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      Ethan Caldwell had been drunk for twenty-four hours, but he wasn’t so far gone he didn’t know it was time to stop. Damn, he thought, blinking slowly as he stared up at the ceiling. It had been a night. Bleary-eyed, he rolled off the beat-up, ratty sofa in his shop and groaned as sunlight filtered through the dirty, smudged windows to hit him square in the face.

      He ran a hand over three days’ worth of hair on his chin as he sat back on his haunches and looked around. Several empty bottles of tequila stared back at him from where they lay scattered around the room, and the one on the workbench was half gone.

      “Jesus,” he muttered. No wonder he felt like shit.

      With some effort, he pulled his ass up off the floor and took a moment to roll his neck and stretch out his arms and legs. He was stiff from the sofa, which was nothing more than threadbare moth-eaten material pulled over old, pointy springs, and felt at least ten years older than the thirty-three that he was. The antique clock on the wall told him he was already two steps behind on his day, and he gave himself one last mental shake in an effort to clear the cobwebs.

      Coffee, he thought. That would do the trick. He yanked open the door of his shop and was immediately hit with a blast of cold wind off the lake. It was late October, and he smelled winter in the air. A half smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he headed down the path through the pine, oak, and birch trees that surrounded his house. He didn’t care about much, and winter brought with it long days of silence, and, more importantly, long stretches with no visitors. When the heavy snows came to this part of Michigan, it generally meant the trip from town out to his corner of the lake was too much for most sane folks. And that meant Ethan could work on his bikes in peace and not worry about offending anyone with his dark, twisted, pissed-off attitude. Given the crap state of his life, that wasn’t changing anytime soon.

      In the last few years, he’d managed to alienate himself from most everyone except the diehards. His mother and father, his sister Georgie, and, he scowled and shook his head, Emily Davenport. Though truthfully, after the last time Emily had stopped by, he was pretty sure she’d finally written him off for good. He’d said some mean and nasty things to her, and she’d fired some of the same right back at him. The difference being that Ethan deserved every bad word she tossed his way.

      That had been one hot summer night in August when he’d run into her at the Coach House, and he hadn’t seen or talked to her since.

      He supposed that was a good thing because, bastard that he was, he couldn’t seem to help himself where she was concerned. She brought out the worst in him. Had him digging into things he wanted to forget. Feelings he didn’t want to explore. He knew she was better off without him in her life because as long as he drew air in his lungs, he’d never be able to go back to the way things were between them. Back before Rick’s accident. Back before that night almost three months ago when his betrayal of Rick stung hard and punched him in the gut with such force, he still felt the pain burn under his skin. A night when up was down, black was white, and wrong was so damn right.

      And yesterday had been Rick’s birthday.

      Ethan paused for a moment. He closed his eyes and let his head roll back. The heat of the sun cut through the brisk air and warmed his face, though it wasn’t strong enough to penetrate skin and bone. No way could it reach his black heart. Inside, he was still as cold as the arctic, and with a curse, he yanked open the door to his house and headed for kitchen. He needed to get his shit together because he had a custom order to finish up, and then maybe he’d empty that last bottle of tequila.

      He put on a fresh pot of coffee and stripped off his clothes, tossing them onto his bed before heading into the shower while it brewed. He had no idea how long he stood under the hot spray, but it was long enough for the water to run cold and make his teeth chatter. Eventually, he stepped out and secured a towel around his waist before brushing his teeth to wash away the taste of tequila.

      His head still pounded, so he popped a couple of pain pills and downed two big glasses of water before he headed to the kitchen. The coffee would help. At least he hoped as much. He’d just poured himself a generous mug of hot black liquid when his cell pinged. He scooped it off the counter and leaned his hip there as he glanced down at the device.

      It was his mother. Fuck. Me.

      With a sigh, he tried his best to sound as normal as possible and picked up. He owed her that much, because without a doubt, he was in trouble for something.

      “Hey, Mom,” he managed to say, the greeting sliding past the grit that sat like stones at the back of his throat.

      “You missed dinner last night.”

      Ethan grimaced and had to think hard on what the actual fuck day it was. He glanced at the calendar on his phone. Monday. Shit. Sunday was family day, something his mother took seriously.

      “I made roast beef with brown sugar carrots and mashed potatoes and Yorkshire pudding. All your favorites.” A pause. “You promised you’d come, Ethan. We all knew this would be a hard weekend for you, and I wanted you home with us, and you…” Her voice broke, and if the floor could have opened up and taken him down, Ethan would have gladly welcomed that. “You promised,” she said.

      “Mom,” he began, but his mother caught some wind and plowed over him like a damn freight train, so he gave up. Besides, he deserved whatever the hell she was sending his way.

      “Don’t Mom me. Your father and your sister and I waited for nearly two hours. I called you at least four times, and we almost drove out to the lake because we were so damn worried about you. But then I realized something, Ethan.”

      There was silence. Ethan wasn’t sure if he should respond. He cleared his throat to get rid of all that grit and was about to apologize, something he’d done so much, he should be better at it, when she spoke, her voice tremulous and thick.

      “I realized that I can’t do it anymore. I can’t sit and wait and hope and pray for my son to come back to me.”

      “Mom,” he said as gently as he could, pushing the words past that damn lump. “Come on. I missed a family dinner.”

      “You’ve missed more than one.”

      “I’ve been busy is all.” It was lam,e and he grimaced as soon as the words fell from his lips.

      “You’ve been busy disappearing from life, and I’m done watching it happen. I can’t do it anymore. I want you to pay close attention to what I’m about to say, Ethan Robert Caldwell. Are you listening?”

      He felt like he was five again. “Yeah,” he replied roughly.

      “Rick Davenport was injured in that awful accident all those years ago. Not you.” Her voice grew stronger, even as Ethan shrank inside. “Rick Davenport lay in that hospital bed for years, existing in some in-between world, which is sad and tragic, but it wasn’t you. It was Rick Davenport who died nearly six months ago. Not you. So that stunt you pulled a few weeks back that landed you in the hospital makes no sense. Are you trying to kill yourself?”

      It should have been me. He mouthed the words, a mantra, really, but didn’t say them out loud.

      “Mom, I’m sorry. I just…”

      Just what? Truthfully, he had nothing to offer as an excuse other than the blackness in his soul, and how in hell did he explain that to his mother? She didn’t know about the fight he and Rick had had that day, or the details leading up to the accident. And she sure as hell didn’t know about that night a few months ago, under the stars and feeling the weight of grief and guilt when he and Emily had…

      “You need to find your way back to us, and no one wants it more than me. I love you more than you can hope to understand, and it kills me to see you in pain. To know you spend day after day alone and holed up in that shop working on your bikes and not seeing anyone. It’s not normal or healthy, and you drink too much. I want you back, but I finally realized last night that it’s something you need to do on your own. Me wishing you back will accomplish nothing. It has to be you who wants to live. It has to be you who wants more than to just exist. So when you’re ready, when you finally get that what you’re doing is wrong and tragic and Rick would kick your ass if he could… When you know that, your father and I will be waiting. I hope you learn to find some kind of peace, and I hope we see you soon.”

      She hung up before he could say a word, and, kind of dumbfounded, Ethan stared at his phone until his vision blurred. Until a wave of anger burned through him and he threw his cell savagely and watched it slam against the wall before falling in pieces to the floor.

      Hands fisted at his side he took a moment to control his breathing and glanced around his place. He’d bought it for a song months after Rick’s accident because he knew he needed to be away from people. At the time, he had plans to bring the home to life, but in actuality, he hadn’t done a damn thing to it. Linoleum still peeled on the floor in the kitchen. The faucet dripped something fierce, and the window over the sink didn’t open because it was painted shut.

      This wasn’t a home by anyone’s reckoning, but that wasn’t something he dwelled on. It was clean and tidy, and that was enough for Ethan. He spent most of his time in the shop, or riding his bike on the back roads, or fishing alone on the lake. He felt nothing as he emptied his mug into the sink, ignoring that steady drip, and tried to decide if his stomach could handle food or not. He wouldn’t think about his mother’s words—there’d been similar conversations in the past, and he was pretty damn sure there’d be many more.

      Just when he decided to skip the whole food thing, a knock at the front door had him turning from his bedroom and heading for the foyer. Mood blacker than ever, he figured it was the delivery service with the parts he needed for the shovelhead he was trying his damnedest to finish. He yanked open the door and, along with a blast of cold air, the woman who stood there shivering stole his thoughts as well as his vocal cords.

      Her skin was pale and translucent, and she was thinner than the last time he’d seen her. There was an air of fragility about her he didn’t like, though her eyes still had some fire. Her baby blues traveled the length of him, and aware that his towel was perched dangerously low on his hips, he smiled at her, though it was as cold as his heart.

      She blushed, and her eyes fell away from his, while Ethan’s attempt at a grin turned into a full-on scowl. “I don’t have the time or energy for you, Em.” His words were clipped and harsh. He supposed a part of him wasn’t dead, because he felt bad when he saw her flinch.

      “You’re going to make some time,” she rasped, her voice rough, as if ill-used. She pushed past him, and with a curse, he slammed the door shut and turned to face her. Her hair was longer than he remembered, a mess of blonde tangles around her face. With those big eyes of her and cheeks red from the wind, she looked ethereal. God, he’d forgotten how beautiful she was.

      “Did my mother put you up to this?”

      “What?”

      He saw her confusion and sighed, rubbing his forefinger along the bridge of his nose as pain sliced its way up into his brain. Ethan let out a long breath. “Just say what you came to say and do it fast. I’ve got a lot to do.”

      “You look like shit,” she said, chin up as some of that fire in her eyes warmed up the rest of her.

      “Three bottles of tequila will do that to a guy.” He studied her for a second. “You didn’t come here to lecture me on my bad choices, so just say whatever it is, Emily. I wasn’t kidding when I said I didn’t have time for you.”

      “Okay,” she replied, though some of the fire in her voice dissipated. She hesitated, and something worked its way across his chest. Some sharp kind of warning that told him an already shit day was about to get worse.

      His blood turned to ice, and it took more than a bit of effort to make his lungs work. In that moment, his world narrowed to the trembling woman in front of him, a woman who pulled every fucking string he owned. A woman he wanted to quit so bad, he could taste it. If only because the very thought of her made him come apart. Made him remember. Made him feel so low, he knew he’d never find his way back if he fell under her spell again. He wasn’t good for her, and she sure as hell wasn’t good for him.

      “Just spit it out, Em.” His mouth felt like sawdust even as he pushed the words out.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Congratulations.” He paused, hating the pain that flashed in her eyes. “But I don’t exactly give a flying fuck. Anything else?” His gut churned and his skin felt too tight. He wanted to hit something.

      “Yes,” she whispered, slowly nodding as she took a step back. “There’s one more thing.”

      “Just say it and go.” His voice was harsh and cutting, his mood ugly.

      She turned and reached for the doorknob but paused before yanking the door open. She looked to the side and seemed to be considering her next words. When she spoke them they didn’t penetrate his brain until she gave a half shrug and disappeared into the brilliant midmorning sun.

      And when they did, her words lingered. They buried themselves under his skin and wormed their way into his body, feeding a fire of anger that didn’t need much to stoke.

      “I’m thirteen weeks. If you still suck at math, I’ll help you out. The baby is yours.”
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      A few years back, when Emily’s friend Monique announced her pregnancy, Emily was jealous and envious and all those dark green emotions a person could have. As her friend’s baby bump grew, as her skin glowed and her smile lit up the whole of Crystal Lake, Emily remembered thinking, that should be me. I should be pregnant and happy. I should be walking on air looking like a goddess with the birds singing and the wild animals of the forest paying homage at my feet like I was starring in a Disney movie.

      Monique had shone as if the sun lived inside her, and less than a week after the birth of her son, she’d been walking the sidewalks, pushing an expensive pram, wearing her pre-pregnancy clothes, and looking fabulous.

      That green monster inside Emily had expanded. It ate at her for days until she finally got over herself and the sad life she’d fallen into. At the time, she’d been convinced that Rick would one day wake up, and once he did, well, they’d pick up where they left off. And it would be Emily glowing and happy and heavy with child.

      Oh, how naïve she’d been. How blind and stupid.

      Bilbo nudged her knee, and she swiped at the side of her mouth as she pushed back from the toilet. She’d been vomiting for nearly half an hour, and there was nothing left. Well, nothing except the nausea.

      She tugged at a piece of hair that was stuck to her face and made no effort to stop the tears that slid down her face. She watched them fall and splash onto the floor, When Bilbo nudged her once again, she buried her face in his fur and clung to him until there were no more tears.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered as she finally got to her feet. A haunted face stared back at her from the mirror. It was gaunt and thin and pale and just so incredibly sad.

      I can’t do this.

      Bilbo barked and cocked his head, his big dark eyes settled on her with an intensity that was almost human. Sometimes at night, when the shadows were long and covered her whole, he looked at her a certain way, and she actually thought he was human. How crazy was that?

      He barked again, and she jumped.

      “Okay, I know I need to shower and get to the doctor’s.”

      An hour later, she at least looked better, more like herself. She was still too thin, but thanks to a smoky eyeshadow pallet and all the other stuff in her makeup bag, her eyes popped, her cheeks glowed, and her lips shone with a soft pink gloss. Her hair was left long. In fact, it had gotten curlier in the last few weeks, and she’d pulled on a pair of jeans that she’d tucked into brown suede boots, and slipped into a black sweater that she practically drowned in. She scooped her purse from the shelf in her closet and headed for the door.

      “I won’t be long,” she said, kissing Bilbo’s head before pulling a pair of large sunglasses over her eyes.

      She waved to Mr. Bugle, the old man who lived beside her. He was outside, hands on hips, a stern look on his face as he perused his overgrown boxwood hedge, and beside him stood a man who was kind of familiar. He was tall, a few inches over six feet, and dressed in jeans, work boots, and a thick red-and-black-plaid jacket. His hair was long, touching his shoulders, and when he glanced up at Emily, an easy smile lit up his handsome face.

      And he was handsome, no way around that, though his nose was crooked as if it had been broken at least once, and he’d not shaved in a few days.

      Emily gave a nod before sliding into her car. Her doctor was new to town and practiced in the clinic not far from the golf course on the other side of the lake. Emily was grateful Dr. North had taken her on as a patient, because the receptionist at her old family doctor was notoriously loose with her lips.

      By now, the entire town would have known she was pregnant.

      Her stomach rolled at the thought as she navigated her way across the bridge that led to River Road, and by the time she reached the clinic, she was once again nauseous and feeling sorry for herself. The nausea passed, but that feeling of sadness stayed with her. She tried like hell to shake it, but Dr. North picked up on it right away.

      She looked up from her tablet thoughtfully. “How are you doing Emily?”

      “I’m good,” Emily replied, forcing a smile she didn’t feel.

      “I don’t think you are. Now I know we haven’t discussed the father, and if he’s not in the picture, that’s okay. A lot of women raise children on their own. I just want to make sure you have a good support network in place.”

      “I have friends,” she replied softly. Who I never see, not through any fault of theirs. “And family.” Mom lives in Arizona with her new husband, and Dad is never around. “And a dog.”

      “Okay, but don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it,” Doctor North said, standing up before glancing at her tablet. “Overall, you’re in good health. I’m a little bit concerned about the weight loss. Ideally, you should be gaining at this point. If the vomiting continues, we might have to look at prescribing medication.”

      Alarmed, Emily rose. Fire erupted inside as a wave of heat rolled over her. “But the baby?”

      “The baby is fine. Try to rest and eat and take your vitamins, and don’t hesitate to call if you’re concerned about anything. I want to see you in ten days, though.”

      Emily’s heart dropped, and her doctor smiled gently.

      “Don’t be alarmed. Your pregnancy is progressing normally. I just want to keep a close eye until you start feeling better and gaining some weight. Penny will call with the appointment.”

      She ran a few errands. Bilbo was nearly out of food and needed his allergy pills refilled, and Emily’s cupboard was almost bare. She headed back to Crystal Lake and the grocery store not far from her home. It was old and family-owned—couldn’t compare in size and scope to the new one on this side of the lake—but Emily knew where everything was, and sometimes the familiar was better than the shiny and new. When she was done there, she stopped by Molly’s vet clinic and managed to grab Bilbo’s food and pills without seeing her friend. Molly was too observant and would know something was up.

      By the time Emily got home, it was early afternoon and she was surprisingly hungry. She’d just popped the trunk and was reaching for one of the large bags of food when a noise caught her attention and she glanced over her shoulder. The man from Mr. Bugle’s stood a few feet away, a slow grin touching his mouth.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “I…” Emily frowned and shook her head. “Sorry, you look familiar, but I can’t quite place you.”

      His grin deepened, and he strode forward, reaching over her to grab the bag and scoop up the others.

      “Connor Jenkins.”

      Connor Jenkins? The name brought to mind a chubby teenager with bad acne and not much else.

      “From high school?”

      He nodded. “One and the same.” He winked. “Puberty came late for me. I changed a lot after graduation.”

      “I’ll say.” The words fell out of her mouth before she could snatch them back, and, embarrassed, she was about to apologize when he laughed and headed for her front door.

      “It’s all right. I’m used to that reaction.”

      She followed him with Bilbo’s food and stood back while she unlocked the door. Connor put her bags on the kitchen counter, while Bilbo flopped down and rolled onto his back, immediately begging for a belly scratch.

      “I was sorry to hear about Rick,” Connor said when he straightened, voice subdued. “He was a good guy.”

      “He was,” Emily murmured, not in the mood to talk about her dead husband. “So what happened to you after graduation? Where’d you end up? As you can tell, I never left Crystal Lake.”

      “I joined the forces became a SEAL and…” His features tightened as a dark shadow crossed his face. He cleared his throat. “I’m taking some time to figure out my next move. Got a job working for Cam Booker, so that keeps me busy, though my dad isn’t too happy about it. He’d rather I put on a suit and tie and take up the family business.”

      “Real estate, isn’t it?” Jenkins Real Estate was one of the largest outfits in the state.

      Connor nodded. “I’m not a suit-and-tie guy, and he doesn’t quite get it.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, and a few moments of silence fell between them. “I should go.”

      “Thanks for helping with the groceries.”

      Connor headed for the door, and just as he was about to yank it open, he glanced over his shoulder. “Whatever happened to Ethan? I’ve been back in town a few weeks now and haven’t seen him. Did he leave the area?”

      Emily slowly shook her head. “No. He’s on the other side of the lake. We don’t see him all that often.”

      “Him and Rick were tight, from what I remember.”

      “They were,” she replied softly.

      “Funny,” Connor said, opening the door. “I always thought you and Caldwell would end up together.”

      “Why would you say that?” she asked, her tone sharp, her voice high.

      He looked confused for a moment. “I just meant that Ethan used to make you laugh. You guys seemed to get along real good. Even from my corner of the cafeteria where all the geeks ate their lunch, I could see it. That’s all.” He paused. “It was nice seeing you, Emily. Maybe we’ll run into each other again.”

      She closed the door behind Connor and leaned back against it, eyes closed as she struggled to calm herself. He was right. Ethan had always been able to make her smile. He’d always had the right words to make her feel better, even when Rick had upset her by flirting with another girl or saying something stupid. He’d been so different back then, though she supposed they all had. She stared at the floor until memory took it away.

      

      “What’s wrong, Em?” Ethan slid onto the bleachers beside her and put his arm around her.

      “Jackie told me that Rick made out with some random girl at the party Saturday night after I left. I didn’t believe her. I told her she was jealous that Rick liked me and not her. But then just now in the bathroom, I heard Sally O’Neal tell Julie Wright that she saw Rick go into the boathouse with Breanne Mason. Said they were in there for at least half an hour, and when he came out, he was zipping up his pants.”

      “Don’t believe them,” Ethan said, pulling her closer.

      “Why shouldn’t I?” she asked, looking up into his face.

      “Because you’re the girl he’s crazy for. He’d have to be an idiot to screw that up .”

      “But Rick is an idiot sometimes.”

      “That’s true,” Ethan replied with a chuckle. “But you’re his girl, and he knows I’ll kick his ass from here to the moon if he hurts you.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder. “Why are you always so nice to me?”

      “That’s an easy one, Em.” Ethan winked. “I’m crazy about you too.”

      

      The memory washed over Emily, leaving an ache so big and bold, she had to sit down. Her hunger forgotten, she cuddled up with Bilbo and stared out the window as a fierce wind tugged leaves from the trees and scattered them across her yard. The sun made its trek across the sky, and dusk chased away the light, bringing with it a dark, moonless night.

