to maintain the lifestyle she was born into. For me, it was about making sure I gave her everything I never had, but she became accustomed to it. It meant that eventually I lost touch and ended up missing out on what felt like most of her life.”

      It was funny that after all these weeks we’d been spending time together, today was the day he was really opening up. A day on which I’d barely said a word to him. “What’s even worse is that I was so absent that I didn’t even notice she wasn’t getting what she needed from her mother either. We left her with nannies too often. We never sat down for family meals.”

      A dull ache started in my chest, a longing to give him back the time he’d lost. When he glanced at me again, I saw the turmoil in his eyes and that the dull ache became a sharp pain. Getting up, I didn’t know what to say but I went to sit down next to him, realizing that Gracie had been right after all.

      He wasn’t what I’d thought he was for these last couple days.

      Knowing I couldn’t make it any better, I rested my head on his shoulder and he pressed his cheek to the top of my hair. “I missed most of her dance performances and talent shows. When you told me she might enjoy the barre class, that was the first time in years I’d even heard anything about her still liking dance. I know you’re doubting every word I’ve ever said to you, but none of it was a lie, Birdie. Not a word of it.”

      I let out a soft sigh, still not agreeing with him having kept it from me that he was here to check out the resort rather than just taking a vacation, but I understood him a little bit better now. “In the grand scheme of things, twelve is still very young, Remington. Little girls love their daddies. Laurene adores you. Be the dad you want to be now. That’s what she’ll remember when she’s all grown up.”

      He nodded like he was considering my advice. “I understand why you’re upset with me, and I’m sorry. I’m really so sorry, Birdie.”

      “It was a misunderstanding,” I said eventually after taking a minute to search deep within, making sure that I truly believed what I was saying. “I still would’ve preferred if you’d been open with me about wanting to invest in the resort, but I accept your apology and I guess I understand that it’s between you and Alan.”

      I dragged in a breath. “That being said, you’re not wrong about the maintenance that needs to be done. The place needs help, but Alan is a tough nut to crack and it’s highly likely he’s going to keep saying no until the day he dies.”

      With that, I lifted my head away from his shoulder, stood, and gave him a small smile. “I’m going to turn in as well. Good night, Remington. Thanks again for all your help today.”

      While I really did believe him and accept his apology, I wasn’t ready to spend the night with him again. With his lips so close to mine and my body wanting to be enveloped by the warmth of his, it was only a matter of time before I gave in if I didn’t go to sleep now.

      He smiled at me, his gaze lingering on my lips for a long moment. I turned and walked toward my tent, feeling better about the situation but proud of myself for going to bed alone. Ultimately, I still needed time to process everything and I was exhausted too.

      It was better for everyone if we both just got some sleep tonight.
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      Early the next morning, the girls were up and fed and we were going on a hike. It was a hot, beautiful day with not a cloud in the sky or a breath of wind. I’d packed extra water into my backpack just in case, and Birdie had enough sunscreen in hers to protect an army.

      She was up ahead with Heather. I tagged behind Laurene and Cassidy, who had become thick as thieves. The girls walked with their heads bent together, whispering and giggling, occasionally turning to glance back at me.

      I frowned, amused but not sure if I should be worried about what they were talking about. Fallen leaves and twigs from all the recent storms crunched beneath my feet as we walked, but I still heard snippets of their conversation here and there.

      “—to Birdie last night,” and “—close ever since we got here.”

      My eyes narrowed and the pieces of the puzzle finally clicked into place. They were whispering about Birdie and me, which was surprising considering that I’d thought we’d been more than discreet.

      “Hey, what are you two gossiping about?” I called to my daughter as I fought a smile and wondered what she thought about all this.

      Realizing she’d been caught, she suddenly took off running, her giggles floating on the air behind her. “Nothing!”

      She and Cassidy sprinted until they reached Birdie and Heather, and then all three girls were crowding her while I lagged behind them, carrying the picnic and laughing. Seeing her happy was the best thing in the world. Maybe she needed to be dunked in a lake more often.

      Sweat ran in rivulets down my back and my muscles were starting to burn. Sure, I was in great shape, but I was in gym shape, not hiking for miles through wet heat and trying to keep up with a bunch of twelve-year-old girls shape.

      “Laurene,” I called again. “Slow down for your old man.”

      “What, did you break a hip?” she called back, and the girls laughed.

      I smiled and shook my head. “Come tell me what you were saying! It’s too hot for me to chase after you.”

      More giggles carried over to me, and I chuckled, having almost as much fun as they were. She couldn’t hide from me forever and I was definitely curious to know what she’d told her friend about Birdie and me. I sighed. The kid was growing up too fast.

      Finally, we reached the picnic spot, a clearing high in the mountains that had a small pond beside it. Birdie had told us all that there would be an opportunity for swimming once we got up here, so we’d all worn bathing suits from the outset. Which was good because I was sweaty.

      Cassidy immediately pulled off her tank top. “Can we swim now, Birdie? Please? I’m dying of heat.”

      “Same.” Heather strode right over to the pond, collapsing on the ground next to it and quickly removing her shoes before sliding her legs into the water.

      Laurene eyed her suspiciously, like she wasn’t sure it was safe to simply put your feet into a pool of water out here in the middle of nowhere. Birdie must’ve noticed it too because she chuckled and inclined her head toward Cassidy, who was already climbing in with her whole body.

      “It’s perfectly safe, Lulu,” she said. “I promise. Go for it. It’ll be refreshing and lovely.”

      Laurene glanced at me, and I gave her an encouraging smile. “Do it. It’ll cool you down and there’s nothing in there to be afraid of—like a canoe.”

      The little joke broke through her apprehension. She smiled and shoved my arm. “I’ll put you on a canoe and send you down the river.”

      I laughed and nodded toward her friends. “Go on in, kiddo. I’ll be right here.”

      Chewing on her lower lip, her gaze slowly moved back to the pond and she nodded, shedding her clothes and handing them over to me. Without another word, she ran toward the water, screaming, “Here I come!”

      I folded her clothes neatly and set them down on a nearby rock. Then I went to join Birdie under a tree in the blessed shade.

      I pulled the picnic blanket out of the basket, laying it down before motioning for her to sit. She did, and after I’d laid out the second blanket for the kids, I lowered myself down next to her, groaning as relief shot through my entire body.

      “Thank fuck, we made it,” I grumbled. “That was a hike and a half. You could’ve warned a guy.”

      She stretched her legs out ahead of her, flexing her calf muscles and flattening her torso against her thighs as she reached for her toes. Turning her head, she winked at me. “If I’d told you it was a little more strenuous than those around the resort, you might not have come and then I wouldn’t have had anyone to share my moment of peace and quiet with while the girls were busy.”

      I scoffed down a laugh, grabbed my water bottle, and poured at least half the contents down my dry throat. After I’d swallowed, I smirked at her. “I don’t scare easy, but I might’ve approached my packing differently. I brought enough water to sustain us all for a week.”

      She chuckled. “That’s not a bad thing. At least we know we won’t get dehydrated.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “Says the person who didn’t have to carry it all up here.”

      “Fair enough.” After straightening up out of her stretch, she lay on the blanket, propping her arms behind her head and closing her eyes. Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath, and a soft smile spread across her lips. “Even as the pack donkey though, you have to admit that it was worth it. Isn’t it amazing up here?”

      I took a look around, admiring the view of the mountains over the treetops and taking in the lush green landscape around the pond. “The pack donkey in me wants to be stubborn and say no, but it really is gorgeous out here. How did you even find out about it, though? It seems pretty out of the way.”

      “That’s exactly why I love it. It’s marked on all the maps, but not a lot of people are willing to make the hike. I used to come here all the time with my siblings as a kid.”

      “Really?” I frowned. “I can’t imagine little kids getting up here by themselves. Did your dad carry them?”

      She cracked open an eye and shook her head. “Nope. I did. Both of my parents worked two jobs to keep us afloat, so I fended for myself most of the time. Before you start pitying me, I didn’t mind it. They did what they had to do to put food on the table.”

      Too late.

      The pity was already there, but so was a very acute sense of awe for the woman beside me. “So you brought your siblings up here all by yourself and you did it often? How? I mean, you can only carry one kid at a time, right?”

      “Sure, but my siblings were scrappy. They still are, actually. We all learned early on how to stand on our own two feet, literally and metaphorically. If you want to make the hike and there’s no one to carry you, you do it yourself. Simple as that.”

      “You really are a superwoman. Do you know that?”

      Her cheeks flushed the most intriguing, beautiful shade of pink. “Nah. I just wasn’t spoiled. I had a good childhood, Remington. A really good one. It wasn’t luxurious, but we had everything we needed, and I like to think that we grew up as resilient, resourceful people who know how to take care ourselves.”

      I stared into those bright blue eyes, wondering how the hell she stayed so damn positive. My dad had lost everything when I’d been a teen, and having to live through that had changed the way I’d tackled the rest of my damn life.

      Sure, Birdie had never been used to the finer things, and as a result, she hadn’t been able to miss them, but I was willing to bet she’d grown up with even less than I’d had at our lowest times. Yet, here she was, with only fond memories of her childhood and still living in the same town she’d grown up in.

      “How about your siblings?” I asked. “Do they feel the same way about your upbringing? I only want to know because I’m trying to figure out if I’m the only one who struggled with having so little.”

      She laughed softly, shaking her head before resting it on her arm, facing me. “After my dad died two years ago, my siblings scattered across the country. Three of them went into the military. My oldest sister is married and lives on the west coast. My other sister is a nurse down in Florida. They’re not bitter about the way we grew up, if that’s what you’re asking, but they definitely couldn’t wait to get out of town.”

      “So they just left you? After everything you did for them, they just took off?”

      “Funny how perspectives differ,” she mused out loud. “I’ve never looked at it that way. They just went off to live their own lives, which is what people are supposed to do.”

      “You’re a better person than I am,” I muttered.

      She grinned. “Don’t I know it?”

      Letting out a slow breath, she propped herself up on her elbow, rolling over so she was still facing me, and then she shrugged. “If I’m being completely honest, I do feel a little left behind sometimes. We all keep in touch, but in a way, I do feel like they forgot about me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “That sucks. Did you ever think about leaving once they were gone? I get staying to want to help your dad with them after your mom passed, even if I also know that most people wouldn’t have done it, but what about after that?”

      “I thought about it,” she admitted after a brief pause. “At first, I never really had time to dream. I was too busy raising my youngest siblings and I couldn’t fathom that a time would come when they wouldn’t need me, but once I started doing yoga and they were more independent, I figured I’d open my own studio in a big city one day.”

      “Really?”

      She smiled as she dipped her chin in a curt nod. “It was just a fleeting dream, but I thought it could be my way of bringing peace and wellness to people I know could use it in their busy lifestyles. Being here, I see the toll work and stress take on our guests, and I also see the transformation while they’re here. By the time they leave, they’re different people and I get to play a role in that.”

      “Why was it a fleeting dream?” I asked. “Why didn’t you just do it once you were on your own in town?”

      “I’ve only ever left this place to visit my siblings, but never for very long. I guess I just never got to a point where it felt like it was the right time to go. I got settled at the resort. It became my home and I don’t see any reason to leave it anymore. I have my own studio there now, so I’m still getting to bring peace and wellness to people and I don’t have to be in a big city to do it.”

      “You should come visit us in Manhattan sometime,” I offered. “Stay as long as you’d like. If you’ve only ever left here to visit your siblings, you obviously haven’t been to New York City and I can promise you’ll find a lot of people there in need of peace and wellness.”

      To my dismay, she gave me a very disbelieving look instead of even considering taking me up on the invitation. “Would your busy schedule even allow someone to visit you? I wouldn’t need you to entertain me or anything, but I also wouldn’t just want to go and stay in your house if you’re never even there.”

      The words hit me like a wet fish to the forehead. I hadn’t even thought about that, but she wasn’t wrong. I was rarely home and visiting me would be akin to renting a place online. It had everything you needed, but it was yours and yours alone.

      As I looked around me, I suddenly realized what had been nagging at the back of my mind these past couple weeks. The universe had been trying to tell me something and my consciousness had been fighting against it, but the truth was it felt like I was getting a message that it was time to slow the hell down.

      That was what the universe had been trying to say. Slow down, Remington Ford. All the guilt and money in the world won’t save you from missing out on your own damn life, not to mention your daughter’s.

      When had the last time been that I’d done anything like this? Just sitting around in the shade of a big old tree and not even knowing where my phone was?

      Years. That was how long it’d been. Many, many years. In fact, it might even have been before I could legally vote.

      Birdie sat up and glanced at the girls, who were emerging from the water. “They’re bound to be hungry by now. I’ll get the picnic set up.”

      Blinking past the disillusionment, I swallowed hard and silently got to work helping her with the picnic. Still a little out of it, I reached into the basket. My hand brushed against hers and I felt like I was struck by a bolt of lightning.

      I felt like I needed her to help me with something. Remembering that I was alive, maybe. That I was living my life right now and that I needed to stop putting it off.

      Our eyes met and I swiped my tongue across my lips, barely managing to grab hold of my self-control when that sexual tension began rising again. We were surrounded by preteen girls. Now was not the time to get frisky.

      I cleared my throat, forcing myself to calm the hell down. It was a good thing I did because the girls ran over to grab some food before hurtling back to the water. Laurene glanced between Birdie and me, then gave Cassidy a mischievous grin. I wondered if they were up to something or if they just thought I had a crush on Birdie. To be fair, they would be right.

      Still, it sure felt like they were up to something, but if their scheming bought me a minute alone to rein myself in, then I was okay with it. I could control myself for now, no matter how much Birdie awoke a wild animal in me, desperate for her.
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      We were heading back to the resort in the morning. All things considered, I’d had a surprisingly great time with Remington and the girls. Laurene seemed to have made two new best friends and even Remington had loosened up significantly.

      Unshaven and ruffled from two days spent camping, hiking, and swimming, I couldn’t help but think that he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. The dark scruff on his jaw made him look less like a polished businessman and more like just another guy who knew how to rough it, and the fact that his hair wasn’t perfectly styled did all kinds of things to me.

      With a lock of dark chocolate hanging over his forehead, he walked Laurene to her tent and hugged her goodnight, then made sure the others had gone to bed safely too. He’d gotten the hang of the chaperoning thing real fast, and having him here had made things a lot easier for me. But my god. Does he really have to be so freaking hot?

      My stomach exploded with butterflies when he walked back to the campfire. His eyes were on mine and the flames caused shadows to fall over his features, making him look edgy, dangerous, and oh-so-safe and protective all at the same time.

      I’m a lost cause. Really. I’m willing to admit it now.

      “Are you staying up for a while?” he asked when he reached me, those eyes caressing my face as his gaze swept across it.

      Or maybe I was just waxing lyrically about it in my head because my mouth had gone too dry to form actual words. Giving him a jerky nod in response, I picked up my water bottle and took a long sip, hoping the icy liquid would unfry my brain.

      Remington’s gaze hooked on mine and he kept it there for a beat before he glanced up at the sky. “It’s a beautiful night. Do you want to take a short walk? We don’t have to go far, but the girls are down for the count and I’d really like to see the stars away from the fire.”

      As if I was tied to his wishes by an invisible tether, I stood up and started walking, leading him a short way from the campsite to where the trees opened up to a view of the rolling hills below. It was a cloudless, star-filled night, and as soon as he started speaking, I was shocked by his knowledge of the stars.

      Leaning with his butt against a boulder, he pointed up at the sky, naming several of the constellations and tracing them with his finger. I followed his hand, seeing exactly what he was talking about when he told me about their shapes and where the names had come from. I knew a few of them but not nearly as many as he did.

      When he finally fell silent, I gaped at him. “How do you know all that?”

      “When we lost everything, we moved to a house in a rural area, and I remember climbing out my window at night, looking up at the stars and wanting to become an astronaut.”

      “An astronaut, huh?” I laughed softly, taking a seat next to him on the boulder. “You were such a boy.”

      He chuckled, spreading his legs further apart where he sat so his thigh pressed against mine. His heat seeped into me, making my pulse spike and my brain go on the fritz again, but as he spoke, he was so open and vulnerable that my body calmed and my heart warmed.

      “Nah, it wasn’t because of that. The stars were the only thing that had remained unchanged in my life, you know? Everything else around me was different, including the people. Even my own parents were unrecognizable to me sometimes in their own battles to wrap their heads around what’d happened, but the stars were the same as they’d always been. That gave me comfort, to know there was at least one thing that would always be consistent.”

      My brow furrowed, tears even filling my eyes as I tried to imagine what that must’ve been like for him as a young boy. I sniffled, and he glanced at me, a soft light in his eyes as he smiled. “Earlier, you made me promise I wouldn’t pity you, and now you’re pitying me? No fair.”

      I smacked his shoulder playfully, then swiped under my eyes and pressed down to stop more tears from forming. “It’s not pity. It’s empathy. I’m empathizing.”

      “Empathy. Pity.” He shrugged, chuckling under his breath as he shook his head at me. “It’s all the same thing, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all.” It could be, though. In this particular case, even I wasn’t so sure about the difference, but who cared? “What happened? Why didn’t you become an astronaut, then?”

      “I considered studying aerospace when the time came, but then I decided to become an investment broker instead.”

      “That’s quite a leap.”

      “By the time I had to make the decision, it wasn’t so much about passion or consistency as it was about money,” he admitted easily. “I didn’t have any and I wanted some, so I chose the path of what I thought would be the least resistance to get there.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep, but now I’m rich. Richer than rich. Richer than my parents ever were, and I feel like I missed out on something. It’s funny how life works in that way, right? I have everything I ever thought I wanted, and now I’m wondering why I wanted it so damn much.”

      “I told you there were things more important than money,” I teased lightly. “I’m glad you’re finally coming around to my way of seeing things, Mr. Ford.”

      “Thanks for giving me the perspective, Miss…” His eyes suddenly widened as he turned his head to me. “Shit. I just realized I don’t even know your last name.”

      I laughed, doubling over until the amusement subsided, but at least the seriousness of the moment was now nicely broken. “It’s Baker. Birdie Baker.”

      “Well, then, thanks for the perspective, Ms. Baker. I’m not sure I ever would’ve gotten there if you hadn’t pointed it out to me.”

      “I guess the only question is what are you going to do about it?” I asked. “You’ve got a new perspective and you’ve realized money isn’t everything, but what now?”

      “I don’t know,” he said after hesitating briefly. “Focusing on spending more time with Laurene. That’s one thing I’m absolutely sure of after all this. Spending more time outdoors as well. I need to just do it. Even when I get back to the city, I need to make a point of getting out more.”

      “Both of those sound like good places to start,” I said.

      He nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. “What about you? Has knowing me given you any new dreams or perspectives?”

      I bit my lip as I thought it over. Then I nodded. “Yeah, actually. I think it has. I’m going to get out of town more often. This place will always be my home, but that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t ever leave it, even if just for a little while.”

      “Good for you,” he said.

      I edged closer to him. We kept talking about everything that came to mind, including this crazy summer we were having together.

      “I do still kind of like you,” I said after a moment.

      His eyes lit with a boyish, teasing gleam. “You only kind of liked me to begin with?”

      I nudged him with my shoulder and he nudged back, nearly knocking me over. He quickly reached out to catch me and we both laughed. “Shit. I’m sorry, Birdie. I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      As my laughter subsided, I tucked my hair behind my ears. When I turned back to him, I found his face only inches away from my own. My heart skipped and my eyes immediately dropped to his lips. A smile curved on them, and he leaned in, his hand moving up to cup my face. I melted into his touch.

      Just before we kissed, cracking sticks behind us alerted us that we weren’t alone anymore. I stiffened and he sighed.

      “It’s the girls,” he murmured softly. “I overheard them plotting to scare us sometime tonight.”

      Showing a playful side I hadn’t known was there—and I doubted his own daughter had either, for that matter—he got them back by jumping up, turning on them, and thundering into the woods. Giggles and screeches filled the quiet night air, and I turned back to the stars once more, wondering how I was supposed to go back to my normal, mundane life after this summer.

      If I ever could. It sure wouldn’t be easy.

      Right now, that was all I knew for sure.
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      Since I’d driven to the campground in my car, I went back to the resort by myself, separately from Birdie and the girls who were on the bus. They were also planning a short drive through the park before they headed home, so I made it back way before they would.

      Parking in front of the main resort, I was on cloud nine. It was a feeling unlike any other I’d ever had, but it was elating. I’d just spent two nights in the woods, away from work, technology, all the drama with Jacqueline, and completely off the radar of any cameras.

      Most importantly though, I’d spent those two days with Birdie and my daughter, and I’d fucking loved every minute of it. Birdie wasn’t pissed at me anymore, Laurene had hugged me more in the last three days than she ever had, and overall, it had just been a great fucking trip.

      I climbed out of my car, planning on riding this wave for at least a few more days. As it turned out, it didn’t even last a few more minutes. I strode into the lobby, all smiles, but it all came crashing down around me when I saw Declan in animated conversation with Alan at the front desk.

      Alan’s uncharacteristic smile vanished the second I came into view and I slammed back into reality, reminded that life wasn’t one big camping trip. I glared right back at the old man before shooting a questioning look at Dec.

      “Do you have a minute?”

      “Sure,” he said, smiling widely as he waved goodbye to Alan. “I’ll talk to you again soon, old timer. Thanks for the chat.”

      Alan nodded at him, his expression considerably warmer when he focused on my business partner than it had ever been when he looked at me. “No problem, Dec. See you around. Good luck with him.”

      He jerked his head in my direction but didn’t look at me. He busied himself as always with something behind the desk instead. Cloud nine had darkened into a thundercloud, and I sighed heavily as I trudged toward the elevator with Declan in tow.

      “Remi! Man, I almost didn’t even recognize you in your grubby, camping getup with that unshaven face and unruly hair. You look like a mountain man.”

      “It’s not unruly,” I grumbled. “It’s just not slicked back. What was that?”

      “What was what?” he asked.

      I jabbed the button to call the elevator and rolled my eyes at him. “That bonding session you were having with the old man. What was that, and why did it look like he loves you?”

      Declan laughed as we climbed in together and started ascending up to the suite. “Don’t get jealous. Everyone loves me, bro. I thought you knew that by now. We were talking about the golf course.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I glanced his way. “What golf course?”

      “Next door,” he said. “Technically, it’s not part of the resort at the moment, but it’s on Alan’s property.”

      “It is?”

      “Yep,” he said. “He never had the money to operate it himself, but he wants to integrate it again now.”

      “I thought the golf course was in town,” I mused out loud.

      “It’s close enough,” he said. “It also only had nine holes.”

      As he said it, he gave me a look, silently trying to convey what he meant. I frowned, wondering why he would only have a nine-hole course on a property this size, and that was when it dawned me on. “He has the land to make it eighteen.”

      “Exactly, but he doesn’t have the funds to expand or to officially make it part of the resort. At this point, he’s leasing that land to someone else and that someone else is also operating and paying for the maintenance of the course itself.”

      “This is our in,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder as a grin spread on my face. “Have you seen this course? What’s it like?”

      “Not yet,” he replied as we walked into the suite. “I’ve been invited for a game with him tomorrow, though. The way he talks about it, it makes it sound like God himself would’ve put a golf course there. He says it’s idyllic, the perfect place for man and nature to unite.”

      My face contorted. “Grumpy old man Alan said that to you?”

      “Yep,” Dec said cheerfully, laughing. He dropped down on the couch and kicked off his flip-flops before he put his feet up and leaned back. “He’s not so bad when you get to know him. I have no idea what you did to piss him off so badly, man. Seriously. That dude doesn’t like you. At all.”

      I ignored him. “When is the tee time? I’ll join you out there tomorrow. If this course is our in, I need to check it out as soon as possible. We’ll be able to get the ball rolling sooner that way.”

      He gave me a pained look. “No puns, dude. And you’re going to have to check it out on your own time. I’m sorry. You know I would welcome you, but Alan specifically said you weren’t invited.”

      “I’m always invited.” I pretended to be wounded by the notion.

      Dec shook his head. “I don’t think so. Instead of Mr. Ford, he calls you Mr. Fraud.”

      “What the fuck?” I asked, frowning. “I’m not a fraud.”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger.” He shrugged. “I was giving you the heads-up.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, this fraud needs a shower. I grabbed one this morning before I left the campground, but I feel like I need another. When I get out, we’ll talk more about how you managed to become Alan’s best friend while I’m enemy number one.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll order up some drinks from room service while you wash the nature stink off you. Where’s Laurene?”

      “They’re still on their way back from the trip. They were taking a scenic route back. They might’ve stopped for another swim. They should be back soon, though. If you’re going to be ordering drinks, grab us some food as well. She’s going to be famished by the time she gets here and I could do with like three steaks myself.”

      “Steak,” he repeated back to me. “Got it. For Laurene?”

      “Same,” I said. “With fries and salad. Maybe get some onion rings too. We earned some extra calories.”

      I headed down the hallway, a little of cloud nine back under me. Not only had I just had some of the best days I’d had in decades, but now I also stood a chance at putting my money where my mouth was for Birdie’s future.

      After she’d opened up to me the way she had about her siblings and what she’d been through as a kid, I was more determined than ever to help her not have to spend the rest of her life worrying about money. She’d had enough of that.

      Feeling a lot more upbeat than before, I climbed into the shower and washed off the remaining dust and sweat of the trip. Then I put on clean clothes and headed back out. As I walked into the living area, Laurene came into the suite, filthy and visibly exhausted but smiling all the way.

      “Whew, I’m getting old,” she said, collapsing on the couch across from Declan.

      Declan laughed. “Aren’t you twelve?”

      She shook her head sadly. “Not after my time in the woods.”

      I chuckled at her silliness. “It was three days!”

      She looked up at me, eyes squinting. “Dad, is that you? You look so different. How long’s it been?”

      “Since this morning,” I said dryly, shaking my head.

      “But for real,” Declan said, grinning. “How was it?”

      She giggled and sighed happily. “It was amazing, but camping really takes it out of me.”

      Dec chuckled. “It takes it out of everyone, which is why most sane people don’t do it. I’m glad you had so much fun though, sweetheart. Other than coming back ten years older, everything went alright?”

      She glanced at me and winked before she looked back at him. “Everything except for the part where I almost drowned.”

      “What?” He shot up straight, glaring at me. “You didn’t tell me about that.”

      “Because she’s fine,” I said, taking a seat on the couch she was on and moving her dirty little feet into my lap. “Dec’s ordered us some food, honey. If you want to get cleaned up before it arrives, I suggest going now. It’s time to rejoin us back in civilization.”

      She groaned. “Okay, but I can’t guarantee I’m going to be able to move much after.”

      “You don’t have to,” I replied. “I can chew your steak up for you like a baby bird.”

      “Gross, no,” she squealed and squirmed away from me. “For a steak, I’ll find the strength.”

      “I think an early night is probably a good idea anyway,” I said. “We’ll hang out here, watch a movie, eat, and relax until bedtime.”

      “There’s no bedtime on vacation,” she complained but trudged to her bedroom anyway, leaving all her gear and bags by the front door.

      I sighed. “I’ll have all that cleaned later.”

      While she showered, he and I came up with a game plan for when he golfed with Alan tomorrow, and once the food came, we kicked back and relaxed for the rest of the day, just as I’d promised we would. Laurene was fast asleep before the sun had even set, and Declan grinned at me.

      “We’re officially off duty. Do you want to grab a drink at the bar with me? I still haven’t been able to get on Gracie’s good side, but she seems to like you. You could be my wingman. See if that makes a difference.”

      I agreed, partially only because I knew Birdie would probably end up there tonight as well. It had only been a few hours, but I already wanted to see her again. It was an oddity for me, but I wasn’t trying to overthink it.

      We walked into the bar side by side, and I grinned when I saw her already there, chatting to Gracie while she worked. For a moment, I wondered if Birdie would give me the cold shoulder again. If the spell we’d both been under during the camping trip would have burst now that we were back in reality, but when she spotted us, she smiled warmly and waved me over, and my insides suddenly felt like they’d turned to liquid.

      Huh. That’s a first. Is this what people mean when they say they melted over someone?
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      “He really is trying his hardest with her, isn’t he?” I murmured to Remington as I watched Declan putting the moves on Gracie.

      She wasn’t that busy tonight and he was practically sprawled across the bar trying to get her attention. Every now and then, she spoke to him, but mostly, when she wasn’t serving customers, she was with me.

      Remington sat next to me, close enough that I counted us as getting cozy together. His arm was draped around the short backrest of my barstool and I felt his heat at my side. A pleasant shiver raced through me when he leaned in to reply, his breath ghosting across the side of my face but his eyes fixed firmly on his friend.

      “I don’t think he’s ever had anyone resist him this long. It must be driving him nuts.” He chuckled as he watched Declan flash Gracie yet another grin meant to disarm her.

      She frowned at him. “What are you smiling about?”

      “You,” he said smoothly. “I’ve never seen anyone move around the back of a bar so gracefully.”

      I groaned, tilting my head toward Remington’s so Declan wouldn’t overhear me. “If that’s his idea of a line, it’s no wonder she’s not biting.”

      He laughed. “That was bad, but it must mean that nothing else has worked. We were gone for a couple days and he’s usually got good game. I’m assuming he used it all up while we were camping.”

      My friend took off to help another customer and Declan stared longingly after her for a long beat before he turned to Remington. “You’re supposed to be helping me.”

      “You told her she moves around the bar gracefully,” he replied. “I’m not sure even I can help you recover after that one, man. What were you thinking?”

      Declan sighed, his pretty face twisting as he shook his head at himself. “That was solid.”

      “That was bad,” I said, looking right into his stormy gray eyes. “If it helps, Gracie won’t respond to lines. Just talk to her. You’ll have more luck that way.”

      “Talk to her about what?” he asked, cocking his head as though he was about to start taking notes.

      I frowned. “Anything? I don’t know about the girls where y’all are from, but around here, we like to be spoken to like normal human beings instead of airheads you can ply with compliments all the way to your bed.”

      Remington chuckled, shifting a little closer to me. “She might be onto something there, Dec. I don’t know what you were telling that girl while we were gone, but whenever I’ve been around, you’ve been laying lines on her one after the other. She knows you’re interested. Maybe it’s time to ease up.”

      “I don’t give up.” He scoffed.

      “I said ease up, not give up,” Remington said. “Stop acting like all you want is to get into her pants.”

      Dec gave him a blank look. “What else would I want?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think she’s opposed to it. I suspect she simply doesn’t appreciate the way you’re trying to get there.”

      Looking perplexed, he sat back down on his stool and picked up his drink. As he brought it to his lips, he gave us a long look. “I’ll take your advice, but only if you tell me about her. I won’t know what to talk about otherwise.”

      “That’s the whole point, though,” Remington said. “You have to talk to her to find out more about her, so that you’ll know what to talk to her about. It’s not rocket science.”

      “What’s not rocket science?” Gracie asked, rejoining our conversation from the other side of the bar.

      I glanced at her. “Figuring out what to talk to you about.”

      Her eyes widened a fraction, and she smirked as amusement lit behind them. “I’m easy to talk to. That’s definitely not rocket science. I agree.”

      Declan turned to face her, his gaze roaming over her features, but he still seemed to be at a loss. Gosh, he’s really not used to just talking to women.

      I had no doubt that he was a smooth operator back in the city. He was gorgeous, confident, and not shy at all, but Gracie had seen him coming from a mile away. Smalltown girl or not, she was savvy when it came to men. She’d had enough of them chasing her in her day.

      “When we were in high school, Gracie was the it girl,” I said, deciding to throw the poor guy a bone. My friend could handle herself, but if I could help her open up by sharing a few stories about her, then why not?

      I knew she’d been interested in pursuing something with him based on looks alone, but it seemed like she’d decided to play hard to get, a game she was infinitely experienced in. She enjoyed the chase.

      Soon enough, she’d grow bored of his overt flirting and she’d bitch about not just going for it once he left. I was doing us all a favor by trying to level the playing field just a little bit.

      “The it girl?” Remington glanced at her, looking her over like he was trying to find that quality inside her. “You’re too nice to have been the it girl.”

      She laughed and pumped her eyebrows at him. “That just shows how much you know. I’m not that nice. Ask him.”

      She jerked her head at Declan, who nodded enthusiastically. “That’s true. She’s really not that nice.”

      He peered at her over the top of his whiskey glass, finally recognizing that there might be more to her than he’d obviously thought. “So you were the popular girl. The one all the guys wanted.”

      She shrugged, a hint of a smile lifting the corners of her lips. “It was a long time ago.”

      I made a face at her. “You’re still the it girl.”

      “I’m a schoolteacher,” she said laughingly. “Nothing too glamorous about spending my days trying to herd seven-year-olds.”

      “But you do it with such style,” I teased. “Besides, this has nothing to do with you being a schoolteacher. You’re still super popular in this town.”

      “Obviously, you stayed local,” Declan said. “Why is that? The popular crowd usually can’t wait to get out. I know this because I was part of that crowd too.”

      “Of course, you were,” she replied, sincere for once when speaking to him. “I already knew that. You’ve both got that look about you, but I still don’t understand why this is relevant to our lives today.”

      “Why’d you stay?” he repeated, and I was impressed with the switch he’d made.

      All of a sudden, he seemed genuinely interested in her story. She seemed to realize that, shrugging again but actually looking at him when she replied instead of it just being a dismissive glance this time. “I love my town and its people. I bought a little house, which I was able to afford around here but probably wouldn’t have been able to elsewhere. It’s a good life. Fulfilling and quiet. I’ve never needed skyscrapers and chaos to make me happy.”

      “Skyscrapers and chaos could be the title of my autobiography,” Remington said, a puzzled look knitting his eyebrows together. I wondered why he seemed confused about it, but maybe it was more of an epiphany than confusion.

      Gracie went to grab another drink for a customer and I glanced at him. “Gracie has a type, and Declan isn’t it. I was trying to help you help him, but I just realized it might be a lost cause.”

      Sure, she’d been interested in him because he was hot, but he really wasn’t the type of hot she usually went for. Maybe that was why playing hard to get seemed so easy for her this time. She wasn’t actually playing.

      It was possible she’d just realized that the slick city guy wasn’t for her, even as a quick fling. Just a minute ago, I’d been thinking that it meant something that she’d finally spoken to him properly, but now I was wondering if I’d simply set them on a course to a short friendship.

      I wasn’t sure if Declan would be happy when he realized that. Remington broke me out of my cringey thoughts when he nudged me. “Birdie? Did you hear me? I asked what her type is.”

      “Oh, right.” I cleared my throat, blinking fast. I tried to get my brain back on track. “She likes them manly, fixing cars and chopping wood. That kind of thing. Grease stains on their T-shirt or sweaty and holding a chainsaw.”

      Declan glanced down at his designer button-up shirt and scratched his clean-shaven jaw. “How long did it take you to grow your beard out?”

      “I haven’t shaved yet after the camping trip,” he replied. “I’m not sure facial hair is the issue here though, man. Maybe you should go buy some plaid shirts and motor oil tomorrow.”