      She must have fallen asleep because she awoke with a start, cold and shivering and nauseous. Despair, or something close to it, settled in her heart, and she sank deeper into the sofa. How had she ended up here? Alone and sad, with no purpose. What kind of life did she have? What kind of life would she give this child?

      Her hands drifted over her flat stomach, and when Bilbo whined, something so fierce and protective rose up in her that she began to shake. The dog settled his head against her belly and angled his head up at Emily with a look that sometimes freaked her out because it felt as if the dog could look into her soul.

      There was a life here. A life she was responsible for. And maybe she was on her own. Maybe she’d have to do this without any help whatsoever. But so what? The truth was that she had so much love to give, and it was dying inside her. Didn’t her child deserve that? Didn’t he or she deserve at least one parent who gave a crap?

      Angrily, she swiped at her face and got to her feet. She put away the groceries that still sat on her counter and made herself a ham and cheese sandwich. She was done feeling sorry for herself. She couldn’t afford to be.

      She was having a baby, and judging from Ethan’s reaction, she was having this baby alone. It was time she stopped ignoring that fact.

      It was time she stopped being selfish and started living again.
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      Ethan made the trip to Crystal Lake a couple of times a month. Generally, it was to catch up with his folks and put their minds at ease, grab some groceries, and take care of any other kind of business that needed taking care of, like banking. He wasn’t the kind of guy who did that stuff online and preferred paper checks as opposed to the virtual kind.

      Which was the purpose of his visit today. He’d delivered the shovelhead to a client the next county over, and with a large check in hand, he’d swung by the bank. He made the deposit, paid some bills, and kept his head down and eyes averted. It was the best way to avoid conversation. He was still reeling from Emily’s bombshell and in no mood to speak to anyone. The problem being that old Mrs. Murray wasn’t having any of it, and he’d barely taken two steps away from the bank teller when she cornered him near the exit. She was on her way inside and there was no way to avoid her.

      “Why, Ethan Caldwell, I haven’t seen you in ages. How you been keeping out there on the lake?”

      Mrs. Murry had been his kindergarten teacher. She was a member of his parents’ church and had run the Sunday school as long as he could remember. He’d known her all his life, it seemed. She was a nice lady. A little nosy, but nice.

      “I’m good,” he replied, cracking a smile.

      She tugged back the edge of her bright blue wool hat and peered up at him with faded gray eyes that saw everything. For the longest time, she said nothing, and he shuffled his feet, feeling the weight of her gaze. The woman had a knack for seeing through the bullshit, and Ethan decided it was time for him to leave, but she put her hand on his arm and kept him in place.

      “You should come back to church, Ethan. I think it will do you some good.”

      He attempted another smile, but it fell flat. “I appreciate the concern, Mrs. Murray, but church isn’t what I need.” He paused. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” Her hand fell away from him, and she squared her frail shoulders. “You might not be feeling spiritual these days, but you need something, and the Lord’s house is always a good place to start. I know things must be hard for you with Rick’s passing.” She took a step back and smiled. “We have a new pastor. Did you know that?”

      He shook his head and grumbled, “No.”

      “A young man from California. Mansfield Davis is his name. Isn’t it wonderful? Like a moniker out of some novel.” She winked. “He’s been good for our membership, especially with the young ones. They’ve been coming back in droves. I think you’d like him. He used to be a musician, if you can believe it, before his calling.”

      Ethan cleared his throat and nodded toward the door. “I really have to get going.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you, then, but take care, and hopefully we’ll see you out one Sunday. I know it would ease your mother’s mind. She does worry about you so.”

      With a curt nod, Ethan left without another word. This was why he didn’t come to town. He didn’t need help or God or Mrs. Murray poking her nose into his business and reporting back to his mother.

      Mood as black as the gathering clouds overhead, he slid into his truck and was about to fire up the engine when he glanced to his right and saw the one woman he’d been trying not to think about since she’d showed up at his place the week before. His gut clenched, his skin went hot and then cold, and damned if his heart didn’t take off like a jackhammer, pounding against his chest so hard, he was sure she heard it from across the street.

      Bundled up against the cool October afternoon, Emily was walking a dog, head down against the brisk wind. Long wisps of blonde hair drifted out from underneath a pink knit hat and swirled around her head like a crown. She stopped and bent down, chatting to the dog, who looked up at her like she was its world, and another chunk of ice inside Ethan broke away from the mass surrounding his heart. Of all the people in this town he’d disappointed, she was the one he’d disappointed the most.

      Their current situation was a mess, and all of it was on him. He’d been the weak one. He’d taken advantage. That August night she’d come to him for comfort, and he’d…

      “Fuck,” he muttered roughly. What the hell had he done? More importantly, what the hell was he going to do?

      Bleakly, he watched as she straightened and pulled her cell from her coat. She began walking again, the dog half pulling her along the way, and for one brief moment, Ethan considered calling out. He lowered the window, but the moment passed before he could get any words out, and Emily disappeared around the corner.

      He started the truck, but instead of heading home where he should have gone, Ethan found himself pointing the Chevy in the opposite direction. He crossed the bridge to the south side of Crystal Lake, and two minutes later pulled into the driveway of his sister’s place. An older all-brick two-story with a wraparound porch, she’d bought it two years earlier when her fiancé had broken off their engagement, canceled their wedding, and left her for parts unknown. His parents had gifted her the down payment, and she rented out the basement as well as one of the bedrooms upstairs to help with the mortgage.

      There were no cars in the driveway, and thinking it was a bad idea anyway, Ethan was about to throw the truck in Reverse when the front door flew open and Georgie leaned against the doorjamb, her expression hopeful. She gave a small wave, so he cut the engine and climbed out of the truck.

      Georgianna Caldwell was five years younger than him and for most of his life had been a big pain in the ass. It wasn’t until the last few years, more so after her fiancé broke her heart and dumped her, that he’d gotten to know her as an adult and pushed aside the annoying girl who used to follow him and Rick around like a puppy.

      He dropped a kiss to her cheek, and she said nothing while he doffed his boots.

      “Coffee?” she asked, heading for the kitchen and not waiting for an answer.

      He followed her over and sat his butt down at the table. She’d obviously been working out, judging from her clothes anyway, and her jet-black hair was scraped off her head into a ponytail that trailed halfway down her back. She was tall for a woman, just under five ten, and athletic. She’d played division one soccer at the University of North Carolina, of which he’d never made a game, and that’s where she’d met her fiancé. Michael had been one of the assistant coaches. After her engagement and wedding plans had imploded, she’d moved back to Crystal Lake and was currently waiting tables at the Coach House while figuring out her life.

      Georgie set down a cup of steaming black coffee and joined him with a tall glass of lime-green liquid.

      “What the hell is that?” he asked, taking a sip from the coffee he didn’t really want.

      “This, my brother,” she said with a wink, “is magic. It’s good for my bones, my hair and skin and—”

      “And I bet it tastes like crap.”

      She took a drink and winced. “You got me there.” She exhaled, shuddered, then finished the glass whole and set it down, before swiping at the corner of her mouth as her gaze settled on him. “Mom’s still pissed, you know.”

      “I figured.”

      “You know how dramatic she is. I bet she stretches this out at least until Christmas.”

      “I figured that too.”

      Georgie toyed with a napkin from the little bin in the middle of the table. “I kinda don’t blame her, though. It was a shit move not to come for dinner. We were all worried.” There was no condemnation in her voice. No preaching or judging.

      “I didn’t plan on not coming. The day got away from me, G. And I…” He sighed and sat back in his chair. “I got lost in a lot of shit from the past. It’s harder this year with him gone.” Harder because of Emily. Because of what I did. The thought slipped into his mind all sneaky like, and he banished it just as quick. “I didn’t mean to worry anyone. I just wasn’t in any shape to come to town.”

      “Let me guess. You got drunk and passed out by dinner.”

      He could lie, but what was the point? “Pretty much.”

      “Mom thinks you drink too much.”

      “Mom needs to mind her own business. I’m a big boy.”

      “Do you?”

      “What?”

      “Drink too much.”

      Ethan considered his answer. He knew a lot of folks in town thought he had issues including, but not limited to, alcohol. There were those who were convinced he spent his time holed up in his shop drunk or high or both. And though he was no angel, in truth, he rarely got out of hand. He found it was easier to let folks think the worst, because it generally meant they stayed away. To the average human being, dealing with a dark and twisted soul under the influence wasn’t exactly something they sought out, and that suited Ethan just fine.

      “I’m good, Georgie.”

      “But that’s the thing, Ethan. I don’t think you are. It’s not normal to be alone all the time.”

      “I’m not.”

      Georgianna snorted. “Driving to the city and banging some woman you meet in a bar is not the kind of interaction I’m talking about.”

      “Well, it works for me.”

      “Does it?”

      He grimaced, annoyed with his sister and questioning why he’d come. “I’m not looking for a relationship or a plus one or anything permanent,” he snapped. “So yeah, finding a woman in a bar who’s willing to play between the sheets for a night works just fine.”

      “First off, you don’t need to talk to me like that. I get that you’re angry at the world, but I’m here to help. I’m here to tell it like it is.”

      “That so,” he replied.

      “Yes.” She set down her glass. “You might not want a relationship, and that’s fine. But you’re hiding, Eth. It’s easier for you to be out at the lake, alone, because there’s a bunch of stuff you don’t want to face. I don’t think you’ve dealt with Rick and the accident, with him in a coma all those years, and now that he’s…” She got tripped up on her words and faltered.

      “Now that’s he’s dead,” he finished flatly.

      Georgie nodded, a pained expression on her face. “You need to deal with his death. You need to stop blaming yourself for all of it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Rick, got it?” He glared at his sister.

      His sister wasn’t giving up. “Why did he head down River Road with no helmet? Did you guys argue about something? Is that why you blame yourself?”

      His sister was getting too close for comfort. It was time he left.

      “I gotta go,” he said abruptly. He pushed the coffee aside and got to his feet.

      “When did you become such a coward?” Georgie shook her head. “You used to be the most fearless guy I knew. You were like…” she licked her lips and shrugged. “You were like the sun or something. The center of everyone’s universe. There wasn’t a soul in all of Crystal Lake who didn’t think that. You were always there for everyone. The guy who fixed problems. The guy who stood on the right side of things. Rick knew it, and that’s why you were his best friend, because Rick had demons. He wasn’t the angel most folks thought he was, and you balanced him out.

      “Thing is…” Emily got to her feet. “When someone like Rick dies, someone with so much potential and life ahead of him, it elevates his passing into something more. It becomes ‘what if,’ you know? What if he’d survived? What if he hadn’t taken out his bike that day? Folks tend to put guys like Rick, or anyone who dies young, for that matter, on a pedestal, because it makes living without them easier. And it’s wrong to do that. Wrong to those left behind, because it’s like they’re grieving for a person who’s completely worlds away from the one everyone else thinks they knew. I can’t imagine what that’s like for you or Emily.” She attempted a smile. “We all know he was no angel, and he sure as hell wasn’t perfect. And that’s okay. He was just as human as you or I. He was his own man in charge of his own path, which means you’re not responsible for his actions that day or what happened because of his decisions.”

      Ethan glanced away, throat tight. He wasn’t angry at his sister’s words. Hell, he wasn’t even surprised she’d said them. But the simple truth was that she had no idea what had transpired that day. Or what had led up to his accident. And sure, it was easy to say it was all Rick’s doing, but Ethan had played a part in it too.

      And that was something he’d never forgiven himself for.

      He sighed and stared up at the ceiling. There was a patch of gray from water damage, and some of the paint was peeling.

      “I can fix that for you.” He pointed to the spot.

      “So you don’t want to talk about any of this?” Georgie moved until she was in front of him.

      “I don’t want to talk about Rick.” He glanced from the ceiling back to his sister. She held his gaze for so long, his vision began to blur until he blinked it away. “Emily’s pregnant.”

      What the hell? He’d had no intention of sharing that with anyone because he had no intention of admitting it was real. At least, not until he was able to wrap his head around it.

      “Oh.”

      He saw surprise followed by a healthy dose of confusion.

      “Emily Davenport?” she asked, forehead furrowed into a frown.

      He nodded.

      “I didn’t know she was dating anyone.”

      “She’s not.”

      His sister’s eyebrow shot up questioningly. “Did she and Rick freeze…like, did they—”

      “It’s mine.”

      Georgie’s eyes widened. Comically so. “Oh,” she repeated, standing a bit straighter. “Oh.” She chewed on her bottom lip, that quizzical eyebrow still in play, her gaze relentless. “So you guys are together?”

      “No.” His reply was curt.

      “But does she know?”

      He cocked his head to the side, confused.

      “Jesus, Ethan.” His sister moved toward him. She gave him a big hug and rested her chin on his shoulder, then whispered in his ear, “Considering she’s having your baby and all, don’t you think it’s time you told her?”

      “Told her what?”

      “The truth.” She pulled back and looked him straight in the eye. “That you’ve been in love with her since the ninth grade.”
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      Emily was having a good day.

      First off, she’d gotten more than six hours of uninterrupted sleep, which for her was a huge win. Other than a twinge of nausea when she rolled out of bed, there was nothing. No dry heaves or worse. She didn’t have to run to the bathroom to flop down in front of the toilet, or hop in the shower to wash vomit out of her hair. She even made it through two pieces of toast heaped with peanut butter and apricot jam without so much as a flutter.

      She was in such a good mood at that point that when her mother FaceTimed from Florida, she actually answered. And when Emily announced that she was pregnant, her mother didn’t bat an eye—another checkmark in the win column. In fact, her mom thought it was the perfect time to have a child, what with all the sadness Emily had endured over the last few years with Rick in the hospital—and then his passing. She told Emily she believed this new life was a blessing. Heck, she didn’t even push hard when in response to the question of the paternity, Emily had blundered her way through a half-cocked answer that was basically word vomit on steroids. After she tripped her way through more than a few sentences, Emily finally sighed.

      “I’d rather not discuss who the father is right now.”

      There’d been a pause, and she’d braced herself for an inquisition.

      “That’s fine, sweetie. You’ll let us know when you’re ready.”

      Emily had then asked her mother not to say a word to anyone on account of the fact she’d not shared the news yet.

      “Not even to the father?” her mother had asked.

      “He knows.”

      That particular conversation had occurred exactly four hours before Emily took Bilbo for a walk uptown. She’d stopped by the bakery for a chocolate chip muffin, then on to Jones Candy and dollar store to stock up on Swedish Berries and sour chews. Next, she’d popped into the salon to make a hair appointment for the following week because her hair needed trimming badly. As she was leaving, Darlene Phibbs pushed into the salon and stopped Emily cold with a sweeping glance that started from the top of Emily’s head, paused briefly at the midsection, then continued down to the bottom of her toes.

      Great. Mom’s big mouth strikes in record time.

      Darlene just happened to be the number-one gossip in all of Crystal Lake, other than her mother, but worse, she was also the most judgmental. Emily’s stomach turned over at the predatory look on the woman’s face, and for one scary moment, she thought she’d vomit all over Darlene’s bright pink rain boots.

      “I hear congratulations are in order,” Darlene had said, her eyes shrewd as she once again raked them over Emily’s body. Emily knew what she was wondering, and, pissed at her mother, she took a moment to gather her thoughts. No way was she going to be weak and show fear. She pasted the biggest, fakest smile onto her face and nodded, There was no point in denying anything now.

      “I am, thanks.”

      “That’s lovely,” Darlene replied. “A new life is always something to celebrate.” Her voice dropped a bit and that gleam in her eye sharpened. “I suppose the Davenports will grow to be happy for you.”

      Emily’s mouth dropped open, but Darlene continued as if they were discussing the weather.

      “I mean, this will hit them hard, what with Rick passing only months ago. Your mother didn’t say who the father was.” Darlene was gunning for another dig, but Emily was ahead of the game and about to shut the inquisition down.

      “That’s because she doesn’t know.”

      “Why on earth doesn’t she know?” She made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head. “I know you and Lorraine have always had a complicated relationship, but she didn’t mention you two were on the outs.”

      “Nope. We’re good.” Emily’s fake smile widened even more as she tugged on Bilbo’s leash. “The thing is, Darlene, I’d tell her who the father is if I knew, but…I don’t.” She shrugged and then walked past Darlene, head high, holding back a giggle that didn’t leave until she got home. The look on that woman’s face had been worth it—at least that’s what Emily had told herself. But now regret and a healthy dose of fear had settled in, and she wasn’t sure what to do.

      Folks in town were going to know she was pregnant sooner rather than later because of her mother’s mouth and people like Darlene, and because in a few months, she’d be showing. In a town where everyone knew everyone else’s business, it was normal for folks to ask questions. Normal for talk and wonder. Lord knows Emily had been the subject of much speculation and chatter in the years Rick was in a coma. That speculation and chatter had increased after his death. Everyone wanted to know what the young widow would do with this life that had been handed to her. Would she find love again? And if so, with who?

      Once her pregnancy became common knowledge, they’d all be wondering who the father was. Cheeks hot, she leaned against the counter, sipping a big glass of milk. God, she hadn’t thought of Helen and Charles, Rick’s parents. What was she going to tell them? They’d worshipped the ground Rick walked on and treated Emily more like a daughter than her own mother and Ethan like one of their boys.

      Would they understand the pain and grief that had brought Emily to Ethan’s door that night? Did she even understand it?

      The ghosts of that hot summer evening came back to haunt her—Ethan’s dark, intense eyes, the shadows that played across his face as he looked at her, the hard muscles beneath her fingertips and the feel of him as he moved inside her. A tingling erupted between her legs at the thought, and immediately, her nipples hardened.

      It felt wrong and so right at the same time. She bit her lip painfully to stop the memories and images.

      But she couldn’t. God help her, but she couldn’t.

      She slammed her eyes shut, but it did no good. She was back there at Ethan’s place. She could smell the rain, feel the humidity on her skin. An ache so big it felt like it could encompass the Grand Canyon spread across her chest. Time and distance hadn’t lessened any of it. She’d been on the edge of something dark that Sunday night. Alone and in pain, with only one thought as to who could make things right. The only person who could understand what she was going through. The one man who’d always been there for her no matter what…

      Ethan.

      The moon was low as she made her way down to the dock. It shimmered over the lake, sprinkling diamonds across the surface. Most people would see the scene in front of her as magical, but for Emily, the quiet and beauty only made the hurt bigger. She was lost in the pull of that hurt—a wounded animal who wandered aimlessly in search of relief. And tonight, her wandering had brought her to Ethan.

      He sat in a low chair at the end of the dock, staring out at that magical moon. As she approached she noticed he was shirtless, wearing a pair of old jean shorts and nothing else. His hair was longer, touching the tops of his shoulders, and moonbeams slid across taut muscle, wide shoulders and long legs spread out in front of him.

      Ethan Caldwell had always been a beautiful man, full of confidence and a quick, easy smile that had lit up most of the women in town at one time or another. But that light had disappeared the night of Rick’s accident, leaving only a cold hardness in its place. Now, with Rick recently gone, Ethan looked lost.

      They’d both loved Rick so much, and it made her heart hurt even more to see Ethan like this. She must have made a sound or something, because suddenly, he yanked his head around and his eyes pierced hers through the darkness.

      She shivered, though it was humid and warm.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “It’s late.”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      Ethan swore, though he didn’t take his eyes from her.

      “I can’t sleep,” she replied again. “I was thinking about…” She let out a long breath and shuddered. “I was remembering that night we all went to the island and camped out.”

      “Em, I don’t want to go back there.”

      “But you remember, right?” She took a few more steps until she could see him better.

      He didn’t answer at first and ran his hands through the thick waves at his nape. He must have realized she wasn’t leaving, and with a sigh, he slowly nodded.

      “The night before grad.”

      “Rick had been with Miranda Stokes the night before and…”

      “You knew?” he interrupted, his voice rough.

      “Yes,” she replied softly. “I knew. I was going to break up with him at the island. Embarrass him in front of his friends. But he always had this way of making me forget all the bad things. He’d look at me like I was his world, and he’d lie and I’d believe him until the next time, and then he’d lie again, and we’d rinse and repeat.”

      Ethan cleared his throat and turned away from her, once more looking out over the water. “I didn’t know you knew about…Miranda.”