      “I guess I could buy a chainsaw,” he suggested.

      Remington shook his head hard and fast. “Nope. That’s a truly fucking terrible idea. You’d lose a leg before you even found the power button.”

      While they bantered back and forth about how Declan could make himself appear more rugged, I studied Remington’s profile. He really did look great with that bit of a beard on his jaw and his hair not perfectly done.

      Gracie came back, and Declan turned to her. I wasn’t fast enough, still staring at Remington when he suddenly looked at me again. He caught me in the act, smirking as he moved his hand to the small of my back.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” he asked as Declan and Gracie fell into conversation about something else they’d realized they had in common.

      My eyes were suddenly glued to Remington’s. I could see the others from the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t bring myself to focus on them. Not while Remington was looking at me like I was his entire world.

      “Sure,” I said. “Where are we going?”
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      Before we did anything else, I led Birdie up to the suite to check on Laurene, who was still fast asleep and didn’t look like she’d be waking before morning. With her mouth agape and soft snores coming out of her, she was dead to the world.

      Birdie hovered in the doorway, smiling softly at my daughter. I strode back across the room, offering her my arm. She took it, looking at Laurene for another moment before she turned and followed me out.

      I pulled the bedroom door half shut, leaving it ajar with the light on in the hallway just in case. Knocked out cold, I doubted she would need it, but I didn’t want her to be scared if she did wake up. Birdie glanced at me when we reached the main door.

      “Do you want to tell me yet where we’re going?” she murmured softly. “We could stay right here, if you’re worried she’ll wake up.”

      “Let’s go for a walk,” I replied, pulling the door open slowly and leading her out. “She’ll be okay. I’m pretty sure she’s down for the night. Plus, I’ve got my phone with me and hers is never far from her hand. If she wakes up, she’ll call.”

      Birdie’s grip on my arm firmed as she nodded. “As long as you know I’d be okay with staying here.”

      I appreciated her understanding, but I really didn’t think it would be a problem. Wordlessly walking back to the elevator, we descended in comfortable silence and went for a stroll along the edge of the woods.

      The trees were lit up by lights placed every few yards along the path and a light breeze stirred the night air. It was so damn serene that it almost felt like stress couldn’t exist here. As it was, I felt more relaxed than I had in years, my muscles no longer tense at all and my brain finally not working overtime all the time.

      I filled my lungs with fresh air and held it for a beat. “Do you think you’re going to stay here forever?” I asked quietly.

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug and looked around before glancing up at me. “That wasn’t the plan, but it ended up that way. Things got comfortable and easy. I fell into a routine, and suddenly, years had gone by and I hadn’t left.”

      “Do you still want to, though?” I asked. “You mentioned wanting your own studio in a big city and you’ve already said you want to start traveling more, but will you always come back here? Will this always be the home you come back to?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” she replied after thinking about it for a long moment. “It feels like it will be and I love it here so much, but there’s this small part of me that wonders what else could be out there for me.”

      “It’s a great big world,” I said, smiling to let her know that I wasn’t judging either way. “Your little corner of it is pretty amazing, though. I understand your hesitation to leave.”

      “Well, maybe if I do start traveling more, even just those short trips I told you I’d start taking, I’ll find someplace else that feels like home. Maybe if I do, I’ll stay there for a few years and see what it’s like.”

      “Is that something you’d be interested in?” I asked. “No offense, but you don’t seem like the nomadic type.”

      She laughed. “I’m not, but who knows? Something about the idea of experiencing a little bit of life elsewhere has always been alluring to me. Not in the ‘can’t wait to get out of town way,’ but I guess I just never saw myself spending my entire life living only in Bluebell Hollow.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with getting out and seeing more of the world,” I said. “Personally, I can’t imagine anyone not wanting to do it.”

      “Have you traveled a lot?”

      I shrugged. “Some. Mostly for work, but I want to change that. I want to start traveling more for pleasure. With Laurene going off to the United Kingdom, I might combine visits to her with trips around Europe. See some stuff.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever move there?” she asked. “Your ex has, right?”

      “My ex is currently living on my yacht. God only knows how long that will last, but it’s something she’s always wanted to do. Living abroad has been a thing for her since before we even met and I guess she’s finally getting it out of her system, but I have no desire to relocate permanently. Least of all to the part of the world Jacqueline happens to be in.”

      “You’re better when you’re separated by entire oceans?” she teased lightly.

      I laughed. “That’s exactly it. Besides, I wouldn’t uproot my life and my business to go over there only to have her to decide to move Laurene to Asia or someplace else the next month.”

      “Do you think she’d do that? Move Laurene from London to yet another different country?”

      I let out a slow breath through my nostrils as I thought about it. Then I nodded. “As unfair as it would be, I think she would. When she’s ready to move on, I doubt she’d think twice about enrolling Laurene in a school closer to wherever she’ll be going.”

      Birdie winced. “That does seem unfair. Are you sure it won’t be better for her if you just keep her in Manhattan with you?”

      “I wasn’t, but now, I really don’t know,” I replied honestly. “When we were negotiating the settlement and Jacqueline insisted on Laurene going to England for the school year, I figured I was never home anyway and that she’d be better off near her mom, but I’ve been questioning that a lot these last couple weeks.”

      She glanced up at me. “Will you be able to keep her with you if you change your mind? Or how would that work?”

      I shook my head, lifting my free hand to drag my fingers through my hair. “I have no idea, but it’s definitely not as simple as just changing my mind. I’d have to change Jacqueline’s too, and it won’t be easy. Plus, I’m still not convinced it would be better for Laurene to stay. While it sounds like a great idea right now, I’m just not one hundred percent confident that I’ll be able to cut back my hours enough to be the parent she deserves to have in her life.”

      “You work for yourself, though,” she said, her tone puzzled, like she was trying to figure it out. “Doesn’t that mean you get to make your own hours?”

      I chuckled. “Sure, but it also means that when I’m not working, my work isn’t getting done. I mean, I guess I could hire extra help. Declan wouldn’t mind a few more hands in the office, but I like to have control. I don’t know how to just leave stuff in other people’s hands and trust them with it.”

      “You could learn,” she suggested. “Create a system where you still have the final say but that gives you more time to spend with your daughter.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “It’s an option, but realistically, the settlement has already been signed. That’s the first hurdle I’d have to get over and Jacqueline doesn’t even want to talk to me about Laurene right now. I doubt she’s going to agree to changing the settlement, which means we’d have to go back to court. It’d scratch open wounds that have barely started healing and we’d probably spend the next two years tied up in litigation because of it.”

      She shuddered. “That sounds awful.”

      “Yeah, well, it is what it is,” I said. “I’d do it for Laurene in a heartbeat, but only if I really am convinced it would be better for her to stay, and I’m not.”

      “She sure wants to,” Birdie said. “I know she’s still young and that you guys, as her parents, have to decide what’s best for her. I also know that what’s best for her won’t always be what she wants, but surely what she wants should at least factor into the decision.”

      “She’s never even visited the school she’ll be attending,” I said. “The place is supposed to be incredible. Going there may well be what’s best for her, and in time, she might come to see that. We won’t know until she’s there and she’s had some time to adapt, but by then, she’s there. At that point, it’s too late to second-guess whether we were right to have sent her there in the first place.”

      Birdie grimaced. “I’m glad this is your decision and not mine. I’d have kept her here simply because she so desperately wants to stay.”

      “Well, what about you?” he asked. “Do you still want to open a studio in a big city? I know you have one here now, but you never actually said you don’t want another.”

      She chuckled. “Right. I’ll consider the tables turned, then.”

      I grinned. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      “No, it’s not that.” She breathed out. “It’s that I honestly don’t know. I never completely gave up on the idea and I’ve got some money saved, but I can’t imagine leaving Alan behind.”

      My eyebrows twitched. “You’d feel guilty about leaving him?”

      “I would,” she said. “So, so guilty that just the thought of it makes me want to cry, but at the same time, I don’t want to look back thirty years from now and resent myself for letting the guilt rule my life. If only he’d listen to you, he could hire more help and he wouldn’t need me so much. I’d be able to come and go without having to worry about him, and that would be perfect. He also wouldn’t have to work around the clock anymore.” She sighed. “Do you want to know a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “I really hope he doesn’t leave this place to me. It’s not what I want.”

      I frowned. “Seriously? You don’t want it?”

      “I don’t want to own it,” she corrected. “I don’t want to be tied to it, but at this point, if he’s refusing to even speak to you, then it seems almost inevitable.”

      “Actually, Declan might’ve found a way to help Alan out after all,” I told her. “He still doesn’t want anything to do with me, but he’s taken a liking to Dec and we might be helping him to expand the golf course.”

      “Wow.” She paused for a beat. Then a soft, sad smile spread on her lips. “That would mean the world to him. It’s always hurt him that he had to surrender that part of the property to someone else. I didn’t realize you guys were in the golf course business, though.”

      I chuckled. “We’re not usually. We’re big money investors, you know? Normally, neither of us would touch a place like this, but something about it calls to me, and Declan feels like the same. It also doesn’t hurt that it would help us with an investment we’ve already made.”

      “The Greens,” she mused out loud. “I heard about that. Do you think Alan is going to go for whatever offer Declan has made him?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “We’ll have to see, but I hope he does. For all our sakes but especially yours.”

      Especially because I was starting to think that what called to me so much about this place was Birdie. If inheriting the resort wasn’t what she wanted, I didn’t want her to be stuck with it either.

      As we walked, we had circled back toward the resort at some point, and when I looked again, we were coming up on her cabin.

      She let go of my arm and moved in front of me, giving me a small smile as she tipped her head toward it. “I should get some sleep, but thanks for the walk. And the talk. You make me think about things I haven’t thought about in years. It’s good. I like feeling like my mind is opening up again.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, looking deep into her eyes and wondering why I still wasn’t ready to let her go. We’d spent the last three days together and the whole night, and yet, it just didn’t feel like enough. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” she said. “What’s up?”

      “Did I mess things up for us?”

      Her eyes widened slightly, but then she took a step closer to me and shook her head. “Nah, our summer fling is intact.”

      For some reason, I was slightly wounded by her referring to it as a summer fling. I stepped up to her, catching her face in my hands and shaking my head. “It feels like more than that to me.”

      She smiled, her head tipping back. She looped her arms around my neck. “I don’t know. I might have to be reminded.”

      Chuckling, I slid my fingers into her hair, lowered my mouth to hers, and kissed her, not really knowing how I would label our relationship myself but confident that it was more than just a fling.
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      Remington and I somehow managed to stumble to my bed without falling or crashing into anything. Our hands roamed and grasped at whatever clothes we encountered, and we desperately pulled them off without stopping our unspoken mission of reaching the mattress.

      By the time he pushed me down on it, I was left only in my panties, my nipples hard and my skin tingling. He crawled on with me, his mouth barely leaving mine unless it was absolutely necessary. As he lowered himself down on me, I moaned, wrapped my legs around his ass, and pulled him closer.

      I hadn’t been planning for tonight to end like this. When we’d gotten to my cabin, I’d fully intended on saying good night and coming inside without him, but as soon he’d kissed me, the plan had changed. I wasn’t going to make any excuses for it.

      The man kissed like a champ and I’d been starved for him for days, so I went with it, not even trying to stop it when we’d started moving to my front door. Lying on my bed now, I kissed him back, my hips already rolling. My back arched as I tried to get as close to him as I could.

      Little sparks of pleasure flew through me from my core as I rubbed myself against him, already half lost to the ecstasy of finally being with him again. Letting out a low growl, he dropped his hands to my hips and hooked his fingers into my waistband, pushing the panties down. I did the same with his underwear.

      As soon as the fabric was gone, Remington’s body came back to mine, hard, and hot, and feeling so damn good that I couldn’t stop all the soft little noises of pleasure emanating from deep within. He kissed me harder, sweeping his tongue into my mouth and stroking it intently. Then he abruptly lifted his head away from mine.

      Before I could ask what he was doing, he wrapped his hands around my thighs and kissed a blazing path from my throat to my stomach. His fingertips slid across my entrance. This was all happening so fast, but I wanted him so badly that I didn’t want to slow it down while also just wanting to make it last forever.

      My eyes slammed shut as my fingers curled into my comforter. He pushed the first finger into me and my pulse spiked. He clamped his lips around my clit, and my muscles locked and my toes curled.  I cried out, whimpering as I tried to keep still.

      Remington’s shoulders pushed my thighs further apart as he got comfortable, and although I was now completely exposed to him, I didn’t feel self-conscious. All I felt was need. Pure burning need for him to stop the light teasing and really get down to business.

      With his finger moving slowly in and out of me and his mouth sealed over my most sensitive part, I felt heat flood to my chest and cheeks. My entire body was suddenly hot and shaking. Although it wasn’t enough, the pleasure I got from the teasing was exquisite, a weird mix between frustration and anticipation.

      I gave myself over to it, ignoring the urgency racing to every fiber of my being and enjoying the drawn-out sensations coursing through me. Part of me wanted to open my eyes and look at him, touch him while he did the same to me, but a much bigger part knew that following through on that urge would mean moving, which would mean that the exquisite pleasure would end, and I wasn’t ready for that.

      Instead, I decided I’d look and touch my fill later, and then I’d make him feel just as good as he was doing for me right now. Fighting not to clamp my thighs too hard around his head, I pushed my fingers into his hair and held on. I breathed hard and got louder with each noise that escaped me.

      Just when I realized I couldn’t take much more of this, he slid another finger into me and hooked them upward to massage that special spot inside. He also sucked my clit into his mouth, the tip of his tongue flicking across the bud with the most incredible speed and pressure I’d ever felt.

      He found a rhythm fast, his hand and mouth working together to push me all the way to the edge. The next second, he shoved me over it. The orgasm hit me hard, tearing through me so intensely that my lips were numb in the aftermath.

      “Remington!” I screamed. My hips jerked and the rest of me seized in pleasure as I rode it out.

      He saw me through it, placing gentle kisses on the insides of my thighs. Breathing hard, he pushed himself back up until his face was lined up with mine once more. Dots of sweat lined his brow and he smelled of me, but even though I could see the desire burning like the hottest of flames in his eyes, he stroked the backs of his fingers across my cheek and smiled.

      “Are you okay?”

      I jerked my head in a nod and lifted my shaky arms to wind them around his neck so I could pull him to me. He came willingly, kissing me tenderly and almost lovingly until my ears stopped ringing and I could feel my extremities again.

      Breaking the kiss then, I rolled him onto his back and sat down beside him, tucking the escaped tendrils of my hair behind my ears. My gaze dropped to his abdomen. Completely naked, he lay before me, obviously horny as hell, but not rushing me as I looked at him.

      Every part of him was perfectly sculpted and hard. His muscles rippled and flexed involuntarily as he took his turn to try to keep still. I smiled as I ran my hands from his thighs, over his thick, long shaft, and to his tip.

      He let out a loud groan, catching my wrist when I went to do it again. “This isn’t going to last.”

      “Tell me when.” I repeated the motion with my hand and realized when I swept my thumb across it that he was wet.

      I moaned, entirely unsatisfied with my own lack of self-control, and lowered my head, wrapping my mouth around him. Remington’s hips came off the bed. More groans spilled out of him as I moved up and down, sliding my tongue along the underside of his shaft and wondering if I’d ever develop patience with this man.

      It was only the second time we were together, but something told me it would always be like this with him, the all-consuming need obliterating my ability to wait. He didn’t seem to mind though, his hips thrusting as he twisted my hair around his fist.

      All things considered, he lasted longer than I had, but when I felt him swell between my lips, he pulled me up, grabbing my hips and flipping me over so my back hit the mattress again. I let out a surprised squeal and he reached for his wallet and pulled out a condom with a red flush on his cheeks and his pupils almost fully dilated.

      “When,” he said as his eyes held mine.

      I frowned, momentarily robbed of my brain as I looked back at him. “When what?”

      “You said to say when.” He tore the condom package open with his teeth, his hands steady and sure. He pulled it out and rolled it on before moving back to me. “I almost didn’t make it.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I combed my fingers into his hair and wrapped my legs around him. “Don’t hold back now, okay?”

      He arched a steep eyebrow at me, his jaw tight. He pushed against my entrance. “You might regret that. If I don’t hold back⁠—”

      “I don’t care,” I said against his lips. “Don’t hold back.”

      As I finished saying it, he thrust into me and his mouth sealed over mine. He buried himself inside me with that one powerful thrust. I cried out into his mouth, hanging on for the ride as I tried to adjust to his size.

      The guy was huge—in stature and everywhere else. I’d never felt as full as I did when he was inside me and it was going to take a beat to get used to it. Even before I did, he still felt so darn good. He touched me everywhere, his thick length putting pressure on all the right places.

      As if he just couldn’t help it, he kept moving instead of holding still for even so much as a second, withdrawing and thrusting into me again. Our moans mingled in the air and our bodies kept colliding in the best possible way. I’d just had an incredible orgasm, but feeling him in me now and knowing how on edge he was got me right back there in a matter of seconds.

      His kisses became nearly bruising, but I loved every moment of it, kissing him back just as passionately as pleasure tightened my insides. With him every step of my way, my own hips moved to match his pace, and before I even knew it, I was coming again, shouting into his mouth as my body tensed around his.

      Remington lost it with me this time, his thrusts finally losing their rhythmic pace as he found his release. I felt it happen even in the midst of my own orgasm, and it triggered a series of aftershocks that stole my breath and even my sight. In that moment, the world fell away and there was only him and me, the connection we’d been building pulsing between us as surely as the pleasure.

      I’d never known anything like it, but as the kisses slowed and he finally pulled out of me to take care of the condom, it felt like we’d just cemented something. Solidified it. When he came back to bed, he pulled me to him, holding me so tight that it was like he was never going to be able to let me go.

      Panting in his arms, I brought my hand to his chest and felt his heart pounding under my palm. He slid his fingers through mine, twining them in a tight grip as he pressed a kiss to my hair. We stayed like that for a while, just catching our breath while I wondered what the hell had just happened.

      Outside, the wind had picked up since the last time I’d been aware of it and thunder rumbled in the distance, another storm evidently rolling in. Remington groaned when he realized it, breaking the silence that had fallen between us.

      “I should go,” he murmured, his lips moving against my temple. “If this is as bad as the last one, Laurene might wake up after all.”

      Disappointment raced through me, but I swallowed it, turning my head to smile up at him instead. Him leaving was the last thing I wanted right then, but I understood. “Of course. No child is crazy about thunder. If it wakes her up, I really don’t want her to be scared and alone.”

      He sighed. His gaze held mine for another beat before he nodded and started sitting up. I let go of him and scooted back to give him some space to stand. He didn’t seem to want to leave any more than I wanted him to go, his movements slow and reluctant, but he got up anyway, quickly tracked down his clothes, and pulled them back on.

      I did the same thing and covered up before I walked him to the door. When we reached it, he took both my hands in his and laid another searing kiss on me.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Birdie. Good night.”

      “Good night.” I watched him back away from me and finally spin around to start jogging down the path toward the resort.

      It had started drizzling, but he moved fast, disappearing around the corner within seconds and leaving me feeling strangely bereft without him. I stayed right where I was for a long minute, leaning against the open door and wondering just how hard I was falling for this billionaire from the city who was just going to go back to his life once the summer ended.

      He’d said it felt like more than a fling and it did, but that didn’t change anything. Regardless of everything I’d felt back there and regardless of what either or both of us might want, he really would have to go back to his reality eventually.

      At this point, Remington wasn’t even sure if he could fight for his daughter to stay because he might not have time to raise her. He definitely wasn’t going to have time for a relationship, but especially not a long-distance one that required him to come all the way out here if he wanted to see me in person.

      We were doomed. We always had been, which was why I was supposed to have kept my heart out of it, but as I stood there and watched the storm, I realized my heart was most certainly in it now. My entire heart had wanted to go up to his suite with him, to check on Laurene and to be there if she woke up and needed to be comforted.

      I didn’t just want him for his body or the sex. No matter how intense and amazing it had been. It just wasn’t about that.

      I didn’t only want him for the next couple of weeks. I wanted to be in his life, and that was a problem. A problem that, as of right now, I had absolutely no idea how to solve.
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      A few days after Alan and Declan’s first golf game together, they were out on the course again and I’d decided I’d given my partner enough time to butter the old man up without me. It was time I got in the game—literally and metaphorically.

      If we had any hope of actually closing a deal before the summer ended, it was time to start moving things along. Declan seemed pretty confident that Alan liked him enough to at least consider it, but that meant that I had to attempt to bury the hatchet with him.

      As I walked out onto the course, Alan spotted me almost immediately, cursing under his breath and rolling his eyes when I approached them. “Oh, goodie. You’re here.”

      I took a deep breath, forcing a grin. “I came to join the fun, not ruin it.”

      “Too late,” Alan muttered.

      Declan laughed, reaching out to give the old man’s shoulder a friendly squeeze. “It’s only ruined if we allow it to be ruined. What do you say, Al? Should we let Remi join us for just this one game?”

      I hadn’t told Dec I’d be coming out here today, but he took it in stride and I was grateful for that. We both looked at Alan, waiting for an answer that didn’t seem to be coming. He didn’t move out of Dec’s grasp but he didn’t try to shake him off either. Even though I was right in front of him, it was almost like I wasn’t even here.

      His eyes seemed to be focused on something else. Something that wasn’t there, but I took it as a sign that he was thinking and kept my mouth shut while he did. When he finally dipped his chin in a curt nod, I grinned.

      “Game on, old man,” I said just to rile him up a little. “Have you ever even played golf before? Because I’m about to make you feel like it’s your first time.”

      He scoffed. “That’s big talk for a city boy. You don’t scare me, Remington. In fact, we can put money on it that I’ll win.”

      I chuckled. “Let’s do it. How much?”

      “Ten bucks says I’ll kick your ass all the way into next week.”

      “Ten bucks?” I glanced at Dec, who gave me a little nod in return. Ten bucks was absolutely nothing, but I followed Declan’s lead and stuck out my hand to shake with Alan. “You’re on.”

      “Excellent.” The man flashed me a surprisingly gleeful grin. “You’re going to regret this, city boy.”

      “Will you stop calling me that?”

      “No.”

      I sighed. “Fine, but don’t cry when I beat you.”

      Laughing dryly, he selected his first club and we got underway, playing the nine holes on a course that I could easily imagine using for marketing material. As with the rest of this area, the views were majestic and beautiful, the mountains and woods we were surrounded by stunning in the mid-morning sun.

      For the first few holes, I couldn’t stop staring at the views, already mentally writing copy for the ads we could put them on, but as the game continued, I suddenly realized Alan wasn’t going to be easy to beat. I’d figured that I had this in the bag, but the old timer was good.

      Almost like he’s played this course every damn day of his life.

      After jotting down his score for the hole we were on, he even fucking smirked at me. “Under par. Again. Want to make it twenty bucks?”

      “You’re on,” I said again, shoving away all other thoughts when I realized he was doing better than me. A lot better actually.

      My fiercely competitive side came out, but I’d still found my match in the old man. He was out of breath, but he was still refusing to let me show him up.

      For the rest of the game, Declan was the only one who spoke again after we’d increased our wager. My friend was much too cheerful when we got to the end and he grinned at me. “Pay up, Remi. You owe the man twenty bucks.”

      Alan’s eyes were practically shimmering with smugness. His glee was palpable instead of just being evident as he looked at me. “Yep. Pay up, Remi. Twenty clams.”

      I dug my wallet out of my back pocket and paid up but not happily so. It had nothing to do with the twenty dollars I had to cough up, though. I’d just been beaten by a man who was almost a hundred fucking years old.

      So disgusted with myself that I felt a little sick, I almost missed it when Declan spoke again. “It’s such a beautiful course on such a beautiful day. It’s a real pity we can’t keep playing. I could easily do another nine holes right now.”

      His words snapped me out of my misery and I perked up. I might’ve lost the game, but I’d come out here for a much more important reason, and my partner hadn’t lost sight of that. It also seemed like winning had put Alan in a much better mood than he’d ever been in when in my presence because, instead of telling Declan off, he laughed.

      “I catch your drift, Dec. I know what you’re up to.” He gave my friend an almost fond smile. “It’s not going to work, you know.”

      “What’s not going to work?” Dec asked, feigning innocence. “All I’m saying is that this is one of the most gorgeous courses I’ve ever played on and that’s saying something because I’ve played all over the world. A course like this should be at least eighteen holes, Alan. You said it yourself. I’m just agreeing with you.”

      “It should be, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you help me make it so,” he said, his eyes moving from one of us to the other. “I was young and dumb once, just like you two, and also just like you, I believed that I was always right. I thought older people were the stupid ones and that they’d lost their ability to reason.”

      As he railed on us, Dec and I glanced at each and tried to keep it together. There were so many things I could say in response, but if he needed to tell us all this before he’d listen, then so be it.

      “I’ve been to war, boys,” he concluded. “Fancy suits and gold cuff links won’t sway me into anything.”

      “What about a million dollars?” Declan asked. “Would that sway you into something?”

      My eyes bulged. That was way more than I’d have offered him, especially as an opener, but I went with it. Declan and I had to present a united front right now. I could ask him what the fuck he’d been thinking later on.

      Alan leaned on his golf club, looking us up and down before he refocused on Dec’s face. “Make it two million.”

      Declan didn’t react except for a slight flare of his nostrils. I couldn’t quite keep it together as well as he was, though. My jaw went slack as I stared back at the old man, wondering what the fuck he was thinking.

      “Why do you need two million dollars?” I asked incredulously. “Dec was right when he said it was a nice course, but it’s not that nice.”

      Alan glanced at me and shrugged, his eyes calm and his expression serious. “If you can offer me a million, you can offer me two million, so why would I settle for just one?”

      Settle? It’s hardly settling if it’s a million fucking dollars, but okay.

      I turned to Declan. I wanted to invest in this place. I really did. I was enjoying my time here and so was Laurene. Plus, there was Birdie to think about, but two million dollars seemed excessive. Not undoable, but a lot.

      As I looked at Declan though, he simply shrugged, clearly enjoying the showdown as he flashed me a tiny grin and gave me a nod. I frowned at him, but he didn’t seem bothered in the least about whether we gave the old man a couple million dollars.

      It was too much. I knew it was too much, but I also knew that with Dec having opened on one, Alan had us by the short and curlies. It was either give him the two million or walk away, and I really fucking hated losing.

      Extending my hand toward him, I held his gaze until he finally smacked his palm into mine. “Congratulations, Alan. You’re about to have the best golf course on the eastern seaboard.”

      We shook on it and just like that, it was game, set, and match. Dec and I had done it. We’d convinced the stubborn old man to take more money than I’d have paid to buy the entire resort outright, but I’d done it. I’d achieved what I’d come to Blue Pines to achieve.

      Declan and I now owned a stake in the two best resorts in the Smokies. I should’ve been over the moon about it. Two million dollars was too much, sure, but it wouldn’t even make a dent for us financially. Hell, it wouldn’t even leave a scratch.

      What it meant, however, was that technically my business here was done. Technically, I could head back to the resort right now, grab my kid and my stuff, and hightail it back to Manhattan. It’d been a while since Laurene had complained about being here instead of the Hamptons, but I was sure she’d still enjoy meeting up with her friends there for a few weeks.

      Yet, instead of being over the moon and on my way back to my suite to pack, I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Leaving here meant leaving Birdie, and I couldn’t do that. I knew I would have to eventually, but the prospect of doing it today just did not appeal to me.

      Not at all, and the whole truth of it was that I doubted I was going to want to do it in a couple weeks from now either. Shit. I’m fucked. I’m so, so completely fucked.
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      Gracie and I sat in the sun in the outdoor area of the resort beside the swimming pool. Laurene and Cassidy, who had ridden her bike here from town, were running between the pool and the woods, playing their hearts out and seemingly having the time of their lives together.

      I smiled as I watched them race past us and take flying leaps into the water. They came up laughing and sputtering for air. Gracie chuckled, her gaze on Laurene as the girls’ laughter carried to us on the breeze.

      “How is she?” Gracie asked as we watched them swim to the side and heave themselves out. “She seems better now than she did that first time we saw her at the diner. More like a kid and less like a sour adult.”

      “That’s because she is more like a kid and less like a sour adult now,” I said. “These last few weeks have changed her. When they got here, I was hoping she’d get to experience this. Just being a kid and playing like she’s never been able to before. Letting loose in the great wide open. I’m glad.”

      “So am I,” Gracie replied. “Every kid deserves this, to run around in the sunshine to their heart’s content and not have to worry about anything. It always breaks my heart to see them walking around like mini grownups when they should be carefree and happy.”

      The girls blew past once more, leaving puddles of water in their wake as they ran back to the “shelter” they’d made in the woods. A little more comfortable talking about this now that she wasn’t within earshot, I shrugged. “I’m not sure she’s really going to be happy, what with the whole going to school in London thing still hanging over her head, but at least she’ll leave here happier than when she arrived. That’s a win, right?”

      “Sure,” she said easily. “A big one, considering how very miserable she looked when they got here. Poor kid. She’s still being shipped to London in the fall?”

      I exhaled heavily, pulling my knees up to my chest and looping my arms around them. “It sounds like Remington might not be able to get her out of it. I don’t know. The whole situation with his ex sounds pretty awful. Apparently, she doesn’t even want to talk to him about Lulu at the moment, which makes it pretty hard to try to change the plans they already made for her.”

      Gracie flinched, profound sadness creeping into her eyes. She turned to look at the girls in the distance. “I’ve seen that with some of my kids at school. The parents get divorced, and suddenly, no one cares what the kid wants anymore. They just get told how things are going to be and that’s the way they are. It’s terrible. Parents should be forced to communicate effectively when it comes to their kids. I don’t know why, but it always breaks my heart when the kid suffers just because a relationship didn’t work out.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “I feel the same way. It sounds like Remington has tried talking to her, but she’s so wrapped up in whatever it is she’s doing overseas that she’s just not really interested in finding out what’s happening over here.”

      Gracie sighed. “Let’s hope they can sort it out sooner rather than later. Maybe Lulu will get lucky and her parents will do right by her, divorce be damned. You never know. It could happen.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.” I wasn’t so sure, though.

      From where I was sitting, I wished I could pin Jacqueline down and make her listen to her daughter. On the other hand, I also wanted to pin Remington down and keep him here, but neither of those things were going to happen, and I was just going to have to learn to live with it.

      “Whoa,” Gracie said, her eyes narrowing as she cocked her head at me. “What just happened to you? You look like you’re about to burst into tears.”

      “I feel like it too,” I admitted, an ache starting in my throat as I tried to hold back said tears. “They’re going to be leaving soon.”

      “What? Why? I thought they were here for the summer.”

      “No, they are, but the summer isn’t going to last forever.”

      Understanding dawned in her eyes, and she moaned, planting her face in her hands. “Please don’t tell me this means what I think it means.”

      “Depends,” I said. “What do you think it means?”

      “You fell in love with him.”

      I scoffed. “No, I didn’t. Not love love. Just intense like.”

      “How intense?” she asked as she peeked out at me from between her fingers. “Intense like it’s going to be a pity when he leaves, or intense like you’re going to be heartbroken?”

      “The heartbreak thing,” I admitted after drawing in a breath. “Definitely the heartbreak thing. I don’t even know how it happened. Before the camping trip, it was just a heartache thing. At most. But now? Well, it’s not that anymore.”

      She groaned. “You can deny it all you want, but I’m still pretty sure you’ve gone and fallen in love with this guy. I warned you, didn’t I? I warned you not to get too involved.”

      I waved her off. “I’m not in love and I’m not too involved. I’m just sort of mid-level involved and in like.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by Declan walking toward us. Unshaven and wearing a flannel shirt, he looked very different from his usual, put-together self. I shot him a questioning look. He smirked, put his hands out to his sides, and turned in a slow circle without breaking stride.

      “What do you ladies think?” he asked jokingly. “Do I look like I belong here yet?”

      Gracie laughed, immediately switching her attention to him. “Are you looking for a pile of lumber to jack or something?”

      He gave her a faux, wounded look and brought his palm to his chest. “No, but I am your type now. Go out with me, will you? Dinner and drinks?”

      “Uh, no,” she said without even thinking about it.

      He sighed. “Wonderful. I’ll see you at the bar later.”

      “No,” she repeated, laughing again.

      Declan pursed his lips at her, walking off and leaving us alone again. As I turned to her, I knew there was a chance she was right about me being in love with Remington. I’d already realized that myself on a few different occasions, but I wasn’t interested in talking about it anymore. I could talk it to death and it still wouldn’t change anything.

      “What is it with you two?” I asked, genuinely curious. “I already know you’re attracted to him. You can’t deny it, so why do you keep turning him down?”

      She shrugged. “I do kind of like him. He’s goofy, and sweet, and so freaking hot.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to put him out of his misery soon and just go out with him? You still haven’t answered my question.”

      Gracie grinned into the sun. “I’m going to make him work for it a little longer. He’s the sort of guy a girl can really get herself in trouble with. Just like you’ve gone and done with his friend. I’m perfectly happy not to get myself in that same kind of trouble.”

      I groaned, but before I could argue, we were interrupted again. This time, it was Laurene and Cassidy running up to us, both girls tripping over themselves and laughing. “Birdie! Birdie, can Lulu come spend the night at my house this weekend?”

      I blinked at Cassidy a few times in rapid succession. “I don’t know, Cass. She’s going to have to ask her daddy. I can’t decide something like that.”

      Laurene spun to her friend. “Let’s go find my dad! I’m sure he’ll say yes.”

      They took off again, racing around the swimming pool into the main resort to look for Remington. He’d gone to play golf this morning, but I was sure he would be back by now. Sure enough, a few minutes later, the girls ran out again, and based on their high fives and bright smiles, they’d found him and he’d said yes.

      The knowledge made me smile in turn. “Do you remember when we used to have the energy to be that excited?”

      Gracie laughed. “Girl, I still have the energy. I just don’t have the kinds of sleepovers anymore that are worth that kind of excitement.”

      I bumped my elbow into her side. “You might if you decide to take Declan up on his repeated offers.”

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Oh, look. Remington has come to find you. What a surprise.”

      My own laughter abruptly subsided when I glanced in the direction of the resort to see that she was right. Remington was, in fact, walking toward us. Looking sexy as hell in a pair of navy blue shorts paired with a white golf shirt, he smiled at me when our eyes met. I smiled back.

      Forgetting for a moment that we had an audience, I kept watching him. Kept smiling as he crossed the lawn.

      “Oh my gosh,” Gracie muttered, reminding me of her presence. “You’ve got it so damn bad. Just admit it already. You’re head over heels in love with that man, and by the looks of it, he’s in love with you too. What in the world are you going to do now?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? If I was in love with him and he was in love with me, then what in the world were we going to do? Was I going to have to accept that there was nothing I could do? Or was I going to try to make it work? And if I tried to make it work, what would that look like? How would I even begin?

      Right now, there were way too many questions and not a single answer, and that was the problem I’d been trying to solve since that night he’d left my cabin. So far though, I hadn’t come up with anything. It was starting to feel like I never would.

    

  







            37

          

          

      

    

    






REMINGTON

        

      

    

    
      Done with work for the day, I shut my laptop and checked my watch, seeing that it was barely nine a.m. I frowned. That can’t be right.

      Double-checking the time, I glanced at the clock on the wall, and lo and behold, it really was just past nine. I’d started working at five, but I’d thought it would take me much longer to get it all done.

      Impressed with myself, I got up and scribbled a note to Laurene, who was still asleep. I had fit in an entire workday in just four hours and my daughter would never even know that I’d done it. Not concerned about the fact that I was hiding it from her that I was squeezing in some work, I grinned, feeling good.

      Birdie would be finishing her last yoga class of the morning soon, and I was hoping to catch her when she did. After sticking the note on the inside of Laurene’s door letting her know that I’d meet her for brunch, I headed out, smiling—until my phone started ringing and I saw Jacqueline’s name appear on the screen.

      Blowing out a breath, I picked up and really hoped today was the day I’d actually get to talk to her about the situation with the school. Trying to sound as enthusiastic as possible, I pressed the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Jacqs. I’m glad you called.”

      “As am I, darling,” she said, sounding extremely happy about something. “I’ve got good news.”

      “You do?” I paused in the hallway just outside the suite, my heartrate picking up as I waited for her to tell me this so-called good news. Historically, my ex-wife and I didn’t share the same definition of the term and my stomach was already tightening.

      “I bought a flat in London!” she squealed once the dramatic pause had served its purpose. “It’s the most delightful place, Remi. You should see it. The building is so quaint and charming. It’s right in the center of the action and it’s going to be the perfect home base for me.”

      My mouth went dry. “I’m glad you found a place you love so much, but what does it have to do with me?”

      “Oh.” She giggled and my stomach turned to cement. “I’m having a little housewarming party soon and I want Laurene to be here for it.”

      And there it is. The sting.

      Jacqueline Carnegie Ford was like one of those highly venomous scorpions with the small pincers and the thick tails. At first glance, she wasn’t that threatening, but when the tail came out, it was time to run.

      “Excuse me?” I cleared my throat. “Why do you want her there for some party and how soon?”

      “A couple weeks,” she said lightly. “It’ll be good for her to come over early. She’ll have some time to settle in and maybe even meet some people before term starts.”

      My teeth ground together and my insides revolted against the idea of sending her away so soon. We were supposed to have the whole summer together, but Jacqueline had always seen our daughter as a little doll for her to dress up, putting her back on the shelf when she was bored. Her sudden decision to want Laurene at the party wasn’t to give her time to settle in.

      I’d put more money on it than I’d agreed to pay Alan that there was something else behind this. In all likelihood, she’d made a friend with kids at the same school or she was trying to make a good impression on someone by playing the loving mother. Either that, or she’d gotten bored all by herself and her new friends were busy.

      A frustrated huff of air left me and I shook my head. “It shouldn’t matter when she gets there if she’s going to be living at boarding school anyway, Jacqueline. In fact, one could even argue that it’ll make it more difficult for her if she has just enough time to settle in at the flat and then have to leave again to go settle in someplace else.”

      “She’s my daughter, Remington. I know what’s good for her and this will allow her and me some time to bond and go shopping before she has to go to school. A new wardrobe can be as good as a holiday.”

      “Yeah, except that she’s already on vacation,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even. “With me. Like we agreed.”

      “Are you saying no?” she asked, surprised and with a sudden quiver in her voice. “I’m not asking you, Remi. I want her here for my party.”

      “Again, though, it’s not all about what you want.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” she said, sniffing, and she hung up.

      I gripped my phone so tight, the thing was at risk of cracking, but the damage was done. As I groaned and fought against the urge to call her back and insist that we talk about it now, I heard the door click shut behind me.

      Spinning around, I realized that Laurene must’ve woken up at some point during the call and I had no idea how much she’d heard, but it must’ve been enough. Tears shimmered in her eyes. Her brow furrowed and she shook her head repeatedly.

      “I don’t want to go to stupid England,” she said tearfully, looking like she was forcing the words out past a massive lump in her throat. “Please don’t make me go, Daddy.”

      “Come here, sweetheart,” I said, smothering my own frustration and opening my arms for her, but she didn’t come to me.

      “I just want to stay here. With you. And with Birdie.”

      My heart sank and I scrubbed my hands over my face. This is not good. This is not good at all.

      “I know, baby,” I murmured, drawing in a deep breath. “If I’m being perfectly honest, I don’t want to leave the mountains either, but we can’t stay here forever. England or not, we will have to go back home.”

      “Why?” She folded her arms across her chest. Tears leaked from her eyes as she tilted her head to the side. Her voice was quivering, her shoulders caving in as she glared at me. “I know you’ve been working. If you can do it from here for the summer, why can’t you just work from here permanently?”

      “Because we have to go back to our lives,” I said gently. “Our lives aren’t here, Lulu. We have to go back. Back to New York. Back to my office. Back to school. Back to your mom. This isn’t our home. It’s only a vacation.”

      “No,” she said stubbornly, lifting her little chin into the air. “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “Yes, it does, baby. I know you like it here, but⁠—”

      “No!” she yelled. Her fingers rolled into fists at her sides. “I don’t want to go to London! Why don’t you understand that? Why won’t anyone listen to me?”

      “I am listening, sweetheart. I am. I promise you, I’m listening, but there’s just no way we can stay here indefinitely. This isn’t where we live.”

      “But it could be.”

      I shook my head. “No, it can’t. It doesn’t work like that. You can’t move to every place you like in the world. We’ve got responsibilities and none of them are here, which is why we came here on vacation to get away from it all.”

      “No!”

      “Yes, Laurene. You don’t have to like it, but we can’t stay here. Your mom wants you to go to London. She’s bought a place and she wants you at her housewarming party. It could be a good thing, baby girl.”

      Her entire face collapsed and a sob rolled through her. The sound broke my heart. I took a step toward her but she stumbled back, shaking her head over and over again. She turned and ran away.

      “You’re still in your pajamas,” I called when she reached the stairwell, but it didn’t seem to matter to her.

      The door banged open and she disappeared into the dark void beyond, letting it slam shut behind her. My heart started galloping. I knew she was safe in the resort, but I didn’t know if I could just let her run off in such a state.

      It took me a minute to make up my mind, and while I did want to give her all the space and privacy she might need to process this, I couldn’t just let her take off without any idea of where she was going. As angry as she was, I wasn’t even sure she’d stay on the grounds.

      As soon as that thought hit, I took off. Declan hadn’t returned yet from his morning run, so I was on my own. With my heart at a flat-out sprint in my chest, I banged open the stairwell door and paused for a moment to see if I could hear her footsteps, but there was no telltale pounding coming from below.

      I didn’t know if she’d simply double-timed it or if she’d stopped at another floor, but I flew down anyway, keeping my ears open in case a door slammed somewhere. Nothing like that happened, though.

      When I reached the lobby, she wasn’t there either. I jogged through it, making sure to check all the nooks and crannies before I rushed outside.

      Running out into the bright sunshine, I blinked against the light and lifted my hand to shield my eyes as I looked around. There was no sign of her. She wasn’t on any of the paths leading away from the main resort.

      She wasn’t around the pools, the restaurant, or the bar area either. Deciding to try the Kids Camp, I darted to the right, jogging until I reached the entrance. I pushed open the gate, running to Jenna on my way to the chill room.

      “Is she here?” I asked urgently.

      Jenna frowned. “Who? Laurene?”

      “Yes.”

      “I haven’t seen her,” she replied apologetically, her eyes darkening with concern as she looked back at me. “Did she tell you she’d be here?”

      “No.” I didn’t have time to explain, so I simply spun around and started running again, checking all the other obvious places.

      We’d been here for long enough now that Laurene knew every inch of this property, especially since she’d befriended Cassidy who’d practically grown up here. I checked the spot where they’d built their makeshift shelter the other day, but that was empty too.

      My heart was beating so hard that it was making me feel sick. The edges of my vision even blurred as real panic set in. I knew she wasn’t a toddler who would run out in front of a car without even knowing what she was doing, but that was little comfort to me right then.

      My little girl was gone. She’d run off on me in the mountains and I had no idea where to even start searching for her if she left the property. As I was running down toward the trailhead, Birdie came walking up the path in the direction of her cabin.

      She was smiling contentedly until she saw me, but as soon as she did, the smile slipped off her face and she broke into a run, meeting me halfway. “Remington, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      I stared into her eyes, blinking stupidly as I realized the impact of the words I was about to say. My heart cracked and the panic intensified, ensnaring my body in an icy grip I couldn’t seem to break free of.

      This was one of my worst nightmares come true. It had been since the day Jacqueline had told me she was pregnant. The day I’d realized my very heart would start walking around outside my body once she came into this world.

      “Laurene is gone, Birdie. She ran off and I can’t find her. She’s gone.”
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      Laurene had run away and now the whole resort was on high alert. All the entrances and exits had been closed for the search, but unfortunately, that didn’t mean she hadn’t left the property before we’d shut them and it also didn’t mean she couldn’t get away at all.

      There were a million different paths through the woods, some of which would eventually lead to a road while others would only take her higher and higher into the mountains. My heart had started fluttering like a nervous butterfly as soon as Remington had uttered the words, Laurene is gone, and it hadn’t stopped. I had a feeling it wouldn’t stop until we found her.

      “What happened?” I asked gently, crouched down in front of him in the lounge area of the lobby.

      Remington sat on the armchair in front of me, his knees bouncing and his face pale. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what he was going through right now, but we had people out looking for her. The staff was doing a full sweep, and right now, the only other thing that might help us find her was information.

      Alan had tasked me with getting it, and as I looked up at him, I was glad I was the one here talking to him instead of some stranger. “Was she gone when you woke up?”

      He blew out a long, harsh breath, his head shaking. He scrubbed his palms over his jaw. “No, she was there. She woke up while I was on the phone to Jacqueline.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, my chest tightening at the mention of his ex. “Did you two have a fight? Was Laurene upset about it?”

      “She was upset, alright, but not because we had a fight.” He looked right into my eyes, the pain and worry in his so bright that just seeing it there made me feel like I’d been clobbered over the head with a bat. “Jacqueline wants her to go to England early. Apparently, she bought an apartment and she’s having a housewarming party, so she wants to cut our summer together short for Laurene to be there for it.”

      My eyes slammed shut as understanding dawned. Drawing in a deep, shaky breath, I held it for five beats before blowing it out and then looking at him again. “Are you going to make her go?”

      “It’s not up to me,” he snapped, exasperation tightening his features. He exhaled and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, but those are the exact words that she used. I’m not making her do anything, but the reality is that she needs to go to England. It’s not like she and I can stay here forever.”

      “Who said anything about staying here forever?” I asked softly. Of course, I desperately wanted them to stay, but my feelings hardly mattered. What I wanted was entirely irrelevant and I hadn’t said anything to him about it, so it hadn’t come from me.

      “She did,” he said, staring right at me. “She wants to stay here. With me. And with you.”

      “Oh.”

      He nodded. “Exactly. This is my fault, Birdie. Mine alone. I told her we couldn’t stay here. I told her that she has to go.”

      “Shit.” I inhaled through my nostrils and pushed to my feet. “Okay. Let me tell the others that she only left this morning. She didn’t happen to mention having any plans today, did she?”

      “Nope. She was still asleep when I took the call and I hadn’t even realized she was awake until it was too late. I’ve looked everywhere I could think of.”

      “Okay.” I took his hands and gave them a quick squeeze before releasing them. “It’ll be fine, Remington. We’re going to find her. She’s just upset. She’s probably hiding, but we’ll comb every inch of the property until we find her. She’s not gone. We’re going to bring her back.”

      He released a shaky breath, dropping his head into his hands. I left to go speak to the others. I was so damn heartbroken for him, but I was also hurting for Laurene. I knew how vehemently opposed she was to London, and then to find out that she would be going even earlier than she’d expected had to have been devastating for her.

      Depending on when her mother wanted her to go, it was possible she wouldn’t even have time to say goodbye to her friends before she left. Combining that with the fact that she was finally getting to spend some real time with her dad, I didn’t blame her for freaking out.

      It sucked that she had to go at all, but it was a real double whammy that she’d have to go so soon. As I crossed the room toward Gracie, Declan, and Alan, it felt like my soul was bleeding for both Remington and Lulu.

      Alan’s eyes were wide and scared when I reached them. “And? What did he say?”

      “She disappeared this morning.”

      “So she slept in the suite?” he asked.

      I nodded. “She got some news that upset her and she ran off.”

      “With that man for a father, I’m surprised it took her this long,” he muttered.

      “Alan!” I admonished.

      “Sorry, now’s not the time.” He checked his watch, his brow furrowing. “It’s been a few hours. They haven’t found her yet and it’s going to start getting dark in just a few more. Does he have any idea where she might be? Anything we might have missed?”

      “Unfortunately not.” I pushed past the flare of panic that shot through me as I thought about what he’d said.

      Irrespective of where she’d gone, we had to find her before it got dark. A young girl alone could not spend the night in the woods or anywhere else. It was too dangerous, and with all the storms this summer, it was even worse.

      “We’ll find her,” Gracie said, giving me a quick hug before she grabbed Declan’s arm. “Come with me. Let’s check the lake. That’s been a favorite with the girls, right?”

      “Right,” I said, fighting tears.

      Gracie and Declan took off, jogging out of the lobby and breaking into a run once they were outside. They wouldn’t be able to keep up that pace all the way, but the sooner they got there, the sooner we’d know. Alan left to coordinate with the other teams of staff members he’d sent out and I went back to Remington.

      Sitting down in the armchair beside his, I reached for his hand and took it, not giving a damn who saw the affectionate gesture. “The sheriff will be here soon. He’ll want to talk to you, but they’ve already got a few cops out searching the roads between here and the town.”

      All the light seemed to have left his eyes. He dipped his head in a nod but didn’t say anything. His knees were still bouncing and suddenly he was on his feet. “I need to get out there. I need to help them look for her. I’ve told you everything I know, so you can tell the sheriff.”

      “No, Remington,” I said, trembling but trying to keep my voice as calm as I could. “He’s going to want to talk to you personally and there’s nowhere you can search where we’re not already looking. Just sit with me, okay? Can I get you a glass of water? Whiskey?”

      “No, thanks,” he said, eyes darting this way and that like he was considering making an escape. “If the sheriff wants to talk to me, he better get here fast. I’m not standing here for the rest of the afternoon.”

      “You won’t,” I assured him, taking his hands again and urging him to sit. “He’ll be here soon. I promise. We called him over an hour ago and he was going to send out some of his men before he came up here. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”

      Remington grunted, but he sat down, his knees immediately beginning to bounce again and his fingers tight around my own. I felt the desperation pouring off him, mingling with worry as we waited for the sheriff to arrive.

      “You know, I ran away once,” I said to distract him.

      He frowned. “You did?”

      “I did.” I smiled a little at the memory. “My dad was so angry. I’m not sure he ever fully forgave me, actually. He said I took at least ten years off his life when I disappeared.”

      “I think I know how he felt,” Remington muttered, those eyes moving from one of mine to the other. “Where did you go? Why did you run?”

      “Well, I had a fight with him about a party I wanted to go to, but the guy hosting was known as a bit of a troublemaker in town. Dad said no, obviously, and I uh…” I trailed off, my tongue coming out to wet my lips as I glanced back at him. “There used to be a lookout point at a place called the Gorge. It’s beautiful out there, with a waterfall and everything. It was my happy place. A place where I could be alone. Think. When I was there, I always felt like everything would be okay, so that’s where I went.”

      I shot up straight. “I know where she is! She’s at the Gorge, Remington. I mentioned it to the girls during the camping trip and Cassidy said kids still go there all the time. She must’ve told Lulu more about it. That’s where she is. I know it!”

      The next thing I knew, I was running. Remington’s footsteps rang out behind me as I called to Alan that we knew where to look. We kept running. It would be faster on foot instead of wasting time going around the mountain by car.

      On our way, I caught a glimpse of my old neighborhood just down the hill. As much as it was within a few miles of where I’d lived for the last ten years, I hadn’t seen my old house for a long time. I’d been avoiding it since my dad died, the pain of it just too much for me to go back.

      Situated at the foot of the hill, I could see it clearly from here, and I stopped momentarily, resting my hands on my knees to catch my breath.

      Remington stopped next to me, looking around and frowning as if he wasn’t sure we were in the right place. “This is the Gorge?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not. We still have a couple miles to go, but that’s the house I grew up in.”

      He blinked hard. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” As I straightened up, I couldn’t help but notice that the lights were on inside. I’d sold it after my dad passed away, but I’d never known if anyone had moved in.

      It seemed they had, though. Even from up here, it was obvious that there were also new kids living there now, the backyard littered with bikes, toys, and even an inflatable swimming pool with a slide into it.

      Remington took my hand. “Birdie? I can see that you’re having a moment, but point me in the right direction. I need to find my daughter. Please?”

      Shaking myself out of my past, I nodded. “Of course. Of course, yes. I’m so sorry. I just needed to catch my breath for a sec. Let’s go. We’ll find her, Remington. She’s at the Gorge. I can feel it in my gut.”

      She’d gone there, to the same place I’d run away to once upon a time. A place I’d run to from a house that now had new life in it.

      As I sprinted to that place now, I wondered if this was some kind of a sign that this chapter of my life had closed. Maybe it had closed a long time ago, and it was just dawning on me, but I couldn’t think too deeply on that right then. We needed to make sure Lulu was safe first.

      We didn’t stop until we reached the entrance to the Gorge. I looked from one side of it to the other, my heart in my throat. Yanking an annoying tree branch out of the way, I spotted a solitary figure sitting on a rock overlooking the waterfall.

      Yahtzee!

      Relief rushed through me, so intense that my watery knees almost gave out.

      Remington ran past me, and as he approached the rock, he slowed and put his hands up in an “I come in peace” motion.

      I took a step toward them and stopped. I wanted to go with him and make sure she was okay, but as much as I wanted to be in their lives, I wasn’t. This was just a summer fling and it was looking like it might be over sooner even than the end of the season.

      In fact, I had a feeling it might be over already. Today. I’d lost them both. They were as good as gone. Just like they had been since they’d first arrived here. I was only just catching up to that absolute reality now.

      They were leaving and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.
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      Birdie hung back while I went to talk to Laurene, staying at the entrance to the Gorge as I approached my daughter. I kind of wished she would’ve come with me, though. For the first time in my life, I was completely uncertain how to proceed.

      The last few hours without knowing whether Laurene was okay had knocked the wind right out of my sails and I didn’t know how to recover. But it had also made me realize a few things. It had made me realize that it was time to do what I’d promised my daughter I’d already been doing. I needed to listen. To hear. To sit with what she’d said and actually think about it instead of only consider how it would affect my life or Jacqueline’s.

      Residual pain, panic, and worry were still thrumming through me as I slowly made my way to the rock she was perched on. A fresh pain was also creeping in. The pain of seeing her, my little girl, my baby, sitting there on a rock, still wearing her pajamas with her hair sticking up all over the place and tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Wow. That hurts.

      She looked so fucking miserable. So forlorn, and I didn’t even know how we’d gotten here.

      Well, okay. I did know. I knew exactly how we’d gotten here, but I didn’t know how I’d let it happen, how I’d let it get so out of control that this was where we were.

      “Lulu?” I said softly once I was close enough, not wanting to startle her and honestly not sure if she’d noticed I was here yet.

      She twisted on the rock, her eyes widening. New sobs started wracking her little body, her shoulders shaking. “I’m so sorry I ran away, Daddy. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted some space, and when I got here, I wasn’t sure how to get back.”

      “It’s okay, baby.” I enveloped her in my arms, feeling like I could finally breathe again when she nestled into me. “It’s okay, honey. I’m here now, okay? Daddy’s here. Are you alright? You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “No,” she said into the front of my shirt, her voice muffled. “I’m okay. I’m so sorry, Daddy. I just needed a minute.”

      So did I, I realized, holding on to her until the sobs subsided. I kept my arm around her even once they had though, not quite ready to let go. She rested her head on my arm, exhaling shakily as we watched the waterfall together in silence.

      “It’s so peaceful out here,” she said after a while, not looking at me but not pulling out of my grasp either. “The waterfall drowns out all the noise. Cassidy told me it was like that at the Gorge. She said it was the one place where you felt like it was okay that you’re not in control.”

      “That’s quite a thought for a twelve-year-old,” I replied quietly. “I guess times really have changed, huh? I don’t think I thought like that at twelve.”

      On the other hand, I also hadn’t had to. Twelve had been before my parents had lost it all, so life had been pretty damn good for me at her age. “You’re going to have to tell an old man why it’s okay not to be in control out here.”

      “Because it’s nature,” she said. “Nature takes its course, you know? And it’s so beautiful, and natural, and there’s nothing you can do to fight it. Only God can make that waterfall stop running.”

      Well, God and men with the will to do it, but I didn’t correct her. “And that’s okay? That you can’t fight it?”

      I knew I wasn’t twelve anymore, but this wasn’t making much sense to me. Why was it okay not to be in control here?

      She let out another shaky breath and shrugged. “It’s okay because you can scream as much as you want and no one will hear you. Because it proves that even if you can’t control it, it’s still beautiful and it will still always just be here. No matter how old you get, it’ll still be here, doing the same thing it’s always done.”

      “Does that mean you’re okay with not being in control now?” I asked, still not really getting it.

      She shook her head. “No, I thought it might help, but it hasn’t. I think I might’ve missed the point she was trying to make.”

      I chuckled, turning to press a soft kiss to her temple. “If it helps, I don’t really understand it either, but people need different things when they’re upset, and hey, at least this is a hell of a view to have while you’re crying.”

      She sighed before she finally lifted her head to look at me. “I want to go to Juilliard.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They have a youth program,” she explained, fidgeting with her hands in her lap. “My dance teacher says I’m good enough to at least audition. She thinks I have a shot at getting in. So does Birdie.”

      A few fast blinks later, I stared into her eyes and reality dawned. “That’s why you don’t want to go to England.”

      “Well, yes and no,” she said. “I just don’t want to go all the way to the other side of the world because this might not be our home but some boarding school there isn’t my home either.”

      I pulled in a deep breath. “Yeah. No. You’re right. It’s not your home. So Juilliard, huh?”

      “Hopefully.” Her teeth sank into her lower lip for a moment. “All my friends will still be going to Primrose Academy and I know Mom kept saying that school in London is so prestigious, but so is Primrose. Even if I don’t get into the youth program, it’s not like Primrose is a bad school.”

      “It’s definitely not a bad school.” For the fees they charged, they had to be one of the best damn schools in the world. “What about Mom, though? If you stay, you won’t be seeing much of her and I can try to be home more often, but once we get back to the city, I might not be able to keep that promise.”

      “I know, but I’m not going to see much of Mom in London either and New York is my home. My friends are there. You’re there. I know you have to work, but at least we’d be living in the same house. Unless you don’t want me anymore.”

      My breath got caught in my lungs. “What? No. That’s not it at all, baby.”

      I pulled her back to me, my heart breaking all over again. Have I really been such a bad father that my own kid thinks I don’t want her?

      Holding her tighter and closer than I had since she’d been a baby I’d been afraid to drop, I kissed the top of her hair and shook my head. “None of this is because I don’t want you, Lulu. I love you more than anything in the world. More than work. More than myself.”

      “But you’re sending me to boarding school,” she whispered tearfully, so sad and unhappy that it killed me. “Why did you agree to send me if you still want me?”

      “I don’t want you to go, honey. I never have. Not to London and not to boarding school, but your mom insisted and I really didn’t think it would affect you so badly. I checked out the school and it looked great. I even thought you’d enjoy it. The experience. The accents. The different people.”

      “For a vacation maybe,” she murmured. “Not to live there. I don’t want to live there, Daddy. I don’t want to leave you or New York, and I promise I won’t give you a hard time about working so much. You won’t even know I’m there. I’ll be good. I promise.”

      Fuck. FUCK.

      Pain unlike anything I’d ever felt tore through me, leaving me breathless and devastated in its wake. I pulled away from her, sliding my hands to her shoulders and dipping my head to look directly into her wet eyes.

      “None of this has been your fault, Lulu. I’m not just saying that. It’s the complete truth. I didn’t agree for you to go with your mom because you’ve been bad. You don’t have to promise me that I won’t even know you’re there. I want you there, baby. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry for ever making you think differently. I’m going to talk to your mom, okay? We’ll work it out.”

      “We will?” she asked, her voice small and not confident at all.

      But that was okay because I was confident enough for the both of us. I’d failed her enough. I wouldn’t do it again.

      “If you want to go to Juilliard, then I want you to go. I want you to live with me, to be with your friends, and to be happy. Though, I wouldn’t be opposed to you making more friends like Cassidy rather than those girls you’ve got now, but we’ll get there when we get there. For now, we just need to focus on keeping you in the States first.”

      She threw her arms around me, hugging me for a long moment and even crawling into my lap. My heart raced in my chest as I stroked her hair, thanking God that she was alright and that I’d actually listened to her before it was too late.

      A twig cracked behind us and I lifted my head to see Birdie coming up to us. She wore an apologetic smile as she inclined her head toward the mountain. “The sun is going to be disappearing behind it any minute now. We should get going before we get caught out here in the dark.”

      “Birdie?” Laurene asked, realizing that she and I weren’t alone. As she looked over my shoulder and saw who was with us, she jumped out of my lap and ran over to her, embracing her in a big hug and starting to cry again.

      Birdie held her, murmuring things I couldn’t hear, but she looked at me while she said it. Then she pulled away and took Laurene’s hand. “We can keep talking for as long as you want once we get back, but we really do need to get going.”

      Lulu nodded and walked with her, but it didn’t take me long to realize she was exhausted. So was I, but I could do something about her exhaustion. I caught up to them and presented her with my back. “Come on, kiddo. Hop up. I’ll carry you home.”

      Surprise flickered in her eyes, but she didn’t argue, hopping on and clinging to me like a baby koala until we walked into our suite. Birdie went to spread the word that we’d found her while I ordered comfort food for dinner from room service.

      Lulu took a quick shower and changed into clean pajamas before joining me for grilled cheese and tomato soup. Then I tucked her in and she was asleep before her head hit the pillow. I stayed with her for a few minutes, only getting up when I heard a soft knock at our front door.

      Declan had moved into the suite next to ours earlier, so I doubted it was him. Shutting Laurene’s bedroom door, I went to check who was outside and smiled as I waved Birdie in. “She’s asleep.”

      “That’s good,” Birdie replied in a near whisper. “I’m glad she’s okay after all that. Did she eat something?”

      “Yeah, a little,” I said, taking her hands and tugging her to me. “You told everyone she was okay?”

      “I did. Everything is fine downstairs now. The police left and they’re all just happy that she’s safe and sound.”

      I dragged in a shuddering breath, slid my arms around her hips, and lowered my forehead to hers. “Thanks for your help today. We’d never have found her without you.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and smiled, letting her head rest against mine as she looked into my eyes. “Are you okay? That was quite a day.”

      “It was, and I’m not, but I will be.” I closed my eyes for a beat. “In a weird way, I’m even kind of grateful that it happened. It sucks that it took her running away for me to really listen, and I don’t think I’ll ever stop feeling guilty about that, but we’re in a good place now. It’s a place I plan on staying in with her.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” she murmured against my lips, then dragged in a deep breath and released me. “I should go and you should get some rest, but I’m serious, Remington. You’ve made mistakes. All parents do, but at the end of the day, you came through for her. That matters.”

      I caught her wrist before she could take a step back. “Stay with me tonight?”

      “Really?” She frowned. “Are you sure? You must be dead on your feet and I wouldn’t blame you if you needed some space to process.”

      “Of course, I’m sure. Please?”

      Her eyes lingered on mine for a second before she nodded. “Okay. Yes, I’ll stay.”

      I took her hand and led her across the suite. “Have you eaten anything?”

      “Gracie forced some pizza into me downstairs. I’m good.”

      She followed me to my bedroom and I shut the door behind us, spun her into me, brushed her hair out of her face, and lowered my mouth to hers. I hadn’t asked her to stay for sex, but I needed her, and as I kissed her, I realized just how much.
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      The sharp sound of the lock on his door engaging snapped through the air and I pushed my hands into his hair. “I thought we were getting some rest.”

      “We will,” he murmured between passionate kisses.

      He walked us back toward the bed and laid me down on the mattress. Sliding his hand along the length of my leg, he hooked his fingers behind my knee and bent it. Kissing me hard, he lowered himself down on me. I moaned into his mouth, wanting to be close to him so much after the day we’d had.

      Knowing she was gone had been traumatic as hell and I wanted him to take comfort from me. To find his comfort in me.

      I kissed him back, peeling off his shirt and lifting my back so he could do the same with mine. Our lips crashed together again as soon as the fabric passed between us and they didn’t part for so much as another second until he had to reach for a condom.

      Looking into my eyes, he rolled it on. Then he took my hands when he was done, moving back over to me on his knees before he kissed me again. With his arms around my waist, he lay back on the bed and kept holding both my hands as he helped me climb on top of him.

      I straddled his hips, hovering with my entrance at his tip. I held his gaze, not breaking eye contact when I started lowering myself down. Remington’s big hands tightened around my own, his fingers gripping mine like his life depended on it as I fed him into me.

      His lips were parted and soft groans escaped him on every other breath, but he never looked away. Neither did I. I held his hands and his gaze, moving with him once he was inside me and feeling like we were in our own little bubble.

      A happy, safe, romantic bubble where nothing could get to us. Nothing could break us apart, and even as we went over the edge together, we held on to each other. Then we did it all over again in the middle of the night.

      When I finally fell asleep for good, he was still holding me, his lips pressed to my temple as his breathing evened out and his muscles relaxed.

      I woke up the next morning before him. Used to waking early for yoga, I opened my eyes when the sun was still barely rising above the mountaintops outside. I lay still for a moment, marveling at the view from the master bedroom in the suite.

      I’d been up here before, of course, but never first thing in the morning. I’d never seen the first rays of morning sun bathe the woods in their golden glow, nor had I experienced the tranquility of lying in a giant, four-poster bed as the birds started singing and puffy white clouds floated in the sky.

      For a long minute, I kept my head on Remington’s chest, listening to the even, rhythmic sound of his heartbeat under my ear as I took it all in. Tracing patterns on his arm with my fingertips, I drew in a deep breath and allowed myself to feel at peace for only a moment.

      I knew it wouldn’t last. I’d been wrong about Remington and me being over yesterday but not all the way wrong. We’d had one last hurrah, but today, he would have to start sorting things out with Jacqueline so Laurene could stay in New York with him.

      I wasn’t naive. He was probably going to have to head back for that, chat to lawyers and whatnot about his options in person. With a heavy heart, I extricated myself from him, padding quietly to the bathroom to freshen up and grab a robe.

      After splashing some water on my face, I rubbed some toothpaste in my mouth and combed my fingers through my hair. In my reflection in the mirror, I saw that my cheeks were flushed, my lips still swollen from Remington’s passionate, bruising kisses last night, but my eyes were just a little bit too wide.

      Bewildered, I thought. That’s how I look. Bewildered.

      It wasn’t entirely unexpected, though. I was in love with a man—a family, really—who would be leaving within the next day or two. With him now dead set on keeping her in the States, there was no way they could stay longer than that.

      Especially not since her mother was expecting her in England soon. They’d need to move fast on whatever steps they had to take, and they would have to leave me behind to do it. I gripped the sides of the porcelain sink, hanging my head and focusing on my breathing until I felt slightly calmer.

      As I finally released the sink, I reached for one of the complimentary robes hanging behind the bathroom door and slid it on. I left the room to put on some coffee and check on Laurene. I knew I wasn’t her mom, but I did love her and she’d given me a scare yesterday.

      I just wanted to see her. To make sure she was still safe in her bed and that she knew I was here for her if she needed anything. She and I hadn’t ever spoken about what would happen once they left, but I wanted her to know that she could call me anytime.

      God, Gracie was so right. I’ve gotten way too involved. All the way involved. I just admitted to myself that I love both of them. How the hell did I let that happen?

      Ignoring the question for now, I walked quietly down the hallway and peeked into her room to find her still sleeping soundly. I stayed there for a moment, just watching her as a smile spread on my lips. I’d always wondered what it would be like to have a daughter of my own, and while I’d only known this girl for a few weeks, she’d already crawled so deep into my heart that it felt like I had at least a little bit of an idea now.

      Shaking my head at myself, I pushed away from the door and focused on the coffee I wanted instead. Day by day, I’d been letting myself get more and more comfortable with them. Every single day it was getting harder to remind myself that I wasn’t part of their lives and that I never would be.

      Only, why can’t I be?

      I flipped the switch on the coffeemaker and leaned against the counter, pondering all the possible options available to me as I saw them. Ultimately though, I couldn’t do anything but stay until I knew Alan would be okay if I left.

      Deciding to start there, I suddenly felt a frenetic energy coursing through me. If I could just speak to him, just find out what his plans were, then maybe I could start making some of my own. Completely forgetting I was wearing only a robe, I made for the door, intent on finding him, sitting him down, and having a conversation that was way overdue.

      With my heartbeat thrumming in my ears, I threw open the door to leave the suite but stopped short when I realized the hallway wasn’t empty. To my surprise, there was a very well-dressed woman standing right outside the door, flicking her gaze from one suite number to the next like she was deciding which doorway she was going to walk through first.

      I frowned. As far as I knew, there were no new guests checking into either of the suites today. Declan was in one and Remington and Laurene were in the other. We only had the two, which meant the woman must’ve gotten turned around somehow.

      “Excuse me,” I said politely, clutching the sides of the robe and relieved that I’d remembered I wasn’t dressed before I’d gone any further. “May I help you? If you’re looking for your room, I’d be happy to point you in the right direction.”

      The woman pulled off her large sunglasses, revealing a breathtakingly beautiful face with skin as smooth as porcelain and big bright green eyes. She had vibrant, natural red hair that shone like a smooth, glossy sheet and hung all the way to her waist.

      Her features were sharp and regal, so striking that she had to be a model. If she wasn’t, she should be. Wearing sky-high heels and a knee-length black sheath dress, everything about her screamed style and sophistication.

      I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to pull off an outfit like that. Especially not first thing in the morning. Suddenly ultra aware that I was standing here with bare feet and wearing nothing but a robe, I tightened the sides even more as the woman gave me a slow once-over.

      She looked me up and down with deliberate intent. “Who are you?”

      I blinked hard, jealous of even this woman’s voice. It was crisp and soft spoken but lyrical and beautiful. “I’m, uh, I’m Birdie and I work at the resort. Can I help you find your room?”