      “I knew.” She studied him for a few moments, watching the play of light across the shadow of him there. He was hunched forward and looked so damn sad that it tugged at her. Ethan had always been there for Emily. Always. And she needed him tonight, but maybe he needed her more.

      She walked over and stood in front of him, the night air heavy with pain and sadness, anger and regret. When he glanced up at her, the expression on Ethan’s face made her heart turn over. She tried to smile.

      “You always tried to protect me.” She got caught up in her words and took a moment. She bent lower and swept a kiss across his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For being there for me.”

      It started to rain, and she straightened. “Rick was complicated. Our relationship was complicated, and no one understands like you do. I can’t talk to anyone about him…about us, and I just…” She took a moment. “After the accident, you kind of went away. I respected that you needed space, but Ethan, I missed you, and I needed you, and now…now he’s gone, and I feel…”

      She couldn’t put into words the emotions at war inside her.

      Pain. Anger. Hurt. Disappointment.

      “It’s like when he was in the hospital, in that coma, I knew how to be. How to act. I did what was expected. I went to see him, and I talked to him, and I rubbed lotion onto his hands and played his favorite music.” She attempted a smile. “He’d hate it if you knew, but he had a thing for Britney Spears.” A tear leaked from the corner of her eye, and she swiped at it. “Maybe I was dumb or silly or naïve, but I didn’t think he’d leave me. I always thought one day he’d wake up and life would go on. But now…” Her voice caught, and she cleared her throat. “Now everything’s different. I’m the tragic young widow. I walk into a room and no one looks at me. Their eyes drop and their voices fall to whispers because they don’t want me to know they’re talking about me. They don’t know how to be around me, and I don’t know how to just be. It’s like I’m screaming inside, and no one is listening. No one can hear me. No one can see me, and I…”

      Her throat was so tight, she couldn’t go on.

      Ethan got to his feet, but Emily didn’t move to give him room. He was tall, had at least a foot on her, and for the longest time he stared down, his handsome face in shadow, his expression unreadable. He smelled of summer and sandalwood and pine, and something inside her responded to the scent—her eyes moved over his chest and abs—and sight.

      Ethan Caldwell had always been a handsome, charismatic man, but tonight, the moonlight shining and the water lapping at the dock, the pain and things unsaid between them, heightened his attraction.

      “I hear you, Emily.” His voice was low and husky.

      She hadn’t been touched in so long, not since Beck Jacobs had warmed her bed and eased her pain, well over a year ago.

      Mouth open slightly, she looked up at him. The air was so thick, she felt like she could choke on it, and God, she was hot.

      “Do you see me?” Mouth dry, she barely got the words out.

      After a few moments, Ethan nodded.

      Her fingers went to the straps of the sundress she’d thrown on hours ago. Before she could change her mind, she slid them off her shoulders and then down and down until the light blue dress was a pool of cotton at her feet. Until she stood in front Ethan wearing nothing but a strapless bra and matching thong.

      He said nothing. Not even when she slowly undid her bra and tossed it onto the deck along with her panties.

      Ethan didn’t say a word when she reached for him. When she pressed her mouth to his and guided his hands to her breasts. He didn’t utter a sound when she slowly undressed him, didn’t move when she reached up on her tiptoes to kiss him. He was like a rock, hard and unflinching in his darkness and silence and non-reaction.

      “I need you,” she’d breathed into him. “Please, Ethan.”

      A heartbeat passed, and just when her skin flushed with humiliation and she would have turned away and slipped into the shadows, he scooped her into his arms and kissed her until her head spun.

      No words were said.

      But he watched her, those glittering eyes of his unrelenting as he ran his hands over her body and claimed each breast with his hot mouth. When he laid Emily down on the dock and sank deep inside her, they never left her face. He held her tenderly and moved slowly at first, his hands and mouth bringing her to orgasm before she felt the tremors start all over again.

      And as he rocked harder, holding her closer, she felt a bit of that ice around her soul break apart. Underneath the stars and the moon, with this man she’d known most of her life, she finally felt alive. As if she’d make it. As if the broken pieces inside her were less broken, at least while his touch was on her. While he was inside her.

      They came together, their labored breaths the only sound aside from the water lapping at the shore and for a few minutes afterward he held her tightly; he was the harbor from the tempest that was her life.

      But then something changed. He rolled off Emily and turned away. And when she reached for him, he glanced over his shoulder, his expression cold and distant. Ashamed, she dropped her hand.

      He got up, grabbed her dress before she could, and handed it to her, his face dark and ugly and full of remorse. He told her to leave. He’d told her never to come back again.

      

      And she hadn’t. Not until the week before.

      With shaking fingers, Emily got up from the sofa just as the doorbell rang. Cheeks hot, nipples hard, she flung open the door, and her world tilted to the left. And then to the right. Which made her stomach turn, and for a second or two, she thought she’d lose her lunch.

      Ethan Caldwell stood on her porch.

      “Hey,” he said slowly.

      Her first instinct was to slam the door in his face and tell him to go to hell. But then Bilbo pushed past Emily and rubbed her nose and body all over Ethan’s jean-clad legs, and those memories of the rain and his large hands and naked wet skin still lingered, along with a whole bunch of hurt.

      “Can we talk?”

      The ache in her heart couldn’t be ignored. Ethan Caldwell had always been her person.

      Emily took a step back and motioned him inside.
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      Ethan had sat in Emily’s driveway for a good ten minutes before he got up the nerve to knock on her front door. He felt a bunch of things as he waited: anxiety, shame, and some things he had no name for—but all of it was overshadowed by the fear that she’d take one look at him and slam the door in his face.

      It wasn’t even close to what he deserved, and he wouldn’t blame her one damn bit if she did. In fact, knowing Em, she’d probably rain hellfire on his head before she slammed the door. And maybe he wanted her to, because on some level, he needed her to acknowledge what an absolute bastard he’d been.

      He’d take it, let her say her piece, and leave if she wanted him to.

      But when she’d opened the door, she’d looked confused, then surprised, and then her face stiffened, closing off whatever it was she felt inside.

      It took a bit for him to get his throat working, and when he managed a sentence, “Can we talk,” she’d stood back without a word. Now he watched from the shadows of her foyer as she retreated to the kitchen. Her dog jumped up onto the sofa and looked between the two of them expectantly—if it was possible for a dog to do that—but Ethan wasn’t sure how to proceed. The air was thick with things unsaid. It was going to be tough to navigate through all that history and whatever the hell it was that had happened between them.

      What he’d let happen.

      Ethan shuffled his feet, uncomfortable with the silence, but unsure how to proceed.

      “Do you want coffee or something stronger?” It wasn’t a question, really, because Emily was already filling the coffeepot with water.

      “Coffee’s fine.”

      He kept silent as she got busy filling the filter basket with grinds and then pulling cream and milk from the fridge, before grabbing two mugs and sugar from the cupboard. While she waited for the pot to brew, her back to him, Ethan took a good look around the place. She’d done a lot with it since he’d been there last, which was so long ago, he couldn’t remember when. Could have been years for all he knew.

      He doffed his work boots and stepped into the living room, giving the dog a reason to wag its tail heartily against the sofa. If he was the guy to pay attention to such things he would have noticed the furniture was new, the walls freshly painted a light cream, and the décor tasteful. He spied a table near the door that led to the patio out back and found himself standing in front of it, gaze on the photos there.

      Emily leaning back against Rick, who grinned like a devil at the camera with Pottahawk Beach behind them. Emily, Rick, and Ethan on their wedding day, laughing at something the photographer had said. The three of them years earlier at their graduation, with their friends. Samantha Coles. Cam Booker. And a bunch more.

      Slowly, he shook his head, unsettled at the thought of how naïve they’d been to think life would leave them untouched by tragedy. That time would somehow forgive them their stupidity and wash away their sins.

      Emily cleared her throat loudly, and he turned to accept a steaming mug of coffee. Her eyes fell to the framed photos, where they lingered for all of two seconds before she stepped back.

      She walked to the kitchen and grabbed her mug, but stayed there, watching him from a safe distance, he supposed. For the longest time, they didn’t speak, and just when the silence became an unbearable living thing, she looked him in the eye, her chin thrust forward, her shoulders thrown back.

      “What do you want, Ethan?”

      Where did he start?

      “I get that I sprang this on you. I even get that we weren’t in a good place when I did. And maybe I did it all wrong and backward, but you left me no choice. You weren’t talking to me or taking my messages and I… It’s been days since I told you with nothing back, so…”

      It wasn’t possible for him to feel more like a shit than he already did. “I’m sorry.” Two simple words that didn’t feel adequate, but they were all he had. “I didn’t react well, and I’m sorry it took me so long to admit it.”

      Her mouth fell open, and after a few seconds, she managed a reply. “Wow, I didn’t think we’d get that out of the way so quickly.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m slow on the uptake these days.”

      “Some things never change,” she muttered just loud enough for him to hear. “Now that I’ve got a half-ass apology, you can leave.”

      She was brittle. Hard. And he got it. Emily wasn’t going to make this easy on him, and he deserved no less than for her to grind his gears but good.

      He walked over to the kitchen, but stopped just short of the island that separated the space from the living room. Emily was riled up plain as day, and he figured it was a smart move to keep something between them. Especially if that something was big enough to duck behind. She’d always been the type to react strongly. If she decided to toss her hot coffee at him, he wouldn’t stand a chance. A ghost of a smile touched his face.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “What the hell is so funny?”

      He was screwing this up but couldn’t seem to help himself. It wasn’t as if he had a playbook to follow. At least then he’d know what his next move was. As it was, he went with what he had, and what he had was history. Memory. And lot of it.

      “I was thinking about the pig races.”

      “The what?” She set down her mug and leaned against the counter by the oven, eyes wide in disbelief.

      “The Mayor’s Gala, back in our senior year.” He let her digest that. “We volunteered for graduation requirements.”

      “And?” Her right eyebrow shot up, and she stood a little straighter. Heat flushed her cheeks a soft pink and her hair tumbled down her shoulders, the ends still sun-kissed, while her eyes glittered, their blue depths as crystal clear as the lake.

      “You look beautiful.” He didn’t know he’d said the words aloud until her face screwed up into a frown.

      “We’re talking about the pigs.” Again with the sarcasm.

      “Right.” He took a sip of coffee and set down the mug. “We were to look after them and organize the races.”

      “I remember.” Her eyes narrowed. “You and Rick were supposed to hold them until the bell rang, but you were nowhere to be found, so it was just me and Malarkey.”

      “Who?” Now it was Ethan’s turn to frown.

      “The pig’s name was Malarkey. I had to hold him, and I could barely keep him still. Then when the bell rang, my belt buckle was caught on his bib or whatever the hell it was they had tied around him and he carried me halfway down the pen.”

      “Oh,” Ethan quipped, wanting to crack a smile but thinking better of it. “Is that what happened?”

      “The track was covered in pig shit.” She made a face. “Pig. Shit.”

      “I remember that part.” He couldn’t stop the grin this time, which made Emily’s frown turn into a scowl. “You hunted me down—”

      “All the way to the last stall of the boy’s bathroom shoving your tongue down Miranda Button’s throat. You were scoring while I was being dragged through shit.”

      “Literally,” he said at the same time Emily did.

      They both fell silent for a few seconds, and then he cleared his throat. “You tossed an entire gallon of vinegar over the top of the stall onto the both of us. It took me days to wash that crap out of my hair.”

      “You should have thanked me,” she replied with a haughty air.

      “Yeah? Why’s that?”

      “The week after the Gala, Miranda gave Tommy Bale an STD.”

      “Damn, I guess I dodged a bullet.” She didn’t smile at his lame attempt at a joke, and once again, they fell silent. Ethan pushed the mug aside and rested his elbows on the island.

      “We’ve got to talk about this, Emily.”

      She looked away from him and got busy rinsing out her mug. She then dried it and put it away in the cupboard.

      “Em.”

      “I know, Ethan,” she snapped. “I just…” She tossed her tea towel and shrugged, though she didn’t meet his gaze. “Before we can even begin to address the baby—”

      Baby. Ethan’s heart picked up at the word. This was real. He was having a kid.

      “We should talk about what happened back in July.”

      Just like that, his mood darkened. “No. We shouldn’t.”

      Her head yanked up at that, and damn but her heart-shaped face did all kinds of weird shit to his mind and body, but on this one thing, he wasn’t budging.

      “That night was a mistake, and it won’t happen again.” He looked her square in the eye and held her gaze until she looked away.

      “I know,” she replied softly. “But here we are, and our mistake has major consequences.”

      She looked so damn small and fragile that it pulled at the part of him that would do anything to make her pain go away. Ethan rounded the kitchen island but stopped a few inches away, unsure and wishing like hell that playbook was handy.

      “You don’t need to…” He stopped and tried to organize his thoughts properly. “We don’t need to—”

      She made a weird noise and moved toward him. “I’m not getting rid of it, Ethan. I want this baby. With or without you.”

      “That’s not what I was trying to say.”

      “Then what is it? I don’t need your money. Rick’s life insurance was over the top, just like everything else he did. I’m pretty much set for life, so…”

      Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes, and he reached for her, ignoring the way she flinched. Gently, he wiped them away. “I meant to say we can take some time and get this right.”

      She shook her head and, sniffling, stepped out of his reach. “We don’t have time, though. My mom knows about the pregnancy, though I didn’t tell her you were the father. And now Darlene Phibbs knows, so by nightfall, most of Crystal Lake will too. And every single person will be wanting to know the same thing. Who’s Emily Davenport’s baby daddy?”

      “Tell them. I don’t give a fuck what they think.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You hide out at the lake like some kind of freaking mountain man who only comes to town to buy food and screw Trudy Styles.”

      That got his attention. Trudy and Emily weren’t exactly friends.

      She nodded. “Yeah, everyone knows about her.”

      Fuck. Me. This wasn’t going well.

      “Look, all that stuff is background noise. None of it matters. Nothing that happened before I walked into this house fifteen minutes ago matters. What does matter is what we do from this moment on. And I mean we. You’re not alone, anymore,” he said quietly. “I want you to know that.”

      “Do you?”

      “Do I what?” He watched her closely.

      “That night in July after we made love, you told me never to come back to your place. You said you never wanted to see me again. You looked at me as if you were disgusted by what we’d just shared.”

      Throat tight, he had nothing for her. How could he explain all that darkness was directed at himself and not her?

      “What’s changed?” She tugged on a strand of hair that had fallen across her eyes and tucked it behind her ear.

      He finally found his voice. “Everything’s changed. It’s been changing since that night on River Road when Rick took the bend too fast. Hell, I’ll be honest, it was changing before that night, and as long as it’s been changing, I’ve been running.”

      “What are you saying?” He saw the uncertainty in her eyes, the fear and the pain.

      For the first time in a long time, Ethan saw things clearly. This was his moment to change his path, and he didn’t miss a beat.

      “It’s time I stop running.”
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      Emily was at the grocery store when it happened.

      She knew it would—had, in fact, prepared herself for it—but preparing for and dealing with were two different things. She’d been in the produce section picking out the biggest, juiciest green grapes she could find along with packaged watermelon slices, two cravings that had recently taken her by storm in spite of the nausea that still visited her most days.

      She’d grabbed two bags of grapes and was about to search out the watermelon when she heard her name and froze. Trudy Styles. Hidden behind a huge Halloween display, she held her breath and peeked through a gap between two dried-out cornstalks.

      “Oh my God, Leanne, did you hear that Emily Davenport is knocked up?” Trudy said with an exaggerated laugh as she rolled her eyes.

      “I found out yesterday.” Leanne White, a woman a few years older than Emily, replied casually, as if discussing Emily’s business was an everyday occurrence. She and Trudy were tight and had been as long as Emily could remember.

      “Who told you?”

      Emily winced and glanced over her shoulder. Trudy made no effort to lower her voice.

      “Darlene Phibbs. I ran into her at the pharmacy.”

      “Didn’t take her long, that’s for sure,” Trudy continued. “Jesus, Rick’s body is barely cold in the ground, and she’s already screwing around.”

      “I heard she had a thing with Beck Jacobs a while back,” Leanne replied. “Though I don’t blame her, really. Can you imagine going without sex for years because your husband is in a coma? And let’s be honest, Beck Jacobs is hot as hell.”

      “Beck Jacobs is seriously married.”

      “As if that means anything to you,” Leanne chortled. “I said a while back, I don’t think he’s the kind to cheat.”

      “Whatever,” Trudy said waving her hand. “Seriously, though, show some respect. Her man was only buried in the spring.”

      “Maybe it was on purpose,” Leanne replied.

      “What?

      “The pregnancy. Maybe she’s lonely and wants a baby.”

      “She’s nuts to raise a kid on her own. I heard she doesn’t even know who the father is.” The smile on Trudy’s face was vicious. Emily’s stomach turned over. She put a fist against her mouth, hoping like hell she wouldn’t lose her breakfast.

      “How far little Miss Prom Queen has fallen. She was always so fucking perfect ,you know? Always so far above the rest of us.” Trudy raised an eyebrow at her friend.

      “You’re being kinda hard on her, don’t you think? I mean, she did lose her husband, and she’s young, like thirty or something. So maybe we shouldn’t be so judgey.”

      “Ricky didn’t give a shit about her.”

      Ricky? Emily stood a little taller. No one had called him that but his family.

      “Come on, Trudy. A guy can care and still cheat. You don’t think most men like to play outside their sandbox?”

      Heart pounding, with tears stinging the corners of her eyes, all Emily could do was hope they moved on before they caught her listening like the pathetic woman she was.

      “Please. Rick Davenport was the biggest player in town, and she has to be the stupidest woman that ever lived if she didn’t—”

      “Trudy Styles, man, I haven’t seen you in years.” The male voice came from nowhere and Emily swiped at the tears, her humiliation complete. She spied Connor a few feet from the women.

      “Hey.” Trudy’s voice changed, it was light and playful. “Not fair. You know my name and I don’t know yours.” She eyed the handsome newcomer up slowly and winked. Suggestively. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember you if we’ve met before.”

      “We’ve met,” he replied. “Connor Jenkins.”

      “Connor…” Trudy’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “No way.” She gave him an exaggerated once-over and smiled. “I see it in the eyes now.” Her grin deepened. “Wow, you’ve changed a lot.”

      “I’ve been hearing that a lot since I’ve been back,” he replied dryly. “Though you haven’t changed a bit.”

      “I try to hit up the gym at least four times a week.” Again with the giggle, though it slowly died when he continued.

      “Trust me, it’s not a compliment.” Derision coated his words. “Now if you don’t mind, you’re in my way.” He motioned to the apple display and waited.

      The two women looked stunned, and when Leanne tugged on Trudy’s arm, she didn’t resist and went with the woman, disappearing up the next isle.

      “They’re gone, Emily.” He spoke so quietly at first, she wasn’t sure she’d heard him, and when he poked his head around the cornstalks, she practically jumped out of her boots and nearly dropped her grapes.

      With cheeks that must surely be the color of the apples he held in his hand, she tossed the grapes into her cart and tried to calm her nerves. Her face burned so damn hard she pressed her cold hands to either side and swallowed hard.

      “You okay?” he asked softly.

      She could lie and say yes, but defeated, she shrugged. “No. I thought I could handle the gossip, but apparently, I was wrong.”

      “Small minds in small people don’t add up to much. I wouldn’t worry about her.”

      “I know, but it’s still hard to hear people talking about me like I don’t matter. Like I’m not a real person. Like they can say awful things and laugh about it and not care that it’s hurtful.”

      He shrugged. “People who talk and gossip tend to be people who don’t have a whole lot going on themselves.” He paused. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”

      “Thank you,” Emily replied glumly, wondering how much he’d heard.

      “Hey, do you want to maybe grab a coffee? It’s my day off, and my afternoon is wide open.”

      “Oh.” She looked at her cart. “I still need a few things.” She glanced back at him. “But you can come by my place. If you want. If I don’t let Bilbo out, she’ll destroy another pillow.”

      “Sure. I’d like that.” He smiled, and she found herself smiling in return. “I’ll see you in a bit.” He reached for the apples again. “And Emily?”

      She paused, about to head down the pasta aisle. Nothing like a bunch of carbs to make the hurt go away.

      “Trudy Styles isn’t worth the dust on the bottom of your shoes. She never was. Remember that.”

      After Emily grabbed two packs of spaghetti and some cans of marinara sauce, she headed for the checkout, though she kept a sharp eye on the whereabouts of Leanne and Trudy. Luck was on her side and she didn’t see them in line, or when she left the store either. She stopped at the pharmacy and picked up a few more things before heading across the bridge to her side of town. By the time she turned onto her street, she was in a better mood.