      She smiled coyly at me and waved an elegant, manicured hand at Remington’s suite. “Thank you, darling, but you already have. Keeping my husband’s bed warm while I was away, were you?”

      My first thought was that she was joking. She had to be, but as I looked at her, I suddenly saw the resemblance between her and Laurene.

      She wasn’t joking and she hadn’t gotten turned around.

      This gorgeous supermodel of a woman was Remington’s ex-wife. Laurene’s mother. And she’d just called him her husband. My spirits didn’t just sink. They exploded.

      It felt like the whole world was crashing down around me, but it wasn’t really. This was just what it felt like when illusions shattered. I’d fooled myself into believing that just maybe, I could one day really be part of their lives, but as Jacqueline swept past me into the suite, I realized that I’d been just that.

      A fool.

      I couldn’t hold a candle to this woman. I wasn’t even going to try. Plus, she was married to him. He was her husband. Not her ex. Not estranged but her husband. All this time, I’d thought she was in his past, but here she was, not seeming like the past at all. I didn’t know what kind of weird modern arrangement they had for her to be so calm about knowing I’d been in his bed, but I wouldn’t have any part of it.

      Of course, they’re still married, though. I mean, look at her. She’s the most gorgeous woman on earth. He’s never going to leave her and they have a daughter together. Whatever happened in their past, she’s still his future. God, how could I have been so stupid?

    

  







            41

          

          

      

    

    






REMINGTON

        

      

    

    
      There was a feeling a person got when something wasn’t right, a deep-seated discomfort in your gut that said, Something is wrong.

      My eyes flew open and that feeling flooded my senses. I shot upright in bed, noticing immediately that Birdie was gone. Eyebrows mashing together, I threw back the covers and swung my legs off the bed, but before I could even get up, the reason for that awful, ominous feeling made itself known.

      The door swung open without a knock, and the devil herself appeared in it. She wasn’t wearing Prada, but whichever designer had made that dress was close enough.

      Grabbing the sheets, I balled them up in my lap to hide the goods and I narrowed my eyes at her. “Jacqueline? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Remington,” she purred, smiling. She strode into my bedroom like she belonged there. Her gaze flicked this way and that, the wrinkle of her nose suggesting that she was not impressed with what she saw. “Surprised? I thought you might be and you know how much I love surprises.”

      “What. Are. You. Doing. Here?”

      She smiled and arched an eyebrow at me, gesturing toward the door. “I met your little girlfriend and I have to say, darling, you can do so much better.”

      “I’m not your darling and I’m also not interested in your fucking opinion.” Keeping the sheets firmly in place, I got up and grabbed a clean pair of underwear from the dresser and pulling them on before I dropped the sheets. “What are you doing here?”

      “You’re so adorable, trying to hide yourself from me,” she said in that annoying, singsong voice she used sometimes when she was trying to flirt. “I’ve seen it all, baby. Come sit with me. Tell me all about what you’ve been doing with the help.”

      My heart gave an uncomfortable jerk as she moved to the bed, perching herself delicately on the edge. “How did you know that she works here?” I pulled on a shirt and added some shorts.

      “She told me.” Jacqueline cocked her head at me slowly, her gaze drinking me in. “She also offered to help me find my room. Twice. I don’t imagine just any guest being quite so concerned about other people’s lodgings.”

      Once I was dressed, I heaved out a heavy breath and backed away from her, leaning my ass on the windowsill on the opposite side of the room instead of going to sit with her. On my bed. The same bed I’d shared with Birdie last night that my ex was now sitting on, balanced precariously like she was afraid of catching some kind of disease from it.

      Staring her down, I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Have you told me yet what you’re doing here?”

      Mild surprise crossed her features. She shrugged one shoulder and gestured at the window behind me. “You don’t have to be so harsh about it. We could catch up first.”

      “Let’s not.”

      She sighed. “I decided to come see what all the fuss was about. My family has been here for weeks now and I thought I should come check it out for myself.”

      “Why?” I stared right back at her, as unimpressed as she had been with the suite as I overcame my shock at seeing her here first thing in the morning. “You shouldn’t be here, Jacqs.”

      Unsurprisingly, she ignored me. Her gaze flicked lazily back toward the door. “Have you really been sleeping with the help, darling? It’s just so tacky. If you were that⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I interrupted her sharply. “Stop calling me darling and start explaining to me what the fuck you’re doing here.”

      Those big green eyes moved back to mine, and she fluttered her long eyelashes, doing her best to appear hurt. “Do not speak to me that way, Remington Ford.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. We’ll see how you react when I show up in your bedroom unannounced and uninvited, saying nasty things about the people you’ve been spending time with. I’ll ask one more time, but after that, I’m just really not going to care anymore. There’s a woman out there I actually like that I want to catch up with so I can apologize for the rude intrusion. What are you doing here?”

      “I told you.” She sniffed and dropped the act, studying her nails instead of pretending to be hurt. “I wanted to come see what all the fuss was about. You’ve been here for ages and there have been no pictures of you published anywhere. It was getting eerie.”

      I gritted my teeth and rolled my eyes. “What you think is eerie, I see as a private and peaceful getaway. Right, so now that you’ve seen it. You’ve done what you needed to do. Will you please leave?”

      She giggled like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard, shaking her head at me before she crinkled her nose. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what you’ve been up to with that girl. The poor thing looked like you wrecked her last night. Do you know she burst into the hallway in just a robe?” She let out a disbelieving, squeaky squeal kind of noise that grated everything in me. “She couldn’t keep up with you, huh? Not like I did, anyway.”

      Biting my tongue, I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “I’m not talking to you about that. I notice you haven’t even asked where Laurene is. Did you really come all this way just to find out what I’ve been up to?”

      “I got curious,” she said, disregarding the part of my statement about her own daughter. “It’s odd not to see you in the tabloids and it got me wondering just what you’ve been keeping yourself busy with. I guess now I know.”

      She curled her fingers and studied her nails once more. “People like us need to be more discreet, Remi. I thought you knew that. You can’t go gallivanting around with some unsuspecting pauper who milks cows for a living. Does she even know that you’re simply passing the time with her and that nothing can ever come of it?”

      “We’re not A-list actors, Jacqueline. No one really gives a shit what we do.” Rage ripped through my soul, but I held it back as best I could and rose from the windowsill to stride over to the door. “Don’t call her a pauper. You don’t know the first thing about her and I thought I’d made it clear that I’m not interested in your opinion. Now leave so that I can go find her without having to worry that I’m going to come back to find you naked in my bed or something equally absurd.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be absurd.” She flashed me what was probably supposed to be an alluring smile, but it made my skin crawl. “You and I getting naked together was something we were always so good at. Until you lost interest in me, that is.”

      I groaned and shoved both hands into my hair. “I’m not rehashing any of that right now. We’re divorced. It’s over. Now leave.”

      “I’ll leave this poor excuse for a suite, but I’m certainly not letting you run me out of town. I’m staying for a few days. It’s quite beautiful here. Nothing compared to some of the other places I’ve seen recently but pretty enough.”

      “You’re not staying.”

      She stood up gracefully, sliding her sunglasses off the top of her head. “Yes, I am, Remi. If you’ve taken to shagging the help then clearly, you need me to stay close for a while. Maybe I can help you work out some of that stress that made you get in bed with someone like her.”

      “You’re offering to fuck me?” I scoffed. “No thanks.”

      She sighed. “I’m simply trying to help an old friend. I have no romantic interest in you anymore. It wouldn’t have to be like that. I’ll just remind you of the kind of woman you should be with, and then I’ll be on my merry way. Back to civilization. God only knows how you’ve stuck it out here for so long.”

      “Go back to civilization now,” I said. “I don’t need your help, and frankly, I don’t want it. Just leave, Jacqueline.”

      She smiled, once again mostly ignoring what I’d said. “I’m renting a house nearby. I can’t stay in a place like this after being in Europe all summer, but I’ll see you around, Remi. Have fun with the help. Just remember who you are. You can’t replace me with someone like her.”

      Giving me a meaningful look, she slid the sunglasses onto her face and strode out of the room. As she passed me, I arched an eyebrow at her. “Don’t you want to see your daughter?”

      She smiled again but didn’t respond, leaving the suite and slamming the door behind her. Once she was gone, I groaned and barely resisted the urge to punch a hole in the wall. The last thing I needed right then was for Jacqueline to show up, acting all high and mighty and like a fucking know-it-all.

      I didn’t care about anything she’d said, but I did care that she was here and that she was staying. The woman was like a tropical storm at times, destroying everything in her path without a second thought. I still didn’t really know why she’d come, but I knew she’d interacted with Birdie and that meant that I had to find her.

      Dread formed a rock in my stomach when I thought about what she might’ve said. How she might’ve acted.

      The only thing I knew for an absolute fact was that she would’ve been a brat about it. In Jacqueline’s mind, what I did still reflected on her, and because of that, she would always be at least a little bit territorial about me.

      Plus, she hated losing almost as much as I did. If she thought I’d somehow “won” the divorce by getting seriously involved with someone before she did, there wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that she’d create havoc just to get back at me.

      Blowing out a breath, I pulled myself together and checked on Laurene. The only silver lining about all this so far was that she was still sleeping, though she started stirring when I pushed open her bedroom door. For the moment, that meant she didn’t know Jacqueline had showed up, and the longer I could keep it that way, the better. At least for an hour or so.

      She didn’t need to know that her mother had flown here all the way from England, only to not even ask how she was doing. A dull ache started up in my chest and I left her room to call down and ask for our breakfast to be brought to our suite.

      I wasn’t taking any chances by bringing Laurene downstairs just yet. Not while Hurricane Jacqueline might still be in the area. Before I saw that woman again, I needed to formulate a game plan.

      I needed to come up with a way of talking to her that would convince her to let Laurene stay in Manhattan with me, and I needed to come up with a way to tell our daughter that her mother had come—quite possibly to bring her back to England so much sooner than I ever could’ve anticipated.
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      Leaving Remington alone with his gorgeous wife, I hurried down the hallway and sneaked out the back entrance of the resort, making a beeline for my cabin. A bit shaken, I raced through a shower and got dressed, then drove straight to Gracie’s house in town.

      I needed to talk to my friend. I needed to unpack this with someone and she was the only person I did that kind of thing with.

      By the time I pulled up in front of her garage, I was still berating myself. Jacqueline’s incredibly beautiful face was seemingly branded into the backs of my eyelids. Every time I blinked, I saw that smile she’d flashed me when she asked if I’d been keeping her husband’s bed warm.

      Husband’s bed. Not ex-husband’s bed but her husband’s. Bile raced up the back of my throat, but I swallowed it down, throwing myself out of the car and jogging to Gracie’s front door. I knocked once, but when she didn’t come immediately, I started banging, my anxiety levels at an all-time high.

      I hadn’t known it at the time, but I’d slept with someone’s husband. A married man. It didn’t matter that even their own daughter thought they were divorced. It clearly wasn’t official yet if she was still referring to him as her husband.

      Which made me the dreaded other woman. My stomach rolled again and I banged harder. Declan opened the door and I took a step back. He was only wearing a pair of boxers, so it was clear that Gracie had grown tired of making him wait.

      Asshole. He could’ve told me that his friend was still freaking married. Too embarrassed to tear him a new one for it right then though, I simply narrowed my eyes.

      “I need to talk to her,” I said, pushing past him into her house. “Alone. Please and thank you.”

      My friend came out of her bedroom as I walked in, her hair mussed. She tied the belt of her robe and frowned. “Birdie, what happened?”

      I glanced at Declan before I looked back at her, silently trying to convey the message Not in front of him.

      Gracie turned to give him a sugary sweet smile. “I’m sorry, Dec. You’re going to have to leave now.”

      “Now?” He groaned. “But we were right in the middle of something.”

      “Yes, and now we’re not,” she said. “Thanks, though. This was fun. See ya.”

      He stared at her for another beat, his head shaking. “Sure. Yeah. See ya.”

      Disappearing into her bedroom, I assumed he was going to get the rest of his clothes, but Gracie didn’t wait until he’d left her place completely before she came over and put her hands on my shoulders. “What happened?”

      “He’s married,” I hissed.

      Her head jerked back and her eyes darted to the bedroom. “Declan?”

      “No, Remington,” I whispered furiously, making my eyes big at her.

      She frowned. “I thought he was divorced.”

      “Shh!” I took another pointed look at her room and lowered my voice again. “So did I. Obviously. Otherwise I never would’ve touched him, but he’s not.”

      “What?” she asked, speaking in her normal voice again. “How is that possible? If that’s true, where has she been all this time? The wife, I mean. It’s not like happily married couples regularly spend their entire summers apart.”

      “I don’t know about that, but I met her. Remington’s wife. She’s freaking gorgeous. Like drop-dead, supermodel-level gorgeous.”

      Declan ran out of Gracie’s room, his shirt only half buttoned and his shoes still in his hand. His eyes were wide with what appeared to be panic. “Did I just hear you say Remington’s wife?”

      “Yep.” I turned on him then, glowering as I crossed my arms. “Thanks for nothing, jerk. It would’ve been nice if you’d have given me a heads-up that he’s still married.”

      “Yeah, if he was still married, I would’ve told you.” He jammed his feet into his shoes and hurriedly did up the rest of his buttons. “He’s not, though. They’re divorced. I thought you knew.”

      “I thought I knew too, but then Jacqueline showed up this morning and accused me of sleeping with her husband.”

      Declan groaned, covered his face with his palms, and shook his head. “I need to go deal with this on his side, but it’s not true. They really are divorced.”

      I snorted. “Someone should tell her that, then. As far as she’s concerned, he’s still married to her, Declan. You can stop lying to me now. The jig is up.”

      “There is no jig,” he said emphatically. “They were separated for years and the divorce was finalized a few months ago.”

      I felt like I’d been punched in the chest. Again. “Are you sure? Because she definitely called him her husband and then she walked into the suite like she belonged there.”

      “Fuck.”

      “What?”

      He sighed, then shook his head again and started racing around the room, collecting his wallet, phone, and keys from various points where he seemed to have dropped them. “Jacqueline is bad news, okay? She was messing with you. Probably jealous that he’s met someone and she hasn’t. Either that, or her life has just been too calm recently and she needs to create some drama. She does that. She lives for drama.”

      Stumbling back, I collapsed on Gracie’s sofa and willed my racing mind to catch up. “So, wait. He’s not married?”

      “Very much not married,” Declan said fiercely. “Thank God. That woman made him miserable and I don’t blame him. She’s toxic. If you ever see her again, don’t believe a word she says. And some holy water might keep her away.”

      “But she’s so pretty,” I mumbled. “So sophisticated.”

      He pulled up short to stare blankly at me. “So what? Wrap a turd in gold and it’s still a piece of shit.”

      “I just…” I trailed off. “Nothing. She lied?”

      “She lied,” he said, suddenly on the move again. Crossing the room to Gracie, he grabbed her chin between his thumb and forefinger and placed a hard, hot kiss on her lips. “We aren’t done. I’ll see you later.”

      He spun on his heels and left. She seemed to sway a little bit, a goofy grin appearing on her lips as she glanced back at me. “That guy is good. Like, real good. I shouldn’t have held out for so long. Coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” I muttered, feeling like my brain had been detached from my body. I’d never been caught up in anything like this.

      Scandals happened in Bluebell Hollow and not everyone was good, but this was crazy. If Remington and Jacqueline really were divorced and she really had spent her summer on the yacht she’d gotten in said divorce and she’d really flown all the way back here just to create a bit of drama, then I was way out of my league.

      Who does that?

      Gracie exhaled through her nostrils and watched me. “Strong coffee, it shall be. Come on. Talk to me while we’re waiting and start at the beginning.”

      I pushed to my feet, but I felt like I was floating as I moved toward her kitchen. “After we found Lulu last night and brought her back to the resort, I went to the suite to let him know that the police had left and that he didn’t have to worry.”

      “Okay,” she said, cocking her hip against the counter after putting on a pot of coffee. “Then what?”

      “He asked me to stay and I did.” My cheeks heated at the memory of everything we’d done while I’d stayed, but I didn’t share any of those details. “This morning, it occurred to me that I really was going to lose them and that I didn’t want to, so I ran out to go find Alan and bumped into Drama Barbie instead.”

      Gracie chuckled. “Drama Barbie, I like it, but Bitch Barbie might be more accurate from the sound of things. So you just bumped into her and she told you he was her husband?”

      I nodded. “Something like that. Her exact words were about me keeping her husband’s bed warm, but yeah.”

      She exhaled harshly, her lips pursing. “I hate it when women do stuff like that to each other. What did Remington say when he saw her?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I admitted after a brief pause. “I, uh, ran out and came here. He was still sleeping when I woke up, so…”

      “So you left him there to wake up to his ex-wife walking into his suite?” she asked, her eyes widening a little more with each word until she started laughing. “Wow. I’d have given anything to have been a fly on that wall. At least tell me he wasn’t sleeping naked.”

      I wrinkled my nose, and she started laughing even harder, only just managing to squeeze the words out as she struggled to even breathe. “Oh, gosh. I’m sorry. That’s awful, but I really would’ve paid good money to have been in that room. It would’ve been hilarious. Can you imagine?”

      “Can I imagine what? Waking up to a woman who looks like her walking in on my sort-of boyfriend naked?” I winced. “I’d rather not, thanks.”

      “Oh, relax,” she said easily, coming over to give me a quick hug. “It’s not like she was naked too, and even if she was, it doesn’t sound like he’d have done anything with her. By all accounts, she’s a terrible, terrible person and he’s with you now. You’re the best person in the world.”

      “She’s really pretty,” I whispered as I hugged her back. The coffee started to run into the pot. “They were together for a long time. You never know what might be happening even as we speak. Don’t exes still hook up sometimes?”

      “Mostly only the ones who are still in denial,” she said wisely. “It doesn’t sound like Remington is in denial, so you have nothing to worry about. He also wouldn’t need to turn to her for comfort sex because he’s already had that. With you.”

      “How did you know?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Birdie. I’m not stupid. Plus, even Declan and I needed some comforting after yesterday. It’s only natural you did too. Can we have coffee now, or do I need to keep talking you off the ledge you were on when you got here?”

      “No.” I cleared my throat and dragged in a deep breath. “No, I’m all good. We can have coffee now.”

      “Good, and when we’re done, you need to go talk to Remington. Obviously, something’s up. The sooner you find out what it is, the sooner you can get back to comforting your man.”

      I groaned. “Stop it, and he’s not my man.”

      She winked at me. “He sure is.”

      I didn’t really know how to explain to her what was bothering me. I couldn’t even put a finger on it myself.

      As I carried my coffee to the couch and sat down again, I thought about the events of yesterday, replaying it all up to the point where Lulu and Remington had finally talked. “What are the odds of her showing up out of the blue just after those two talked about her going to Juilliard? You should’ve seen Lulu’s face while they were discussing it, Gracie. She was so hopeful, and now her mother is here and she’s probably going to ruin it.”

      “Or maybe she’ll understand,” Gracie said softly, taking the seat next to mine and squeezing my arm. “They’re a family, honey. Even if Remington and Jacqueline are divorced, they’re still a family. You need to let them sort it out, but you also need to talk to him about what this means for you. More importantly, you and I both have to find out if there’s some way we can help Laurene in all this.”

      I wrapped my fingers around my mug, blew on the surface of the coffee, and watched the steam skitter away. I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. One thing at a time.”

      She paused for a beat. “I can’t believe you thought you slept with a married man.”

      She started laughing again, and this time, I saw at least a flash of the humor she did in the situation. It was just so bizarre that the only thing I could do was laugh. The alternative was to cry, and if I started crying about him, I didn’t know if I’d ever stop.

      Part of me hoped she would just disappear again, leave as suddenly as she’d arrived, but I doubted the universe was going to make things that easy for us. I doubted Jacqueline was going to make things that easy for us, and now that I’d met her, I knew I was going to have to be prepared to fight for even the slightest chance of staying in their lives.

      It had been unlikely before, but now? It felt like it had just become borderline impossible.
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      Laurene woke up as our food arrived. I didn’t tell her that her mother had been here this morning. I had no idea where Jacqueline was staying, but I was hopeful that she would have left the resort by now and that she would stay away for the rest of the day.

      I knew I was going to have to tell Laurene sooner or later, but I just wasn’t ready yet. I didn’t know what to say or how to reassure her, and all those plans I needed to make were still up in the air.

      First things first. Now that Laurene had been fed and seemed fine after yesterday, I wanted to go find Birdie to make sure she was okay. I had to make this right with her before I’d be able to focus on the hurricane that had blown in this morning.

      Lulu was my first priority, then Birdie, and then way, way down on that list was dealing with Jacqueline. Done eating, I looked across the table at Lulu and pushed back my chair. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to Kids Camp?”

      “I’m fine, Daddy.” She smiled at me. “I’m just going to hang out today. I might go over there later, but for now, I want to get back in bed and read a book Cassidy told me about. I already downloaded it and I think I just need to relax a little bit.”

      “How old are you again?”

      She giggled, getting up and coming over to kiss my forehead. “Twelve, but I’m mature for my age.”

      As she walked to her bedroom, I got up and trailed after her. “Is the book appropriate for regular twelve-year-olds? Even those who aren’t mature?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” she said dutifully, turning to face me when she reached her door. “It’s about a boy and his dragon. There’s no sex, nudity, or graphic violence.”

      I winced and backed away, throwing my hands up in the air. I kept walking down the hallway. “I’m going to pretend you still don’t know what any of those things are, and I want the name of that book. I need to check it out myself before I’ll know that I’m okay with you reading it.”

      “I’ll send you a link,” she said, strangely calm about it all. She cocked her head at me. “You’re really going to check it out?”

      “Of course.”

      A wide smile broke out across her lips. “You’re the best, Daddy. Thank you!”

      With that, she flounced into her bedroom, super excited about something, and I was already halfway to the lobby when I realized what it was. In the past, I didn’t think anyone had ever checked up on what she was reading or watching.

      At least, not that she remembered or knew about. Back when she was a toddler, I’d set parental controls on all our devices and they were still there, but I didn’t think she knew I adjusted them on occasion.

      Either way, it was another reminder that things were changing between us. I was going to be a better parent from now on. She was never going to have to wonder how much I cared ever again—and I was going to make sure Jacqueline knew she wasn’t taking her to England.

      The one thing I knew for sure after this morning was that the London ship had sailed. I’d been going back and forth about it for weeks now, but after yesterday and Jacqueline not even being bothered to peek into her room this morning, my mind was fully made up. I wasn’t going to let my ex play dress-up with her.

      Not anymore.

      Lulu had plans for her own future. Dreams and hopes. I wasn’t going to let her mom destroy them just because she was bored.

      As I walked out of the main resort toward Birdie’s studio, she came striding down the path, a relieved smile on her lips when she saw me. “I was looking for you!”

      “Same here.” I took her hand, pulled her in the studio, and shut the door firmly behind us. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry about this morning. I heard you met my ex.”

      Her blue eyes darted from one of mine to the other and it looked like she was going to say something completely different for a moment, but then she blinked and it was gone. “I did. She’s, uh, not very friendly, is she?”

      I scoffed. “Describing her as ‘not very friendly’ is overly kind. Why didn’t you wake me up? I’d have chased her away from you.”

      “Oh, uh, I was going downstairs to check in with Alan when I ran into her, and I thought it was better to let you two talk. I’m sorry for leaving the way I did. I wasn’t planning on it. I thought I’d bring back some coffee to the suite after I spoke to Alan, but then…”

      “Jacqueline happened.” I pulled her closer, kissing her gently. “I’m so, so sorry you had to go through that. If I’d known she was coming, I’d have warned you, but I had no idea.”

      She tilted her head back, her eyes on mine, and brought her hands to my chest. “Is everything okay? Why is she here? I thought she wanted Laurene to come meet her in London in a couple weeks.”

      “She did want that the last time I spoke to her, but Jacqueline is unpredictable.” I tightened my grip on her hips, so afraid she was going to run but knowing that I had to be honest with her. “At risk of scaring you away, things might get ugly now that she’s here, Birdie. If you stay close to me, I can’t guarantee she won’t hurt you again.”

      “She blindsided me this morning,” she emphasized the word. “Not hurt. Blindsided. There’s a difference. Now that I know what I’m up against, it won’t happen again.”

      “You don’t know what you’re up against, though.” It pained me to say it, but she had to be prepared. “Jacqueline isn’t like you, baby. Which is a great thing. Fucking fantastic, actually, but that doesn’t change the facts.”

      “So tell me the facts,” she said calmly. Leading me over to a little bench in the corner, she sat down and turned to face me. “You haven’t told me much about your divorce. She won’t be able to scare me if she doesn’t have any ammunition.”

      I raked a hand through my hair and looked around her bright and airy studio. With the colorful yoga mats and equally colorful cubbies. The knickknacks and the cheerful pictures on the walls. Plenty of natural light streamed in through the large windows and the vibe in here was so relaxed and happy.

      “If I tell you about all this, I’m probably going to lose you,” I said quietly as I brought my gaze back to hers. “It really wasn’t pretty and some of the things I did, I’m not proud of. Some of the sacrifices I made.”

      Birdie was like this place. She was sunshine and color. She was fresh air, natural light, and feeling free. While I’d been here, I hadn’t acted much like myself at all outside of those first few days. She didn’t know the guy I was going to tell her about, and I wasn’t sure I wanted her to.

      Ultimately though, he was me. I was him. I was going to lose her anyway and the least I could do was try to mitigate the damage Jacqueline was going to do by being honest with Birdie now. She was right about the ammunition thing.

      If I told her the truth, Jacqueline wouldn’t be able to hurt her as much. “You’re sure you want to hear about this?”

      She nodded. “You’ve mentioned the divorce was nasty. What made it so bad?”

      “She tried to take me for all I had. Apparently, she felt like I wouldn’t have had anything if it hadn’t been for her, and because of that, she felt entitled to everything.”

      Birdie’s brow furrowed, but she didn’t interrupt me.

      “I gave up a lot. I gave her a lot more than she was legally entitled to, but she wouldn’t stop. She just kept coming at me, demanding a share of my business as well, and that was where I drew the line.”

      “Which is understandable,” she said gently. “If you had given her that, she would’ve remained an even bigger part of your life.”

      “Which is exactly why she wanted it.” I blew out a deep breath. “When it came to custody though, we couldn’t reach an agreement at all. For the longest time, we fought about Laurene and neither of us relented, but then one day, I realized that we’d kept fighting for the sake of winning.”

      “You weren’t fighting for what was best for Laurene?” she asked, frowning.

      I looked right into her eyes and admitted one of the worst things I’d ever done. “No. We weren’t. We both kept insisting that we wanted what was best for her, but when it really came down to it, we just didn’t want to lose.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I relented,” I said. “I went home after an entire afternoon of settlement negotiations and I really thought about what would be best for her. I work a lot, and I didn’t see that changing, so I relented. I thought what was best for Laurene would be going with Jacqueline.”

      “I’m so sorry, Remington.”

      “I know now that I should’ve fought harder for her,” I admitted. “I should’ve done things differently. At the time, I relented on the one thing I shouldn’t have, and in doing so, I hurt my daughter. I made her feel unwanted and unloved, and now, I’m going to have to fight for her anyway, which means that I should’ve just kept doing it back then instead of putting her through all this.”

      Birdie didn’t say anything for the longest time, but when she did, she surprised me. “What does Jacqueline want?”

      “For me not to be happy,” I said honestly. “That’s the gist of it. I left her. I divorced her. I didn’t forgive her for cheating on me and I didn’t even consider taking her back after I found out. She’s been trying to punish me for it ever since.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep. Every time I think I’ve created enough space between us and that we’re finally moving forward, she backtracks and snakes her way back in.”

      “Well, then I think the best thing you can do is to be happy,” Birdie said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You can’t let her keep you from moving on, Remington. You also can’t keep letting her punish you. Why would you?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I’m still not scared.” A slow smile spread on her lips as she took my face between her hands. “I’m saying that you and I should just act like normal. Like we have since we met each other and that we shouldn’t allow her to drag us down.”

      I blinked at her, completely unsure how she could still be so damn optimistic despite everything that had happened. After pressing a chaste kiss to my lips, she leaned back and changed the subject. “I have some really juicy gossip about Declan and Gracie. Want to hear it?”

      As I stared into those sparkling blue eyes, I realized that she wasn’t only made of sunshine. She had a core of steel and I was damn grateful for it because she was going to need it if she planned on staying with me even with Jacqueline right down the damn road.
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      Anxious as hell, I was pretty proud of myself for playing it off well. I’d managed to distract Remington, spending the day with him and Laurene but saying good night to give them some time to talk before bed.

      The next morning, I did my yoga class like normal and carried on as though nothing had changed, but I kept feeling like I had to look over my shoulder for Jacqueline. Like she was the big bad wolf hiding in the shadows, stalking me and just waiting for an opening to attack me, her prey.

      After what Declan and Remington had said about her, I’d turned her into something of a beautiful boogeyman in my mind. The unseen enemy who would stop at nothing to see me suffer. Maybe it was silly, but I felt like I was being watched. Like I needed to keep my eyes wide open at all times.

      I had no idea if Remington felt like this with her in the area as well, but by that night, I was exhausted. Who knew it was so tiring to have an enemy who actually wants to do you harm?

      I’d never had a real enemy in my life, but especially not one who was an actual threat. Not that I believed Jacqueline would take out a hit on me or anything quite that extreme, but I knew she was waiting for the opportunity to pounce.

      Except that instead of physical violence, she would employ psychological warfare. She would say and do anything she could to make me doubt Remington and my already fragile place in his life, and the truth was that she would probably succeed in cutting me that way.

      As supportive, open, and honest as Remington had been with me about how he felt like he had more with me than just some fling, I hadn’t wanted to confront him about us with everything else hanging over his head. I still didn’t know if he even planned on speaking to me again once he left here and I also didn’t know when that might happen.

      He and I walked into the bar to join Declan and Gracie while she worked, and I tried to shove down my exhaustion, caution, anxiety, and uncertainty, checking it all at the door so that we could just be a normal couple on a date tonight.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with Lulu still sleeping over at Cassidy’s tonight?” I asked as we sat down. “It’s pretty big of you, considering that she just ran away and all.”

      “I’ve already kept her away from her other friends all summer,” he said. “It didn’t feel right to go back on letting her sleep at Cassidy’s on top of that. Besides, I like Cass. I can’t say the same about that group in the Hamptons.”

      I smiled at him. “I’m proud of you. It couldn’t have been easy to let her go even if you do like the friend she’s spending the night with.”

      “Yeah, well, it helped that I also like the friend I’m spending the night with.” He winked at me, bringing our joined hands to his mouth and pressing a kiss to the back of mine. “Laurene insisted that she’d be safe and happy at Cassidy’s and I owed you a date, so this was a win-win.”

      My heart swelled, even if he had just called me a friend. I sighed, sitting down at the table nearest the bar where Declan was already waiting. He was sideways on his chair, chatting to Gracie behind the bar, but they both turned their attention to us as we sat down.

      “She hasn’t shown up again, has she?” he asked Remington, his expression gravely serious.

      It made me wonder what it had been like for him, as the business partner, to know that she had been fighting for a share of the company. Clearly, she wasn’t his favorite person and he seemed to be taking her sudden appearance even worse than Remington himself.

      “Nah, but you know her. She’d have taken the rest of yesterday to settle in wherever she’s staying and she would’ve explored the area today to get a lay of the land.” He glanced at me. “You haven’t seen her, have you?”

      “Nope,” I said quickly. “You guys talk about her like she’s some kind of assassin, though. Why would she need a lay of the land if she’s only staying a few days?”

      “She’ll be trying to figure out what I see in this place. If any part of it or any person is more interesting or important to me than they should be,” Remington explained.

      Declan pointed a finger right at me. “You should be expecting a visit soon. Once she realizes that he’s not just shagging you, she’s going to try something for sure.”

      “Shagging?” I frowned. “Isn’t that a different word for⁠—”

      “It is.” Declan waggled his eyebrows at me. “Evidently, Jacqs is using it now. She’s been in England for a couple months and she’s already stealing the terminology. She’s that ruthless.”

      I chuckled at the joke he’d tried to make, appreciating his attempt at humor, but they really weren’t making me feel better about any of this. “She’s going to try something? Like what? Should I be considering moving out of my cabin until she’s gone?”

      Remington smirked. “Absolutely. You should move into the suite, but not because of Jacqueline. She won’t break into your place or smother you with a pillow in your sleep.”

      My heart skipped. My gaze jumped to his, holding it as I wondered if he really wanted me to move in with him. I wouldn’t do it. Obviously. It would make things way too complicated for Laurene, and I happened to like my cabin, but still, he’d offered. I just didn’t know if it had been a joke or not.

      “Be serious, boys,” Gracie interrupted sternly. “If Birdie is moving in with anyone in the meantime, it’ll be with me, but is it necessary? Answer the darn question. What is this woman going to try?”

      Declan glanced at her, pulling in a deep breath. “To tear them apart. She’ll say or do anything to get between them.” As he said it, he turned back to me. “I meant what I said the other morning. Don’t believe a word out of her mouth. She’s definitely going to try to convince you that Remington is still in love with her, but when that doesn’t work, she might try to play on your feelings about the fact that they share a child. I wouldn’t put anything past her.”

      My stomach flipped. “So basically, I should just ignore anything and everything she tells me.”

      “Exactly.” Remington squeezed my hand, but I saw the worry in his eyes. “Even the stuff she doesn’t say directly. She’s smart. She’ll figure out a way to get into your head once she realizes you don’t believe her yet.”

      Declan focused on Remington then, giving Gracie and me a moment to exchange a glance. With her by my side, I’d always been able to handle the mean girls and the playground bullies, but something told me Jacqueline wasn’t your garden variety mean girl.

      Gracie gave me a reassuring smile and I returned it, but I didn’t feel reassured. The thought of that woman was freaking me out so much that, at this point, nothing she could say to me was as bad as some of the scenarios I’d conjured up in my mind, but I had to brace for impact and I knew it was going to hurt.

      I just wasn’t used to playing at her level—or playing her game at all. Gracie was a tiny bit versed in it, but we didn’t have a full-blown Jacqueline character around here. There was no way we could really be prepared, but as Declan and Remington spoke, I tuned into their conversation, recognizing that it wouldn’t really matter what she did.

      As long as I remained confident in Remington, she wouldn’t be able to rattle me. Remington and Laurene. They were what was important.

      “You’re going to have to talk to her while she’s here,” Declan was saying, the expression on his face as pinched as if he’d just sucked on a particularly sour lemon. “You and I both know she’s going to try to take Lulu with her when she leaves, which means that you’re going to have to get into it with her whether you want to engage or not.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m just not doing it on her terms,” he said. “She came here. To me. We’re playing this one by my rules.”

      “It’s not a game, though,” Gracie protested.