      Screw Trudy. Connor was right. For whatever reason, the woman had always been spiteful and plain old mean when it came to Emily, and she was done wondering why or caring about it.

      She stopped a few houses from her own when Elise Avery’s dog darted out in front of her car, followed by Elise and—she squinted—Link Major. She barely had time to think about that when she pulled into her driveway and spied a familiar truck parked to the side.

      Ethan.

      She got out of her car and grabbed the few bags from the trunk before letting herself in the house. The front door was unlocked, and a quick look around told her the place was empty. She dropped the bags onto the kitchen island and was walking toward the family room when she heard barking out back. She peered through the patio doors and spied Ethan tossing a ball for Bilbo to fetch. He was dressed in jeans and boots, with a heavy oat-colored cable-knit sweater and a black knit Sabres hat covering his head, thick waves curled up beneath it.

      Bilbo ran back to Ethan, and when he tossed the ball again, the dog jumped like he was aiming for the moon and caught it midair. The laugh from Ethan was loud and boisterous, and a knot formed in Emily’s throat when Bilbo ran back to him. When was the last time she’d heard him laugh like that? He held the dog close and gave him a rub down, talking to the animal, though she couldn’t hear the words.

      He looked good. He glanced toward the house, and her breath caught at the smile on his face.

      Real good.

      Bilbo must have realized Emily was home, because he wriggled out of Ethan’s grasp and bounded for the door, a bundle of fur, flapping tongue, and mad barking. Ethan slowly followed behind the animal, and Emily got busy unpacking her groceries as they made their way to the back deck.

      The patio doors slid open, and the packets of spaghetti got real interesting when Ethan followed Bilbo inside. The dog immediately ran for her. After she gave him a kiss and an ear rub, Bilbo downed half his water bowl before jumping onto the sofa and flopping onto his side in dramatic fashion, panting like he’d just run a marathon.

      “You’re going to wear out my dog,” Emily said, finally turning to Ethan.

      “You still leave a spare key underneath the flowerpot.”

      “I forgot it was there,” she replied, turning her back to him as she washed a handful of grapes. She popped two into her mouth before facing him again. “I don’t think anyone’s used it since the last time you were here, that first Christmas after Rick’s accident.” She dropped her gaze. “I was sick, and you brought over hot chicken soup.” At the mention of her late husband, Ethan stiffened. He tugged the hat from his head and ran his hands through his hair, trying to tame the waves. Something about the movement or the wary expression on his face chipped away at another piece of ice inside her.

      This was just as hard for him, she realized. Maybe harder.

      “Why are you here?” she asked, reaching for more grapes. Emily was suddenly ravenous.

      “Don’t you have an appointment at three with your doctor?”

      Surprised, she shoved a handful of grapes into her mouth, more to give herself time to think than anything.

      “Well, yes, I did, but it’s been rescheduled for Monday. Doctor North was called in to the hospital. But it’s just a checkup, Ethan. I don’t need you there for that.”

      His eyes darkened. “Don’t need or don’t want?” He walked toward her, his long legs eating up the distance between them in seconds.

      She considered her reply for a few moments while putting away the rest of her groceries. Truthfully, she’d thought of nothing else since he’d shown up at her door the day before. When she finally had her head on straight, she turned back to him and leaned against the counter. On the outside, she appeared to be casual and in control. It was a gift cultivated over the past few years on account of her status of being an almost widow. But on the inside, she was a trembling mess of fear and indecision. She thought about Trudy and Leanne and realized she was most likely the focus of many conversations in Crystal Lake.

      For someone who’d tried to be as private as possible (for the most part), that was a hard pill to swallow.

      “We didn’t really talk about specifics yesterday, Ethan, and while I appreciate your acceptance of my situation—”

      “Our situation,” he interrupted, moving closer so there were only a few inches between them. His scent teased her nostrils—woodsy and fresh—and she had to tip her head a bit in order to hold his gaze. The golden flecks in his dark eyes seemed to glitter, and stubble covered his square jaw, more than a few days’ worth, by the looks of it. He was so big and masculine and…hot as hell.

      That thought surprised her, though truthfully, it shouldn’t. Ethan Caldwell had always had the kind of looks that would make any woman’s head turn. Coupled with the kind of sex appeal that would make them swoon, along with a healthy dose of unattainability that left them wanting more, he was a lethal combination. For as long as Emily could remember, there’d been a lineup of girls and later women ready to taste his secrets. Ready to be the one to finally tame the man no woman could catch.

      He hadn’t been that for her. Heck, she’d told him things she never shared with her husband or anyone else for that matter. She’d never thought of him as anything other than her best friend.

      Until he wasn’t.

      Until that night she’d practically thrown herself at him because she was so sad and broken, she couldn’t see straight. The night she ruined everything.

      “Em?” The sound of her name on his tongue brought her back to reality, and she cleared her throat and exhaled slowly.

      “Our situation,” she repeated softly.

      He inched closer. “I told you we’re in this together, and I’m sorry as hell you ever felt like we weren’t.”

      He looked so serious and intense that in that moment, it was too much. It pressed into Emily, a hard, physical thing that made it tough to breathe. He was too close to her. He smelled too damn good.

      Inappropriate, she thought. Okay, those were the pregnancy hormones talking. She and Ethan weren’t a thing, and they’d never be a thing. What happened in the summer was something else altogether. He’d reacted to a woman who’d offered herself to him. A woman who’d practically begged him for sex because she’d needed some kind of connection. Because she’d been drowning.

      What man wouldn’t take that?

      Emily pushed past him because she needed air, but more importantly, she needed to think.

      “I guess we need some kind of understanding or clarity. What is our situation, exactly?” Emily glanced at Ethan, who watched in silence from the kitchen where she’d left him.

      “We’re having a kid,” he replied, a ghost of a smile touching the corner of his mouth. “Thought it was kind of self-explanatory.”

      “Don’t be a smartass.” Annoyed, she swiped at an invisible piece of lint on her black sweater, though she hid an answering smile.

      “Look, I know we got off on this wrong, and that’s on me. I made things wrong. But I thought I was pretty clear yesterday when I said I was in this with you.” He walked toward her, his dark eyes intense as they swept over her. “I know I’ve been…” He swore under his breath and ran his hands through his hair before continuing. “I know I’ve been distant the last few years—”

      “Distant?” She rounded on him, suddenly full of fire. “You weren’t distant, you were gone. One day, you were in my life, and the next, you were just…” She threw up her hands. “You became a ghost when I needed you more than I’ve ever needed anyone before. God, my mother didn’t even come back from Florida when it happened.” Tears welled up again, and she swiped at them angrily. “I had no one. No one. It was always the three of us. You, me, and Rick. And then there was just me.” Her voice broke as she turned away from him, shuddering and shaking from the intensity of her emotions. God, she was up and down and there didn’t seem to be any way to control this.

      Blinking rapidly, Emily tried to stanch the flow of tears, but it was no use. She wrapped her arms around her midsection in an effort to find some kind of comfort. When she felt Ethan’s hand on her shoulder, she stilled, sniffling loudly.

      “Hey.” His voice was low and rough. “I’m here now.”

      Throat tight, she nodded, embarrassed and unable to speak.

      His arms slid across her shoulders, and he pulled her back to him. A few days ago, Emily would have resisted, but she was so damn tired, and it felt so damn good to be held. She melted into Ethan’s embrace, and when he gently turned her to face him, she didn’t resist. She laid her cheek against his chest, her body syphoning his heat and strength, it seemed. The two of them stood like that for a good long while. Ethan gently stroking her hair, while Emily slowly calmed down.

      By the time her doorbell rang, she was in a much better place, and a tremulous smile lifted her lips as she slid from Ethan’s arms.

      “I’m sorry. It’s the pregnancy and the hormones and…” She pointed toward the door. “That’s Connor, so—”

      “Connor?”

      If she were in the right frame of mind, Emily might have noticed the sharpness in Ethan’s voice or the way his eyes narrowed as they looked past her toward the foyer.

      “Connor Jenkins. You remember him from school? He’s back in town, and I invited him over for coffee.”

      “I had no idea he was back,” Ethan replied.

      “That’s because you’ve been a hermit for years.”

      “Well then.” He nodded to the door. “We better not keep Connor waiting.”

      She eyed Ethan warily. “Is there a problem?”

      “Nope.” Ethan shook his head. “You get the door. I’ll make the coffee.”

      The air changed. It was subtle, but she felt it nonetheless, fired up with some kind of energy that had Emily’s nerves buzzing. She hesitated for a moment, but when the doorbell rang again, she headed for the door.
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      Saturday morning brought with it a brisk wind and the first snowfall of the season to blanket Crystal Lake and stay. It was the beginning of November, and Ethan had come to the conclusion that they were in for a rough winter. He’d noticed the squirrels gathering stuff for months now, and since animals were smarter than most humans he knew, he figured if they were hoarding, they knew something he didn’t.

      Mood pensive, he stared out the window at the dull gray sky full of thick, bulbous clouds spread over a cold, silent lake. He slowly sipped his coffee, not really tasting the hot liquid. He’d been in a shit mood ever since he’d gotten back from town the day before. He could lie to himself and say it had nothing to do with Connor Jenkins swinging by Emily’s for coffee, but what the hell was the sense in that?

      He had no right to like or dislike who Emily spent time with. Not even if she was carrying his baby.

      He slammed his eyes shut at the thought and downed the last of his coffee. Maybe if this were another time or place, he’d lament the mess he found himself in. But the truth of it was, for the first time in a long time, he felt something other than apathy and anger. He wasn’t exactly sure what that something was, but at least it meant a part of him was still alive. And he knew as sure as the sun was coming up every morning, Emily had everything to do with it.

      And the baby.

      My baby, he thought savagely, shaking his head as he opened his eyes and stared out the window again.

      Fuck’s sake, he was going to be a father.

      The thought punched him in the gut, hard, and he winced as his stomach tightened. There was so much unsettled between him and Emily, and the thought of bringing a baby into this mess was sobering.

      “Shit,” he muttered to himself, confused about pretty much everything at this point. He’d gone to town to accompany Emily to her doctor’s appointment, not because that was what a father to be was supposed to do, but because he’d wanted to be there for her. He had to make up for being such a dick over the last few weeks.

      Last few years, if he were being honest.

      Aside from all that history between them, he’d had some things to discuss with Emily. They were in uncharted territory, and whatever the hell was between them now was undefined. To put it simply, he had no idea what he should and shouldn’t be doing. What was acceptable and what was not.

      He had no idea what her expectations were, though she’d been pretty clear she didn’t need any financial support. And yeah, he was definitely going to be a part of this kid’s life, but to what extent? Was she going to relegate him to every other weekend as if they were a divorced couple?

      A scowl touched his face, and he turned from the window. And what the hell was up with Connor Jenkins? He hadn’t seen that one coming. Connor was a good guy, or seemed to be, but the two of them hanging out left a bad taste in Ethan’s mouth.

      His phone buzzed, and again he glanced at the kitchen counter where it lay. No doubt it was his sister, bugging him to show up for Sunday dinner this weekend. She’d already called three times, and it was barely eight a.m.

      Fuck it, he thought, striding to the bedroom. He decided to forget about everything for the day and lose himself in the bike he was restoring for Link Major, a ’79 Triumph Bonneville that he’d taken delivery of the morning before. And that’s exactly what he did—for an hour or so.

      He’d just unpacked the new exhaust pipe he’d ordered when there was a rap on the shop door and it was flung open before he had time to tell whoever it was to go the hell away.

      He turned from his workbench just as a blast of cold air and snow rushed in on the heels of his sister, Georgie.

      “Hey,” she said brightly as she yanked off her bright pink knit hat. “I’ve been calling for hours.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll try not to take that too personally,” she retorted dryly as her mittens joined the hat on the small table next to the ratty old sofa parked near the window.

      “What’s up?” Ethan moved away from his workbench and headed for the vintage fridge that hummed in the corner. There was no use working with Georgie here. He knew better than that.

      “Nothing,” she said lightly. “Paul and Leanne Fairchild came into the Coach House last night.”

      He grabbed a cold beer and relaxed against the counter, stretching his legs out as he leaned back and frowned. Paul and Leanne were townies he’d grown up with. “They’re allowed a night out.”

      “I know. That’s not what this is about.”

      “Then let’s get to the point, Georgie.” He lifted his chin toward the bike. “I’ve got work to do.”

      “Leanne asked me if the rumors were true. Before she even said hello. Said she figured I’d know because of you.”

      Ethan contemplated that for a moment and, with a shrug, took another pull from his beer. “People talk, Georgianna.”

      “Yeah, well, it seems like a lot of folks in town know about Emily’s news. It’s only a matter of time before they figure out who the father is.”

      “Based on what?” It was laughable, really. No one would ever connect him and Em that way. Not in a million years.

      Georgianna looked aside, a telltale blush creeping across her face. “Nothing.”

      She sounded defensive. That wasn’t a good sign. Ethan straightened. “Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      “Apparently, the old man who lives beside Emily is Leanne’s grandfather. Mr. Bugle is his name, I think.”

      “I know him.” He nodded. “And?”

      “Well, he told Leanne that you’d been to Emily’s and he heard raised voices the one day, and Leanne kept asking me questions and I didn’t know how to answer them, so I gave the table to Tiffany even though she already had seven on the go. It didn’t matter because Leanne and Paul kept looking at me all night like they knew I knew something. I couldn’t wait for them to leave.”

      She looked so damn uncomfortable that on any other occasion, he might have enjoyed it. “They’re not mind readers, sis. Pretty sure you’re good.”

      “I can’t lie, Ethan, I’m not good at it. Remember that year when you opened all our presents on Christmas Eve and we wrapped them up again and thought we wouldn’t get caught? We made a vow of secrecy, and you made me swear on the Bible not to tell? Dad asked me first thing, and all I had to do was play dumb, but I crumbled in five seconds flat.”

      He smiled at the thought. She’d more than caved. Georgianna had jumped to her feet and pointed at him with a shaking finger and told their parents it was his idea. Which it wasn’t.

      “We weren’t allowed to have our presents for a full month.”

      “Right?” She nodded animatedly. “By the time I was allowed to play with my talking Chrissy doll, none of my friends were interested in her anymore. But this is different. This secret is a big one, like one of the biggest secrets I’ll ever know, and I hate that I have no one to talk to about it.” She glared at him. “And trust me, I want to talk about this. You need to tell Mom and Dad, and you need to tell them soon, because it’s not fair they’re going to be grandparents and have no clue. And tomorrow is Sunday dinner, and I can’t do it aloneWhat if they’ve heard about Emily and they ask me about the father and…” She ran out of breath at about the same time a strange expression crossed her face. “Oh my God. I’m going to be an auntie.” She made a weird noise. “And you’re going to be a dad.”

      She crossed the room and enveloped him in a hug before he knew what was happening. “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to his cheek before she took a step back.

      “What?” he asked warily. She was looking at him strangely.

      “You’ve changed already, you know that ,right?” She cocked her head to the side. “You’re not as dark and twisty as you normally are.”

      “Thanks,” he replied. “I think.”

      “And?” Her right eyebrow rose questioningly.

      “And what?” He scowled and set down the half-empty can of beer. “I’ve got work to do, so whatever it is you want to say, just spit it the hell out.”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” She made a face at him. “I want to know when this big secret is going to be revealed because I can’t stand it anymore, and I’ve only known for less than forty-eight hours. What I’m getting at, brother of mine, is when are you and Emily going to tell everyone?”

      His scowl deepened. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “We haven’t discussed the details yet.”

      “You haven’t…” Her voice trailed off as confusion spread across her face. “But you were there Thursday and Friday.” Her tone was one of disbelief.

      “It didn’t come up.”

      “But how could it not? Isn’t that like an important detail? If not the most important? Don’t Mom and Dad have a right to know?” His sister moved closer and frowned. “You guys didn’t break up, did you?”

      “Jesus, Georgie, you know we were never together.” Ethan sighed. “Look, our situation is complicated. There are a lot of moving parts, and with Jenkins there, it wasn’t exactly the right time to get into a deep discussion.”

      “Jenkins?” Her expression changed. “Connor Jenkins?”

      “The one and only.” He tried to keep his tone neutral, but wasn’t entirely successful. Not that Georgie noticed. She was chewing on her bottom lip like she hadn’t eaten in days. “I heard he was back in town and looking hot as hell.” She darted a look his way. “That’s the word on the street, anyway. Jess, another server at the Coach House, rang in his takeout a few nights ago. Apparently, he was a navy SEAL or something. Like, the guy is seriously ripped.”

      “You’re not helping things.”

      His sister made a face at that. “Come on. It’s not like he’s competition or anything.” She paused. “Is he? I didn’t know Emily and Connor were friends.”

      “I didn’t either,” he retorted, mood once again black as he tossed his empty beer into the recycling bin.

      “Does he know about the baby and your part in that little miracle?”

      Ethan glanced up at the ceiling and counted to five. When he was fairly certain he could carry on a conversation with his sister without losing his temper, he turned back to her.

      “I don’t know anything, Georgie. After Jenkins left, Emily got sick and wanted to be alone.”

      His sister’s mouth dropped open. “And you believed her?”

      Ethan frowned. “Why would she lie about being sick?”

      Georgie swore like a trucker. Said some impressive words he’d never heard before. She slapped her forehead dramatically. “Why are men such idiots? Seriously, Ethan. Your baby mama was sick, and you left her alone. Who does that?”

      “She told me to leave.”

      “She gave you an out, and you took it.”

      “I didn’t leave right away,” he admitted, wincing at the sound of her vomiting in the bathroom. He’d waited at least ten minutes before she’d stumbled out of the bathroom, pale and green at the same time, if that were possible.

      “You should have stayed, but I guess it’s not your fault, Eth. You don’t know where you stand, so I get it.” Georgianna gave him a half smile. “You’re both tiptoeing around the fact that you’re having a baby together, and what makes it harder is that you’re not together. And you guys have a lot of history that’s all tangled up in Rick and what happened five years ago, and…” She paused and watched him closely.

      A headache began to crawl up either side of his temples. “Just say it, Georgie.”

      “And you love her, and that complicates things more.”

      He glared at his sister hard, denial hot on his tongue, but then realized there was no point. His sister was a romantic, and she’d see what she wanted to see. For her, this whole scenario was a fairy tale come true. Her brother and his best friend, the tragic young widow, coming together over their shared grief and finding a happily ever after.

      “Yes, I love Emily,” he said, moving away from the bench because it sure as hell seemed like he wasn’t going to get any work done. “But not the way you think.”

      “Whatever,” Georgie said with a smirk. She reached for her hat and mittens and pulled them on slowly, giving him some serious side-eye as she did so. “It’s kind of a moot point anyway.”

      “Then why did you drive all the way out to the lake to see me?”

      She yanked her hat back onto her head. “We’ve already established I’m a crap liar, and I’m pretty sure Mom and Dad will have heard about Emily by tomorrow because Mom goes to church every Sunday. Other than the Coach House or the hair salon, it’s the best place for gossip. If they ask me about it, about if I know who the father is, I’m not sure I’ll be able to convince them I don’t. And if they press me about it, I don’t know what I’ll say.”

      “You’re blackmailing me so that I’ll come to dinner?” Un. Fucking. Believable. As if he didn’t have enough to worry about.

      She reached for the door. “I’m suggesting you come is all. But before you do, you might want to check in with Emily and maybe have that conversation you didn’t get to have.” She winked. “Trust me, you’ll feel better if you do.”
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      Emily checked the clock on her bedside table one more time and swore. Ethan was going to be at her place at any moment and she was standing in front of her closet, staring at racks of clothes, wearing a bra and thong.

      “Wear whatever you want,” he’d said when he called earlier and informed her he was taking her out for dinner. She’d protested. He wouldn’t accept her protestations. And now they had a date. Well, not a date in the normal sense of the word. He wasn’t her boyfriend.

      She got hung up on the thought, and she realized she’d only ever had one boyfriend. Rick had been her first.

      She heaved a sigh and blew at a strand of hair that hung in her eyes. She was looking forward to getting out of the house, and truthfully, things would be said that needed to be said, stuff sorted out that needed sorting, and finally, she and Ethan would have some kind of clarity over their situation and how they planned to move forward.

      And all over dinner at some new restaurant next county over.

      Wear whatever you want.

      Easy for him to say, she thought with a frown. Men could throw on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans and they looked good to go for pretty much any occasion. But women? God, they had to decide between a dress, or tights or jeans. Dressy or casual. Boots or heels, with the right purse to match.

      She frowned and shook her head. She was making too much of this. Ethan literally wouldn’t care if she wore pajamas to dinner, because he’d never been the guy to pay attention to that kind of stuff. On prom night, he’d shown up without a date, dressed in pair of neon-pink board shorts, straw hat, flip-flops, and the loudest Hawaiian button-up she’d ever seen. All because Carly Sandivol had kept their limo waiting, and after thirty minutes, he’d had enough. He’d sent her and Rick on their way, ditched Carly, and gone home to change into something he decided was way more comfortable than a tuxedo. She was pretty sure every single guy at prom was low-key jealous. She smiled at the thought.

      Though it faded as her trip down memory lane took a turn.

      Rick was not that kind of man. He cared about those things, about appearances and impressions. How many times had he sent her back to the room to change because her top was too revealing and he didn’t want the guys staring at her breasts? Or he preferred a dress over jeans even though she preferred the opposite?

      With a sigh, she reached for a pale pink sweater that still had tags attached to it. She’d bought it the previous winter and had never worn it. Glancing toward the mirror on the wall beside the closet, Emily held the sweater up to her face, liking the color next to her skin. It made her cheeks seem rosier, her skin softer. She’d left her hair long, and it was curlier than normal because she hadn’t blown it out straight. Her makeup was subtle, though she’d taken the time to add smoky shadow to her eyes along with liner, and soft pink gloss to her lips.

      I don’t get out much, she thought, a gentle smile crossing her face as she cranked her head for a better look, and she turned to the side. Her breasts were tender, fuller than they’d been only a week before, and maybe her eyes were lying, but it seemed as if her stomach was rounder. She tossed the sweater on the bed and turned a bit more, hands on her belly. Her fingers traced the softness there, below her belly button and then up her abdomen to her breasts.

      It was barely there, but she could see a difference.

      I want this baby.

      The thought was like a secret that exploded in her mind and was accompanied by a wall of heat and emotion. In that moment, with all the uncertainty in her life and the upheaval waiting ahead, this one thing she was sure of. As straight and true as an arrow shot down from heaven.

      This baby was the miracle she hadn’t known she’d needed. And she’d created this miracle with her best and oldest friend.

      An ache so intense it brought tears to her eyes bloomed in her chest, and she bit her lip in an effort to stem them. God, when were the hormones going to settle?

      “We’re going to be okay, little one,” she whispered softly, eyes on her stomach.

      “Emily.”

      Startled, she turned to find Ethan standing just inside the door to her bedroom.

      Her first thought was damn, he looks good.

      Her second was I’m half naked.

      His dark eyes glittered, their depths alive with something she couldn’t name. And as her gaze collided with his, the air crackled with the kind of electricity that made the hair on her forearms stand on end and the air catch in her lungs.

      His hair was still damp from the shower, the long ends curling over his ears and neck, a dark shadow of stubble on his square jaw. Dressed casually in a black leather jacket over an oat-colored Henley and faded jeans, his tall frame and dark good looks shouted danger, and that didn’t help with all that air stuck in her lungs.

      Ethan Caldwell had always been a devastatingly attractive and charismatic man, but tonight, as his eyes moved from hers down her half-naked body to rest on the gentle swell of her belly, his charms were ramped up to another level entirely. There was a possessive glint in his eye, and in answer, something inside her woke up.

      She liked the way he looked at her.

      Like he was starving and she was the only thing on the menu. Mouth dry, she stared at him in silence, not really knowing what to do or say or how to react, because inside, she was shaking and nervous and…excited and scared.

      She thought back to that night when, in desperation to connect and feel something more than the pain they shared, she practically threw herself at him and they’d made love. She thought of the feeling of him inside her, the way his eyes darkened…and the look of disgust on his face, or whatever it was he’d felt, when it was over.

      Heart pounding, she watched as he cleared his throat, his eyes once again on hers. “I knocked, but you didn’t answer.”

      “It’s okay,” she said quickly and scooped up the pink sweater to hold in front of her. “I’m trying to figure out what to wear.” She had bikinis skimpier than her undies.

      He didn’t reply for the longest time, and all that electricity in the air began to burn. Her skin felt as if it were on fire, and her nerves jangled like Mexican jumping beans. When he finally spoke, his voice was so low, she barely heard him.

      “I’ll wait in the living room.”

      Emily didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until Ethan left, and she had no witnesses to the deep blush that erupted across her cheeks and heated its way down her neck to her chest.

      What the hell had just happened? She looked at herself in the mirror, noting the still-pink cheeks and glassy eyes.

      It must be pregnancy hormones, she decided. Best not to read too much into any of it. Emily counted to ten and, once her heart had slowed a bit, grabbed a pair of jeans from her cupboard and pulled them on before cutting the tags from the pink sweater and slipping it over her head. She donned a pair of knee-high soft brown boots and grabbed a matching brown leather bag from the cupboard. She tossed in some gloss, tissues, and was all set. After one last look in the mirror, she headed for the foyer.

      This was a business dinner to discuss their situation. Nothing more. Her hormones were going to have to obey, and that was that.

      Ethan stood in front of the window in the living room, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans, his tall frame bathed in shadow, Bilbo at his side. Neither one of them heard her enter the room, though when Emily reached for the bin on the counter and grabbed a treat, the dog turned with a bark.

      She tossed Bilbo his snack before looking up at Ethan. His expression was shuttered, and she shuffled her feet nervously.

      “I’m ready,” she said, pasting a smile that felt like plastic to her face.

      “We don’t have to go out. We can stay here and order in if you want.”

      The thought of being cooped up with Ethan in her home with all this stuff between them almost had her flying out the door.

      “No,” she replied quickly. “I’m looking forward to getting out.” She grabbed a pale gray wool coat from the closet, and the two of them headed out into the cold November night. She waved to Mr. Bugle, who was shoveling his driveway, though there wasn’t nearly enough snow on the ground to warrant the effort.

      “I think he’s more interested in your company than his driveway,” Ethan said, nodding to the elderly man as he backed out of Emily’s driveway.

      “He checks in on me. Makes sure I’m good. I think he feels like he’s filling some kind of role on account of Mom being in Florida and, well, my sperm donor has never been in the picture.”

      “That’s good.” Ethan glanced her way. “To have someone check in on you.”

      She turned up the music, and the two of them spent the next thirty minutes talking about nothing that mattered. All polite like. As if they were discussing the weather, which they did, among other things.

      It was weird. Disconcerting. This wasn’t them. Since when did Ethan care about the weather or the top 100 country songs of the year? By the time Ethan parked and escorted her up the steps to La Luna Grille, she was wishing she’d said no to dinner and stayed home in her pajamas eating ice cream while watching Love Actually or some other equally sappy movie.

      Why did things feel so incredibly off between them?

      “You okay?” he asked, his hand at her back as she followed the hostess to their table.

      “No.” An honest answer. She waited for the hostess to pour them each a glass of water and leave.

      “I hate how we are with each other. Like we’re navigating a minefield or something. It’s not us, Ethan. Not by a long shot.”

      He took his time and doffed his leather jacket, grabbing hers and hanging both from a hook on the other side of their booth.

      “That’s why we’re here,” he said, sliding onto the seat across from her. “To get us back to good. I think we’re both worried about saying the wrong thing.”

      “Since when do you give a crap about that?” she replied, trying not to smile.

      He leaned forward, his scent heavy in the air, a combination of woods and musk and something fresh and clean. “Normally, I don’t give a rat’s ass about offending anyone because usually when I do, I kinda want to get that point across. But this is different.” He settled back in his seat and was about to say something else when a server appeared, an attractive redhead with a rocking body and a wide, open smile that would make most men take notice. She set down a basket of warm bread and grabbed a notepad from her apron.

      “Hey, y’all. My name’s Savannah, and I’ll be your server tonight. It’s a cold one out there, but we’re sure glad you decided to spend the night with us.” Her smile widened. “I guess you can tell I’m from the South, so the cold and snow is something I’m trying to get used to. Where you two from?”

      “Crystal Lake,” Emily replied.

      “Oh, I like the sound of that. Is it nearby?”

      “Thirty minutes away.”

      “I get it. Date night, no doubt.”

      “No,” Emily said in a rush. “We’re not…we’re just…” Jesus why couldn’t she speak? And why did this matter? “We’re just friends. We’ve known each other forever.”

      “That’s real nice,” the server said, her gaze lingering on Ethan before she turned back to Emily. “I’m up here for college, and I sure do miss my pals back home. What can I get you to drink?”

      “I’ll have an iced tea.” Emily watched the way Savannah’s gaze moved over Ethan with an appreciation she didn’t try too hard to hide.

      He glanced up at her and smiled, and the woman damn near dropped her notepad.

      “I’ll have something on tap. What do you recommend?”

      “We’ve got a nice honey blond from a local brewery I’m sure you’ll enjoy. Sound good?” At Ethan’s nod, she tucked away her notepad. “I’ll be back with your drinks. In the meantime, our specials are on the chalkboard directly across from your table, and here are your menus.”

      She laid them down, and Emily waited for Savannah to leave before she reached for a piece of bread. She was hungrier than she thought, and, happy that her appetite was back, she spread a good amount of garlic butter over the warm crusty bread. She’s probably pay for it later, but at the moment the smell was delicious. She glanced up at Ethan, who was still perusing the menu.

      “When was the last time you had a date?” she asked, curious.

      Ethan’s head shot up in surprise, along with his right eyebrow. “What?”

      “Date,” she repeated, munching happily. “When is the last time you took a woman out to dinner?”

      “That’s out of left field.”

      “It is.” She grabbed another piece of bread. “But we’ve got a lot of ground to cover. We haven’t exactly been open with each other these last few years, and a part of me feels like I don’t know you anymore. Or at least I don’t know the important things.” The moment felt heavy, so she cracked a grin. “So, when was it?”

      He closed the menu, settled back, and seemed to be considering her question, though he was taking his sweet-ass time. Just when she felt stupid for bringing it up, he answered. “That would be a year ago.” He shrugged. “Maybe longer.”

      “Who with?”

      “A friend of Georgie’s.”

      “How long did you see her?”

      “Not long.” He looked annoyed. “A couple of weeks in, she was already planning a trip to Bermuda and summer at her parents’ cottage. Why do you care?”

      “There hasn’t been anyone else?”

      He looked confused at her question, and they both sat back when Savannah appeared with their drinks. After letting the server know they needed a few more minutes to decide on their entrée, Ethan took a long sip from his frosty mug and set it back down. The shadows made his features more pronounced, and his eyes were like dark water over glass.

      “When’s the last time you had a date?” he asked softly, a dangerous undertone to his words. Emily didn’t notice—she was too caught up in the shadows playing games across his handsome face.

      “Up until a six months ago, I was married, Ethan. I don’t date.”

      “So you and Beck just hung out?”

      Her mouth dropped at that, and she focused on the condensation on her glass. She supposed it wasn’t surprising he knew about Beck. It was one of the hazards of living in a small town. She just wasn’t prepared for the question was all. This conversation had gotten real serious, real quick. A part of her wanted to ignore the question and fire back another one of her own, but she realized their conversation had to be tough in order to get to the other side.

      “Beck was there for me when I needed someone, and I’m not going to apologize for that.” She looked directly across the table to Ethan. “He lost someone too. He understood what I was going through, and even though Rick technically wasn’t gone when we were involved, Rick wasn’t with me either.” Her voice trembled. “He left me the day he decided to ride his bike down River Road like a bat out of hell with no helmet.” She paused. “I was lonely.”

      “I’m not judging,” Ethan responded, leaning forward. “I’m not.”

      “Then why bring it up?” Hurt, she watched him in silence.

      “Because you’re right. Because there’s a lot of stuff between us. A lot of history and friendship and a bunch of crap I have no name for. And it’s all twisted up with what happened five years ago with Rick’s accident, and what happened between us three months ago.”

      “I get that.” Her words were barely audible.

      “I gotta be honest, Em, you and Beck together bugged me. And not because I had some moral problem with you having a relationship while Rick was in a coma.”

      “What Beck and I had was no relationship. We used each other for comfort, and that’s about it.”

      “He’s a good guy, and you and him together bugged me because I wanted to be the one who was there for you. But I was so messed up, I wasn’t good for anyone.” He swore and fingered the edge of the menu. “I’m glad he gave you what you needed. I might not have liked it, but I’m glad you had someone.”

      “So where does that leave us?” she asked quietly, more confused than ever. Their conversation seemed to have taken a turn, and she had no idea where they were headed.

      “In transition, I guess,” Ethan finally answered. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “We probably need some rules or something,” she said, softly deciding to lighten the mood a bit. “Boundaries and stuff. Because the way Savannah is staring at you right now? You should totally slip her your number and I’ll take a cab home and you can have a date.” She smiled. “Or something, because I don’t want to be in the way. We’re having a baby, but that doesn’t mean your entire life has to change. I don’t want to stop you from living, Ethan.” This was one thing she felt straight from her heart. “You’re too important to me, and you’ve finally come back to life.”

      He was silent for a few seconds, as if mulling over her words. “I don’t want to have a date with Savannah.” His voice was firm.

      “She’s pretty.”

      “Yep, no doubt about that.”

      “And obviously interested.” She glanced at the server as she chatted up another table.

      “If you say so.”

      “She’s totally your type.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Why not?” she waited, breath held as he leaned closer yet.

      He looked her right in the eye, and the world shifted a bit. Emily felt like something was about to change…again, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.

      “We’re not here catching up over dinner because we’re old friends. We’re not even here solely because of the baby. There’s something between us, and it’s bigger than all of that.” He glanced away, and after a few seconds, he spoke.

      “That night when you came to me, I was pissed at you for making me want you so bad, it hurt. But then I realized none of that was on you. It was me. I wanted you, and I hated myself even more for not being strong enough to walk away. You were always Rick’s girl, and I always tried to remember that even when he…”

      Antennae on high alert, she licked her dry lips. This was something important.

      “When he what?” she prompted.

      He swore and turned back to her, his dark eyes glittering with a host of things unsaid.

      “The past doesn’t matter anymore. Moving forward, it’s you and me. You’ve given me a purpose I didn’t think I had a right to, a reason to dig myself out of all the crap on top of me. So for me, right now in this moment, I’m not looking anywhere else. I have no need to go on a date with the lovely Savannah or hit up Trudy because I have a scratch that needs taken care of.”

      She blushed at the insinuation, and for a second, her gaze dropped to his full lips.

      “Let me be clear. If you want to have a relationship with some other guy, like Jenkins or anyone else, for that matter, I won’t stop you. I don’t have the right. But you’re wrong if you think any of this is light and easy for me. That I’ll drop you off at your place later, maybe bang Savannah because I can, and go about my night like I haven’t been changed. Like you haven’t changed me. Like this baby we created together doesn’t change everything. I’m in this thing now. One hundred and fifty percent in.”

      Those dark eyes of his pierced her to the soul. “I will be relentless, I promise you that.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand.” Her heart was pounding so hard, she barely heard her own thoughts. And when his voice slid over her like whisky over ice, she shuddered.

      “We can do this co-parenting thing as friends if that’s what you want, and I’ll respect that. I’ll support whatever you decide. But let me be clear, Emily. I’m done hiding in the shadows. I want more.” He leaned forward, and her world literally stopped turning.

      “I want us to be a family. I want us to be together.”

      A heartbeat passed, and she tried not to show her panic and confusion, but wasn’t entirely successful. She licked dry lips. “When you say together…” An image of him naked, his body slick with rain as he moved inside her, flashed in her mind, and dear God, her lady parts roared to life at the thought.

      A heartbeat passed.

      As if reading her mind, he nodded. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I mean.”
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      Emily’s eyes had nearly popped out of her head when he dropped that particular bombshell. A bombshell he didn’t even know he was going to drop until it fell out of his mouth.

      He knew he’d just jumped over one hell of a line, and he watched silently as shock settled over her face. He’d either fucked up royally, or he’d given her something to think about. Maybe something she hadn’t considered before. The two of them together.

      She’d reached for her iced tea, but the glass was empty, so he nudged her water glass within reach, and she scooped that up and drained the entire thing. She didn’t get a chance to say anything because Savannah had swung by with another basket of bread and they’d ordered dinner as if he hadn’t just rocked their world off its access. Ethan chose the rib eye, while Emily mumbled her way through roasted chicken and mashed potatoes.

      “With garlic butter, please,” she’d said as Savannah took a step back. Recovered, her voice was back to normal. “Do you have watermelon or green grapes?”

      If Savannah thought the request was odd, she didn’t say it. She smiled and said she’d check in the kitchen.

      “What will people think?” Emily had stared at her hands as if they were the most fascinating things in the world.

      “Pretty sure they’ll think watermelon is an odd choice to order with roast chicken.”

      She made a face and looked him in the eye. “About you and me.”

      “Do you care what people think?”

      “I know you don’t,” she replied, chin thrust forward.

      “And you do?”

      She’d held his gaze and then looked away, seemingly interested in unwrapping her cutlery. “I don’t mean the general population of Crystal Lake,” she said slowly. “I’m talking about Rick’s parents and, well…” She glanced back up. “Your parents and Georgie and—”

      “Georgianna knows.”

      “You told her?”

      He nodded.

      She took another sip of water. “What did she say?”

      “You know Georgie. She gets excited when they change up the menu at the Coach House, so this is next level.”

      “And your parents?”

      “I haven’t seen them yet.” It was crunch time. “I was hoping you’d come to dinner with me tomorrow night to tell them together.”

      A heartbeat passed.

      Then another.

      “What’s your definition of becoming a family?”

      Ethan considered his words carefully, but in the end decided blunt honesty was the only way to go.

      “I mean we live together. I mean we build a life together. We take it slow. You call the shots.”

      Emily exhaled. “That’s a lot to consider over one meal.”

      “It is.” He’d waited for her answer, his jaw clenched so tight, he could barely speak.

      Then Emily slowly nodded, her voice barely a whisper. “I’ll come to dinner at your parents.”

      “And the rest of it?”

      Her answer came slowly. Haltingly. The ghost of Rick hovered between them.

      “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      Ethan tossed his wrench onto the bench and ran a critical eye over the work he’d accomplished on the bike for Link. It was early afternoon, and he’d been up with the birds, unable to sleep. It felt like his skin was pulled too tight and his brain was on fire, filled with thoughts that left him restless and on edge.

      A month ago, he would have reached for a bottle of tequila to get him through, but a lot had changed.

      Hell, everything had changed, yet it felt like nothing had changed. Therein lay his dilemma. Neck tight, he rotated his head and stretched out his shoulders. He had a couple of hours until he was expected at his parents’ and was about to dive back into the project when the unmistakeable rumbling of an engine caught his attention. A peek through the dingy shop window didn’t tell him much because he didn’t recognize the pickup truck in his driveway. A trailer was hooked up to it with a tarp covering whatever the cargo was. From the looks of it, most likely a bike.

      A tall man slid from the cab and paused in the driveway, glancing from the house over to the shop. Ethan poked his head out the door and gave a shout, and the newcomer took exactly two steps before Ethan realized who he was.

      Connor Jenkins.

      He held the door open and stepped aside to let him in.

      “Hey,” Connor said with an easy smile. “I hope you don’t mind me showing up out of the blue without an appointment. I would have sent a text, but I don’t have your number.”

      “Don’t worry about it. All good.”

      “The other day at Em’s, you mentioned that you restore old bikes and cars, and I’ve got something here I think you’ll like.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “An old Indian motorcycle. Chief, I think. Used to belong to my grandfather. As a kid, I remember him tooling around town in it. The old man loved it more than Grams, I think. I forgot about it until I was cleaning out his barn and found it buried underneath a bunch of crap.” He offered a grin. “I was hoping you’d be able to restore it for me.”

      His interest piqued, Ethan grabbed his jacket from the hook beside the door. “Let’s have a look.”

      He followed Connor over to his truck and helped him undo the tarp. When Ethan ripped it back, he whistled real slow and took a critical look at the lines. He had a soft spot for Indian motorcycles. His first had been a Scout, which he still owned.

      There was rust and corrosion and missing parts. The leather seat had been home to a family of mice…or two, and the tires were done, but overall, it was saveable.