      “I know that too,” Remington said, looking up at her over Declan’s shoulder. “I don’t think it’s a game at all, but for Jacqueline, that’s exactly what it is. That’s why I won’t play by her rules.” He turned back to Declan. “I’m going to talk to her. She’s not taking Lulu to England. I don’t care if that’s what she came here to do. I won’t let it happen.”

      With the declaration made, he lifted his beer into the air and we toasted on it. Then Declan changed the topic and we spent the rest of the night trying to relax and forget about Jacqueline. After a few drinks and some food, I was feeling significantly better about everything, safe in the knowledge that she couldn’t touch me so long as I remembered that Remington despised her and that his best friend clearly did too.

      We strode back to my cabin hand in hand, and I, for one, was all smiles when he spun me into him once we were inside. Those eyes looked deep into mine as he held me, a slow smile now spreading on his own face.

      “I haven’t been this happy for as long as I can remember, Birdie,” he murmured as he pushed my hair behind my ears. “I know I’m responsible for bringing this shit storm into your life and I wish we could go back to it being just us, but despite everything else, I’m still so happy that I’m not even sure who I am right now.”

      “But I know who you are,” I replied softly, my hands on his chest and his heart beating steadily against my palm. “I happen to like who you are, and it’s not a shit storm, Remington. It’s just a woman. A woman you didn’t invite and don’t want here, but who we couldn’t keep out. It’s not your fault she came.”

      Moving his head forward, he laid a kiss on me and then smiled again. “Let’s not talk about her anymore. She doesn’t matter. Right here, right now, all I want is to be with you.”

      “That’s funny,” I teased lightly, scrunching my fingers into his shirt and tugging him toward my bed. “I want that too.”

      It was true. Despite everything else going on, I felt the same way he did. I was happier than I had been in a long time, and when I was with him, it felt like we were in our own little world. A world I didn’t care to share with his ex and one I definitely wasn’t inviting her into by asking more questions right then.

      Instead, I stripped off his clothes while he did the same to me, and we got lost in each other in our own little world for the rest of the night. Remington made me feel like I was the only woman who existed, like I was precious to him. I knew I was going to have to hang onto that feeling if I ran into her come daybreak, so I drank it in, relished it, and made every effort to make him feel the same way.

      At the end of the day, we were together now and it might not last forever, but while he was still here with me, I was intent on making every second count—and I did it without worrying what fresh hell Jacqueline might have in store for us tomorrow.
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      I woke up in Birdie’s bed with the sun already sitting high in the sky, streaming into her cabin and creeping closer and closer to where I was lying. Groaning, I rolled over to grab my phone and checked the time, praying that I hadn’t slept away the entire day.

      Laurene wasn’t due back from Cassidy’s place in town until later this evening, and I’d been looking forward to spending some time with Birdie once she got done with her yoga sessions. Relieved when I realized it was still morning—albeit late morning—I got up, dressed, and headed to the main building, planning on going to find her.

      I found Alan instead, talking to a few of his employees in the lobby when I strode out of the elevator. The old man spotted me and waved, apparently having warmed up to me now that he was two million dollars richer and had witnessed me temporarily misplacing my own daughter.

      I waved back, expecting him to continue with his conversation now that we’d greeted one another, but he didn’t. Lifting his hand once more, he beckoned me over, wrapping up with the employees as I approached.

      “You know what to do, so get out there and do it,” he was saying. “Report back to me once you have. I want that fence fixed today.”

      I waited for them to disperse before I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’ve got a broken fence?”

      “Tree fell on it during that last storm,” he said conversationally. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about, though. I heard about the fancy lady who came to visit.”

      “Oh.”

      He nodded, those cloudy blue eyes of his hard and sharp on mine. “Yes, oh. I also heard she was here with you.”

      “Not with me,” I said immediately, shaking my head as I showed him my palms. “I have no idea what she did or to who, but she’s not here with me. I didn’t even know she was coming.”

      “Even so,” he said, still regarding me as intently as before. “What are your intentions with Birdie? If you have other women crossing oceans to see you, you’re not the kind of man she deserves to have in her life. Well, to be honest, I’m still not convinced you’re the kind of man she deserves to have in her life either way, but let’s start with the other woman.”

      I groaned, scrubbing a palm over my cheek, and I pulled a face at him. “Can I at least have coffee first? I’m not too keen on having this conversation at all, but especially not without even trace amounts of caffeine in my system.”

      “I can make coffee happen,” he said. “You and I are talking about this. Now. She’s like a daughter to me and I won’t have you coming in here and breaking her heart.”

      Motioning for me to follow him, he led me to the lounge where I’d waited for the police the other day. There was some cheap coffee in the corner that he kept for people passing through the foyer and he gave me some. Then he sat me down, and for whatever reason, I proceeded to tell him everything.

      “That fancy lady is my ex-wife. She didn’t bother telling me she was coming even though I was on the phone to her when Laurene ran away, and what she overheard was the reason she ran off in the first place.”

      “Yeah, I remember that part, but what’s she doing here now?”

      I shook my head. “No idea. She claims to have come to see the place since we’ve been here for so long, but I suspect there’s more to it. When we were speaking that day, she said she wanted Laurene in London earlier and I think she knew I wasn’t going to agree, and I think that’s why she’s here. She’s come to take her back with her when she goes.”

      Alan heaved out a heavy sigh, his already wrinkly face crinkling in sympathy. “I’m sorry, son. That’s got to be tough.”

      “Yeah, it is, but I can’t even blame her for not realizing exactly how tough it’s going to be for Laurene. How can I when I didn’t know it myself until so recently either?”

      “Kids can be tricky,” he reasoned. “They often think they know it all, but they don’t. They can’t and they shouldn’t. You could visit her often though, right?”

      I shrugged. “I guess, but only if I can get away from work often, which hasn’t happened so far. Why didn’t I think about it before? Why is all of this only occurring to me now, when she’s leaving unless I can convince her mother to let her stay? Why did I sign the fucking paperwork without realizing what a terrible father it makes me?”

      “Whoa.” Alan had been standing against the side table with the coffee on it, but he shuffled closer now, sitting down and staring at me with questions in his eyes. “I’ve only known you a short amount of time, but you don’t seem like a terrible father to me. A busy one, sure, but most seem to be.”

      “Not as busy as I am,” I promised wryly. “The worst part of it is that we hammered it all out. It took us months to settle the custody issue, and yet, we did it all without involving Laurene once. Did you know I only found out the day she ran that she wants to attend the youth program at Juilliard? I should’ve known that before, right? I should’ve known about her dreams and I should’ve known that agreeing to send her to London would shatter them.”

      He lifted both eyebrows, staring at me for a beat before he nodded. “Yeah, you should’ve known.”

      “Exactly. Thank you. Finally, someone is just being honest with me. I haven’t been involved in my daughter’s life because I’ve been putting money ahead of her interests, all the while telling myself I was doing it for her, but that’s bullshit.”

      “Well, I mean, it’s not total bullshit. Kids can’t live on sunshine and rainbows, son.”

      I snorted. “Sure, but they also don’t need state-of-the-art everything while they’re being raised by nannies instead of their parents.”

      He rocked his head from side to side, drawing in a deep breath before he shrugged. “You already know I never fathered any children myself, but I’ve had a hand in raising a bunch of ‘em. Kids from the area who practically grow up at the resort. Like Cassidy. Or kids who come to me young and stick around for a few years.”

      “Like Birdie?”

      “Exactly,” he said. “The point is that it takes a village. Everyone knows that. If nannies are part of your village so that you can put food on the table, that’s okay.”

      “Does the food have to be caviar, though?” I asked humorlessly. “Be honest with me again, Alan. It doesn’t have to be caviar. I could’ve slowed down years ago and still made more than enough to get by. To get by well, actually. I didn’t have to keep gunning for it like I was trying to become the richest man in the world.”

      He chuckled. “No, you didn’t have to do that, but these are the things we learn as we get older. There’s no use in dragging your own ass over the coals about what you did in the past. The more important part is, knowing what you do now, what are you going to do about it?”

      I dragged my free hand through my hair, taking a big gulp of the coffee before I shook my head. “All I know is that I don’t want to go back to my old life.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked. “Does it mean you want to leave Manhattan? Move to England to be closer to your daughter? Does it mean you simply want to work less or to make a point of visiting her more often than you might’ve before? It doesn’t help to be vague, son. Not wanting to go back to your old life doesn’t mean anything if you can’t put specifics to it.”

      He was pushing me to say things I needed to say out loud. Things I really had been vague about until now. “I found something real here with Birdie. I don’t just want to leave her at the end of the summer like she never meant anything to me.”

      “Oh, good,” he said. “We’re finally at the part I care about.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, but I kept talking because I wanted to. Getting it all out felt good, and it was helping me get that damn game plan together. Finally snatching all the balls that had been up in the air, I laid it out for him.

      “I want to wake up to her every morning and go to sleep with her every night. I want to be home for dinner at five and sit down with her and Laurene. I want to hear about their days and I never want to miss another dance recital. I want to help with homework and be part of a family.”

      Alan chuckled as he nodded at me. “Let me offer you some fatherly advice, then.”

      “Please.”

      “Buck the hell up and make it happen, son. If that’s what you want, what are you sitting here talking to me about it for? You don’t strike me as the type not to be a man of action, so go put these words into action. Quit whining and just do it.”

      I gave the old man a gruff smile and stood up. “Thanks, Alan. I’m not sure what I’m thanking you for, exactly, but thank you. Thank you for listening and thank you for the advice. You’re right. I am a man of action and it’s about time I was reminded of that.”

      As I turned and walked away from him, I was glad he and I were allies now. I also understood a little better why Birdie didn’t just want to up and leave him, but the least I could do was to give her the option to come with me.

      Alan knew my intentions now and he hadn’t seemed opposed to us building a life together. That had to mean something, but I had to have a conversation with her to find out just what that something was.
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      Despite Remington’s ex being in town, my day had been pretty normal. I led two yoga classes in the morning and helped Alan out with some management stuff once I was done. I hadn’t seen Remington yet today, but I knew he was working on something for the golf course with Declan and Alan.

      As I headed to the Kids Camp to check on things there, I smiled, thinking about how things had been between Remington and me these past couple days. We’d been talking a lot more about what we wanted out of life in the future and it definitely sounded like he wanted me in theirs after they left here.

      He and I had spent a lot of time with Laurene, taking walks, playing board games when it rained, and swimming in the lake together during the days when it didn’t. Jacqueline was still missing in action and wasn’t returning his calls, but he’d assured me that wasn’t strange. Just a power play on her part while she got her own plans straightened out.

      As a result, things had been quiet for us once more and it had been glorious. Somewhere along the line, I’d even stopped worrying about when the time would come for them to leave because the universe had brought them to me and I was okay with trusting it about what had to happen next.

      In general, I was just back to being at peace and it felt amazing, like I was rediscovering a part of myself that had been adrift for weeks. Still smiling when I pushed open the gate at the entrance of the Kids Camp, I looked around for Laurene on instinct, but she didn’t seem to be here today.

      “Lulu and Heather have gone into town,” Jenna said, not even needing to be told who I was looking for. “They met up with Cassidy and they’re going to be helping her family at the bakery with prep for the summer fair.”

      “I’d forgotten that was starting this weekend,” I said, unable to believe that the time had flown by so fast. “Do you know if anyone else in town needs help with the preparations?”

      “I’m not sure, but you don’t always need to keep busy, Birdie. How about just relaxing for once?”

      I laughed. “That does sound good, but we’ll have plenty of time for relaxing once summer is over. How about you? Is there anything I can do for you around here?”

      “I’m good, but thank you.” She tilted her head in the direction of a few kindergartners playing in the kiddie pool. “It’s just them for today. The others are all out with their parents or doing other stuff, and this group is loving the water. The only thing I’m doing is watching them and making sure to keep reapplying sunscreen.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, strangely bummed about not having anything to do.

      I really enjoyed the summer rush. Whenever this time of year came, when it started winding down, I always found myself needing some time to readjust to the slower pace. There was still a whole month of summer left, but most didn’t stick around here until the day before school started.

      We were still busy, the resort still almost full, but one could feel the shift in the air already starting to happen. Only one more month left, and we were all aware of it.

      “Why don’t you go to the spa?” Jenna suggested. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you there and I know how much you love the ice-cold pools on hot days. Go for it. Go unwind. It’s been a crazy summer and we’ve still got the tail end left. Recharge while you can.”

      “That does sound nice,” I admitted, blowing out a breath through my nostrils and deciding to follow her advice.

      After making sure that I really couldn’t help her out, I headed to the spa and wondered if I should text Gracie to meet me there. Once the summer was over and she went back to school, she wouldn’t have time to enjoy the facilities anymore and she loved them nearly as much as I did.

      Pulling my phone out of my back pocket, I tapped out a quick message, letting her know I was going and inviting her to meet me if she could. She’d been spending every free minute with Declan, but since he was in the meeting with Alan too, I figured we could have some girl time.

      As I walked into the cool, air-conditioned building, I greeted the girl behind the desk with a friendly wave. “Hey, Lexi. Do you guys need help with anything?”

      “It’s a slow day around here,” she said, smiling as she waved me in. “Andrea told me most of the guests are out on hikes and stuff, trying to squeeze in as much nature as they can before they have to go home.”

      “Yeah, that tracks.” I sighed. “Another summer nearly gone. I can hardly believe it, but it’s been a good one.”

      “It has,” she agreed happily, then arched an eyebrow at me. “You’re not here to make small talk with me, though. Go hit the pools. There’s only one other guest in there at the moment. It’ll be nice and quiet.”

      I chuckled. “I like making small talk.”

      “I know, and so do I, but if you stand still for too long, someone is going to give you work to do. Go. Enjoy it.”

      “I will. Thanks. If you ever want to enjoy the facilities, just let me know and I’ll cover the desk for you for a couple hours. Heaven knows, you deserve to get the benefit of the spa after working here all summer.”

      “Thank you,” she said warmly. “Now go before I start thinking you want to be put to work.”

      Breaking into a run, I crossed the space to the locker rooms and threw my hand up in another wave before I pushed open the door. Once it swung shut behind me, I slowed down and chose a locker. Then I stripped down to the swimsuit I’d worn under my clothes and stowed everything else away.

      I’d worn the suit in anticipation of an afternoon at the Kids Camp, but this was good too. I hadn’t seen the inside of this place since at least a week before the crowds had started pulling into town, and I loved it here.

      Tranquil and quiet, the scent of jasmine and eucalyptus hung in the air from the diffusers, and it was always so nice and cool. Tying my hair up into a messy knot on top of my head, I left the locker room, grabbing one of the guest towels on my way out. Gracie hadn’t responded yet, so I assumed she was busy, which was fine. I was happy to spend some time alone as well.

      Choosing the cold pools instead of the hot, I was smiling all the way until I reached them, but my smile disappeared and my stomach dropped when I walked in to find the other guest in here was Jacqueline.

      A tremor shot through me. Ominous dread hardened, but I wouldn’t let her presence stop me from enjoying a favorite spot at the place I called home. She was the unwelcome intruder here. Not me. Even if she’d obviously paid to access the spa for the day.

      Lounging on one of the steps in the cold pool, her gaze zeroed in on me immediately, her elegant body long and slim under the clear water. She lazily kicked her feet and didn’t say anything at first. Huge, dark sunglasses were perched on top of her head, and her stupid face was just as beautiful as I remembered, even if it was free of any makeup now.

      To my surprise, her hair was completely wet, which meant she wasn’t one of those women who was afraid to ruin it when they went underwater, but I supposed it shouldn’t have surprised me so much. She didn’t need styled hair to be drop-dead gorgeous, and obviously, she knew it.

      Since she kept quiet, I did too. Diving in at the far end of the pool, I did a few laps, trying to ignore the tension building in my muscles. I could feel her eyes on me with every stroke I took, and I suspected she was just biding her time.

      I finally surfaced and took a place in the corner near one of the jets. She seemed to have waited long enough. She got up from the step and started wading toward me.

      “What is your relationship with Remington?” she asked directly, as uptight and snooty as she’d been before. “For some inexplicable reason, he seems to have grown rather fond of you.”

      The woman intimidated the hell out of me, but I did my best to keep my expression neutral. If she smelled fear, I might never leave this pool alive. “I’m sorry, who are you?” I asked.

      The flicker of shock in her eyes felt like a victory, but then she glared at me like I was dog shit on her heel and smiled. “You know who the fuck I am.”

      I shrugged with a nonchalance I didn’t feel. “You know, I thought I knew who you were when you said he was your husband, but oops, turns out you’re the ex. Sounds like our relationship is none of your concern.”

      “Oh, darling.” She let out a derisive chuckle, giving me a pitying look as she drew closer. “Everything he does is, and will always remain, my concern. I understand your hesitation to tell me about it, though. He married me but you’re just one of the resort’s perks to him, no different than this pool we’re in. Tell me, how many guests have taken a dip before Remington?”

      As cool as the water was, my insides boiled. I was too classy to punch her for indirectly calling me a whore, but it took about ten deep breaths for me to unclench my fists. I knew she was just trying to get in my head. I’d been warned that she would do this, and now that it was happening, I just had to stay strong.

      “Actually, I teach yoga classes here. You should try it. Tighten up those arms.”

      The horrible woman didn’t have an ounce of fat on her, but she immediately lifted her arms to examine them. “I’m a size zero.”

      I shrugged again. “You’re skinny-fat. No tone. Like chewing gum. Maybe that’s why Remington got rid of you.”

      She laughed but anger burned in her gaze. “Men like Remington and even Declan are like that, honey. They have to be.”

      “Like what?”

      “They can’t commit to anyone,” she said with a knowing ring in her tone. “It takes a very particular kind of woman to be a partner to them instead of just a plaything.”

      “Let me guess, you’re that kind of woman?”

      She paused for a moment, her gaze sweeping across my face before she nodded. “I am.”

      “Again, aren’t you the ex-wife? Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine.”

      “You’re not,” she said, flashing me another pitying smile. “He’s playing with you, darling. You’re a glorified sex toy. A quick lay. I don’t know what he’s been telling you, but don’t let him fool you. I just hope it’s not too late and that you haven’t already gotten attached to him.”

      The words hurt, but I did my best not show it. I didn’t know what dark magic this woman possessed, but with one look at me, she’d narrowed in on my biggest insecurity about my relationship with him—that it wasn’t real.

      Standing slowly so as not to make it look like I was running away, I glanced at my watch and shot her a fake grimace. “I have to get back to work. And you should probably go back to whatever you do all day. Be a useless leech, I guess.”

      “Where’s my daughter?” she asked suddenly when I reached the edge of the pool. Her voice cracked like a whip in the quiet place and I started, not having expected it, but then I glanced at her over my shoulder and shrugged.

      “You’re her mother. Shouldn’t you know that?” I ascended the stairs out of the water and left, getting out of there as fast as humanly possible without running.

      My heart was pulsing when I reached the locker room, and I sagged against the door, scrubbing my hands over my face and hoping that no one would come in while I was having a moment. I wasn’t sure where I’d found the strength to stand up to her, but it was all gone now.

      She’d managed to make me feel more afraid than ever about my future with him—and it was because there was a good chance she was right. Declan had gone after Gracie hard from the moment he’d arrived, pursuing her purely for her looks, and he was only beginning to get to know her now.

      Remington hadn’t necessarily come after me the same way, but they’d both managed to find themselves a warm body to spend sultry summer nights with. No matter what they said or how genuine they seemed when they said it, they were both hot, rich, and busy in their real lives.

      Was I the kind of woman he would settle down with? Or was I a toy? One he’d apparently grown particularly fond of but a toy nonetheless?

      The truth was that I had no idea. I knew what I’d believed when I walked in here, but walking out, I had to ask myself if Jacqueline was simply creating drama or if, by some miracle, she’d actually been trying to look out for a fellow woman back there.
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      After a big meeting with Alan and Declan, I was feeling good about what we were going to achieve here with the money we’d be pumping into the place. We’d mostly discussed the golf course so far, but Alan was also considering it an investment in the resort as a whole, which was great since that was what we’d intended for it to be.

      Business-wise, we were on track and I’d texted Jacqueline to meet me at the suite this evening. I was tired of waiting for her to make her move and she still wasn’t answering my calls or requests to meet, so I’d simply told her where to be and when.

      Now all I had to do was hope she’d show up, or I was going to have to get my private investigator to track her down, allowing me to arrive on her doorstep unannounced for a change. As I opened the door to the suite though, I realized that wouldn’t be necessary.

      Jacqueline had come. Early, in fact. I glanced at my watch. She wasn’t supposed to have been here for another couple hours.

      I sighed. Of course, she was going to find some way to try to catch me off guard after I told her where to be.

      Pushing the door wide open, I strode in, finding her and Laurene talking in the living room. Laurene was arguing with her about something, tears in her eyes. She spun to face me when she realized I was there. “Daddy!”

      “Sweetheart?” I caught her when she launched herself at me, winding her arms around my waist and holding on to me like she was trying to fuse herself to my body. “What’s going on?”

      It was then that I saw them, two suitcases laid out on the couches and a mass of Laurene’s clothing lying around them. My stomach went ice cold and my gaze snapped to Jacqueline’s. “What is the meaning of this?”

      My ex frowned like she didn’t understand. “Laurene is coming back to London with me tomorrow. The flights are already booked. We talked about this, Remi. I told you that I wanted her at my party.”

      I nodded slowly, then gave my daughter a quick squeeze before I peeled her arms away from my body. Dropping to my haunches, I sat in front of her and forced a smile. “Why don’t you run along and go play, honey? Alan mentioned something about water balloons at the Kids Camp this afternoon.”

      She looked back at me, her eyes still full of tears, but she nodded. “Okay, Daddy. I’ll see you later.”

      As I pushed back up to my feet, I bent over to kiss her head and then ruffled her hair. “I’ll meet you at the deck next to the pool later. We’ll have pizza.”

      Without saying goodbye to her mother, she scooped up a swimsuit and her towel from the floor, leaving the rest of her things strewn around as she left. Once she was gone, Jacqueline arched an eyebrow at me and let out a burst of incredulous laughter.

      “Run along and go play? Since when does Laurene play?”

      “Since now.” I crossed the room, slid my hands into my pockets, and leaned casually against the kitchen counter. “It’s about time our kid gets to be a kid, don’t you think?”

      She chuckled. “Laurene is a young woman now, Remi. She should act like one. Is that what you’ve been doing this summer, encouraging her to run around and play like some child?”

      “Yes,” I said honestly. “That’s exactly what I’ve been doing. She’s twelve. She is a child, even if you’ve done your best to turn her into a miniature version of you.”

      “She’s my daughter, Remington. She should be a miniature version of me.” She sniffed. “No matter. We’ll get her back on track once she’s in London.”

      “She’s not going to London,” I said firmly, still leaning against the counter. “You need to leave us both alone unless you want to get the lawyers involved again. I’m supposed to have June through the end of August, when school starts. It’s only the end of July now. She’s not going anywhere.”

      “I’m doing you a favor by taking her early,” she responded primly. “This way, you’ll have more time to spend with your grimy local girlfriend and you won’t have to worry about getting back to Manhattan early to get her things sorted out before you put her on a plane.”

      Reining in my anger, I took out my phone. “You’re going directly against our custody agreement and my lawyer’s number is still on speed dial. I’m done with this, darling. I might not be able to physically kick you out of town, but you have no right to interfere with the time we have together, and that’s what you’re doing.”

      One of her eyebrows lifted slightly and she kept quiet for a moment, looking at me like she was puzzled about something. “Let me get this straight. You actually want her here with you? Instead of running around with your little plaything, you want our daughter to worry about?”

      “Like you just said, she is our daughter.” I stared right back at her, not wavering even when her eyebrows lifted higher. “She’s not a toy and neither is Birdie. That’s what you don’t seem to understand about Laurene though, Jacqs. She’s not that little baby you could show off to your friends and put back in her crib anymore.”

      “I know that, which is why she shouldn’t be exposed to inappropriate women her father is whoring around with,” she said, snooty as ever. “She’d be better off coming back to London with me tomorrow and you know it.”

      “No, I don’t know that,” I said evenly, doing my best not to take the bait she was throwing out in every other sentence. “She’s with me through the end of August and that’s final.”

      Her hands found her hips and she lowered her chin just the tiniest bit, letting me know she knew I had her beat. “Very well. If you insist, but if you want to make a big deal about this, then you’re going to have to be willing to give me something in return.”

      “This is a deal we’ve already made,” I said. “I have her for the summer. The terms of our agreement didn’t change just because you got bored on the yacht by yourself.”

      “I didn’t get bored, and you’ve been making noises about wanting to talk about boarding school,” she said. “There might be a little something you can do to sweeten the deal for me.”

      “Laurene isn’t some object we’re fighting over,” I snapped. “She’s not my yacht, or my car, or one of the holiday houses. She’s a person and a smart one at that. For your sake and hers, I hope you realize that sooner rather than later.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, her fingers turning white on her hips as she squeezed them. “Don’t patronize me, Remi. She’s not smarter than I am and neither are you.”

      I blew out a frustrated breath, realizing again that there was no point to this. “Fine. I won’t patronize you and you’re smarter than me. Let’s say I’m interested in hearing how to sweeten this deal, what would you ask for?”

      “Money,” she said simply, her eyes lighting up. “More than you’re giving me right now. A sum big enough to compensate me for the suffering of spending the summer without my child.”

      “You agreed to spend the summer without your child, and if you get your way, she’ll be going to boarding school soon. You’re going to be spending a lot more than just the summer without her. What’s going on, Jacqueline?”

      Her full lips pushed into a pout that made her look like a snobbish child. “I can’t be expected to live on a pittance each month. It’s not working.”

      “I’m already paying you alimony,” I said. “Definitely more than a pittance. If it’s not enough, you might consider getting a fucking job.”

      She let out a dramatic sigh. “I’m not used to having to budget, Remington. It’s not fair that you got everything and I have to make do with a monthly allowance.”

      “I offered you a lump sum payment,” I said. “You refused because you wanted to keep me on a leash, but let’s be clear about this. I gave you the yacht, your car and mine, two of the three properties, and you’re getting more money in alimony each month than most people earn in a year. How is that not fair?”

      “I want more,” she said stubbornly.

      I drew in a big breath, focusing on the sensation of feeling my lungs expand with air. She wanted more money and I wanted Laurene to stay with me for the school year. If I refused to give her what she wanted, my daughter wouldn’t get what she wanted either. What I wanted.

      This conversation had also made it clearer than ever that she didn’t give a damn about our child. There was a way we could all get what we wanted, and I could offer it to her right here and have an answer by tonight.

      “Alright, Jacqs. Let’s talk money,” I said, watching as a slow smile ghosted across her lips.

      She thought she’d won, which was a good thing because it meant she hadn’t realized yet that I didn’t care about the money anymore at all. “I’ll give you what you’re owed in alimony in one lump payment if Laurene can stay in New York for the school year instead. It’s what she wants, she’ll be out of your hair, and I’ll take care of all her expenses. You wouldn’t have to spend a cent on her all year.”

      She laughed at me, but there was a glimmer in her eyes that gave me hope. The promise of more money and less expenses was appealing to her, as was the way I’d phrased the arrangement. It wasn’t about me at all, with only her and Laurene as beneficiaries of this deal.

      I’d done it that way for a reason, but I didn’t know yet if it had worked. Once she stopped laughing, she swiped her tongue across her lips and nodded.

      “I’ll think about it.” She moved toward the door and turned back to me. “In the meantime, I’ll postpone the flight until next week to give myself some time to think. I hope you know what you’re doing, Remington. Being a single father and trying to start a new relationship with some girl who will never understand you won’t be an easy feat, so take my advice.”

      “What’s that?”

      “While I’m thinking, you should do the same thing. If you let her come back to London with me next week, you’ll have a lot more time to spend with your precious Birdie before you go back to your real life.”

      With that, she opened the door and disappeared, shutting it with a decisive slam behind her. I slumped against the counter, staring at the phone in my hand. Was it time to get the lawyers involved after all?

      There was a decent chance of her taking my offer, but in the event she didn’t, I wanted to be ready to fight and it was going to have to be a quick one. Despite what she’d advised, I wasn’t going to consider sending Laurene to London early.

      I wasn’t going to consider sending her at all. She wasn’t going. The only question was whether Jacqueline was going to get money in the process, or if she was going to spend some of her own on her lawyers this time around.
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      Laurene and Remington wound their way around the bodies at the summer festival, both of them smiling and waving at me. I returned both gestures, but I was still feeling pretty down.

      “Birdie,” Laurene called when they got close enough, rushing over to give me a slushie. “Dad said to get you strawberry, but I got you grape because that’s my favorite flavor.”

      “Good call.” I gave her a one-armed hug, wondering how she’d turned out so sweet when she’d been born from a woman like Jacqueline.

      A woman whose words had been haunting my thoughts for days now, even though I knew that was exactly what she’d intended when she’d said them. Try as I might, I couldn’t shake them. Not even knowing that I’d been warned against her.

      At some point in the last couple days, I’d realized she hadn’t been trying to warn a fellow woman. She’d been malicious and she’d come at me from the angle of being concerned. A friend, almost.

      It hadn’t taken me long to see through the kind act. That wasn’t what I was feeling down about. What had gotten to me was the fact that malicious intent didn’t make her wrong.

      Remington grinned when he reached me, looking carefree and gorgeous in a fitted white T-shirt and slate gray shorts. He hadn’t shaved his face clean again since the camping trip, seeming to prefer a bit of scruff on his jaw now, but it fell short of a beard. His hair was styled away from his face, but even that was less neat than it’d been when he’d first arrived.

      “Hey, you,” he said lightly, those eyes so warm and happy on mine. “Are you hungry? We were just going to get some lunch.”

      “Burgers,” Laurene said, smiling. “You like burgers, right?”

      “I mean, I have a mouth, so yeah, I like burgers.” I slid my arm around her shoulders again and pulled her close a little more sincerely this time. “How has your day been so far? What do you think of the summer festival?”

      “It’s awesome!” she exclaimed, her eyes alive with excitement. “I’ve never been to anything like this. Everyone is so friendly and there are rides. Daddy said I could go on some.”

      “After lunch,” he interrupted. “Speaking of which, I’m going to hit that food truck before the line gets any longer. Can I bring you a burger?”

      I nodded. “Please. Just cheese is perfect. Thank you.”

      He was gone before I could offer him any money for mine, and Laurene was still talking a mile a minute, staying with me while he went to get our food. It had happened by unspoken agreement and I didn’t mind at all. In fact, I preferred it this way. If Jacqueline had been right, it still didn’t mean anything and I was being a silly local for thinking it did.

      A soft sigh escaped me, and somehow, Laurene heard it over the laughter, chatter, and music filling the air at the fairgrounds. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing, sweetheart. Just a conversation I had with someone that’s bugging me.”

      She squinted at me, clearly in thought until she finally let out a sigh of her own. “Was the person you had the conversation with my mom?”

      “What?”

      “Was it my mom?” she asked again, then shook her head. “Sometimes, she means well, but she come across pretty rude.”

      “She only means well sometimes?” Gosh, my own mother hadn’t been perfect, but I couldn’t imagine ever saying something like that about her.

      Lulu shrugged though, like it didn’t matter much what she thought anyway. “Nadia, my nanny until last year, told me that my mom has a good heart. She just doesn’t always know how to show it because of everything going on in her own life.”

      A nice way of telling a kid that her mom is selfish. Noted.

      “How are you feeling about her being here?” I asked, diverting the conversation away from my feelings about it. “You must’ve been pretty shocked when you found out she’d come.”

      “I was, but my mom is unpredictable. Nadia told me that, too. She said that my mom is a strong, independent woman who does what she wants, when she wants, and that it means you don’t always know what she’s going to do.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know.” She lifted her shoulders in another shrug before she grinned. “I’m okay now, though. I’m not on a plane or in London, so that’s good.”

      “Very true,” I agreed. “I heard it was a close call.”

      “Yeah, she wanted me to fly out with her yesterday, but Daddy convinced her to let me stay.” The grin faded and her mouth turned down at the corners instead. “I’m not sure for how long, but I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I smiled. “Don’t overthink stuff. Just stay in the moment and try to enjoy each one for what it is. Your daddy loves you very much. He’s going to do everything he can.”

      She was quiet for a beat before she nodded. “I’m starting to believe that.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re pretty smart for a twelve-year-old?”

      She finally cracked another smile. “You did, actually. Hey, have you seen Cassidy? I want her to go on the rides with me.”

      “She’s usually working at the bakery during the festival, but we’ll find her. I’m sure her parents will let her slip away for a while.”

      Remington got back with our burgers and we found a quieter spot in the shade to sit and eat. With our butts on the grass, Laurene talked about which rides she wanted to go on. I was pretty sure she had never been to a fair like this, and everything was new and fun to her. She scarfed down her burger and ran off to track Cassidy down.

      Once she was gone, Remington stared after her, shaking his head before he glanced at me. “Every morning, I wake up hoping I can give her good news, but I just don’t have any yet.”

      “News about her staying?”

      He nodded. “I finally spoke to Jacqueline about it, but she’s still thinking.”

      “She’s thinking about letting her stay? Isn’t that a good thing? It’s better than a flat-out refusal.”

      “Yeah, but she wants money. That’s what this comes down to. It turns out that’s also why she’s here. She didn’t say it in so many words, but I suspect that’s also why she wanted Laurene in London early. She wants access to the credit card I gave Lulu for emergencies.”

      “I don’t…” I trailed off, trying really hard to voice my thoughts about that. “I don’t think I understand. She came all this way to ask you for money, but she also wanted to take Laurene with her so that she’d have your credit card?”

      “Pretty much,” he replied. “Part of our custody arrangement was that Lulu’s expenses would be shared between us. I’ll still be paying for her schooling and all that, but obviously, she needs things on a day-to-day basis. When she’s in Jacqueline’s custody, even while she’s at boarding school, I’m legally obligated to split Laurene’s expenses with her.”

      I frowned. “Do you really think she’d do that, though? Come get her daughter just for money? It seems extreme.”

      “Yep, it is extreme, but that should’ve been Jacqueline’s middle name,” he said. “She made it crystal clear that receiving monthly alimony, even the exorbitant amount I pay her, isn’t working for her and that it’s not enough. Having my credit card close by could help her bridge some gaps and being able to demand money for Laurene once she gets to England was probably how she was planning on getting through until each next payment.”

      “So what happens now?” I couldn’t wrap my head around what he’d just said. What Laurene had told me earlier. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t imagine any mother being like that.

      Remington shifted so he was looking directly at me. “I’m going to fight for sole custody. I hate that I have to do it this way, but Lulu is still devastated about the prospect of boarding school, and with Jacqueline already here to fetch her, I don’t blame her for being scared.”

      “Good,” I said firmly. “I’m glad you’re going to fight.”

      Leaning forward, he pressed a chaste kiss to my lips. “So am I. I don’t want her to go, but it’s about more than just what I want or what she wants. I need to protect her from all of this, so I’m going to fight. I’m only sorry you’re being roped into it now too.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, reaching out and resting my hand on his knee. “I just hope we can figure it all out.”

      Wait. We?

      Remington didn’t call me out on the slip of tongue. He didn’t even seem to have noticed that I’d made it a we problem when it should’ve been a you problem, and somehow, that made me feel even weirder about the whole situation.

      Especially after what Jacqueline had told me about being nothing more than a toy. A toy wouldn’t be involved with their custody fight, would she? I thought not.

      Or at least, I hoped not.

      Deciding I just needed to ask him already what this was between us, I leaned forward and cleared my throat, finally gathering the courage to just freaking do it. Were we together? Should I even be wondering about it when he was just going to leave eventually anyway?

      Just as I opened my mouth, familiar laughter rang out nearby and I turned to see Cassidy and Laurene barreling toward us. Lulu’s eyes were sparkling, her entire face alight with her smile, and she skidded to a stop in front of her dad.

      “I found her,” she exclaimed as if we couldn’t see her smiling friend right behind her. “Can we go on the rides now, Daddy? Please? Cass only has two hours until she has to go back to the bakery for a whole hour. We need to move fast.”

      Remington chuckled, slid his wallet out of his back pocket, and handed over a few bills. “Only two hours, huh? Well, then I guess you’re right. You’d better move fast. Go on, ladies. We’ll meet you there after we grab some more snacks. Cass, you’re allowed to go on these rides, right?”

      I nodded for her. “Don’t worry. She’s allowed. Usually with adult supervision, though.”

      “I guess that means we’d better move fast too, then.” He got up and held out a hand to help me do the same before dusting the grass off his butt. “You girls go ahead. I was being serious about those snacks. I saw a few earlier I want to try and I’ll make sure there’s enough for you too.”

      Laurene threw her arms around him, giving him a quick hug. “You’re the best, Daddy! See you there.”

      They raced off, practically tripping over their feet in their haste. He chuckled as he watched them go. “Those two have become really good friends. Do you think her parents would let her come visit us in the city if I offered to pay for her plane ticket?”

      A sharp pang shot through me at the question, yet another reminder that he hadn’t suddenly decided to uproot their lives and move here so he and I could be together. Well, there goes that idea.

      I sighed and shrugged in response. “I don’t know. They might insist on adult supervision for a flight, but you should really talk to them about that.”

      And then, eventually, you’re going to have to talk to me about flights too. Unless your ex was right and I’m nothing more than a quick lay. In which case, I really need to un-involve myself before I get in so deep that I don’t know how to get out anymore.
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      While Declan and I were working on the investment for Blue Pines Resort, he suddenly looked up at me and sighed. “Okay, man. Just tell me what’s going on. What did Jacqueline do this time? You’ve barely said two words that aren’t related to this deal since we sat down.”

      “She hasn’t done anything, which is why I’m going to have to,” I said. “I was hoping she’d agree to let Lulu stay with me for the year if I offered her the money she wanted, but she’s still thinking and I’m running out of time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “To get sole custody before the end of the summer,” I said. “I figured that if she agreed to leave Laurene here for this year, I’d have the entire next year to fight for custody, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to work out that way.”

      Declan arched both eyebrows at me. “Sole custody? Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I leaned back in my chair, knowing that this decision would affect him as well. “I have missed most of her life and I won’t miss another day, so I’m going to be making some changes.”

      He held my gaze for a long beat, then grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. “Good call, bud. I’d say it’s about time, but better late than never. Fight for her, and if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know. Lulu might be your kid, but she’s the closest thing I’ve got, and no one is taking her away from us.”

      His reaction made me feel relief. Nodding slowly, I grinned and shoved my chair back. “I’ve got to call my lawyer. You know what to do with all this, right?”

      I motioned at the paperwork on the table and he rolled his eyes at me. “Same amount of experience as you, bro. Go call Janice. I’ll take care of this.”

      When I’d told Jacqueline I still had my lawyer on speed dial, I hadn’t been exaggerating. Less than a minute later, I had her on the phone and I’d given her all the new, salient facts. Since she’d known exactly where we’d been before, it didn’t take long to catch her up, but the first advice she gave made me realize that I’d really just jumped back into the fire.

      “I’ll need to meet with you about it this week,” Janice said. “You have a good case for sole custody, especially since it would be in Laurene’s best interest and because Jacqueline only came up with the boarding school idea after you agreed to joint custody, but we’d need to deal with it now. The sooner you can come in, the better.”

      “I’m, uh, I’m in the Smoky Mountains right now,” I said. “Any chance we can get the ball rolling over the phone?”

      She didn’t even pause. “No. You’re going to have to get back to New York. It’s going to take me a day or two to draw up the necessary papers, but once they’re ready, you’ll need to be here.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, not hesitating even if it meant my time at the resort would be coming to an end sooner than I’d thought. “Call me when you’re almost ready and I’ll be there. I just have a few things I need to wrap up here.”

      “See you soon, Mr. Ford.” She hung up.

      Declan looked at me expectantly, clearly waiting for an answer. I dragged a hand through my hair and huffed out a breath. “I’m going to need to get back.”

      “I thought you might,” he replied. “I’m happy to stay here and finish up with Alan. You should go.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Okay.” I slid my phone back into my pocket and headed for the door. “I need to go talk to Birdie about it. Call if you need me.”

      “I won’t, but I will,” he said, chuckling, and I shut the door behind me.

      As I walked to Birdie’s cabin, I took a good look around, taking my time to soak in the rustling of the wind through the leaves and the incredibly blue sky. I tried, but right now, I just couldn’t picture being back in New York in just a couple days, surrounded by skyscrapers and smog.

      Okay, so it’s not so bad, but in comparison to here?

      I shook my head at myself. In comparison to here, Manhattan was a concrete jungle, but it was also my home. Just last week, I told my daughter that we couldn’t move to every place we went to on vacation. It was about time I reminded myself of that same thing.

      We’d had a great time this summer, but like all the other tourists, we had to head home soon. In my case, I’d be leaving behind more than just natural beauty, though. I’d be leaving behind a girl I hadn’t meant to get involved with but now couldn’t imagine living without.

      I knocked on her door and waited until she called to come in. I pushed it open. Birdie stood in her kitchen, reading the instructions on the back of a package of something. She smiled when she saw me, set it down, and came over to wind her arms around my neck.

      “This is a surprise,” she said. “I thought you were busy with Declan all night.”

      “I was supposed to be, but I just talked to my lawyer, so Dec said he’d handle the paperwork for the resort while I came to speak to you.”

      It was late afternoon, but Laurene was with Cassidy and Heather for the night, so I was free. Birdie toyed with the hair at the nape of my neck for a moment before she sighed, took a step back, and motioned to her living area.

      “Have a seat. Do you want something to drink?”

      “Whatever you’ve got. Alcohol if you have it.” All the way over here, I’d been wondering how to tell her that I’d be leaving, but it was shaping up to be a harder conversation than I’d anticipated.

      Birdie chuckled and held up a dusty bottle of whiskey in her kitchen. “I’m no Gracie, but I do have this. It’s old and it’s been open for a while, so it might taste like battery acid, but it’s here.”

      “It’ll be just fine,” I said.

      She pulled out two glasses and added a few cubes of ice to each before pouring two stiff shots of whiskey. She handed one over and kept her own as she settled in beside me. “What did the lawyer say? This is about you wanting sole custody, right?”

      I took a large swig of what turned out to be really, really bad booze, and I winced. I swallowed it though, then leaned over to put my glass down and did the same with hers. “You don’t want to drink that. I’m pretty sure it’ll make you sick.”

      She chuckled, but there was a sadness in her eyes that wrecked my soul. “I wasn’t going to drink it anyway. Just hold it so you wouldn’t feel alone. To be fair, I did warn you.”

      “I know. I feel like I should’ve been the one to warn you, though,” I murmured, taking her hands and scooting closer to her. “Lulu and I were always only just tourists here. I know you know that and that we got together anyway, but we’ve never really talked about what would happen when I left.”

      Color drained out of her cheeks and she swallowed hard. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Then, when I was finally ready, there just never seemed to be a right time.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been through a lot together this summer,” I said, linking my fingers through hers and bending my head to look deep into her eyes. “There’s no easy way to say this, but we’ll be leaving. Soon. My lawyer says that we can’t sort it out over the phone and the last thing I want to do is leave, but I have to do this for my daughter.”

      I nearly choked on the words. Tears glimmered in her eyes. But how we felt didn’t change what I needed to do.

      Birdie moved closer to me, placing her hand on my cheek. “I understand. To be honest, I don’t even just understand—I agree. You have to do this for her. You have to go, and you have to fight, and you can’t stop until you win.”

      “I won’t,” I promised, leaning into her touch but keeping my eyes on hers. “Here’s the thing, though. I’m a pretty selfish guy. I’m trying really hard not to be so selfish anymore, and I’m going to go even if it’s last thing I want to do, but I can’t leave without telling you that I fell for you.”

      “You fell for me?” she whispered as her brow furrowed. “As in, you fell in love with me?”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “I know I shouldn’t have and I probably shouldn’t even have told you, but that’s where the selfishness comes in. I wanted you to know before I left that this wasn’t just a fling to me. I’m fucking in love with you.”

      Her breath caught and more tears welled in her eyes. “You’re not selfish, Remington. I’m glad you told me. You have no idea how glad I am that you told me.”

      “I hate having to leave you,” I whispered harshly, releasing her hands to wrap my arms around her shoulders. “It’s eating at me like you cannot believe, but I have to do it. I have to go.”

      “I know,” she whispered back, holding me as tight and as closely as I was holding her.

      Even though she understood and even though she didn’t seem pissed at me for having to leave, I could tell she was hurt. She was crying, for God’s sake. Crying while she told me that she knew I had to leave her.

      She wasn’t throwing things at me or yelling that I should get out. She wasn’t accusing me of leading her on or anything like that.

      Even through her own pain, she was supportive. Kind. Loving. I held her even closer, murmuring in her ear. “I’m sorry, Birdie. I’m so sorry. I’ll come back. As soon as I can, I’ll be here. I promise. I’m so sorry.”

      I slid my mouth from her ear to her lips. She kissed me back, her tears salty on my lips, and she climbed into my lap, holding me and trying to soothe the hurt we were both feeling with her gentle, meaningful kisses. Earlier this year, I’d gotten divorced. Two years ago, I’d found out that my wife had been having an affair. I’d thought I knew the heartbreak that came with the end of a romantic relationship, but I’d been wrong.

      I kissed Birdie, picked her up, and carried her to her bed. I felt like a tiger had gotten into my chest. It was ripping me apart piece by piece, tearing its razor sharp claws through my heart and leaving behind nothing but devastation.

      My heart wasn’t just breaking. It was being completely shredded. And unless I wanted to pass this pain on to my daughter instead of taking it myself, there wasn’t a single damn thing I could do to stop it.
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      Remington’s kisses acted like both a balm to my aching soul and an actual bomb, destroying it. My tears wouldn’t stop flowing as he laid me down on my bed, making love to me for the first time—which would also quite possibly be the last.

      I got why he needed to leave. I really did. I also didn’t blame him for cutting his time here short so that he could go do what needed to be done for his daughter. It wasn’t even much of a surprise. I’d been expecting it to happen. I simply hadn’t known when.

      Yet, despite all that, part of me still wanted to rage at him. To blame him for ever kissing me that first time when we’d gotten caught in the rain. If that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be feeling like my heart had been blown to smithereens.

      But the truth was that if that hadn’t happened, then the rest of the summer wouldn’t have either. I never would’ve gotten to know him or Laurene the way I had, and I couldn’t regret that. Not even now, when I was looking down the barrel of saying goodbye to them both.

      At the same time, while he’d promised he would be back, he hadn’t said when. He also hadn’t asked me to go with them. I wouldn’t have been able to say yes, but it would’ve been nice to have received an invitation. Ultimately though, my life was here and his wasn’t. While neither of us had said this was the end, everyone knew long-distance relationships weren’t exactly built to last.

      Maybe ours would be the rare exception to that rule, but right now, I couldn’t let myself think about the future. I couldn’t even let myself think about tomorrow. In fact, I wasn’t going to let myself think at all.

      Determined to simply feel, I crushed my lips to his and kissed him harder than I ever had before, conveying my feelings with my body instead of my words. When he’d told me he was in love with me, it had been on the tip of my tongue to say it back.

      Because I was in love with him too.

      I loved him in a way I’d never loved before, but I couldn’t say it when I knew that we were also saying goodbye. My heart had refused to let me. Remington was doing what he needed to do, taking action to put things in motion so that he could live the life he wanted to live from here on out.

      I had to do the same thing, but I hadn’t put things in motion yet, and until I knew how to do that, I couldn’t simply confess my love and hope for the best. But I also didn’t want him to think that what we had meant nothing to me, so I told him everything I needed to say with my lips, my hands, and my body.

      Stripping off his clothes, I flung them away blindly, not caring where they landed. Once he was naked, I dragged my fingertips over every inch of him, memorizing the contours of his body and the smooth feel of his skin against my own.

      He did the same thing to me, neither of us saying anything as we just touched and kissed, trying to get our fill before he was gone.

      Before he’d knocked on my door, I’d been about to start dinner but I wasn’t hungry anymore. Not for anything but him. If tonight was our last night together, I didn’t want to do anything but be with him.

      I rolled him onto his back and straddled his hips. His hands flexed on my own, his pupils dilated and his lids heavy, and he looked up at me. “Birdie, I⁠—”

      “Whatever it is,” I murmured, bending over to kiss him again. “Not now, okay? We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      “I might have to leave tomorrow,” he replied, agony flashing behind his eyes. He slid a hand around the nape of my neck and brought my mouth to his once more. “I’m so sorry, Birdie. I’m sorry I have to leave.”

      Fresh tears pressed at the backs of my eyes, but I ignored them, simply kissing him back and murmuring against his mouth. “Shh, it’s okay. We’re going to be okay.”

      With his huge length hot and hard between my legs, I was careful not to do anything that would get us in ever bigger trouble than we already were, but I couldn’t resist the urge to rub myself against him, moaning as pleasure exploded through the pain in my soul.

      Remington groaned. His fingers tightened on me as his hips started rocking and his kisses became rougher. His voice was a coarse whisper. “God, what am I going to do without you? I’ll miss you, baby. Even when you don’t hear from me, I’m going to be missing you.”

      “Same here,” I whispered, fighting tears even as pleasure knotted in my core. “Every minute you’re not here, I’m going to be thinking about you. Missing you. Prepare to get lots of pictures.”

      “Make ‘em selfies,” he groaned, the muscles in his thighs tensing as he kept rocking his hips. “Throw in a few naughty ones too.”

      I bit back a laugh, a shuddering moan escaping instead. “You’re on. As long as you promise to delete them as soon as you’ve seen them and to send me the same.”

      “You got it,” he said. “I trust you.”

      “Same.” Grinding against him, I realized that I was getting much too close, but I didn’t stop, choosing pleasure over the fear, the anger, and the hurt.

      He reached between us, sliding a finger into me, and my muscles clamped down around it immediately. Growling, he started moving his hips faster and he pumped his finger in and out, nipping at my lips, my throat, and my shoulder.

      “Come for me, Birdie. Come now. Come all over my cock so I can get inside you already.”

      The first spasm of pleasure ripped through me at his words. He sealed his mouth over mine and swallowed every other sound I made hungrily, like he was keeping them all to himself. I came apart around him. My toes curled and my body shook as white-hot bliss covered me like a comforting blanket in the winter.

      No matter what, he and I would always have this moment. This beautiful, intense moment and all the others like it, when the world had faded and our troubles had ceased to exist.

      As the orgasm subsided, I realized I was crying again, but he didn’t ask, simply kissing away the tears. He rolled us over so he was on top. Those eyes were blazing into mine, and unless I was very much mistaken, there was a definite glint of possessiveness in them.

      “I’m going to be faithful to you while I’m gone,” he promised. “I’m yours, Birdie. Unless and until you tell me otherwise, I’m yours.”

      Cupping my palms around his throat, I nodded and smiled through the tears before I kissed him again. “There is no one else for me, Remington. I’m yours too.”

      For the next couple hours, we proved it to each other over and over again. Then we made dinner at midnight and went back to bed, making love one last time before we fell asleep in each other’s arms. Early the next morning, I was woken up by the soft sound of him murmuring into his phone.

      I cracked open my eyes to see that he was already dressed, clearly getting ready to leave as he spoke. Based on his tone, I assumed it was Jacqueline on the other end of the line.

      “Yeah, I’ll see you in New York. We’ll fly out this morning. No. Declan will bring the car back. Okay. See you then. Bye.”

      He hung up, and as he started turning back to the bed, I closed my eyes again, pretending to be asleep. My heart shattered when he laid a hand on my shoulder and dragged in a shuddering breath, like this was as painful for him as it was for me.

      “Thank you for everything, Birdie,” he whispered so softly that even in the stillness of my bedroom, I almost didn’t hear him. “I’m never going to forget you and I will be back. When the dust settles, the first thing I’m doing is getting on a plane.”

      His lips brushed over my temple, lingering there as he breathed me in. He straightened up. I heard him drag in another breath, and he padded quietly over to the door, opened it, and left.

      I curled in on myself. The first tears of many to come wet my pillow. Holding my arms around my knees, I let myself sob, really feeling the pain of the loss I’d known would be coming from that very first day he’d kissed me.

      Remington might only have been here for a summer, but he’d changed me in many ways. Profoundly. He’d opened my eyes to the fact that I’d simply been coasting through life before, believing I was happy when in reality I’d simply been content.

      He’d reminded me of what it was to dream. To want. To live.

      And now he was gone and I didn’t know how to do any of those things without him. I would learn, though. I was determined not to let life keep passing me by while I hid in the place that had become my refuge after my mother’s death so many years ago.

      What the future held for him and me, I didn’t know. I didn’t know if he’d keep his promise to come back as soon as he could or if I would ever make it to New York. I didn’t know whether I’d get any of those selfies he’d promised, naughty or otherwise, but what I did know was that I would give myself this morning to mope and to grieve.

      Maybe even a few more hours. I’d also miss him with every breath I took, but I wouldn’t let that stop me. From now on, I was taking control of my life. I was done coasting.

      What that looked like, I didn’t know yet, but I would get there, and once I did, I was going to stop being afraid. My siblings had left Bluebell Hollow, and when the time came, I now had the courage to follow.
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      “It’s only been a few days, baby. I know you’re not happy to be back, but do you remember how unhappy you were at Blue Pines for that first week or so? You’re going to be fine. We both are. We just need to get back into the swing of things here.”

      Laurene lay on the couch at our penthouse in Manhattan, her little body curled around the same pillow she’d been hugging since we’d walked back in. I blew out a heavy breath, knowing I was going to be late if I didn’t get my ass in gear soon, but I couldn’t leave without knowing she’d be alright.

      “Mom is going to take me,” she said, her voice shaky. “I know she is. I’m never going to see them again. Not Birdie, or Cassidy, or Heather. I’m going to have to go to England and then I’m never going to come back.”

      My daughter was devastated and so was I. Frankly, I didn’t want to be here any more than she did, but for now, this was where we needed to be. “That’s not going to happen, baby girl. Even if you do have to go to London for now, you’ll be home every break and I’ll visit in between, but we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. The fight’s not over yet.”

      I turned toward the bank of windows looking out over Central Park, wondering when exactly this view had become lacking. I’d always loved my view. I’d bought this place because of the damn view.

      Walls of tinted windows surrounded the penthouse on at least two sides in every room, and that was why it had appealed to me so much. We had the park, the city, and even the sky to look out at no matter where we were. At the time, it had been a nod to my love of being outdoors, but somehow, it just wasn’t enough now.

      “We need to leave, baby,” I said, walking back to the couch and sitting down with her. “I know you’re sad. I am too. Believe me, but this is for you. I’m trying to make it so that you can stay with me, and once that happens, we can stop worrying about lawyers, and England, and boarding school. Besides, you’re going to Mackenzie’s today. I thought you’d be excited to see her.”

      She let out a deep sigh, sitting up and reluctantly letting go of the pillow. “I do want to see her, but I miss Cassidy and Heather. I’m scared Mackenzie won’t understand. She told me before we left that boarding school in London sounds awesome.”

      “Yeah, I know you miss them.” I gave her a hug. “I also know that you’re scared, but I’m not going to let her take you. You’re not going anywhere except to Mackenzie’s house and even that’s only for a few hours. I promise you, baby. You’re coming back home to me after that.”

      “What if I don’t?” She looked up at me, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I thought you said I have to go.”

      “That was before,” I said, gentle but firm. “I didn’t know then how much you didn’t want to go, but I know that now.”

      “What about your work?” she asked. “What if you get too busy for me again?”

      “Not going to happen.” I held her closer. “I know I haven’t always been there for you in the past, and I realize that’s putting it mildly, but things have changed, honey. I’m listening now and I’m here, but we need to focus on one thing at a time. Our first order of business is my meeting with the lawyer. If I don’t show up, we might just be in trouble.”

      She held on to me for another beat, then let go and followed me to the car. It hurt to know that despite all the strides we’d made on our vacation, she was still not convinced things weren’t just going to go back to the way they had been.

      If this meeting went well, then hopefully she’d see that I meant it. I had fought for her and won, and after that, hopefully she’d have enough faith in me to trust me fully. I knew I had to work to earn her trust though, and that started with being on time for this meeting.

      Thankfully, Mackenzie’s folks lived in a building not far from ours and I walked Laurene in instead of dropping her off with the doorman, saying goodbye to her once I’d told a member of their staff what time I was expecting her home.

      I didn’t know who was more surprised about it, but Laurene seemed pleased, smiling. She hugged me before disappearing into her friend’s house. It was weird to think that I’d been a father for twelve years and I was only now starting to really feel like one, but it felt good.

      On the other hand, if I didn’t haul ass to my lawyer’s office, I might not get to hang onto the feeling for much longer. Striding into their offices at ten a.m. on the dot, I was shown directly to the VIP conference room to find Janice and her army of assistants already waiting.

      To my surprise, Andrea Lemmings, Jacqueline’s lawyer, was there too. I frowned, but she rose from behind the large table and reached out to shake my hand. “Mr. Ford. It’s good to see you again. I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time, but I’m here to tell you that my client is willing to accept your offer.”

      “Excuse me?” My heart jumped. “What offer?”

      “The offer you made in North Carolina,” she said. “Your team has the terms. All that remains is for you to sign the new agreement and it’ll be done.”

      I glanced at Janice, who shot me a tight but reassuring smile. “We’re told that Ms. Carnegie-Ford is currently on a flight back to England.”

      My mouth nearly dropped open as shock ricocheted through me. “She left?”

      Her lawyer’s feathers looked ruffled. “Why shouldn’t she have returned to her life? She’s already signed the necessary paperwork. There was no other business to attend to here.”

      Heart pounding in my chest, I nodded slowly, my head suddenly feeling numb. “So she’s gone? It’s over?”

      “Provided you pay the sum of money contained in the new agreement,” Andrea said, closing the folder in front of her and walking out from around the table. “Right. I’m done here. Send me the agreement when it’s signed, along with proof of payment, and we’ll finally be able to put this matter to bed.”

      I blinked hard, sitting down in one of the chairs at the table. I tried to wrap my brain around everything she’d just said. One of Janice’s assistants walked Andrea out and the others disappeared, leaving me with only the lawyer, who grinned from ear to ear now that we were alone.

      “Congratulations, Mr. Ford. This is what you wanted, correct? To settle quickly and quietly before the press found out and the school year commenced?”

      “Yeah, sure. I just, uh, I can’t really believe that it’s over.” I looked at her. “Do you think this is the end of it? The actual end, this time. No more problems?”

      She shrugged one shoulder, taking a thin wad of papers out of a file and handing it over. “That depends on you. She’s asking for a huge amount of money, but you did tell me what you offered her and they haven’t taken any chances. Ultimately, your ex wanted more money, and if she gets it, then yes. It’s over.”

      “She can’t come back for more?”

      Janice shook her head. “She can try, but unless there’s some drastic change in circumstances and she can convince a judge to hear her out, this is it.” She reached across the table and patted my forearm. “If I may, I think I’ve gotten to know the both of you rather well these last couple years, Remington.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “I’d hope so.”

      She chuckled. “Jacqueline is gone. She thinks she’s won. Yes, if you sign these papers, you’re going to have to pay her an enormous amount of money, but she’s gone. If she spends it all in year, she’ll still be gone.”

      “Where do I sign?” I asked, motioning for the papers.

      I scribbled my signature on them without hesitation. Then I called my bank manager to arrange for the transfer of the funds. I’d been waiting for this day for years, but now that it was here, it felt surreal. Even so, it was done. I shook Janice’s hand and left their offices, struck by how quickly it had all happened. I’d had haircuts that took longer.

      As I walked back into the penthouse after, I felt strangely hollow. Victorious and happy, sure, but it was like there was something missing in my soul. The part of me that would allow me to really feel that happiness. It echoed through me and even through my house, making the place feel much too quiet and empty, but the wrong kind of quiet.

      Not the quiet of nature and being in the mountains, but the kind of quiet that was devoid of life. This was the first time since we’d been home that I’d been here completely by myself, but it was also the first time I didn’t have the worry of the custody suit hanging over my head.

      Now that it was all said and done, I guessed I just needed some time to accept it. I’d known all along I was going to have to come back to reality sooner or later, but now that I was here, the problem was that I was struggling to think of this as my reality.

      I couldn’t get Birdie out of my head. Day and night, she was there, and it felt like she was my reality. Being with her. Talking to her. Even sleeping with her by my side.

      Without her, none of this felt real. I’d been suppressing it to a great extent, thinking about her constantly but not really able to let myself feel the pain of leaving her behind because I’d had to focus on my daughter, but now?

      Sighing, I headed for my home office and tried to get some work done, but by the time Laurene returned from her playdate, I still hadn’t accomplished very much.

      She ran into my office, her eyes wide and bright with fear. “What happened? Am I staying?”

      I walked around my desk and smiled as I wrapped my arms around her. “You’re staying, honey. I officially have sole custody.”

      She stiffened against me, and then it was like a wall broke and she started sobbing, hanging onto me for all she was worth as she cried into my shirt. Scooping her up, I carried her to the couch in the corner and sat down, just holding her until the sobs subsided.

      Worry thrummed through me, panic that maybe she’d realized this wasn’t what she’d wanted after all, but when she finally lifted her head to look at me, it wasn’t the words I was dreading that came out of her mouth.

      “I miss Birdie,” she said. “I’m happy, Daddy. I’m so happy that I don’t have to leave New York, but I miss her. I miss all of them.”

      Pure relief coursed through my veins. “You’re not crying because I have sole custody?”

      She frowned, then laughed through the tears and shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Daddy. It’s just been so much and I’ve been so scared, but now that it’s over…”

      Trailing off, she rested her head on my shoulder, her body finally not trembling anymore. I stroked my fingers through her hair, mentally checking my schedule for the next few weeks. I was slammed. News of my return had reached too many people and all of them suddenly wanted to see me in person.

      Plus, Laurene was auditioning for the youth program in a week. Neither of us could really afford to leave right now, but I missed Birdie too. And Blue Pines. And even that old sourpuss Alan.

      We hadn’t had time to say a proper farewell, and it felt unfinished. I understood now what Laurene was feeling because it was the same thing I’d been feeling since I’d signed the custody agreement.

      “What do you say we go back?” I asked her. “Just until next week. We’ll be here for your audition, I promise. I won’t let you miss it.”

      “I can’t, Daddy,” she said sadly. “I need to be here to practice and I’ve been hearing your phone go off all hours of the day and night. You have work piling up, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I do, but I can swing this.” Honestly, I had no idea if I could, but I’d never know if I didn’t try and perhaps getting closure would help us both settle in when we got back. I didn’t know if it would work or if we’d feel the exact same after leaving for the second time.

      But the fact was, with how I was feeling, I wouldn’t be able to get any work done anyway, and Laurene couldn’t go to her audition like this either. We both needed something and this was the best I could come up with.

      Lifting her off my lap, I set her down on the couch and strode back to my desk. “You can go play, baby. I’m going to see what I can do, okay?”
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      After Remington and Lulu left, I tried to keep my head up but it was even harder than I’d thought it would be. Considering that I’d known it was going to be pretty darn hard, this sucked.

      Getting through each day felt impossible every morning when I woke up, and no matter what I did, the loss of them was there. No matter where I looked, they weren’t there. No matter who I spoke to or where I went, it wasn’t them and they still weren’t there.

      Ever since they’d gone, it felt like there was a big black hole in my chest and there was no filling it. Not even speaking to Remington eased the ache of that emptiness. Like he’d promised, he called every couple of days and we texted back and forth, but it wasn’t the same as seeing him, smelling him, or tasting his sweet lips.

      I swallowed back yet another sob and shook my head at Gracie before burying my tear-stained face in my hands. “I’m sorry. One of these days, I’m going to stop moping. Ignore me. Let’s talk about you. How are you? How is Declan?”

      Another fact that didn’t make things any easier was that he’d stayed behind. Wrapping up business with Alan, Declan was still here, still with Gracie, and still reminding me every time I saw him that it had all been real.

      Remington and Laurene hadn’t only existed in my imagination. They hadn’t been a dream and they were out there right now, living their lives while I was stuck here, unable to think about anyone or anything else.

      Gracie gave me an understanding smile and squeezed my shoulders. “You don’t have to be sorry. Your heart is broken and it’s only been a few days. I’d say you have at least another week before you have to stop moping.”

      I sighed. “It doesn’t feel like that’s ever going to happen.”

      “It will,” she said confidently. “Besides, he said he’d be back, right?”

      “Yeah, but that was before he left.” I frowned at her. “Why? Has Declan said anything to you about them coming back?”

      She grimaced and shook her head. “No, that’s not what I meant. I didn’t mean to get your hopes up. I just thought it would help to know that he’ll be here eventually.”

      “It doesn’t. When’s Declan leaving?”

      “Uh.” She swept her tongue across her lips.

      “Spit it out, Gracie,” I said firmly. “You don’t have to keep things from me or treat me like I’m fragile just because my heart is missing.”

      “Fine, but we really don’t have to talk about this right now.”

      I gave her a stern look and she finally broke into a smile, her voice small and hopeful when she spoke again. “It actually looks like he might be staying for the fall.”

      “The entire season?” I gaped at her. “Why?”

      “Well, uh, he says it’s to get the ball rolling on the golf course expansion before winter comes, but I kind of think he’s not ready to leave just yet.”

      “I’m happy for you,” I said sincerely, forcing myself to smile even though the news made the spot where my heart used to be hurt even more.

      Declan wasn’t ready to leave yet, so he was casually staying for another whole season just because he didn’t want things to end with Gracie. Yet Remington was gone.

      At the drop of a hat—or a phone call from his lawyer, to be precise—he’d taken off. I knew it wasn’t his fault. Declan didn’t have a child or a demon-possessed ex to fight against for custody of said child. He could stay here whereas Remington had to save his daughter from being shipped off across the ocean.

      As much as I wanted to, I still couldn’t fault him for that. To the very core of my being, I believed he’d done the right thing by fighting for her, but knowing that didn’t make it easier. I slid off my chair in the bar and smiled at her again.

      “I really am happy for you, Gracie. I need to go talk to Alan, but I’ll pop in again later.”

      She nodded, waving at me. As I strode out, I thought about Declan and the fact that he was staying. Sure, he had the golf course expansion to oversee, but it wasn’t like he had to be here for it.

      As an investor, it would’ve been easy to give the money and leave, but he was free to work from here and so he’d chosen to stay and do that instead. He had made a choice and now it was my turn to do the same.

      As I thought it all over now, I was still wondering if I was doing the right thing. And then, as if he was a sign from the universe itself, Alan strode into the lobby, grinning when he saw me.

      “Don’t leave the resort to me,” I blurted out as soon as he was within earshot.

      He frowned, but then he burst out laughing and led me to the little office he kept. Shutting the door behind him, he strode to the other side of his desk and sat down, waving me into a chair as well.

      Embarrassment flushed my cheeks with heat and I winced as I looked into his eyes. “I’m so sorry it came out that way. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m flattered, and I love you. I love Blue Pines and you know that I’ll always be here for it and for you, but don’t leave it to me in your will.”

      “I can’t say I’m not disappointed,” he said, but there was a smile on his lips and he didn’t appear to be angry at all. “That being said, I would never tie you down if you don’t want to be tied down. Only God knows how many times I’ve wondered if I wanted to be tied down here anymore.”

      He let out a soft sigh. “This place had become my life by the time I started wondering, though. Besides, I could never leave it, but you?”

      “I really do love it here, Alan,” I said, feeling pressure rising in my throat and pressing behind my eyes. “I’m immensely grateful to you for giving me a job and for letting me stay here for so long. This place will always be my first love, but⁠—”

      “It’s not your only love,” he finished for me. “Not anymore.”

      “It’s not only about Remington, though,” I murmured, pushing the words out past the massive lump lodged in my throat. “I want more. I need more. For so long now, I’ve been lying to myself about being happy staying in one place for my whole life. I want to get out there. I want to see all the places I stare at online and I want to experience what it’s like to immerse myself in a neighborhood where no one knows my name.”

      Alan’s eyes moved from one of mine to the other. “It might not only be about Remington, but he is part of it. A big part, I’d say. You’re in love with him.”

      “I am,” I admitted, my voice way too small. The tears finally came, refusing to be pushed back any longer. “It doesn’t matter, though. It seems like too little, too late, but I can’t give up on my dreams again now that I remembered I had them. I need to do this. I have to leave and go find out what else is out there for me.”

      My voice cracked on the last sentence and I buried my face in my hands, the tears evidence of my relief for finally having said it as well as my fear about leaving. Blue Pines was not only my home but my comfort zone.

      The people here were my family, the mountains my backyard. I couldn’t believe that I was actually talking about leaving it, but as much as I loved it here, I knew that I could always come back. If I stayed though, I would stay forever, and then, when it was really too late, I’d die with giant regrets about not following my dreams.

      I’d promised myself that I wasn’t going to fall back into old habits when Remington left and that was what I was doing now, fulfilling that promise to myself. A soft scrape of a chair let me know that Alan had stood up, and the next thing I knew, he sat down on the armrest of the chair I was on, wrapping his arms around me in a comforting hug.

      “Hey, now,” he murmured as he rested his head on top of my own. “You’re not leaving forever, Birdie. We’ll be right here, and whenever you miss us, you’ll always have a place to stay or a job if you want it.”

      “I know, but this place has been such a big part of my life for such a long time and so have you,” I said through the storm of emotion raging deep within. “I don’t want to let you down and I’m so damn scared that I’m making a mistake. I just feel like I owe it to myself to at least try.”

      “Of course, you do,” he said, his voice tender but strong. “You are doing the right thing, sweetheart. I would’ve loved to be able to tell you that you should stay, but I can’t do it. You need to follow your heart. Like I did when I was young. I got married to the love of my life and started a resort on my family’s property instead of selling it off to some developer.”