      He hopped up onto the truck and had a closer look. “1947. Chief. The parts might be dicey to come by, but I’m pretty sure I can do this up right.” He glanced down at Connor. “I’ve got a project that’ll take me into next month, and then an upholstery redo of a ’56 Vette, but I should be able to get this in the new year at the latest.”

      He and Connor got the bike off his truck, and twenty minutes later, it was parked in his shop, tucked away in the corner.

      “Beer?” he asked. At Connor’s nod, Ethan rooted through the old fridge and handed him a cold Bud. The two of them talked about the changes that had come to Crystal Lake since Connor had been gone. Most of them, they agreed, were good for the region, though they hoped development would slow down.

      “It will change everything if it keeps up,” Connor said.

      “How long you planning on sticking around?” Ethan asked, watching the man closely. He liked him. The guy seemed like a straight shooter. But did he want him sniffing around Emily’s house? Hell no.

      “Not sure,” Connor replied. “Up until a few months ago, I thought my career would be in the forces, and Crystal Lake was nowhere near my radar.”

      “What happened?”

      At the dark look on Connor’s face, Ethan got the feeling the two of them had a lot more in common than he thought.

      “Life. Chance. A bad day that started in hell and got worse.” Connor cleared his throat. “I had a come-to-Jesus kind of moment that led me back here.” He shrugged. “Plus my grandfather passed and left me the farm. Gave me another reason, I suppose, though it’s not so much a farm anymore as a sanctuary for rejects. I’ve got a blind wolf cub coming this afternoon. All the way from Wyoming.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “We’ll see how she fits in with the menagerie. I’ve got everything from bison to horses and cows and goats. Last week, I had two miniature pigs brought to me.” Connor grinned. “My grandfather always had a soft spot for animals of any kind. Pretty sure he liked them more than humans. He was smart with his money, so there’s a lot of it to keep his operation running. The least I can do is honor his memory and look after things.” He shrugged. “That’s what I’m doing.”

      Ethan remembered Connor’s grandfather as a big man with an easy smile and hearty laugh who volunteered in the community and was heavily involved in sports. He was a much-sought-after referee who’d called many a game Ethan had played.

      “I liked your Gramps. He was a good guy.”

      Connor nodded, eyes on the beer in his hand. “I spent as much time as I could out at my grandfather’s farm. Just to get away from the old man. Dad was a bad drunk, the kind who used his fists to get his point across. My mom stayed as long as she could, but left when I was eight.” He shrugged. “I don’t blame her, really. I mean, he was just as hard on her as he was on me. It’s just, after she left, I was the only one around to take his punches.”

      “Shit,” Ethan murmured, at little uncomfortable at the man’s honesty.

      Connor smiled, but it was the kind that didn’t quite reach the eyes. “I was a computer geek, which was a total embarrassment to my father. Didn’t play football or hockey. I was happier at the library than hanging around the ball diamond all summer. He didn’t know what to do with me, and, after a while, he left me alone. Like I didn’t matter enough to hassle anymore. Then the night before our graduation, he got piss drunk and we got into it. It was the first time I stood up for myself. I’d just informed him that I wanted to go college in California. I’d been accepted into one of the best software programs in the country. He told me it was a pussy career and I was less than a man to consider it. I told him to go fuck himself. Then he beat me so bad, I ended up in the hospital and missed graduation.”

      Shocked, Ethan thought back, but he had nothing. Connor hadn’t been on his radar back then.

      “I had no idea,” he said, roughly. “That’s tough.”

      “As soon as I was out, I enlisted. I was determined to be the man he wanted me to be, but not because I knew it would make him happy. Because I knew it was something he’d never been able to achieve himself. And I wanted to be prepared for the next time he raised his fists to me. I’d make him sorry he ever lifted a hand against me or my mom.” Connor’s voice dropped, deadened with a coldness Ethan knew all too well.

      “I didn’t get the chance,” Connor said, putting down his empty beer. “The bastard died before I made it back.”

      “You were a SEAL?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.” Glancing toward the door, Connor straightened. “Shit, I just unloaded on you like a damn pup shaking in his boots. Sorry about that. Finding that bike brought up a lot of memories. Most of them not good.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ethan replied. “I know what it’s like to stare down the ghosts of the past. Speaking of which, I’ve got dinner with the folks. I should probably take a shower, or my mother will have my head.”

      “I heard.”

      Surprised, Ethan gave Connor a questioning look.

      “I called Emily to find out where you lived. She told me you guys were heading to your parents’ to share some news.” Connor paused and then reached for the door. “I hope you and Emily figure out your shit. For what it’s worth, from the guy in the shadows who got pretty damn good at observing…she always belonged to you.”
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      Emily slept like crap.

      She tossed and turned for hours, and though she was exhausted, nothing helped. She counted backward and sang silly songs. Played games on her phone and read some silly gossip website that was full of stuff about celebrities she’d never heard of. Then she tossed the phone and squeezed her eyes shut. But that was no use either because it was Ethan’s intense gaze that stared back at her from the shadows of her mind, and his deep, warm voice nestled in her ear.

      I want us to be a family.

      His revelation had shocked her to the core, and she had no idea how to deal with it. With no close girlfriends to talk to, she’d lain in bed and stared out the window at the night sky, her hand buried in Bilbo’s fur as she tried not to read too much into Ethan’s words.

      He wanted them to be a family. He wanted them to be together. He said they could go slowly and that she was calling the shots. He’d said all the right things, or at least every single thing a woman who found herself pregnant wanted to hear.

      Ethan Caldwell had shaken off the cloak of apathy and disinterest he’d lived beneath these last few years. He’d become the man he’d been before the accident, or at least a version of that man who’d come out the other side of something dark.

      Emily would be a liar if she said she hadn’t thought of that night with him over the last few months. And yes, the connection had come about because of their shared pain and her need to connect. But that didn’t mean it was the only reason. Yes, she’d found comfort in the feel and touch of another human being, but she’d also felt intense pleasure.

      There was something between them, an attraction that went beyond all the pain and noise and history that swirled over their heads. Maybe it always had been there and she’d been too blind or stupid to notice.

      Or, to be blunt, too married.

      To his best friend. A man she’d said goodbye to years ago even as he drifted in some in-between world. Most folks would look on what she was considering with Ethan a betrayal. But those folks didn’t know the things that lived in her heart. The dark things. The things that made all of it so much harder.

      “God,” she whispered into the dark. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?” With a groan, she rolled onto her side, scooped Bilbo close, and sank her head into the thick fur of the animal’s neck. The dog licked her face, happy to be with his human, and settled against her, tail wagging furiously. With some effort, Emily pushed all thoughts aside, and eventually, somewhere between twilight and dawn, she fell into a fitful sleep.

      Not that it helped much. She woke up feeling like a zombie, and as her day progressed, she didn’t feel much better. She spent most of it in a daze and tried to keep busy with laundry and cleaning. She seemed to have passed the nausea-in-the-morning issue, and in fact, her appetite had returned with a vengeance. She ate her way through a bag of green grapes and polished off the rest of her watermelon slices before noon. She watched Netflix and took a bath. She tried her best not to dwell on that fact that the entirety of her world had changed overnight. And that Ethan had been the one to change it.

      Her Ethan. The man she’d known her entire life, it seemed. The guy who’d always been there with her and Rick, and now the dynamic had evolved into something more. Something scary because it was something real, and she had no idea how to navigate this new landscape without hitting at least a couple of landmines.

      And as she stepped out of Ethan’s truck and walked toward the front door of his parents’ home, her stomach tumbled ,and she was grateful for his hand at her back.

      “We’re really doing this,” Emily said, turning to Ethan. She was nervous. More nervous than she cared to admit, and suddenly, the idea of sharing a meal with Frank and Simone Caldwell didn’t seem like a good one. Because at the heart of it all, she’d been lying to herself. She was all talk. She totally cared what people thought. Especially when those people were folks she cared about.

      Ethan slid long, warm fingers underneath her chin and tipped her head upward. “We are,” he said slowly. “But like I said last night, you’re in control. We’ll tell them about the baby. They don’t need to know the details or how this happened.”

      “Pretty sure they’ll figure them out on their own.” Her attempt at humor brought a smile to Ethan’s face, and the sight of it lifted her spirits. It had been too long. She and Ethan had lived in darkness for too damn long.

      The door opened just then, and Georgianna greeted them, a big grin on her face. She glanced over her shoulder before turning back.

      “Okay, just so you know, they know nothing.” Her voice was low but dramatic nonetheless, like she was the keeper of the biggest secret in the world.

      Which she kind of was. “Mom didn’t go to church today because Mrs. Singer fell and broke her hip and Mom is her contact, so she’s spent most of the day at the hospital helping her fill out paperwork and waiting for Mrs. Singer’s daughter to show from out of state. You might want to send the woman flowers or something and thank her for her fall, because now you can take your time and wait for the right moment.”

      “Sure thing,” Ethan responded with a chuckle. “I’ll get right on that.”

      “I mean it, Eth. Now you guys can ease into it.” She turned to Emily, her grin wide and open. “I’m so excited.”

      “What’s the excitement all about?” Simone appeared beside her daughter, though her eyes seemed to be hungry for no one but her son.

      “Nothing,” Georgianna said quickly. “I’m just happy they’re here is all.”

      Eventually, Simone Caldwell’s gaze fell to Emily, and with a soft smile, she enveloped her into a hug that would warm the coldest heart. She kissed Emily’s cheek and slowly let go. Frank cleared his throat from behind them, and she and Georgianna stepped aside. Frank took Emily’s coat and shook his son’s hand vigorously before muttering something unintelligible and pulling him into a tight embrace.

      “Good to see you son,” Frank said roughly before letting Ethan go. “I taped the Lions game.”

      Simone threaded her am through Emily’s and led the way to the homey kitchen that ran the width of the house. The smells were a little overpowering, and for a second, Emily thought she’d be sick. Her mouth watered. Heat flushed her skin, and she closed her eyes in an effort to stop the wave.

      “How you been holding up, hon?”

      What?

      “Emily?”

      The heat passed, and Emily relaxed. She exhaled slowly and managed a smile.

      “Are you okay?” The look on Simone’s face, and the tone of her voice brought tears to Emily’s eyes. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed Ethan’s parents. Their genuine warmth was like a blanket that settled over her shoulders, and in no time the stress of the last few days slipped off her like water down the drain.

      “Yes,” she said softly, realizing that for the first time in a long time, she was doing okay. Sure, there were unknowns in the future, the biggest of which was the man who watched from the other side of the room, but she had something she hadn’t had in a long time, and it was something Ethan had given to her.

      Hope.

      “That’s good to hear,” Simone said, smoothing down the front of her skirt. The woman had always been an attractive well-dressed lady who loved her family with the kind of ferocity that would make a lioness proud. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since Rick’s funeral.” A soft frown touched her forehead. “How are Helen and Charles? Have you talked to them lately?”

      “Not in a few weeks. They left for Arizona, and I don’t think they’re back until after Thanksgiving.”

      “Yes, I remember hearing that. It probably does them good to head out of town for a change of scenery and all that. Memories are wonderful and precious, but sometimes they linger when we need time to process.” She glanced over to her son and spoke lightly. “I’m glad you came for dinner, Ethan.” She gave Emily another quick hug. “And even more glad you brought company.” She stepped back. “Now what can I get you to drink? Georgie and I just opened a bottle of Pinot Noir from a Canadian winery in the Niagara region. Your father brought it back after his last fishing trip.” She turned to Emily expectantly. “You’re a red wine connoisseur, if I remember correctly. Can I pour you a glass?”

      Emily was slow to react, and when she did, she stumbled over the question. “I ah… Thank you but I’m going to pass. I’ve a bit of a headache, so water is good.”

      Concern immediately flashed across Simone’s face. “Can I get you anything? An aspirin?”

      “I’m good. Water is fine.”

      The five of them nibbled on appies of hot brie with red pepper jelly, smoked meats, grapes (thank God), and strawberries, and caught up on each other’s lives.

      Recently retired from a long career in teaching and later on as a principal at the local high school, Frank kept busy volunteering and heading up the beautification committee of Crystal Lake. While Simone, who’d spent most of her life working as a hair stylist from a shop in the basement, now volunteered at the old folks’ home.

      And Georgianna, well, she was punching the clock at the Coach House. “I’m still trying to figure out things, you know?” she said with a shrug.

      “You will, pumpkin,” Frank responded, getting to his feet. He patted his daughter on the shoulder, and something about the simple act made Emily’s heart hurt.

      I wonder where he is? she thought, glancing away. She had vague memories of her father, more like impressions really of a larger than life man with hair the color of the sun, a big laugh and an easy smile. One day, when she was seven, he’d dropped her off at school, and when she came home that afternoon, he was gone. Her mother had been on the front porch, furiously making her way through a pack of cigarettes. The smoke had circled her head like a halo.

      “He’s not coming back, and I don’t want any simpering out of you,” her mother had said. “One thing you’d do well to learn right here and now is that there’s always something better. Don’t you dare settle for the first man to turn your head.”

      “Dinner’s ready.” Startled from her memory, Emily got to her feet, Ethan at her side, and followed Georgianna and his father back to the kitchen.

      Simone had just walked in from the back deck, a large platter in her hands. “Smoked salmon with lemon and garlic.”

      The smell was strong, and Emily glanced up at Ethan, more than a little panicked. She shook her head and whispered, “I can’t eat fish.”

      Ethan’s hand crept to hers, and he turned to face her. “Hey, you okay?”

      Her eyes were closed, and she nodded slowly, waiting for her stomach to settle. Seemed as if her nausea was back with a vengeance.

      She felt his hand on her cheek and leaned into his warmth, grateful to have him there. “I’m good,” she finally managed to say. She looked up at Ethan, and the two of them stood like that for the longest time. She gave a slight nod, and he squeezed her shoulder in return.

      Emily turned to face his family. She offered a smile, felt it crack open her skin, then felt it fade as the heaviness of the moment pressed in.

      It was now or never.

      Ethan cleared his throat. “Guys, we’ve got something to share with you.”

      Simone’s face was full of concern as she glanced at her husband. Their gazes lingered on Georgianna before settling back onto Ethan. “You sound so serious, Ethan.”

      “I am.”

      “Well,” she replied. “Don’t keep us waiting. Tell us.”

      “I’m pregnant,” Emily said slowly, before Ethan could speak. She looked up at Ethan. “We’re pregnant.”

      Silence. Big. Fat. Silence.

      Emily watched Simone closely, looking for any sign that she’d read this all wrong. That maybe she should have kept quiet and given the Caldwells more time. But the woman’s face kind of softened as she clutched her husband.

      “A baby.”

      Ethan nodded, his voice rough and low. “Yes.”

      “Your baby.” She focused on her son.

      He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Oh.” Simone didn’t bother to stop the flow of tears that sprang to her eyes. She swiped at them and smiled. She didn’t ask questions. Didn’t wonder about the why of it or the potential consequences. She grabbed her husband’s hand and tugged on it. “We’re going to be grandparents.”

      Frank Caldwell grinned. He walked over to his son and pulled him into the kind of bear hug men do, big and hard and tight and over as quick as it had begun. “This is good news,” he whispered fiercely, glancing at Emily with a look that spoke volumes.

      Relief flooded her.

      Frank winked. “Good news indeed.”
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      By Tuesday, it was common knowledge that the recently and tragically widowed Emily Davenport was pregnant. Crystal Lake, being like any other typical small American town, had a demographic of down-home folks who’d grown up with each other in a place settled generations before by their ancestors. Knowing everyone’s business was like breathing air.

      Some folks took in that information and let it marinate. They might have brought it up at the dinner table while passing the basket of buns or reaching for the mashed potatoes. But generally, they’d talk about it and let it go, content in the knowledge that, while somewhat scandalous, Emily Davenport’s pregnancy didn’t affect their day-to-day lives.

      But there were others, like Darlene Phibbs or Trudy Styles, who lived for the sort of gossip they could twist and turn into something sordid. They took pleasure in spreading stories, not because they had firsthand knowledge and wanted to right some wrong assumptions, but because they enjoyed being the center of attention—even if that attention was focused on them because of the gossip they spewed and nothing else.

      Case in point.

      Tuesday night was a busy one at the Coach House. Not only was it half-price fajitas and nachos, but after nine o’clock, karaoke was king. It was a night when money and laughter and alcohol flowed (and not in that particular order) and by eight Georgianna, had already made nearly two hundred dollars in tips. She’d just dropped off menus at a rowdy table of guys who’d come in to celebrate their beer league hockey game win, when she grabbed a plate of nachos from the busboy Gus and carried them over to her booth in the back. It was occupied by none other than Connor Jenkins and a man he introduced as Ryland Banks. Apparently, the man had been born in Crystal Lake, but he was someone she wasn’t familiar with.

      He was, however, very attractive in a dark, dangerous kind of way, though the newcomer wasn’t very talkative. In fact, he seemed annoyed whenever Georgianna approached their table. She set down the nachos with a smile for Connor (screw his friend) and took exactly one step back when she heard Trudy Styles speak. The woman’s voice was unmistakable on account of the fact it was high and nasally and she was obviously projecting because she wanted people to hear her. She sat in the next booth with three women, all of them locals, though older than Georgie.

      “So you guys know how I told you Miss Prom Queen was pregnant? I’ve got more tea.”

      “Tea?” one of them asked.

      “Yeah. Tea. As in the scoop.”

      “I don’t understand,” the woman replied.

      “Tea means gossip.” Trudy made a sound of disgust. “It doesn’t matter. Get this. The father is Ethan Caldwell.”

      Georgianna’s face burned at the glee in Trudy’s voice.

      “Didn’t he go a little crazy after Rick’s accident?” one of them asked.

      “Like a bat. A hot, dark, and twisted bat,” another piped in. “God, he’s handsome.”

      “He’s like, well, he was Rick’s best friend.” If anything, Trudy’s voice got louder.

      “I don’t believe you,” the first woman said.

      “It’s true,” Trudy insisted.

      “Well, if it is,” one of the other woman said, “I think it’s awful. I mean, what kind of woman would have sex with her dead husband’s best friend?”

      “The kind who would sleep with anyone’s husband. I heard she was keeping company with Boone Avery a while back. Maybe folks have got it wrong. Maybe it’s his kid.” The venom in Trudy’s voice was hard enough to slice through glass.

      Trudy glanced up just then. Her eyes collided with Georgianna’s gaze and a slow, predatory smile spread across her face. “Why don’t we ask Georgie Caldwell? Did you brother knock up Emily or what?”

      Georgianna waited a couple of heartbeats before answering the woman. She had to. The anger that burned inside her and heated her blood was so strong, she had to resist the urge to grab the full jug of beer from Connor Jenkins’s table and toss the entire thing over the blonde’s head.

      She took the last few steps needed to bring her abreast of the table and took her time eyeing up the other ladies before stopping at Trudy.

      “Do you know what I find interesting about you, Trudy?” Georgie asked lightly, smiling down at the woman with the biggest fake-ass smile she could muster.

      Trudy snickered toward her girlfriends. “What’s that, hon?”

      Georgianna placed both hands on the edge of the table and leaned forward. She eyed up Trudy one last time and shook her head in disgust. “Abso-fucking-lutely nothing.”

      Connor laughed out loud and winked at her as she sailed past his table head high, indignant, and feeling more than justified at her saucy attitude. If she had have taken the time to glance over her shoulder, she would have noticed Connor’s pal watching from the shadows. She would have seen his gaze linger longer than it should have, and maybe his dark good looks would have triggered a memory.

      But as it was, she grabbed the round of drinks for her hockey boys and got on with her night.
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      Ethan and Emily fell into a routine of sorts. It started slowly, him coming to town after work. The two of them having dinner together, then flipping through Netflix afterward to find a movie or documentary to watch. Emily hadn’t changed—she still enjoyed forensics, and he lost count of the murder-mystery type shows they consumed.

      Occasionally, Ethan would spend the night at Emily’s. Not in her bed, but on the sofa. He was the perfect gentleman, and she was…distant.

      The first time had been the Monday after they’d dropped the baby bomb on his parents. He’d come to town that afternoon and met Emily at her doctor’s. He’d been nervous, but what guy wouldn’t be? The entire thing was foreign to him—babies and mothers, and doctors who talked about hormones and growth charts and uteruses, placentas, and weight gain. They discussed the baby’s heartbeat, and he’d been able to listen in. It was fast and strong, and he felt humbled. And overwhelmed.