      “Do you ever regret it?” I asked, pulling back to look into his wise eyes.

      The same eyes I’d looked into just after my mom had died and I’d realized I needed to help my dad. The same eyes that had met mine from across the grave when we buried my father. For over a third of my life, those were the eyes I’d looked into when I needed to talk, when I wanted comfort, and even when I got chastised for messing up.

      It was a bittersweet moment when he leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. “No, Birdie. I’ve never regretted it. It was a decision that still brings me immense joy, and sure, I’ve wondered if I should move on, but I can’t and I haven’t because I don’t really want to. You do. Follow your heart, girlie. Whatever you do in this life, just follow your heart. Trust yourself at least enough to do that.”

      It sounded scary as hell to me, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but I still had a little bit of summer left and some money saved up. I supposed this was as good a time as any to at least try.
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      I couldn’t swing it.

      A week after I’d asked Lulu if she wanted to go back to Blue Pines for a few days, I still hadn’t been able to get away. It turned out that working fewer hours in a day so that I could be home for dinner with her at five meant that I needed more time than ever to get my work done, and as a result, things were still piling up.

      I’d barely cleared the backlog from our last break and there was just no way I could take another so soon. Tightening my grip on the steering wheel, I glanced at my daughter and smiled.

      “Don’t look so nervous, honey. You’ve got this. I promise. I’ve been watching your practices, remember? You’re going to be the best applicant they’ve got.”

      She wrung her hands in her lap, her spine ramrod straight and her eyes just a little too wide. “I don’t know, Daddy. This is the only audition I’m going to get and I don’t think I’m ready.”

      “You’re ready,” I said confidently. “Even your teacher said so. You came back from the summer in top form and you’re still there.”

      “That was only because of Birdie!” she exclaimed suddenly. “She invited me to that barre lesson and she then she kept going to them with me. She let me practice in the studio whenever I wanted and she⁠—”

      “Isn’t here,” I said gently. “I know that it sucks, but she’s not here. I’m sure she would be if she could, though.”

      “I know.” She nodded.

      “And if she were here, she would tell you that you’re ready and that you’ve got what it takes. Do you know how I know that?”

      “How?” she mumbled.

      “Because she told me. After she invited you to that very first class, she told me how good you were. She also told me how impressed she was with you. You can do this, baby. She believes in you, and I believe in you.”

      I’d tried getting hold of Birdie earlier so she could tell Lulu all of this herself, but we kept missing each other’s calls. It had been that way for over a week now. At first, we’d managed to talk a few times but it had only been two weeks and we were already as good as out of touch.

      It felt like the universe was separating us and I was starting to think that maybe it was for the best, even if it was killing me. She and I were in two very different places in our lives. I had to be in New York for the foreseeable future, and that would be even more true once Lulu’s audition was successful.

      I was also just learning how to be a present father, and because of that, I couldn’t just jet off to see Birdie whenever the urge struck. Meanwhile, she was busy at Blue Pines, loyal to a man who admittedly deserved her help.

      Unless he gave her the go-ahead, I doubted she’d ever leave there for any extended period of time and I also doubted he’d ever give her the go-ahead. With her being like a daughter to him and all, I just couldn’t see him telling her to go.

      I pulled into the underground parking lot at the hotel where the auditions were being held, and I could see that Laurene was still sad. Grabbing the first available spot, I shut off the engine and turned to face her.

      “I know you miss her, Lulu. You know I miss her too, but this is your dream. I wish I could tell you that it doesn’t matter what happens in there, but it does. You just said it yourself. This is the only audition you’re going to get for this program. You might have another chance in a few years if you don’t get in now, but you want to get in now, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Exactly,” I said. “What that means is that right now, you need to focus. Take all that sadness you’re feeling and all that joy you had in the Smokies, and put it into your performance. Go in there and do your best. Give it everything you’ve got so that even if you don’t get in, you won’t have any regrets.”

      Her chest rose on a deep breath and she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she smiled at me. “I’m still enrolled at Primrose, right?”

      “You are.”

      “Okay,” she said softly, then turned and opened her door, and I did the same thing.

      Resting a hand between her shoulders, I guided her into the hotel. We signed in and settled in and waited for her name to be called. It didn’t take long. To my surprise, the assistant who came to get her invited me into the audition.

      “You’re welcome to come watch, Dad,” she said. “We find that the dancers are more comfortable when there’s someone they love in the audience. It soothes the nerves.”

      I stood up immediately, grateful for having pulled my head out of my ass before this happened. It pained me to admit to myself that I wouldn’t have been here for it before this summer. I probably wouldn’t have even known about it, but even if I did, I probably would have been working.

      I had missed so much of my baby girl’s life without even realizing it, but that was all changing. I wanted to be a better man, and I was dead set on being the father Laurene deserved.

      Once again, the thought made me want to talk to Birdie. If it hadn’t been for her, nothing in my life would have changed. I was better for having known her, and even if I never saw her again, I owed her a thank you for that.

      Tears filled my eyes as Laurene’s performance began. The music she’d chosen swelled in the air and then she took the stage, sweeping across it with a skill and grace I wouldn’t have thought possible for a twelve-year-old to possess.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her for the entire audition, so damn proud that it felt like my chest was going to burst. That’s my daughter!

      I wanted to scream it from the rooftops so that the whole world knew, but I also wasn’t ready for the whole world to know her yet. Above all else, I just wanted to protect her, to love her, and to be there for her. And I need to make sure to tell her how proud I am right now.

      Once again, I wished Birdie had been here to see this. I wasn’t sure it was allowed, but I pulled my phone out of my pocket anyway and recorded the last part of the audition, wanting a video of this for myself but also to send to the woman I loved.

      Because I did still love her. I knew it hadn’t been that long since we’d left, but the feeling hadn’t faded at all. If anything, it was stronger than ever—as was the intense ache inside my chest from her being so far away.

      Sad or not, Laurene kicked butt at the audition, and once she was done, I glanced at the judges. They seemed suitably impressed, one of them even rising to his feet to give her a standing ovation before he turned to look at me.

      “You’ll get a call about our decision in about a week’s time,” he said, inclining his head in a way that made me think she had it in the bag, but I wouldn’t tell her that.

      As she descended the stage, she ran right into my arms. When I leaned down to hug her, she whispered in my ear. “How did I do, Daddy? Was I good?”

      “So good, baby,” I said. “You brought tears to my eyes, you were so good. I love you, Lulu. No matter what happens, I’m so proud of you and what you did today.”

      “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “Let’s go home.” I released her but kept my arm around her shoulders as we walked back to the car. “I’ve got a surprise waiting for you there.”

      “A surprise?” She looked up at me. “Is it a pony?”

      “What, in the penthouse?” I asked.

      She giggled. “Why not? The building has an elevator. He won’t have to take the stairs.”

      “Honey, it’s not the stairs I’m worried about.” I paused. “Although if there’s a fire, it’ll have to figure the stairs out quick.”

      “Okay,” she said, grinning still. “Not a pony. Some new dancing shoes maybe?”

      “It’s just pizza,” I said quickly before she could list a million better surprises than what I had chosen.

      “Oh, awesome,” she said. “Pizza sounds amazing right now.”

      I groaned. “Well not as amazing as a pony or ballet shoes. But I thought it would be nice. You’ve barely eaten these last couple days.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t want to look bloated for the audition. I was doing Swan Lake, not Swan Cake. But now I’m so hungry I could eat a horse. Or a pony.”

      “You’ll have to settle for pepperoni.”

      “I was wondering if you were going to keep eating pizza after we left the resort,” she said, an amused smile on her lips before she sighed. “Do you think we can try to call Birdie again?”

      “Of course,” I said. “She might be busy though, honey. I’m sure she’ll call us back when she’s done with yoga classes. Do you want to talk about her instead?”

      “Okay.” She seemed slightly more upbeat than she had been when she brought up Birdie.

      We both felt her absence in our lives. It was a dark cloud over our sunny day.

      On our way back to the penthouse, she settled back in her seat and turned her body to face me. “I guess I just miss her so much because she was a friend but she was also someone I looked up to. She’s a grownup, but she listened. She understood. She didn’t judge or talk down to me.”

      “She’s a pretty amazing person,” I agreed. “Is that the only thing this is about, though? You miss Birdie and the others?”

      “No.” She let out a long, quiet breath. “It just feels like something is missing now, and it’s not the mountains or the fresh air.”

      My chest gave an uncomfortable squeeze. She had confirmed my suspicions that she felt Birdie’s absence too. We both had to get our heads on right and we needed to do it soon.

      She wasn’t done yet, though. “I thought I’d be happy now that I’m getting to stay and I got to audition, but my heart still hurts and I don’t know why.”

      Oh, God. Slay me now. This is fucking killing me. All of it. “You know what, baby? I completely agree. My heart hurts too and there is something missing.”

      I knew I might be too late, but I figured it was worth a shot. I made a phone call, deciding that the universe could go screw itself if it was trying to separate us. I’d come back to Manhattan to fight and maybe the fight wasn’t over just yet. Thankfully, I still had a little bit of it left in me and I knew exactly what I was going to use it for.
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      What I hadn’t been considering on the day I’d told Alan I wanted to leave was that I couldn’t just go. Well, I could but not in good conscience.

      There were still two weeks left of the summer and the resort was having one last rush. After everything he’d done for me, I wouldn’t just abandon him, or my studio, or the guests who had booked spots in my sessions.

      My mind was still made up and I was going to leave eventually—once I’d finished training someone to take over for me. Lexi, the temp who had worked in the spa all summer, was a girl from town who had graduated high school last year.

      She had worked the front desk at the spa since she’d started here, but she’d joined many of my yoga sessions and she had a passion for it. When word had gotten out that I was thinking of taking a sabbatical, she’d volunteered to step up.

      Alan was happy with it, and with every passing day, I was getting more and more used to the idea. Ultimately, nothing was chasing me away from here. With the pressure of thinking Alan might be leaving the place to me off my shoulders, I felt free.

      It was now a matter of fulfilling my responsibilities while also trying to decide where to go. It should’ve been a no-brainer. I shouldn’t have questioned starting with New York, a place I’d always wanted to experience and where Remington and Laurene were, but it wasn’t that simple.

      I’d been avoiding his calls, and while I had tried to call him back when I was ready to talk, our timing seemed to be off. Something was telling me it would be easier to just let it go. Every time we had spoken so far, our conversations had been strained, and hearing his voice hurt too, but thinking that it might be easier to let go didn’t make me feel any better.

      At this point, staying busy was the only thing keeping me sane. During the day, I made sure I always had something on my schedule, and at night, I stared at maps on my computer and researched the places that jumped out at me. None of them had really called to me so far, but I was sticking to my guns.

      At the end of the summer, I was going somewhere. Even if it was just for a week to start with. In the meantime, Lexi was leading at least one session a day and she was doing well, and today, she and I were heading into the forest for an outdoor yoga session next to the lake.

      She walked beside me, a soft, relaxed smile on her face as the group followed us along the path. “This was a good idea. How often do you do it?”

      “At least once a month in the summer,” I replied. “The guests love it, but you have to play it by ear. Sometimes, you won’t have one of these expeditions planned, but a guest who’s attended one before or heard about will ask. Don’t be too rigid. If they want to do it, bring them out. You’d be surprised how fast these spots always fill up.”

      She dropped her head back to look up at the canopy of deep green leaves above and the mottled sunlight shining through, then let out a contented sigh. “I can imagine. I love the studio, but there’s just something about being outside, in the fresh air, that makes everything better.”

      I chuckled. “Watch how you talk about my studio.”

      “I said I love it, didn’t I?” She winked at me, but then she got a bit more serious. “Don’t worry, Birdie. I know how much all of this means to you. I won’t mess it up, and besides, I’m only babysitting it for you. When you come back, it’s all yours.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t even know when I’m leaving yet or how long I’ll be gone once I do. You’re going to have to make it your own eventually, so don’t think of yourself as a babysitter so much as a steward or a guardian.”

      She hummed under her breath. “I don’t know. It’s your baby. Maybe one day, I’ll think of myself as more than just a sitter, but for now, I’m happy to just watch over it for you and to love it as much as you do yourself.”

      “Do you have any plans of your own to leave?” I asked conversationally, knowing that she’d need time once I was gone to ease into her actual role. Right now, she was scared of stepping on my toes. She didn’t have to be, but I got it. “Is this a pit stop for you or a destination?”

      She shrugged, her features contemplative before she responded. “Honestly? I don’t know yet. I think I’d like to travel a bit in the future, but I’m happy here, you know?”

      “I do know.” I bumped my hip into hers as we walked. “Why do you think I’m still here?”

      She laughed. “Fair enough. Where are you thinking of going?”

      For the rest of the walk, I told her about all the different places I’d researched and she gave me a few suggestions to look into. Then we reached the lake and got our session underway. We rolled out our mats in some shade in a clearing by the shore. The leaves weren’t as dense here and spots of sunshine filtered through.

      I’d chosen a place where I had the sun on my back throughout and it got blazing hot, but I enjoyed it. Between that, the gentle breeze, the birdsong, and the serenity of being out here, I lost myself in the movements, pausing only to give pointers to the guests as necessary.

      Lexi was up front with me, but she didn’t interfere, simply letting me take the lead and supporting me all the way through. In this moment, my mind should’ve been completely quiet, but as had become the norm for me, I couldn’t get there.

      I kept thinking about Remington and Laurene, wondering where they were and what they were doing right then. I knew Lulu had gone to her Juilliard audition but the results would take a few more days. He’d texted me about it and I was burning to find out how it’d gone, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to call just yet.

      It was funny. What I wanted most in the world was to be with them, but knowing that I couldn’t, what I wanted least was to speak to them every day. Whenever I did, the miles between us seemed like an insurmountable distance and it tore me apart all over again.

      Their lives were there, and in the end, he’d never invited me to go with them. When he’d left, all he’d promised was that he’d be back. There had been no conversation about whether I’d consider going to New York with them or even whether I wanted to go for a visit.

      Sure, we’d discussed it a few times during their stay, but when push had come to shove, there had just been nothing. It had made me question everything all over again and that scared the hell out of me. While they’d been here, he’d had a way of reassuring me, but now that they were gone, I was wondering if it had been bullshit after all.

      Lexi straightened up to walk between the guests, obviously having realized that my head was a million miles away. I shook my head at myself. Instead of joining her, I watched her closely, seeing how she smiled and interacted with the guests, helping them to get the positions right without ever making them feel like they’d been doing it wrong to begin with.

      She’s ready, I realized as she laughed with a teenage girl who’d joined her parents for the session. The studio will officially be fine without me.

      The thought hit me like a ton of bricks, making me want to cry and do a victory dance all at once. For all the time I’d spent building that studio here into what it was today, it had taken less than two weeks for me to train someone who could take my place.

      It was frightening to realize just how replaceable I was, but simultaneously, it made me happy because it meant that I was now truly free. If I wanted to, I probably could have left immediately. I wouldn’t, but the fact was that I wouldn’t be leaving Alan, the resort, or the retreat high and dry if I did.

      Caught between the two completely conflicting emotions, I bounced from one to the other for the rest of the session and all the way back to the resort. I felt a little lost, even on this trail that I knew better than the back of my own hand.

      The revelation had knocked me onto my ass and had given me wings to fly at the same time, and both of those couldn’t be true. Can they?

      I didn’t know, but I felt both sick and excited and I had no idea what to do with those feelings. When we got back to Blue Pines, I turned to Lexi and handed over my mat. “Do you mind stowing that for me and wrapping up the session at the studio? I’m not feeling so great all of a sudden.”

      Concern clouded her eyes, but she nodded. “Sure. Of course. Anything I can do to help you feel better?”

      “Nah. I’ll be alright. I probably just need to lie down and drink some water. I enjoyed the sun out there, but I suspect it was a bit too much.”

      She cringed. “I hate it when that happens. Take care of yourself. I’ll lock up at the studio when I’m done.”

      “Thanks, Lex,” I said.

      She rallied the troops before leading them around the main resort to the studio. Desperate for the air-conditioning in the lobby and a drink of ice-cold water, I headed inside the main building instead of back to my cabin, wiping sweat off my brow and making a beeline for the bar. I wasn’t even halfway there when something smacked into my side. Hard.

      Caught off guard, I nearly tripped but then something else appeared at my other side, catching me and keeping me steady. I caught a whiff of something intoxicating. My eyes widened when I realized it wasn’t a thing, but a person.

      Not just any person either, but Remington, and the thing that had smacked into me at first wasn’t a thing either. It was Laurene.

      “Lulu? What…” I slid my arm around her shoulders and the other hand to Remington’s chest, but they were both definitely real.

      They were here. I wasn’t stuck in a dream or suffering from sun-induced hallucinations. My jaw dropped open as I turned to him, looking into those smiling eyes and blinking hard. “What are you doing here?”

      He snaked an arm around my waist, pumping his dark eyebrows. Then he pulled me close and kissed me deep, right in front of Laurene and anyone else who cared to look. I melted into him, my heart racing and entire body overcome by the relief of being fused to his once more.

      “We came back for you, Birdie,” he murmured against my lips, his arm still around me and his warm breath ghosting over my skin. “We missed you, so here we are.”

      I stared back at him, speechless and dumbfounded. He had promised he would be back, but right until this very moment, I had never truly believed him.

      I tightened my grip on Lulu and looked deep into her father’s eyes, still completely unable to believe that they’d come all this way so soon after they’d left. There was no denying it, though. They were here. For me, apparently.

      Now I just had to figure out what the heck I was supposed to do about it.
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      Clearly shocked, Birdie just stood there staring at me. Her palm rested right over my heart like she needed to feel it beating to know I was here. She clung to Laurene too, her thumb stroking light circles on her shoulder, but she didn’t say a word.

      Realizing that she probably needed a minute to process, I looked past her at my daughter. “Do you want to go see if you can find Cassidy?”

      At the mention of her friend’s name, Birdie blinked herself out of her trance and turned her head to smile at Lulu. “You’re in luck, actually. She’s at the Kids Camp today helping Jenna with String Art for the little ones.”

      Lulu gave her another hug, beaming up at her as she let go. “String Art? That sounds like fun. I’ll go check it out. See you guys later.”

      As comfortable and relaxed as if we’d never left, she spun away from us and jogged out of the lobby, looking carefree and fully happy for the first time since the day I’d told her to pack her bags. A deep breath rattled out of me. I shook my head, glancing back at Birdie as I took her hand.

      “That kid just isn’t the same when she’s not here,” I said. “Can we go for a walk?”

      She nodded silently. Her movements were slightly jerky as she fell into step beside me. By unspoken agreement, we strode toward the trailhead and turned down the path to the lake.

      “I was just here,” she muttered, sounding like she was still in a state of disbelief. “I just led a yoga session at the lake.”

      I chuckled. “Outdoors yoga, huh? Sounds like a good time. Are you sure you want to go back down there? We could walk up instead.”

      “No,” she said quickly, finally turning to glance at me. “The lake is fine. It’s nice down there today, sunny and peaceful.”

      “Isn’t it always?” Holding her hand, it felt like I could finally breathe again. I drew in big lungfuls of fresh air, keeping each one in for a beat or so before I blew it back out.

      With her by my side and back on this trail, I knew for a fact that I’d been right. She was what we had been missing. Being here was fantastic. There was no doubt about it. The fragrant, woodsy air, the silence, the mountains?

      There was nothing like it, but as much as I enjoyed all that, I felt whole again now because of her. That missing part of my soul that had been making my body ache was suddenly gone. Just like that. She’d put her hand in mine and the hole in my being was gone, like the final piece of the puzzle had been snapped in.

      Birdie was still quiet, though. She also wasn’t smiling, which was worrying. She held my hand, swinging it gently between us, but she was staring absently into the middle distance, her feet seemingly moving on autopilot.

      With all my heart, I wanted her to talk to me, to open up and tell me what had been going on here since we’d left. How she felt about us being back. But I knew I couldn’t push her.

      I’d moved heaven and earth to make this trip happen, and I’d known for a couple days now that we would be coming. She hadn’t. In fact, we hadn’t spoken at all, which meant this had been a complete surprise to her. If she needed a minute to wrap her head around it, then I could give her that.

      Once we reached the dock, we sat down and I leaned back, resting my weight on my palms. I tipped my face toward the sky, letting the sun heat my skin just like I’d seen her do so many times. “God, there’s nothing like this.”

      “What are you really doing here, Remington?” she asked suddenly, turning to face me with her brow furrowed and her eyes almost wild. “You and I haven’t even spoken properly since you left, and now, here you are? Am I just supposed to take that at face value? You’re just popping in to say hi?”

      I searched her blue eyes for a long moment. Why does she look almost scared?

      My hands itched to reach for her, but I held back, wondering if it was shock or something else causing this reaction. “We’re here because I can’t get you out of my head. Lulu has been moping since we left. So much so that she almost blew her audition. She got it together at the last minute, but she’s sad and so am I.”

      “How did it go?” she asked softly, leaning forward a bit. “The audition, I mean. Did she do well?”

      “So well.” I smiled. I couldn’t help it. “You should’ve seen her, Birdie. She was amazing. I made a video for you if you’d like to see it sometime.”

      “I’d love to,” she said immediately, then eased back a bit again. Her gaze drifted out toward the water once more. “It’s good to see you, Remington. I’m just, uh, confused. And surprised. When you left, we were together. You had to go, but we were going to stay together, but then you were gone, and almost instantly, we fell out of touch.”

      “I tried to call,” I said, but I released a heavy breath because I knew what she meant. “Being home hit us like a bomb. Neither of us were prepared for how hard it was going to be, but I jumped straight into meetings with the lawyers, and Lulu had her audition to prepare for, and then there was work and stuff. I really haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, though. Not for a minute.”

      “Yeah,” she murmured quietly. “Same.”

      I glanced at her sitting next to me but feeling light years away. Her gorgeous blonde hair was pulled into a messy bun right on top of her head, her pink leggings and yellow shirt so bright and cheerful. But with no smile gracing her lips and no easy chatter, something was wrong—and I was afraid it was me. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “Not really. I don’t know what to make of any of this, Remington. It’s just a lot.”

      “I know,” I admitted, deciding to just say what I’d come here to say. All of it was stuff that I should’ve said before, but I’d held back then. I wouldn’t make the same mistake now. “What you and I have feels new to me. It’s something I’ve never felt before, and honestly, I didn’t know what to make of it either. Once we got back to Manhattan, my own life didn’t seem to fit right anymore. It was weird. I’ve been away before but I’ve never gotten home feeling like I didn’t belong.”

      “Yeah, I get that. I don’t really feel like I belong here anymore either.” She finally glanced at me again. It was a quick one, but at least her eyes met mine before she turned away. “What happened in court? Lulu’s here with you, so it went well?”

      “She’s staying.” I inhaled deeply, once again allowing myself to feel the immense relief that came along with those words. “Jacqueline signed the papers and took off. She was on a plane back to England before I even found out she’d accepted the deal.”

      “Wow.” Birdie frowned. Her head tilted as she chewed it over in her mind. “It really was all about money? Did she even say goodbye to Lulu before she left?”

      I shook my head. “The last time either of us saw her was in the suite when she told me Lulu was flying out with her the next day. She hasn’t made contact at all and we haven’t tried. I think Laurene is still afraid that she’ll change her mind—not that she can anymore. I’ve asked if she wants to call her, but I’m not pushing. She kept changing the subject, so I figured I’d give her time.”

      “That’s for the best, I think,” she said. “You’re a good dad, Remington. I know you haven’t always believed that and I realize you probably still don’t, but you are.”

      “I’m trying to be.” I reached for her hand slowly, making my intentions clear by showing it to her before I started moving it to hers. “The thing is that both of us have been feeling like there’s something missing. Ever since we left here, nothing has felt good. Or right. Even when I got home after signing the papers keeping her with me, I felt empty. When I told her she’d be staying, I expected her to be happy, but instead, she burst into tears and told me how she misses you.”

      Birdie sucked in a sharp breath. I laid my hand over hers and slowly entwined our fingers. “I love you, and if the last couple weeks have taught me anything, it’s that this wasn’t just some fling. I know I said that before, but I’m not sure if you really believed me. Especially not after the way things went down once we left, but it’s true. I love you. We love you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. The moisture glimmered in them as it welled on her lids. Then it started spilling over as she shook her head. “You live in another state. Both of you have a whole life outside of Blue Pines Resort. I’m only just starting to realize that I might have one too, but right now, this is what I know. This is what I have. This is where I live. Once you leave again, how do I know the same thing isn’t going to happen? And let’s be honest, you’re not going to keep making impromptu, surprise trips to wherever I may be.”

      “No, but that’s only because I’m hoping you’ll come with us when we leave this time,” I said. “Come back to New York with us, Birdie. I love you. Laurene loves you. We want to be with you and you want to get out of this small town, at least for a while, so come with us.”

      Her eyes suddenly snapped back to mine, a whole storm of emotion brewing behind them. She stared at me like I’d just suggested a trip to Mars. Uncertainty shone brightest of them all, and I could see that she didn’t know what to do. I could tell that she was overwhelmed.

      It sucked that she didn’t just throw herself into my arms and say yes, but I understood I was springing this on her. I had run through this exact conversation a thousand times on the trip over, but she was having it for the first time.

      I probably should have thrown her a text before I showed up, but where was the fun in that?

      “Look,” I said gently, holding her hand just a little bit tighter. “I know that you can’t just leave your life behind overnight, but I’m hoping that we can talk it through. Figure it out. Together. There’s no pressure⁠—”

      Her eyebrows shot up and she interrupted me. “No pressure? How is there no pressure, Remington? You came all this way for me with your daughter in tow, and now you want me to go back with you! That’s pressure. That’s a lot of pressure. How many days do you even have before you need to go back? Two? Three? That’s not a lot, and it means that there is pressure. I need to clear my head.”

      She dropped my hand like it was made of molten lava and shot up like a bullet, taking off and literally running away from me. Struck dumb, I was rooted to my spot on the dock.

      Okay, I definitely should have texted.
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      I ran directly to Gracie, sprinting into the bar like I was desperate for a drink after a decade of sobriety. She took one look at my face and walked out from around the bar with her arms already open. I didn’t stop moving until I reached her, wrapping my arms around my friend and hugging her tight.

      “I heard they were here,” she murmured into my ear and stroked my hair. “Declan told me they’d surprised him too. I thought you’d be happy to see them, though. What’s wrong? Please tell me he didn’t come all this way to break up with you.”

      “He didn’t,” I responded in a tearful whisper. “He wants me to move to New York. Can you believe that? He asked me to go with them when they go back.”

      For a long minute, she didn’t say anything, just holding me and stroking her fingers through my hair. Eventually, she released me and took a quick look around the bar. At this hour, it was completely deserted. She nodded, spinning on her heels and marching over to the door.

      I didn’t think I’d ever seen it closed during working hours, but she shut the door and flicked the lock into place for good measure. Satisfied, she came back and motioned for me to take a seat next to her at the table beside us.

      “Sit,” she said. “You look like you need it. How far did you just run?”

      I hadn’t even realized I was out of breath until she said it, but my legs suddenly felt like jelly. I collapsed onto the chair and gratefully accepted the bottle of water she brought me. “In case you were wondering, hiking down to the lake, doing a session there, hiking back up, immediately back down again, and then sprinting back to the resort a few minutes later seems to be the limit of what my legs can handle.”

      “Pfft, amateur,” she said with a little smile. “What happened, Birdie? Did you really run back here because he asked you to go to New York with him? That has upset you for some reason?”

      I nodded, struggling to know where to even start. “The nerve! He left me here, pretending to be asleep in my bed, with all kinds of whispered promises and sweet nothings about how much I meant to him. Then he fell off the map. Then he pops up, kisses me like nothing has happened, and tells me they want me to go to New York with them when they leave again. I mean…” I shook my head and huffed out a breath.

      “You mean what?” she prompted when I trailed off. “Isn’t this what you wanted? More than just what you wanted, even. Isn’t this what you’ve been preparing for? Training Lexi for? Sure, you haven’t actually said you were going to New York when you left, but we all knew you’d end up there. Obviously.”

      “No, I⁠—”

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “Before you spin out completely, allow me to talk some sense into you.”

      My shoulders slumped and I wasn’t really ready for sense, but I nodded anyway, leaning back in my chair and hoping that whatever she said would make my head stop spinning. “Love is scary, Birdie. I feel a certain type of way about Declan too and I never intended for it to happen. You know I didn’t. But it happened anyway and now I’m in the same boat you are, except that I own a house right here in town and I have my job at the school, which I love.”

      Well, that’ll do it. My racing thoughts came to a jarring stop and I jerked a bit at the force of it. “What?”

      She smiled. “There you are. Welcome back.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered and took a long drink of water. “I suddenly feel like I’m hungover.”

      She chuckled. “It’s the shock. And the running. We’ll get you some more when that’s done, but for now, just keep sipping and listening to me.”

      “That seems like a good idea.”

      She winked. “That’s the only kind I have. Okay, so I’ve admitted my darkest, deepest secret to you now. So tell me the truth. Do you love him? No more avoiding the question or only saying it when you’re rambling. Look me in the eyes and give it to me straight.”

      “I do,” I said softly. “I love him.”

      “Excellent.” She grinned like a Cheshire freaking cat. “I’m glad you finally just said it outright. It’ll make this much easier for me.”

      “Make what easier?”

      “To tell you to pull your head out of your ass,” she said bluntly. “You love him. He loves you. He loves you so much that he came to fetch you because he can’t live without you. This is what you’ve been waiting for. It’s what you’ve been wanting since long before he even left, so why try to fight it now?”

      “I’m not fighting it.” I inhaled deeply through my nostrils and closed my eyes, centering myself before I continued. “I’m scared, Gracie. What if I do this? What if I go with them and it doesn’t work out?”

      “What if you don’t?” she countered. “What if you stay here and eventually go off by yourself, only to realize years from now that you missed your shot with the love of your life? What if you go with him and it works out like a fairy tale?”

      “In the original fairy tales, people die,” I reasoned. “They’re grim and not cute at all.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t talking about the original fairy tales. Besides, you’ve already faced the ex-wife. You already thought you lost him. You’ve done grim. You’re at the happily ever after part now.”

      “Am I, though?” I asked, even though I knew she didn’t have the answer any more than I did. “I’ve never been to New York. What if I go and I hate it there?”

      “Again, what if you don’t? What if you go and it’s the most amazing place you’ve ever been?” She sighed. “There are no guarantees in life, Birdie. Not for anyone for anything. The only thing you can do is to live. To live, and to hope, and to love.”

      “That’s not comforting,” I muttered.

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t supposed to be. At the end of the day, life isn’t about guarantees. It’s about living it to the fullest every damn day that you’ve got, and there’s a lot more to life than just Blue Pines and Bluebell Hollow. God knows, I love this place, but neither of us have been living our fullest, best lives here.”

      “Are you saying you’re going to leave?” I asked as my heart skipped about a dozen beats. “Are you moving to New York with Declan?”

      “He hasn’t asked, and if he does, I don’t know what I’ll do, but in the meantime, I’ll keep an eye on the resort for you,” she said gently, reaching across the table for my hands and taking them. “You took care of your family when they needed you. You stayed here for them and then for Alan. It’s time to do something for yourself now. I know it’s scary. I know it’s venturing into the unknown and I know how much you love the known, but you need to do this because it’s what you want to do.”

      “It is what I want to do,” I admitted when I realized it was true. Deep down inside, it was what had been true all the time. I wanted Remington, and Laurene, and a studio in New York fucking city and I was finally going to get it.

      I jumped up out of my chair so fast that it toppled over. Then I embraced her tight as my heart pounded and the shackles fell away from my mind. “I love you, my friend.”

      “Go get your man,” she said as she hugged me. “Remember to tell him that you’re scared. Communicate with him, Birdie. You’re usually so good at that, but with him?”

      “I’m scared. I’m going to work on it.” I released her.

      She grinned at me but tears glistened in her eyes. They were in mine too. This was a huge moment for us both, especially since she’d finally admitted to not only having feelings for Declan but actually loving him.

      Sooner or later, I was going to sit her down and talk to her about it. She couldn’t encourage me to go and live my dreams elsewhere and think I was going to let her get away with not taking her own advice, but first, I had to go find Remington.

      I’d left him at the lake and I had no idea if he was still there, but it was as good a place as any to start. Gracie and I hadn’t been talking for that long and I’d run pretty fast. Even if he’d only hesitated for a few minutes before he left and walked back at a regular pace, I should be able to catch him.

      I just hoped he was still here. That he hadn’t left after I’d run away from him. As I barreled out of the lobby, I realized it had started raining again. I grinned, remembering all the other times we’d had our big, romantic moments in the rain.

      Our first kiss. Our second. That night I’d seen him walk toward me in the rain and the other when he’d walked away, but only because he’d been afraid Laurene would wake up alone while a storm raged outside.

      Rain was our thing, and I took it as a sign from the universe that it was raining again now. Jogging out into it without hesitation, I took off looking for him, eventually finding him just as he emerged from the trailhead.

      His white T-shirt clung to him, his hair was drenched, and his jaw was tight, but when he saw me, he seemed to forget about it all. His gaze swept across my face. When he saw my grin, he broke out into one of his own, kicking up his pace into a run again until he reached me.

      “I love you,” I said, needing to spill my heart out this time. He’d had his turn and he’d taken it bravely, without wavering. I slipped my hands around his neck and crushed my chest to his in the pouring rain, and I did my best to do the same. “I can’t believe you’re really here and I have absolutely no idea if we’re going to be able to make this work in the real world, but I want to try. I’m so scared, Remington. I’m scared of leaving here and I’m especially scared of doing it with you, and yet, I don’t want to spend another day without you. I’m probably going to freak out again like I did today, but it wasn’t and will never be because I don’t want you.”

      “Are you saying yes?”

      I nodded, tears mingling with the rain on my cheeks. “I want to go home with you.”

      “That’s funny,” he murmured. “Because without you, it’s not home. Not anymore. You’re my home now, Birdie. I love you.”

      Leaning into him, I caught his face in my hands and kissed him. After today, nothing about my life would ever be the same, and yet somehow, now that I’d told him how I felt, it wasn’t so scary anymore at all.
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      Exactly five hours after I’d arrived without warning him that I was coming, Declan pulled me into a meeting with Alan about the golf course. While we waited in the conference room in the business center for the old man to arrive, my friend finally came clean. He’d been dodging the subject since before I’d left, but without me even asking him about it again now, he just came out with the truth.

      “I’m staying for Gracie,” he said. “While I’m here, I’ll oversee the work at the Greens and at Blue Pines, and I’ll deal with everything else remotely, but I can’t leave yet, Remi. I’m sorry, but I’m going to be here for the foreseeable future.”

      I tried to keep a straight face as I arched an eyebrow at him, but then I started chuckling and shook my head. “I already knew that, Dec. It’s nice that you finally caught up, though. It took you long enough.”

      “It’s okay with you if I stick around, then?”

      “Well, I mean, yeah. I would if I could, but I can’t and you can, so you should.”

      He laughed. “That was almost poetic.” After pausing for a beat, he sighed. “I was supposed to drive the Maserati home.”

      I shrugged. “Keep it here to use until you leave, then send someone with it. It’s not like I don’t have any other cars.”

      I’d already given the Jeep I’d been so fond of to Jacqueline in the divorce. The Maserati had been an impulse buy and I had another one just like it in the garage at my building. Declan nodded and gave me a pinched look.

      “I’m sorry, man. I feel like I’m leaving you in the lurch. Why don’t we just move HQ here? Lulu can transfer to school in Bluebell Hollow and we’ll do all our client meetings remotely. At least that way, I’ll know I’m not sticking you with all the work.”

      “You’ve been sticking me with all the work for years,” I joked. “On a more serious note, it’s fine, Dec. I can’t move here. I meant it when I said that I would if I could, but I really can’t. Lulu auditioned for that youth program at Juilliard and I’m not sending her to boarding school when I only just got custody.”

      I bit my upper lip and exhaled heavily through my nose. “Also, the new custody agreement I literally just signed last week says that Laurene will be based with me in New York. The terms are pretty clear. Even if she doesn’t get into Juilliard, I can’t just up and leave. I’d have to get another amendment to the agreement and that might make it all fall apart again.”

      “It was worth a shot.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, it was. I’ve given it plenty of thought, but ultimately, Birdie wants to get away from here for at least a while anyway. It works out well for now, and in the future, I guess we’ll just have to see where life takes us.”

      “I didn’t expect life to bring me to Bluebell Hollow, North Carolina,” he said, laughing as he raised his eyebrows at me. “Can you imagine how either of us would’ve reacted if you’d told us this even just a few months ago?”

      I snorted, but before I could respond, the door opened and Alan walked in. Ignoring Declan completely, he focused on me. “You’ve come to take her away, haven’t you?”

      Declan stood up immediately, shooting me an apologetic grin. “I’m just going to leave you guys alone for this conversation.”

      Disappearing at warp speed, he pulled the door shut behind him and Alan cocked his head at me, sitting down on the chair at the head of the table. “Level with me, son. You’re not here about the golf course, are you?”

      “No,” I said honestly. “I’ve asked Birdie to come back to New York with me. You’re right. I did come for her and I never intended on leaving here again without her.”

      “Which means she’s already agreed,” he said, coming to the correct conclusion. Puffing his cheeks up with air, he blew out as he nodded. “I figured she would, and if this is what she wants, then she should do it. I’m glad you came to get her, son. She’s been a wreck since you left.”

      “So have I.”

      “Just promise me one thing,” he said, cloudy blues intent and serious on mine. “Take care of her, boy. She’s not a fancy, worldly woman like that ex of yours. Hell, the closest Birdie has ever come to leaving the country is going to the Nordic Spa. She’s going to need your patience, support, and understanding, and you better not let that big city you love make an asshole out of her.”

      “With all due respect, Alan,” I said, holding his gaze steadily. “I love Birdie, and while I will promise you that I’m going to take care of her, I also resent the implication that I even need to be asked.”

      He looked at me for another long beat before he burst out laughing. “Good. That’s good, Remington. That’s the right answer. I knew you’d look after her. I had to make you promise though, right? Her daddy never would’ve forgiven me if I hadn’t and I’m not looking to be struck by lightning if he sends it after me from above.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll have to remember about the lightning. You think her daddy would really send a bolt after us?”

      He gave me a droll look. “Well, I don’t know, son. Between the two of us, you’re the only one who fathered a little girl. What do you think?”

      “I think I’m going to have to put up lightning rods on my roof,” I teased. “Just in case.”

      He chortled a little bit, then glanced at the door. “Did Dec really leave? I thought he was the one who’d asked for this meeting.”

      “He was, but I think he wanted to give us some privacy. Hang on a minute. I’ll go find him. Let’s talk while we’re here. Get a few more details ironed out so we can get this extension going.”

      About an hour later, I was finally free and the first thing I did was track down my daughter. She and I had spoken a bit about my relationship with Birdie on our way over here, but since I hadn’t known where I stood with her myself, I hadn’t been able to give Lulu definite answers.

      The picture had changed now. Earlier, after I’d spoken to Birdie, I’d meant to go find Laurene, but she hadn’t been at the Kids Camp, having taken off on a hike with Cassidy instead. This time, however, they were both lounging around the Chill Room when I walked in and waved her over.

      “Can we have a quick chat, baby?” I asked before smiling at her friend. “Good to see you, Cass. How’ve you been?”

      “Better now that you’re back, Mr. Ford.”

      I chuckled. “Well, don’t get too used to it. We’re not staying long.”

      She let out a deep sigh but nodded. “I know. I’m just hoping you guys will stay in touch once you leave. Everyone’s been pretty sad, you know? Especially Birdie.”

      My heart tripped over itself, but I didn’t say any more, needing to talk to my daughter before I broke the news in front of her friend. Giving Cassidy a tight smile, I motioned for Laurene to follow me and we went out to the empty playground.

      She scrambled up a wooden platform that put her at about my eye height when she sat down. “What’s up, Daddy? We’re not leaving yet, are we?”

      “No, but I wanted to find out from you if it would be okay if Birdie came to live with us when we do go back.”

      She blinked at me. “What?”

      Here goes nothing. “I asked her to come back to New York with us, and she said yes, but⁠—”

      I didn’t even get a chance to finish my sentence before she screamed with joy and jumped off the platform into my arms. Almost missing it since it happened so fast, I caught her at the last minute, folding my arms around her little body and laughing.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes,” I said as I gently lowered her to the ground.

      “It’s a yes.” She grinned radiantly, putting her arms out to her sides and spinning around and around. “This is the best day of my life. I’m serious, Daddy. We should just go home now so that she can come with us. We can⁠—”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I warned her. “She agreed to come back to New York with us, but I wanted to clear it with you first before I ask her to move into the penthouse. She might say no. She might want a place of her own.”

      “She won’t,” Lulu chirped confidently, finally quitting with the spinning and planting her hands on her hips. “She loves us. She’s going to say yes.”

      “I hope so, but it’s her choice, honey. Whatever she decides, we have to accept it and not try to guilt her into deciding something else. Can you handle that?”

      She chewed on the inside of her cheek, and I waited while she reasoned it out in her head. Eventually, she whispered softly, “Do you really think she’ll say no?”

      “It’s a possibility,” I said honestly. “This summer with all of us on the same property will always be a very special memory, but Birdie hasn’t known us for that long. She might not want to stay at our house right off the bat, but if she says yes, it has to be a hell yes.”

      Lulu seemed surprised that I’d cursed while talking to her and she giggled. “A hell yes.”

      I nodded. “In this case, if it’s not a hell yes, it’s a no.”

      She pulled her eyebrows together, studying me like she was suddenly not sure about something. “Why is that? Why can’t it just be a yes?”

      “Because we want her to be truly and completely happy, right?”

      She nodded firmly, her head bouncing up and down. “Of course.”

      “Well, then we don’t want her to make this choice just to appease us. If she says yes, it has to be because it’s what she really wants, not because she thinks it’s what we really want.”

      After studying me for another minute, she shrugged and started backing away. “Being a grownup is complicated. Can I invite Cassidy up to our room to watch a movie in the hotel robes and order room service for dinner?”

      “Go crazy and have fun.” I smiled at her. “I’ll see you later. I need to go find out if we’re getting another roommate.”

      She laughed, the sound floating in the air behind her. I chuckled, watching until she was inside the building before I left. With one more obstacle cleared, I went to find Birdie, hoping that one day soon, we’d all be together under one roof instead of all this back and forth.

      When I’d arrived here at the beginning of the summer, the last thing I’d wanted was a relationship, but now, I was praying that when I left here, I would be doing it with the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. It was crazy how much things had changed, but I knew this was how it had always been meant to work out.

      With Birdie and I together. Maybe forever, but definitely for much longer than just the summer.
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BIRDIE

        

      

    

    
      As the sun set over the mountains outside, I stood in front of the closet in my cabin, wondering how the hell I was going to fit all my clothes in the few bags I had. Buying a suitcase had never made it to my shopping list. I’d just never needed one.

      I had backpacks and duffel bags and exactly one overnight bag that I’d bought the last time I’d gone to visit my sister. With Remington working with Declan and Alan tonight and Laurene spending time with Cassidy at the Kids Camp, I’d decided to get a head start on packing.

      I didn’t know when they wanted to leave. He and I hadn’t quite gotten that far earlier, and Alan had already told me that this cabin would always be mine, but I felt like I had to do something to prepare. Since I wasn’t formally moving out of here, all my other things would stay. At least for now.

      But I’d need to bring clothes with me. At a tricky time of year, too. It was summer now and would be fall soon, and I didn’t really know if I’d get back here before the holidays—so winter. Which meant I needed a little bit of everything and I didn’t have nearly enough space to pack it.

      Turning to glance at the bags I’d laid out near my bed, I wondered if there was some trick to packing that I didn’t know about. Women traveled all the time, into and out of lots of different seasons, and I didn’t think they had much more space than I did.

      My thoughts were cut off by a knock at my door. Thinking it was Gracie, I smiled and thanked my lucky stars. She’d know what to do. She always did.

      “Remington?” I blinked hard, pinching myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming this time either. “I thought you were with Declan and Alan tonight?”

      “We wrapped up pretty fast,” he explained, stepping into me and taking my hips in his hands. “It turns out Declan really has been working since I left. The golf course expansion is pretty much ready to go and they’ve already started work at the Greens. There’s not much to discuss at the moment.”

      My heart soared as I walked back into my place, my hands on his to keep them on my hips. “Is that so?”

      “It is.” He smirked, moving his head forward a little bit. “Do I get a kiss to celebrate?”

      “Oh, I think we can do a little bit better than that,” I teased, not stopping until I reached my bed. Winding my arms around his neck, I sat down and pulled him with me, sealing my lips over his as we fell onto the mattress.

      “I came here to talk,” he murmured between fervent kisses, his hands already gripping the edge of my oversized T-shirt. “This is good too, though. Talk later?”

      “Definitely later,” I promised. “I’ve missed you so much. Too much. Let’s just not talk for a while, okay?”

      Instead of responding verbally, he kissed me harder. Then he lifted his body off mine to peel away my shirt before groaning into my mouth when he kissed me again. “I missed you too, baby. So much that I don’t think I’m going to blow your mind tonight.”

      I giggled into his mouth, holding him tighter and wrapping my legs around him too. “You’re already blowing my mind, Remington Ford. You always do. Just for being you.”

      He let out a hoarse groan and planted another hard kiss on my lips. Then he sailed down the length of my body, planting hot, open-mouthed kisses on my throat, chest, and stomach. Hooking his fingers into the waistband of my shorts, he pulled them off and discarded my panties quickly after.

      He crushed his lips over mine. His tongue swept into my mouth, hungry and insistent, and he dragged his fingertips across my skin. Whisper-soft touches everywhere made me writhe for him in no time.

      Still without breaking the kiss, he slid his fingers through my folds and my hips bucked off the bed. I whimpered into his mouth and reached for his shirt. He chuckled and lifted his arms to help me get it off, but then he went back to what he’d been doing.

      “I love you, Birdie, but I want to see you come at least once before the rest of my clothes come off.” He slid a finger into me. I clenched around him, breathless at how good it felt as he started moving it in and out of me. “I never got my naughty selfies. You haven’t been a very good girl, have you?”

      “Let’s see how good I am tonight, huh?” I wasn’t really focusing on what he was saying so much as the sensations he was eliciting from my body.

      After two weeks of not being touched by him, I was already in a state of bliss, happy to agree to anything he wanted me to agree to so long as it meant he didn’t stop. When he suddenly did, my eyes flew open and I cried out. Then he gave my clit a soft little smack and I gasped.

      My eyes locked on his. “More.”

      It was only one word, but it was the only one he needed.

      Smirking at me, he brought his head down and spoke against my mouth before he did it again. “Something tells me that wasn’t much of a punishment?”

      “Nope,” I murmured, panting as the tiny sting of pain left pleasure racing through me. “Was it supposed to be?”

      “Nah,” he whispered. “It was just a fun way of figuring out another thing that you like.”

      With those words, he sealed his mouth back over mine, kissing me fiercely. His hands worked down below, pushing me higher and higher. It felt like he’d touched every part of me by the time he finally made me come, but once he’d started, he didn’t stop, doing it a couple more times as if to make up for lost time.

      My skin was flushed and my mouth bone dry when he finally got up to peel off his clothes. I propped myself onto my elbows and watched as he removed his shoes, socks, shorts, and finally, his underwear.

      In his absence, I’d almost forgotten how big he really was. That tall, imposing figure with the muscles that stretched under his golden skin with every move he made. He hadn’t lost the tan he’d gotten here just yet, and that bit of scruff was still on his jaw.

      Raking my eyes over him from head to toe, my gaze lingered on his broad chest and the sweep of his strong shoulders. Further down, I followed the definition in his abdomen to his belly button, and finally, I let myself openly ogle his throbbing cock.

      I stared at it without embarrassment, my gaze tracking the length of his thick shaft and slight curve of it. When my mouth got even drier, I beckoned him to me. He stood beside the bed and I sat up and placed my hands on his hips.

      I looked up at him then, not saying a word but locking my eyes on his. Then I leaned forward and took him into my mouth, moaning at the sensation of having him there again after what felt like forever. Remington didn’t break eye contact either, but he hissed and his eyes narrowed. His hand glided into my hair and gripped it hard.

      Wrapping my fingers around the base of him, I moved my hand up to meet my mouth. He hit the back of my throat. I kept looking right at him as I repeated the motion over and over again. His groans started running into one another. His hips rocked, and a red flush spread on his cheeks. His pulse slammed under his jaw.

      The next thing I knew, he pushed me off, gentle but firm, shaking his head. He breathed raggedly and shot a piercing glare at the ceiling. “Not like that, baby. Not tonight.”

      After taking a minute, he reached for his pants and I knew he was looking for a condom, so I grabbed his hand to get his attention and shook my head. “We don’t need one. As long as you know that you’re clean.”

      “I am,” he said quietly. “Clean, I mean. That’s kind of not the only thing it prevents, though.”

      “I know, but I, uh, I went to the medical center in town the other day,” I said nervously, giggling at myself when I realized how silly it was to be nervous about this when I was lying stark naked, with my legs spread, in front of him. After I’d just looked right at him while giving him a blowjob and⁠—

      “Birdie?” he said my name with a question in his voice. “What did you do at the medical center?”

      “I got the implant,” I said shyly. “I, uh, I wanted to be prepared. Just in case you, uh, came back. Or I went there. I’ve never had anything like this before, but I’ve also never had a relationship like ours. I trust you and I don’t want to have to keep thinking about condoms.”

      At first, I wasn’t sure what to expect but then a wide grin broke out on his lips. He crawled over me, kissing me deeply and passionately, and positioned himself at my entrance. “God, I love you.”

      “Because I made it so we don’t need condoms anymore?” I asked with a hint of laughter in my voice.

      He shook his head, brushing his lips over mine as he did. “Right now? Yes, definitely for that too, but mostly because it means that you didn’t lose hope. You didn’t give up on us, and for a minute there, I thought you had.”

      “Never,” I said honestly. “In my heart, I held out hope that things would work out. You’re the only man I want, Remington. The only man I’ve ever wanted everything with, so I had to hold out hope. I think that brief separation might’ve killed me without it.”

      “Same.” He sank into me, looking into my eyes as our bodies became one.

      He felt incredible with nothing between us, so much hotter and more real than ever before. I looked up at him, moving with him and making love to him as he did the same to me. This was it. There were so many things we needed to talk about, but the only thing that mattered right now was that Gracie had been right.

      This was the very beginning of our happily ever after and I couldn’t wait to get to live it.
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      Early the next morning, Birdie was up and getting ready for yoga class. I glanced at my watch, hoping that Lulu would be here soon. I’d called Declan and asked him and Gracie to stay with her and Cassidy last night, and they had graciously agreed.

      After Birdie had climbed out of bed this morning, I’d texted and asked him to send Lulu here when she was ready for the day. Birdie had just gotten out of the shower, but it didn’t take long to dress for her yoga sessions and the only thing she had left to do was brush her hair.

      Relief trickled through me when there was a soft knock. Birdie spun to face me. “Are you expecting anyone? I never get visitors this early.”

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” I said, striding out of the kitchen where I’d been making coffee. Grinning at her over my shoulder, I opened the door to reveal an equally puzzled Laurene.

      Birdie smiled when she saw her but shot me a questioning look even as she crossed the room to give her a quick hug. “This is a wonderful surprise. Good morning, Lulu. Did you sleep well?”

      “So well,” she gushed as she hugged the woman she’d been missing so much. “Did Daddy ask you yet?”

      “No, I haven’t, which is why you’re here,” I said mischievously, winking at Laurene. I pulled her to my side and glanced down into her eyes. “You remember what I said?”

      She nodded, and when we both turned to look expectantly at Birdie, she let out a nervous giggle. Birdie’s blue eyes jumped between us as she took a step back. “Uh, guys? What’s going on?”

      “We have a question to ask you,” I said. “Before we get there though, I want you to know that there really is no pressure and you can take as much time as you need to think about it.”

      “Will you move in with us when we get back to New York?” Lulu blurted out.

      I groaned but then started laughing. “Or you could say it,” I joked, ruffling her hair.

      Birdie stood there staring at us with wide eyes and a slack jaw. “I—What?”

      “We would love it if you would come live with us,” I explained quickly, not wanting to trigger another freak-out. “It’s completely up to you, but⁠—”

      “You’re going to love the penthouse.” Lulu rushed over to Birdie and dragged her to the couch to sit down. “It doesn’t have a garden. Or any grass, or really any outside space at all except for the balcony, but it’s pretty nice and you’ll love the view.”

      Internally, I wondered if I’d made a mistake asking my daughter here for this conversation after all, but this was a decision that would affect all of us. Once I’d woken up, I realized it was only right to involve her in it.

      I didn’t want to do things the way I’d done them before. In the past, I’d made decisions for myself and Laurene had simply been caught in the crossfire but not anymore.

      “Actually,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’m going to sell the penthouse. You’re right about it not having any outdoor space and I don’t want to live like that anymore. We’ll stay in the city, but we’ll find somewhere to live together. There’s an awesome brownstone on the market only half a block away from Central Park. If you want to⁠—”

      Birdie laughed, holding her hands up at both of us. “Hang on. Just hang on for a minute. Before I give you an answer, I want to know what this would look like. I want to say yes. I’m leaning toward yes, but I can’t do that until I know what this is.”

      As she’d said it, she looked at both of us, but on the last part of the sentence, she focused only on me. I nodded. I’d been expecting the question, and I smiled at her now, closing the distance between us to crouch down in front of her.

      “All I can do is tell you what we want, and then you’ll have to decide if you want the same things,” I said. “I want you to be my girlfriend. I want us to be a family. I want breakfasts and dinners together. I want a backyard where we can all kick a ball around and have cookouts do yoga in the sunshine.”

      Lulu nodded enthusiastically. “I want that too. You made this the best summer of my life, Birdie. I don’t want to go back to Manhattan without you, and once we get there, I don’t only want to see you once a month.”

      Birdie had tears in her eyes. She looked from one of us to the other. She hugged Lulu first, holding on to her as she turned her head to face me. “Hell yes, I’ll move in with you. Get in here.”

      She tossed her free arm around me and Laurene laughed when I squeezed them both in a massive bear hug. “It was a hell yes, Daddy!”

      “Yeah, it was, baby girl.” I closed my eyes as I held them, filled with an immense sense of peace and rightness.

      Naturally, that meant Birdie was late and had to run, making me promise that we’d talk more about it later. Laurene and I spent the day at the lake, rowing, swimming, and spending some quality time together.

      Late in the afternoon, she went to sleep over at Cassidy’s one last time before we left for a lot longer this time. I met up with Gracie, Declan, and Birdie at the bar. They were already there when I walked in, and it seemed she’d already told them the news.

      Declan clapped me on the shoulder when I sat down. “Good job, man. I’m proud of you. I hear we’re getting another New Yorker.”

      “Please.” Gracie rolled her eyes, chuckling. She leaned into him and he slung his arm around her shoulders. “She’ll never be a New Yorker. At least, I’m hoping she won’t become one. Birdie is Birdie, and I hope she can hang onto who she really is in all that craziness.”

      “I will,” Birdie said, taking my hand and sending me a warm, hopeful smile. “Before we get to all the other questions I have for you, should we order dinner?”

      “Please,” Declan said immediately. “I’m starving and this is Gracie’s night off. We’re not planning on staying long.”

      I let out an exasperated groan. “Really? You’re going to run off to your love nest when we’ll be leaving soon?”

      He shrugged. “You’re planning on doing exactly the same. Don’t lie to me. Besides, it’s not my fault you’re leaving. I maintain that if Lulu doesn’t get into Juilliard, you could come spend the year here.”

      Gracie looked at him, then exchanged a glance with Birdie before turning back to him. “Does that mean you’re spending the year here?”

      “I’ll be here for as long as I can,” he promised her quietly, leaning in to kiss her until they were both a little breathless.

      I laughed. “Are you even going to make it through dinner?”

      Gracie waggled her eyebrows at me. “Only if you get something that doesn’t take hours to prepare.”

      In the end, we decided on burgers and fries, and I went to place the order while Birdie gave them more details about the conversation we’d had this morning. When I rejoined them, she nestled into my side and looked up into my eyes.

      “What is that you were saying about a brownstone? Why would you want to move out of your home?”

      “It’s not a home. I bought it for the view, but it’s all glass and no outside area. That’s not what I want anymore. I don’t think it’s what you and Laurene want, either.”

      “There’s a stunning brownstone on the market right now—” Declan started.

      I shot a finger gun at his chest. “Half a block from the park? The five-story?”

      “With the library and the infinity pool.” He laughed. “Yeah. That’s the one. I should’ve known you’d already seen it. I got it as an alert for investment property this morning.”

      “So did I.” I got my phone out of my pocket and pulled up the link, opening it so Birdie could take a look at the pictures. Gracie came around our side of the table while I talked them through it. “I think it’s a perfect family home. The kitchen’s got space for a massive table. It’s double volume on the top story, which is where the master is. There’s a rooftop garden, two terraces, a rec room and⁠—”

      “Is that the price?” Gracie screeched, her eyes wide. “You people pay upward of fifteen million dollars for houses over there?”

      Birdie suddenly handed the phone back, her head shaking as she blinked a few times too many. “Yeah. I’m not looking at that anymore. If you like it and it’s an investment thing, then fine, but I can’t fathom that amount of money.”

      “We’re viewing it on Tuesday,” I told her, grinning. “Besides, in that area, it’s always an investment and you’ll never lose money. It’s only that price because it’s just been renovated. No one has been in the tubs, the showers, or the pool. The kitchen has never been cooked in. It’ll be years before we have to put any money into it.”

      Birdie simply stared at me, but my phone rang before I could ask her if she didn’t like the place. When I looked at the screen, my heart jumped into my throat. “It’s Juilliard.”

      Gracie and Birdie seemed to forget about the brownstone’s price tag as they waited for me to take the call. My mouth was as dry as the Sahara when I picked up, and the only words I managed to utter as I listened were, “Yes, yes, yes, and okay. Yes.”

      When I hung up, I closed my eyes, having to work to drag air into my lungs before I broke the news. “She got in! Lulu’s officially got a place in the youth program.”

      Birdie threw her arms around me, cheering loudly. Declan and Gracie joined our embrace. The four of us celebrated until much later into the night than anyone had planned. When we were finally on our last drink for the evening, I looked over at Birdie and felt like everything was falling into place.

      She was the part of me that I’d been missing all my life. I just hadn’t realized it until recently. Birdie was my soulmate, the partner I wanted to grow old with—even if I would have to work at getting her to accept the price of the house I wanted to do it in.

      On the other hand, I would have lived in a hovel with her. It didn’t really matter. All that was important was that she and I were together, with Laurene, and that we were all safe and happy. I refused to get as hung up on the money aspect as I had been before.

      Meeting Birdie had reminded me there were, in fact, things worth valuing more than money. Like our family. The time we spent together and the lifetime worth of memories were about to make.
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      I loved New York City. I hadn’t expected to take to it so quickly, but it was everything I’d ever dreamed of and more. I loved the noise and the hustle, the constant traffic and the jam-packed sidewalks in the peak rush. I loved the scent of food and coffee in the air, even if it wafted to my nostrils combined with the faint smell of garbage and exhaust.

      I never thought I would even like any of those things, but in the nine months I’d been here, I’d grown to adore every aspect of the chaos. It felt like home now, even if I knew it was probably only because Remington and Lulu felt like home to me.

      Whatever it was, not a day had gone by that I hadn’t been grateful that things had worked out this way. As I unlocked the door to my very own studio, fancy coffee in hand, I tipped my head back to the overcast sky and said a little prayer of thanks.

      Sure, I wasn’t breathing fresh mountain air and I certainly hadn’t felt the sun the way it was back at Blue Pines in almost a year, but my ritual remained and so did my gratitude. I was alive. I was here. I had a new studio that was flourishing and I didn’t take any of that for granted.

      I walked in, leaving the door unlocked but closed behind me, and breathed in the scent of jasmine and eucalyptus, a nod to the Nordic Spa back at the resort. Smiling as I headed further inside, I switched on the lights and prepared myself for a busy morning ahead.

      Dating a billionaire had its perks and I rarely let him dote on me, but the studio was one of the only exceptions I’d made to that rule. About a month or so after I’d moved here, Remington had invested in my business idea and we were doing well.

      God only knew how it’d happened, but word had spread of the oasis I’d created in the big city, and my yoga sessions were becoming increasingly popular. My clients could step off the hectic sidewalk and into my little slice of heaven, forgetting their troubles and working on their energy, their health, and their minds.

      The best part of all was that when the day was done, I got to go back home to Remington and Laurene, laughing around the dinner table before we checked her homework and tucked her in for the night. It was incredible. Unbelievable. A dream come true.

      In the space of a summer, I’d become a serious, live-in girlfriend and not-so-stepmom to a preteen. Eleven months after they’d arrived in Bluebell Hollow, everything in my life looked different. From my physical surroundings to my emotional state of being, nothing had remained the same. While it should’ve scared me, it just didn’t.

      After switching on the lights and readying the studio, we were officially open for business. I strode back to the door, welcoming my regulars and introducing myself to the newcomers. I ushered them all into the main room, then got started on warmups and stretches.

      The morning raced by, as it always did, and I poured my entire being into every session, making sure people got their money’s worth while also checking in on my own well-being. I was happy, though. I was doing well. From head and all the way down to my toes, there wasn’t a fiber of me that wasn’t filled with joy.

      The morning sessions were always busier than the afternoon, but the afternoon crowd was a touch more relaxed. I laughed and joked with the people I’d come to know. Then I passed the torch to the evening instructors. At first, I hadn’t wanted to be open at night and I hadn’t wanted to hire anyone to work for me either, but Remington and I had taken a look at some of the other studios in the city and I’d learned that around here, people didn’t just close their doors at five.

      It wasn’t called the city that never sleeps for nothing, and it turned out that if the city didn’t sleep, the people who lived in it wanted to be able to be productive while they were awake. Which meant that service businesses like mine had to stay open late.

      I’d only employed two other instructors so far, but I was going to have to look at getting more soon. Our sessions were filling up fast. At this rate, I was going to have to think of getting some more space. For now, my day was done and I headed over to Juilliard to get Laurene.

      Shutting out everything else, I waited for her to finish class. By the time she emerged, my mind was quiet and she was my sole focus. “Hey, Lulu. How was your day?”

      She ran up to me, producing a letter from her backpack as tears glistened in her eyes. I frowned. “What’s that?”

      “I got in,” she breathed, those eyes wide and disbelieving on mine. “I’m attending here next fall for the full-day high-school program.”

      “What?” I squealed. “That’s amazing.”

      Pulling her close, I gave her a massive hug and kissed the top of her hair. “I’m so proud of you, baby girl. All your hard work is definitely paying off.”

      I meant it, too. Getting into the full-day high-school program was a coveted spot, but it had been her dream and she was making it come true. Delight raced through me and I shrieked, stepping away and grabbing her hand.

      “I knew you could do it! Let’s go tell your Dad, shall we?”

      She grinned up at me, the tears streaming down her cheeks as she nodded. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face when we tell him.”

      “Neither can I.” I kept hold of her hand as we made our way to the subway.

      Remington had tried to buy me a car since I’d left my truck back at Blue Pines, but as the old joke went, no one drove in the city—there was too much traffic.

      Besides, I liked the subway. It made me feel like part of the city’s heartbeat, being in the thick of things like that. Keeping Lulu close, we boarded the train and found a place to stand. I smiled at her as we raced home deep under the city streets.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as we swayed with the movement of the car.

      She hadn’t taken out her phone, simply staring at the people around us with a big grin on her face. She laughed as she shook her head. “I don’t know how I’m feeling. I’m happy, but I’m also anxious. It’s not an easy program.”

      “You can do anything you set your mind to, sweetheart,” I said confidently. “Look at how far you’ve already come. Last year this time, you hadn’t even told your dad that you wanted to go to Juilliard and now you’re finishing out your first year of school there. You’re going to be fine, Lulu. In fact, you’re going to be more than fine. You’re going to be amazing.”

      “Thanks, Birdie.” She took a step closer to give me a quick hug. “I don’t know what we did without you.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know either, but luckily, we won’t have to remember. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “When are you and my dad going to get married already?” she asked, pretending to pout before winking at me. “I’ll feel a lot better once you’re married.”

      My heart skipped a couple beats, but I drew in a deep breath and tried to tell her the truth. “We’ve all come a long way this year, but there’s no rush. For now, we’re happy and we’re figuring things out. Besides, he hasn’t asked. I can’t say yes when there’s no question to answer.”

      She let out a big sigh. “I’ll have to get him on that.”

      I chuckled, wrapping my arm around her shoulders as the train started slowing at our stop. “Again, there’s no rush. We’ll get there when we get there.”

      Strangely, I meant it too. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Remington and I knew he felt the same way, but after his previous experience with marriage, I wasn’t going to push him. Being in a serious relationship was already more than he’d ever thought he’d have again and I was relieved that I’d had the chance to settle in without the M-word being thrown around every other day.

      Lulu seemed to forget all about it when we walked into the beautiful brownstone Remington had bought for us last fall, our fresh start. It had taken me a long time to wrap my head around the price he’d paid for it, but now, it was just home.

      I smiled as I skipped after her up the sweeping spiral staircase to Remington’s home office. We’d covered the walls in pictures of us together, art Laurene had done, and a few pieces I’d found at markets and thrift stores.

      The artists weren’t well known at all, but that didn’t bother me. In fact, I liked it that way. Lulu ran ahead when she reached the landing, not even bothering to knock before she threw open his door.

      I chuckled as I followed her in, winking at him over the top of her head. He ended the call he’d been on and frowned. “What’s going on with you two, jokers?”

      “I got in,” she exclaimed. “I did it, Daddy! I got in.”

      It took him less than a second to realize what she was talking about. He crossed the room and pulled her into his arms. “Wow. I’m so proud of you, baby. So, so proud. Well done. I knew you could do it.”

      “That’s what I said.” I walked up to them, wrapping my arms around her from behind and turning it into a group hug.

      Lulu laughed, spinning so she could slip an arm around me as well. We held each other for a moment, but then she wriggled her way free and started for the door. “I have to go call my friends! Cassidy is going to freak!”

      With that, she was gone.

      Remington laughed and went back to his desk. He closed his laptop, clocking out for the day. As I watched him, I couldn’t help the proud smile that spread on my lips. Working from home was a common occurrence for him these days.

      He was no longer the barely present father. He put Lulu and I first and spent as much time with us as he could. He looked over at me once he’d finished packing up, a playful frown on his strong features. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?”

      He walked out from behind his desk and slid his arms around my hips. “Like you want to kiss me.”

      “Oh, that.” I waved a hand dismissively, still smiling as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “It’s nothing. Not a thing, but if you were to kiss me, I suppose I wouldn’t object.”

      “You suppose?” he murmured before he sealed his lips over mine, kissing me deeply until I was tingling all over. “Our girl did it. She got in. I can’t actually believe how easy she made it look.”

      I toyed with the short hairs at the nape of his neck. “She put in the work. The more you practice, the luckier you get, right? She only made it look easy because she’s relentless and determined. She doesn’t give up until she gets what she wants. Kind of like you.”

      “What I want right now is you,” he murmured as he kissed me again. Then he glanced at the door. “Think we can risk it?”

      I danced out of the circle of his arms and shook my head. “Nope. We need to go get dinner started, but tonight, I’m all yours.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he called after me as I left his office, much too tempted to say we could just order takeout and take him up on the offer, but we had a daughter and she needed to eat.

      How crazy is that? I have a daughter.

      A not yet official stepdaughter but a daughter nonetheless. I loved her just as much as I did her father, and together, we made a family I was damn proud of. A family I intended on keeping, forever, whether we ever got married or not.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      
        
        What did you think about Remington and Birdie?

        Do you wish you had more of them? Grab this extended epilogue that's just for you!

        Get your copy HERE!!
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        If you loved this book, don’t miss out…

      

      

      
        
        Check out book 1 in A Wedding Bells Alpha Novel called  Say You Do!
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      My brother is an idiot—he’s getting married.

      And I’m in charge of getting things together since our folks are gone.

      Lucky me. The guy who thinks love is for the birds and worn-out 80s songs.

      I honestly don’t have time for this drama. I run a billion-dollar company, have women to entertain, and am working on my plans to rule the world.

      No, seriously.

      And yet, when you least expect it, life kicks you in the balls.

      The beautiful, snarky woman that runs the flower shop is perfect to help me pull off this wedding.

      Just seeing her sends my head spinning with possibilities.

      She’s perfect. To play my fake wife for an event I have coming up as a side deal.

      My ex-wife will be at the event, and I sure could use someone to show her how well I’ve done since she ripped out my soul.

      So my curvy new friend gets my ring and a chunk of my wallet before agreeing to the deal.

      Funny thing is, I’m not so interested in taking it back by the end of the adventure.

      I’m willing to go all in on what might be the best decision of my life.

      And I’m demanding the same of her. No maybes. No I-don’t-knows.

      No fear of what might be or might not be.

      Open your pretty pink lips and utter the words.

      Say you do.

      
        
        I gotta have this!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Insider Group
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      Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

      Where you at?!?

      Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      See you on the inside…

      

      
        
        Get it HERE
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      Hey there. I'm Weston.

      Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

      I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, my daughter, two dogs, three cats, and a turtle.

      Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

      You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.

      

      
        
        Amazon KU ~ Insiders Group

      

        

      
        Website ~ Facebook ~ Instagram

      

        

      
        Facebook Group
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