      His baby’s heartbeat.

      Ethan had kept his cool. Heck, he’d been concerned for Emily because she burst into tears at the sound and she’d already heard it—more than once. But inside, he was scared. He knew he was out of his element. He’d done a poor job of keeping it together these last few years. He’d fallen into a dark twisted tunnel and stayed there because it was easier then dealing with reality. If it weren’t for Emily and the baby, he’d still be back there. What did that say about him? How in hell was he supposed to look after a child? How was he supposed to be there for a kid who’d need someone to look up to?

      He wasn’t built like his father, and the weight of it kept him up at night. There was a burn that festered beneath his skin, and sometimes, when he was alone in the shop working on a bike, he let that burn run hot. He felt as if it were only a question of time before he fucked up.

      Unfortunately for Ethan, the opportunity came sooner than he thought. It was the Tuesday before Thanksgiving. He was meeting Link Major at the Coach House for a beer to give him an update on the bike. The Brit wasn’t a townie and most likely didn’t know Ethan’s history, or at least he’d never brought up Rick or Emily or the accident that had claimed Rick’s life, so he was looking forward to a beer and the opportunity to forget that stuff and shoot the shit with a guy who loved bikes as much as he did. They could continue their debate on the differences between Indian motorcycles and Harleys, and how his British-made Triumph fit into the picture.

      Ethan got to the Coach House before Link and grabbed a spot at the bar. He ordered a draft from Tiny, a bartender who was the polar opposite of his nickname. The man was at least six foot six, with shoulders and muscle to match his height. The shaved head and tattoos were a smokescreen, though. According to some folks, Tiny had the softest heart in Crystal Lake.

      He accepted his draft with a nod before grabbing his phone to check for messages. There was one from Link, sent a few minutes ago letting him know he was on his way. Two from his sister that he ignored, and other than that, nothing.

      His finger hovered over Emily’s name, and he considered checking in with her, but pocketed his phone before he did. He hated feeling off-kilter. Not knowing how to proceed and the walking-on-eggshells thing was getting old. But he’d promised her, and when it came to this thing between them, she was driving the bus. It was up to Emily to make the first move, the one that would get them past this distant, polite existence they’d fallen into, and damned if he was going to do anything to make her uncomfortable, even if this in-between place was driving him crazy.

      Ethan was nearly done with his draft when Link strolled in and grabbed the empty stool beside him. They talked about the bike and decided on baby blue for the body. Ethan informed Link he was nearly done and anticipated a delivery date by the first week of December. Link told him about the first Triumph he’d ever owned, a gift from his paternal grandfather for his sixteenth birthday.

      Their conversation took on a melancholy mood—turned out Link had crashed the bike a week after he’d been gifted it because, as the Brit said with disgust, “I was a right young asshole with an attitude bigger than the whole of England. He was a good man, my grandfather. His son was a bastard, but he was okay.” He paused and finished his beer. “Turns out the old guy doesn’t have long. Bloody cancer.” Sheepishly, he glanced at Ethan. “Sorry, mate. I don’t mean to be such a downer. I just… My grandfather means a lot to me. Didn’t matter what I did, he always believed in me. That I’d come around and make a life for myself. And through all that, I’ve been a shit grandson. Haven’t been back to see him in over a year.”

      Ethan didn’t know much about Link Major other than that he was a big deal in the soccer world and had pretty much shocked everyone when he’d retired from the game and come to live in Crystal Lake.

      “You heading back to England?” Ethan asked.

      “Leaving tomorrow.” Link cracked a smile. “Don’t know how it’s going to go. I’m not welcome at my dad’s. His new wife isn’t a fan. Says I’ll upset their kids.” He shook his head. “Me mum wasn’t even six months dead and he’d already knocked up the new one.”

      Ethan’s gaze slid away. The scenario was too close to the reality he was living in.

      “Hey, sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that. You and your lady are worlds away from my father and the secretary he should have seen coming.”

      “So you’ve heard,” Ethan replied. Of course he had. Mouth tight, he looked away.

      “It’s all anyone around here seems to be talking about these days.” Link got to his feet. “I wouldn’t worry about it, mate. I haven’t been here long, but it’s no different from the town I grew up in. People like to gossip. Makes them forget about their own shite lives. But one thing I’ve learned is that folks generally move on to something new in a couple of weeks.” He slapped Ethan on the shoulder. “And for what’s it’s worth, Elise thinks this is probably the best thing to happen to the both of you.”

      “Elise?”

      Link smiled and took a step back. “One hell of a smart lady I know. Smarter than me, that’s for sure, and if I had my way, all of Crystal Lake would be talking about the two of us instead of you. As the good Lord said on the sixth day, we can’t always get what we want.”

      “Pretty sure that was the Stones.”

      Link tossed some bills onto the bar and grinned. “Mick is God to me. I’ll touch base when I get back from England.”

      Ethan passed on another drink. One was more than enough with a drive ahead in snowy weather. He slid off his stool with every intention of leaving, when he turned and nearly ran over Paul Davenport, Rick’s cousin.

      “The hell?” Paul said with a glare. On top of being loud and obnoxious, the guy was a dick, the kind with a self-inflated ego and constant need for attention. What made it worse was he was also the kind of guy willing to do just about anything to get that attention.

      Ethan had only tolerated the man because of Rick. For whatever reason, he’d had a soft spot for his cousin. Ethan took a step back at about the same time he realized Paul had had more than just a couple of drinks. Not a good combination.

      “Hey, sorry, but dude, haven’t seen you in ages.” He was loud and slurred his words, and who the hell said dude at their age?

      “I’m just leaving,” Ethan said, moving out of the man’s way.

      “Have a drink with me,” Paul insisted, shoving past Ethan and yelling for Tiny.

      “I’m good. Maybe another time.” Ethan tossed a ten spot on the bar. “Tiny, get Paul whatever he wants and then maybe call him a cab.”

      “You won’t raise a glass with me for Rick?” Belligerent, Paul turned to face Ethan.

      Ethan tried to keep things light, even though inside, that burn that had been nagging him for days began to spread.

      “Maybe some other time. I’ve got somewhere to be.”

      “Right.” Paul pointed his big meaty finger Ethan’s way and moved forward, effectively blocking Ethan’s path to the exit. Then he thumped Ethan on the shoulder. Hard. So hard, Ethan rocked back on his feet.

      The fuse was lit, and it was all Ethan could do not to throw a punch. “Back off, Davenport.”

      “You’re a piece of work, you know that? You always thought you were better than me.”

      “Not better,” Ethan replied, practically growling. “Just smarter.”

      “I’ve got one question. Answer me that, and I’ll let you leave.”

      Let him leave? The burn was red hot, and Ethan clenched his fists, his entire body strung tight and humming with the kind of energy that could hurt. Or break. Or destroy.

      One of Paul’s friends, the smart one, pulled on his arm and tried to defuse the situation. “Come on, man. Let’s go have another beer and order us up some spicy wings and fries.” But Paul wasn’t having any of it. He yanked his arm away and rounded on Ethan.

      “I wonder what Rick would think is all. What with you banging his wife and knocking her up less than six months after he died.”

      The fuse exploded, and if it weren’t for Tiny, who appeared from nowhere with the kind of speed expected from a man half his size, Ethan would have clocked Paul Davenport and sent him well into next week. But with his arms effectively held back by Tiny, he couldn’t do anything. The man was a tank.

      “He’s not worth it, Caldwell.” Tiny’s hands loosened a bit at about the same time Paul tried to sucker punch Ethan, though all he managed to do was graze Ethan’s forehead. It wasn’t hard enough to inflict a lot of damage, but there was enough force to cut flesh to bone.

      Within seconds, Nash had hopped over the bar and had Paul in a headlock. He looked up at Ethan, who’d just shaken himself from Tiny’s grip.

      “Son of a bitch,” he snarled, eyes on Paul

      “You okay?”

      Ethan didn’t answer. He didn’t trust himself. He was too angry, at Paul and at himself…at the world, it seemed. He gave a curt nod and shoved his way past the crowd that had gathered, and didn’t stop until he got into his truck. He pointed it toward the lake and bypassed the town entirely. He wasn’t in the right frame of mind to see Emily. Couldn’t handle another polite night filled with covert glances and things unsaid.

      Jaw clenched so tight pain radiated up his jaw, he swiped at the blood dripping into his eye and, with a curse, rooted through the glove box for a napkin or something like it while steering his truck at the same time.

      Bad decision.

      A large buck—big enough to do major damage—sprinted across the road, and Ethan barely had time to react. He yanked on the steering wheel—hard—but the back tires hit the gravel on the side of the road and then snow or a patch of black ice when he overcorrected, and he spun out. His truck ended up in a ditch, which was maddening, but a foot to the right and he would have hit a large oak tree head-on.

      When it was all said and done, Ethan was lucky. Sure, he’d banged his head again and sprained his hand somehow, but other than a lot of blood that made things look worse than they were, he was okay. A little dizzy, but okay. Nate Edwards came upon him a couple of minutes after he’d ended up in the ditch and, even though Ethan protested, he’d called an ambulance. It arrived before the tow truck. Nate promised to stay with Ethan’s rig until it was towed.

      The paramedic, Meredith Stanford, a former classmate of his, walked with him into the emergency room—he’d refused to ride in on a gurney—it went against hospital policy, but Meredith knew when to back off. She passed him off to nurse Lisa Booker, Nash and Cam’s mother, a woman he’d known his entire life. She clucked her way through an exam, checked his blood pressure and heart rate, and took some blood before taking a step back.

      “You probably have a slight concussion and you’ll need stitches across your forehead, but we’ll let Doctor Simmons have a look-see.” She wrote something on his chart. “You’re lucky, Ethan.” Her voice was subdued. “It could have been worse.” She raised an eyebrow and quietly asked, “Have you been drinking?”

      “No. A buck ran across the road, and I hit some ice.” Ethan attempted a smile, though it fell flat. The sad truth was that he’d been in this position before and she’d saved his ass. “I had a beer at Nash’s, but that’s it.”

      “Okay. They’ll check anyway, but I thought I’d ask.” She winked. “I’m glad you’re okay.” She stepped back and pulled the cloth divider into place, and for the first time since he’d ended up in the ditch, Ethan let out a long breath.

      He felt drained. Like he’d just run a marathon or competed in an Iron Man competition. Hell, even his legs felt like noodles. He was about to stand and get the circulation going when the divider was yanked back with such force, he was surprised the framing overhead didn’t bend or collapse.

      Emily stood in front of him, face as white as the sheets on the bed, those big eyes of her glassy and water filled. She had a fist to her mouth, and when he took a step toward her, she shook her head and whispered, “No.”

      The sound of that one word damn near broke his heart.

      For several moments, he watched as a host of emotions swept across her face, and just when he couldn’t take the no-talking thing, she walked forward and wrapped her arms around his chest so tight, he could barely breathe.

      But he didn’t care. He’d learn not to breathe for ten minutes if that’s how long she’d hold him like that. Slowly, his hands crept up and settled around her shoulders. He cradled her to him, the two of them swaying like reeds in the wind. She burrowed into his neck and melted against him. After a few moments, she sighed deeply and looked him straight in the eye.

      “I can’t lose you, Ethan.” She shook her head, and when she rested her cheek on his chest, his heart cracked wide open. “Do you understand?”

      He nodded but couldn’t answer. His throat seemed to be full of sawdust. He gave it a couple of seconds. “Yeah.”

      “We can’t lose you,” she whispered.
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      Molly Jacobs had called Emily with the news that Ethan had been in an accident. It didn’t matter that Molly had expressly said he was okay, that he’d been taken to hospital with a possible concussion and for Emily not to worry.

      None of that mattered. How could she not worry? How could she not rush to the other side of town, committing at least two traffic violations that she knew of, and probably more in her haste to see Ethan. She took Doctor Webber’s parking spot and sprinted inside, fighting nausea and fear and the dark images that were never far from her mind.

      She hated the hospital with all the fire of a thousand suns, and just entering the emergency department had nearly brought her knees. The smell, that antiseptic scent meant to cover death made her stomach roll, but she ignored it and marched over to the reception desk. She’d barely got Ethan’s name out when Lisa Booker appeared and pointed her toward the last curtained off area.

      “He’s doing just fine,” Lisa had murmured softly, her eyes soft with the knowledge of just how hard it was for Emily to be here.

      That was nearly two hours ago, and still Emily’s nerves were shot. She watched from a few feet away as a pretty intern finished stitching up the cut above Ethan’s right eye. His mouth was tight, and though the young woman joked with him as she worked, he was quiet, his dark eyes finding Emily several times when he’d attempt a smile, which she would politely return.

      She knew this was hard for him too. Knew that he was remembering another night when the two of them had rushed to the emergency room, only the outcome had been so much worse.

      Chest tight, she shuddered and looked away. So much about that night was buried. So much of it she hadn’t shared with anyone. Not even Ethan.

      “That should do it,” the young intern said, stepping back with a smile aimed at Emily. “Your husband should be as good as new, and Dr. Webber says he can leave.”

      Emily didn’t bother to correct the woman, and as soon as the intern left, Ethan hopped off the bed.

      “Damn.” He winced and swore a blue streak when he banged his hand on the table to his left. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, grabbing his coat. “It hurts like a son of a bitch.”

      “Did you get that from the accident or from the altercation with Paul at the Coach House?”

      Ethan shot her a look. “You heard about that.”

      “I did.” She watched him closely. Saw the storm that lingered beneath his skin. Always there, waiting to explode.

      “Are we really going to do this now?”

      “No, it doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “Let’s go home.”

      There was no question Ethan was staying at Emily’s. He followed her out to her car in silence, and the two didn’t speak on the short ride home. Ethan stared out the window into the dark, his knee bopping up and down like a jackhammer, while Emily concentrated on the roads, which had gotten a significant amount of snow in the two hours she’d been at the hospital.

      The storm inside him was close to the surface. She felt it in the long silences and the way his eyes slid from hers. She had no idea what had happened at the Coach House, had only heard about it from Georgianna when she’d called Ethan’s sister to let her know he was okay.

      Emily pulled into her driveway, and less than five minutes later, she was wrapped up in a blanket on the sofa, hot chocolate in her hands, while Ethan stoked the wood in the fireplace. Bilbo was curled up at her feet, the dog unusually quiet, as if he sensed the mood of his humans.

      “You sure you don’t want anything?” she asked. “There’s potato soup. I saw this recipe online and decided to try it. I mean, I’ve never been much of a cook, but it’s not too bad. You might need to add some extra salt or…” Was he listening? “Something.”

      Ethan glanced over his shoulder. “I’m good.”

      “You’re not, though,” she slowly replied. At his raised eyebrow, she continued. “You’re not good. What happened at the Coach House?”

      “Paul Davenport happened.”

      “He’s an ass.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But that doesn’t answer my question. What happened?” She set down her mug, aware the air had thickened, that the shadows cast by the fire only enhanced the heaviness of the moment. “What did he say to you?”

      “What do you think he said?” Ethan turned, his dark eyes fired up with that burn of anger that fueled the storm inside him. “Fuck,” he growled, running his good hand through the mess of hair at his nape.

      “I don’t know what he said, Ethan. So tell me.”

      “You don’t want to know,” he bit out, something ugly flickering in his eyes before he turned away, one hand fisted at his side.

      Bilbo whined and rested his head on her foot, and for a little bit, the only sound in the room was the crackling fire as the flames licked their way across the logs.

      “Do you remember when we went camping up at the old resort? The one Hudson Blackwell revamped a couple of years ago?”

      Ethan didn’t say a word, but it didn’t matter. She could talk for the both of them.

      “It was the fall of our senior year. The weekend after homecoming. The place had been closed down for years, and most of the cabins were falling apart. But we found two with roofs that were whole and floors that weren’t riddled with holes. There were twelve of us, the whole gang.” She closed her eyes as memories washed over her. “That was one of the last times we were all together, before the craziness of senior year and applying to college took over. My mom had just remarried for the second time, and I hated Mark and couldn’t wait to get away for the weekend. To play house with Rick and my friends. We drank and ate corndogs over the fire and told stupid stories and listened to the Rolling Stones and the Beatles and Led Zeppelin.”

      She stared up at the ceiling and lost herself.

      “You brought Tandy Simmons, the new girl. Remember her?” She glanced back to Ethan, but he still faced the fire. “She was so pretty, with all that long dark curly hair and skin the color of warm honey. Her British accent was cool. I was so incredibly jealous of her. Not because she was pretty or British. But because I hated the way she’d always tug on your arm and pull you down for a kiss like you were a puppet on a string. Hated the way she constantly chewed gum and snapped it and tried to change the music to some obscure band none of us had ever heard of.”

      Slowly, Ethan turned to face her.

      “But do you want to know what I really hated?” Her voice was low, and at first, she wasn’t sure Ethan heard her. But after a few moments, he walked over and slid onto the arm of the sofa, his dark eyes on her.

      “What?”

      “I hated how she acted as if she owned you. Like her being there with you meant you guys were a thing. Meant that she was more than just the girl you were having sex with.” Her voice trailed off. “I hated knowing you guys were in the next room having all that sex, and I hated myself for feeling that way. I mean, Rick and I were together, and I was happy, and you were our best friend, but…”

      “But what?” he asked, voice rough.

      “But there was a part of me that felt like you and I had a connection, something that went beyond being just friends, and she was screwing it all up.” She leaned forward. “Do you remember what happened the Saturday night up there? You and Tandy got into a fight, and she went off into the woods. Rick went after her because you refused, and I was pissed at Rick for doing that. I mean, I was his girlfriend, and on top of that, she’d been a dick to you. Tried to get you jealous by dancing too close to Cam Booker and then caused a fight when you did nothing. Do your rememb—”

      “I kissed you,” he said roughly.

      She swallowed, tried to clear the knot in her throat, and nodded. “You did. And I kissed you back. At the time, I was too shocked to do or say anything other than blame the booze and the fight and all that heightened emotion. The next day, we laughed it off as if it didn’t mean anything, and we decided not to tell Rick or Tandy because it didn’t matter. It was a drunken stupid thing.

      “But I thought about that kiss for a long time afterward. I thought about it whenever you brought some new girl home from college or picked up some woman in a bar and brought her to a party.” She exhaled. “I thought about it for the longest time until I realized there was no point. I was with Rick, and you and I were just friends. I had no right to feel anything when it came to you and the women you kept company with. I pretended it didn’t matter, and I felt like I was betraying Rick because it did. It confused me so much that I pushed it to the back of my mind and forgot about it.”

      She got to her feet and touched his cheek. “So when I ask you what Paul Davenport said to piss you off, you don’t have to answer, because I already know. Or at least I’m pretty sure what direction that conversation took. We’ve given the whole town something to talk about, and I don’t care about any of that because I’ve got so many other things to think about. Rick’s accident and his existence in that in-between world for five years taught me something. And I know it sounds cliché and that it’s the plot of every single sappy movie or love song or whatever, but life is too short. It’s too short to care what people think or not to take a chance on something that could bring happiness because of what people think. I’m guilty of it. We all are, except for the few who really don’t give a fuck.”

      Her hand dropped. “I want to be one of those rare few. I’m done living my life for everyone but myself. There’s too much at stake.” She cradled her belly. “This thing between you and me has always been there.” She took a step back, about to lay herself bare.

      “And I think Rick knew it. I think that’s why he felt he could do the things he did, and I’m sure he felt bad about it. I saw it in his eyes every single time he lied to me. I think he knew you’d always be there. That if he screwed up so badly and broke me, you’d be the one to pick up the pieces and glue me back together. He knew I’d be eventually be okay. He loved me, I know he did, but Rick loved himself more.”

      Her voice trailed off because she wasn’t exactly sure she could say the things buried deep inside her.

      “It’s why he could leave my bed and screw Trudy Styles or Megan Roth or any of the women he fucked the entire time we were together. It’s why he could come home and lie and say he was fishing with the boys and time got away from him. It’s why he could tell me he loved me and go about his life as if he wasn’t the biggest cheater ever in the history of cheating. And it’s why I was so angry with you for the longest time, because I knew you were aware. How could you not be? I saw it in your eyes when you looked at me, or the way you didn’t look at me while offering up some lame excuse as to why Rick wasn’t home yet or why he’d been spotted at a restaurant with some blonde. You covered for him. I was pissed that you chose him over me, but I get it. I mean, you two were best friends since you were in diapers. You loved him like I did, and I’m guessing a part of you didn’t want to hurt me. Didn’t want to be the one responsible for that kind of pain.”

      “I had no idea you knew any of that stuff,” he said slowly, and she saw his confusion. His concern. “Why didn’t you say anything? Why’d you let him treat you like that?”

      “I don’t know.” It was a brutal and short and honest answer that didn’t answer anything. “Daddy issues? A mom who didn’t care enough? Insecurity? It could be any of those or all of them. Thing is? It doesn’t matter anymore. The why of it. I’m done living in the past. I don’t want to think about what could have been or what actually happened or why I did or didn’t do something.”

      Was she brave enough to say what it was she had to say?

      “We’re more than friends, Ethan. We always have been, and I think you’ve struggled with it the same way I did. Now you’ve told me you wanted to build a life together. That this child we’ve created is our family. Tonight, when I got that phone call from Molly telling me you’d been in an accident, my world stopped spinning. My heart stopped working. My eyes couldn’t see. I saw a future without you, and it was dark. It’s not a future I want. So we’ll make this work in whatever way we can. We can raise this child and do it successfully in whatever way we choose.

      “But I can’t be second best anymore. I can’t be the afterthought, or the icing on the cake. We can’t be together and sleep in the same bed, you and I, unless you want me for me and not because I’m carrying your child, or you’re looking to right some kind of wrong that only you know about.” She stopped and thought about what to say and how to say it, because she knew she needed to get this right.

      “We don’t have to have some big romance or the kind of love that goes along with that. But we need something more than what we have. You are a good man, and I think…” Her words caught at the back of her throat, hung up on feelings and thoughts and emotions. “I think you have feelings for me. I think they could be enough for us. But I can’t be with you in the way you want until I know for certain that your feelings aren’t twisted up in the guilt that eats at you every single day. I can’t be that for anyone, not ever again.”

      Bilbo barked, and she jumped, a little shaky and a whole lot drained from the night. “The day of the accident, Rick was upset when he left here. We had the biggest fight of our lives. You’re not the only one who carries guilt, and one day, when it feels right, I’ll tell you why.” She slowly exhaled, feeling strange, kind of foggy. “The blankets are in the cupboard.”

      Emily turned and headed for her bedroom and slipped between her covers, hugging Bilbo close when the dog burrowed in beside her. There was freedom in laying things on the line. In exposing yourself and being honest. For finally admitting the truth to yourself.

      There was also fear.

      For now, she decided to forget about the fear and focus on the possibility of not only sharing a child with Ethan, but a life with the man she supposed she’d always loved. Some folks might find it strange that she’d carved out a place in her heart for two men. And maybe it was. However…

      For the first time in weeks, Emily slept like a baby.
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      Thanksgiving was a favorite at the Caldwell home.

      In the days leading up to that special Thursday, Simone got busy baking pies and cookies and squares, while Frank strung their Christmas lights outside, decorated the interior, and did up a fresh traditional cornucopia centerpiece for the dining room table. On the day of, they listened to Creedence and the Stones, humming along to “Angie” or “Bad Moon Rising” while they worked together in the kitchen. Simone, with her creamy mashed potatoes, fresh-baked buns, sweet potato balls, honey carrots and turnip, and homemade cranberry sauce, cooked up a storm. And Frank, who was in charge of the biggest turkey he could find, did a stellar job roasting it.

      It was a day of food, family, and football, and, if the weather permitted, skating on the pond out back with friends, topped off by a bonfire and hot chocolate. If it snowed, all the better.

      It had been that way for as long as Ethan could remember, though this year was different for a few reasons. First off, he hadn’t stumbled through his parents’ front door midafternoon because he’d kept company with a bottle of tequila until six a.m. Hell, he’d been up before the crack of dawn because the damn sofa at Emily’s was too small for his tall frame, which meant he’d been on time, if a little stiff and sore.

      Secondly, there was Emily. She was part of this. It wasn’t as if she’d never spent Thanksgiving with him and his folks but still, it was different. Truthfully, there’d been more than a few times when she’d come for Thanksgiving dinner because her mother wasn’t around and Rick’s family had always headed out of town for the holiday. But back then, she’d been Rick’s girl, not the mother-to-be of the first Caldwell grandchild.

      And Lord, but his mother was fussing over Emily, while treating Ethan like he was still a wet-behind-the-ears fifteen-year-old. His winter coat wasn’t warm enough. Apparently, neither were his boots. She got Emily water and snacks and a blanket because her feet were cold. She’d clucked over Ethan because she thought he looked pale, and checked to make sure his stitches were good. She frowned and gave him the stink-eye when he told her he was heading out to shovel the snow from the pond.

      “What about your wrist?”

      “It’s fine.” He pushed open the front door.

      “Put on a hat, Eth,” she said, watchful eyes on him.

      “Gosh, we can’t have the prodigal son catching a cold,” Georgianna said, striding up the pathway.

      “You’re late,” Simone replied, dropping a kiss to her daughter’s cheek before she moved aside to let her in.

      “And Ethan’s early. Is this some kind of parallel universe?”

      “Maybe,” he replied.

      “Is Emily inside?” Georgianna asked, shucking off her boots, eyes on Ethan.

      “Yeah. Mom’s got her wrapped up like a cocoon. She’s probably asleep in front of the fire.” Ethan pulled a knit hat from his coat pocket, held it in the air for his mom to see, and pulled it on. He gave his mother the thumbs-up and escaped outside before she noticed he hadn’t pulled on a second pair of socks.

      “Dinner is in an hour,” Simone said just before the door closed behind him. Ethan pulled on his gloves and made his way around the house to the shed out back. After he retrieved a shovel, he followed a snow-covered path that cut through the trees at the back of his parents’ property and led to a large pond. The Caldwells technically lived in town, but their home was located at the very edge in an older section that boasted big lots set back among a forest of trees. There were two benches to his right and a large firepit to his left. And, as his gaze swept the area, at least a foot of snow over the entire pond.

      He grabbed the shovel and got busy, enjoying the silence that came with a snow-blanketed forest and the exertion that came with shoveling. It made it easy for him to forget. To not think about Emily and all those things she’d said, because thinking about them damn near drove him crazy.

      Ethan shoveled for maybe half an hour, working up a good enough sweat that he took off his winter coat and tossed it onto one of the benches. It was cold, but there was no wind, and with the sun shining and all that shoveling, he was hot has hell. It was about that time his father joined him, and in another twenty minutes, the two of them had the pond cleared. He stuck his shovel into the snow by the bench and took the beer his dad offered.

      “Supposed to get another foot tonight,” Frank said, eyes on the sky.

      “Yeah?” Ethan followed his dad’s gaze, noticing a buildup of clouds to the left over the lake. “When’s it supposed to start?”

      “Overnight. Midnight maybe.” Frank smiled. “Good thing too. The Jacobs clan is headed over later, and damned if we’re not going to get in a game of pond hockey. Last year, all I had was Georgianna and some of her pals to back me up. She might be a great soccer player, but the girl has two left feet when it comes to skates.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that,” Ethan replied with a chuckle. A weird expression crossed his father’s face, and suddenly, the air changed, or something changed. “What?”

      His father cleared his throat and took another pull from his can before answering. “It’s nice to hear you laugh is all. You’ve been in the dark for so long, I forgot what my boy looks like when he’s happy.”

      Ethan glanced down at his boots and worked away the sting in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said slowly. “I kind of disappeared there. I just didn’t know how be around people when I was so goddamn miserable. It was easier to be on my own than to try to pretend I was okay.”

      “You’ve had a tough road. I know Rick was like a brother to you. And I know what it’s like to lose someone so young and unexpectedly.”

      Right. Ethan slowly nodded. “Uncle George.”

      “He only held you once, a few months after you were born. He’d come home on leave to see the family and his girl, to catch up with his pals. We had a couple of nights where we acted like complete idiots, closed down the Coach House until Sal asked us to leave. It’s a small miracle your mother didn’t kick me out of the house. But she knew my little brother meant the world to me and that he was leaving to head back to Iraq to serve. And he did.” A sad smile touched his father’s face. “I never saw him alive after that.”

      His father tipped back his beer and finished it. He looked good, his dad, but he was grayer than before, and there were new lines around his mouth and eyes that Ethan hadn’t noticed. He’d checked out these last few years, and it made him wonder what else had passed him by while he was busy disappearing from life.

      “I miss him.” His dad glanced his way. “That’s not something that goes away, not even after thirty years. . I suppose that I’ll feel the same way when I’m eighty. God willing, I live that long. There’s a connection with that kind of love and pain, and it manifests in many ways. Sometimes, usually in the morning, in that sweet spot between dusk and dawn when the sun’s about to break open the day, I’ll wake up, and that’s when it happens.”

      Ethan waited for his father to continue, but the man took a few moments before he did.

      “The light is soft and shimmery when it falls through the window and tumbles into all those dust particles. They swirl about like little tornadoes and become something. If I stare long enough, I see him. He’s young and healthy and alive.”

      The conviction and sadness in his father’s voice touched something inside Ethan, but he clamped his mouth shut tight, afraid that if he spoke, all those things inside him would fall out and it would be a mess, and that was a can of worms he didn’t want to open. Not yet, anyway, and definitely not today.

      “I see a lot of him in you.” His dad’s voice was gruff, though his eyes were soft when he looked Ethan’s way. “Just like him, you’re strong willed. You play hard and love harder. You’re loyal to a fault, and you take everything that’s bad and keep it inside, and you try to deal with it on your own instead of asking for help.” His father looked off into the distance. “George never asked me for help. Hell, I didn’t even know he was back until we got the call that he’d…that he’d…”

      “Dad,” Ethan said quietly. “You don’t have to do this. I’m okay. I’m good. I’m not Uncle George.”

      “You need to hear this, son.” The pain in Frank Caldwell’s eyes shocked Ethan. “Your uncle bottled up all his demons and then tried to find solace at the bottom of a vodka bottle. When the vodka stopped working, he turned to other things, and when those things stopped working, he didn’t ask for help. He decided the only way he was gonna have any kind of peace was to leave. And he did. He got into his pickup truck and drove it off a cliff in Malibu. He was only a few years younger than you. Broke our parents’ hearts, and it didn’t take long for them to join him.” His father’s voice was barely above a whisper now, the words heavy with emotion.

      “Dad, I’m okay. I’ve never been… I would never.” He’d never been that low. Ethan didn’t know how to say what was in his heart. Hell, up until this moment, he’d never known the circumstances surrounding his uncle’s death.

      “I’ve wondered every single day how different things would be if he’d just asked for help. Or better yet, if he’d taken the help when it was offered. He had pals looking out for him. I met them at his funeral. If he had just grabbed hold of that second chance and not let go, things might have been different.” His father turned to him and rested his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Maybe we should have pushed more when you started disappearing on us, but we were afraid you’d just hop on your bike and leave, and we’d never see you again. You were so damn angry. And I get it. You lost Rick. You lost a brother. He wasn’t blood, but he was family. But you and Emily are together. You’ve got a baby to think about now, and I…”

      He squeezed Ethan’s shoulder. “If you need to talk about anything, I’m here, son. Don’t keep that shit bottled up.” With a pat and a hug, his father stepped back.

      “We’re not together,” Ethan said, glancing back at the pond. “Not in the way you think. One night in the summer when we were both feeling real low, things happened, you know? And that’s when…well, that’s when we…” He stumbled over his words.

      “I think I know what you’re trying so hard to explain.” Frank smiled, though his brow was furrowed in concentration. “You’re feeling guilt for being with Emily.  I think that’s a normal thing to experience. But Rick’s gone, and he’s been gone since the night of that accident. He never came back. And you and Emily, you’re both still here, with a lot of history between the two of you. Folks who know you two, really know you, aren’t surprised. There’s nothing to be guilty about.”

      “I told Rick he didn’t deserve her.” Ethan glanced sideways at his father. “The night of the accident. We got into it, and I told him I was going to tell her some things that would change them. Maybe break them up. He left pissed off, and we all know how it ended for Rick. If I had just kept my mouth shut, Rick would still be alive, and Emily would probably still be with him, and she’d be having his kid, not mine.”

      “None of us has a crystal ball, son. The only one who’s to blame for that accident is Rick. Not saying he deserved the outcome, but you didn’t hold a gun to his head and tell him to drive down River Road the way he did. That’s on him.”

      “Doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “No, I don’t suppose it would.” His dad looked at him. “Do you want to be with Emily? In that way?”

      God, this conversation had taken a turn. “We’re having a kid. She’s had too much to deal with on her own. She shouldn’t have to deal with that too.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, Ethan. A sense of duty won’t sustain a marriage.” Ethan balked at that. “That is what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Do you want to marry Emily and give this child a home and a family?”

      Marriage? He hadn’t considered that. “I want us to be a family. I want us to live together.”

      “Do you love her?”

      “Doesn’t matter. She doesn’t need love. She said so the other night.”

      “Let’s not worry about that right now. Do you love her?”

      Maybe Ethan should have been shocked at how forward his father was, especially considering it had been more than a few years since they’d had such an intense conversation. But he wasn’t. It felt good to have someone to confide in. Rick had always been the guy he could say anything to. Confess anything to, and there’d been a time when Ethan had had his own share of confessing to do. His dad was right. He’d kept too much to himself for too long.

      “I think I’ve always loved her,” Ethan said haltingly. “Every single woman I’ve ever been involved with didn’t measure up. None of them came close to Emily.”

      “Okay, then, it’s good to know where your head is at.” Frank tossed his empty can into the firepit and cracked a smile. “One thing. When you finally say those words to Emily, the love words, promise me you’ll edit it a bit. Pretty sure no woman wants to hear think in the same sentence with love. Now”—he patted Ethan on the shoulder—“we should get on back to the house, because it’s damn near turkey time and we’re going to need some fuel for our legs if we’re going to beat the Jacobs clan at pond hockey.”

      “We should throw Georgie in the net,” Ethan said, following his father back through the woods.

      “That’s what I was thinking. Lord knows she’s no good to us anywhere else.” Frank Caldwell grinned over his shoulder. “Just don’t tell her I said that.”
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      A year ago, Emily had been alone on Thanksgiving. She’d spent the day in front of the television, watching The Notebook and Love Actually and any other sad or sappy movie she could find. She’d had chips and dip for breakfast and a grilled cheese and ham sandwich for dinner. Dessert? Double chocolate cookies with the kind of creamy center that stuck to fingers and hips.

      It had been a marathon of food, wine, and movies that made her cry. She’d spent the entire day in pajamas and then the whole of Black Friday online shopping to her heart’s content, buying things she didn’t need and returning them days or weeks later.

      By the time the long weekend was over, she was exhausted from not doing anything, and glad it was over.

      Suffice to say, this year had been an entirely different animal.

      Thursday had been wonderful and scary and sometimes awkward, but it had also been warm and genuine, and she would have gladly stayed at the Caldwells’ until midnight, listening to stories and watching them interact. There were several times when Emily had nearly burst into tears over the way Frank teased Simone or at the look on his face when he quietly watched his son when Ethan wasn’t looking. And her heart expanded at how Simone couldn’t pass by Ethan without squeezing his shoulder or kissing his cheek. They were so in love with their son. The worry they’d carried these past few years had been heavy. It seemed as if finally, they were unburdened.

      Emily should know. She’d felt the same way. She’d worried about Ethan for so long that it had become second nature. But now she and Ethan were caught in some weird place that she had no idea how to navigate. A place she wasn’t exactly sure she ever could. Because as she watched him with his parents, as the slow smile that had ghosted his face for years reappeared, she realized how badly she wanted what they had. It was like a page being turned in book, one that led to the end of the story.

      She wanted this family.

      This warmth and love.

      But most of all, she wanted Ethan to be the end of her story. She wanted to be in his life. In his home. In his bed. She wanted to be in his heart, in a separate spot that belonged to her and had nothing to do with the baby or Rick or any of the stuff from their past. She’d lied the other night, to herself and to Ethan. Or maybe she’d just woken up and realized something. She wanted more. She wanted Ethan in that big romantic kind of way, the one that was top heavy with love and bottom heavy with everlasting.

      To put it simply, she wanted it all. And maybe she didn’t deserve it.

      It was the Saturday after Thanksgiving, and she hadn’t seen Ethan since Friday morning, when he’d rolled off her sofa, checked his phone, and announced his truck was ready to be picked up.

      “You’re working today?” she’d asked, still feeling the glow from their Thanksgiving at his parents. Still feeling like she belonged.

      “That’s the plan,” he’d replied, distracted by whatever or whoever it was that had texted him. “Why?”

      “No reason.”

      He’d left without a goodbye. She’d been in the shower, and right or wrong, that had put her in a mood.

      Restless, Emily paced across her living room for what had to be the tenth time and peeked out the window. But nothing had changed. There was still snow on the ground, still the same birdfeeder swinging in the breeze, and still only her car parked in the driveway.

      She swiped at the condensation in the corner of the window and thought that maybe she could do some cleaning or organizing or something…but nothing appealed to her. She was about to turn away from the window when she caught sight of a couple walking along the street. They were too bundled up for her to know if she knew them or not, and as she watched, hidden in the shadows inside her home, they stopped, and the man bent his head and kissed her.

      It was the kind of kiss you see in the movies. Bodies flush to each other like they belonged there, his hands cradling her face as if she were precious to him, and her arms holding on to him as if she was never letting go. Slowly, the man’s hands traveled down her body to cup her butt and pull her closer, and Emily went hot watching them.

      Mouth dry, she glanced quickly to the right, but of course there was no one there watching her watching them. As the kiss lingered, as his hands slowly slid up to her face once more, goose bumps broke out across Emily’s body, and searing heat rippled across her skin. Her breasts felt heavy, and that part of her hidden deep within the folds of her sex began to throb.

      “Jesus,” she whispered, fighting the urge to run her fingers over her sensitive nipples. She closed her eyes and mentally tried to step back, but God, it was hard. She’d heard that pregnant women, with all their raging hormones and out-of-whack emotions, could get very, very horny.

      Seemed as if that was accurate.

      Breathing heavily, she backed away from the window and nearly tripped over Bilbo. Without looking at the window, she turned and headed for her bedroom, hoping a long, hot shower and maybe a session with her vibrator would take the edge off. But as it turned out, all her vibrator did was heighten things even more. And by the time she was dressed, she was still horny, but also a whole lot grumpy.

      She stared at herself in the mirror and took a critical step back. Her hair seemed thicker and shinier than it had ever been, the golden highlights emphasizing her big eyes. Eyes she’d touched up with smoky shadow and thick mascara. She wore soft pink gloss on her lips and a dab of perfume behind her ears.

      Her stomach was definitely rounded, though the black tights she’d pulled on did a lot to hide the bump. She let the soft blue sweater fall down and padded over to the closet, where she pulled out a black bag and a chunky pair of black leather boots.

      Okay. She looked good. Now what?

      Emily wandered back to the living room and then took Bilbo out back, where she threw a stick until her muscles began to burn and she thought her arm might fall off. By this time, Bilbo was worn out and didn’t complain too much when she ushered the dog back inside and gave him a treat. Once the dog’s water bowl was topped up, Emily scooped her phone from the charger on the counter and did a quick check.

      There were four missed calls from her mother and then two text messages that were to the point, to say the least.

      Ethan Caldwell?

      ETHAN CALDWELL????????????

      Emily stared at the text messages, her finger hovering over the call button. A part of her felt guilty for not telling her mother that Ethan was the father of her baby before she found out from someone else. But in her defense, her mother could be exhausting, and Emily had to be in the right frame of mind to have that kind of conversation. The other part of her was relieved her mother had found out. Emily made a face. Most likely from her bestie Darlene Phibbs. She could just imagine what Darlene had told her. It had to be good for her to call four times and send two text messages. It was the most correspondence she’d had with her mother in years.

      She glanced up at the clock and realized it was nearly four in the afternoon. She’d been caged up in the house, alone since Ethan had left the day before. Last night, he’d called to let her know he was grabbing dinner with Nate Jacobs and Cam Booker.

      Still moody from the morning, she told him he didn’t need to check in with her.

      “I’m just trying to be nice, Em,” he’d replied.

      “I don’t need nice.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Apparently, not dinner with you.”

      There’d been a pause.

      “Did I do something?” he asked.

      “Nope. Have a great time.”

      She didn’t know what his response was because she hung up on him.

      She’d felt bad afterward, and more than a little embarrassed because no way could she blame her behaviour on pregnancy hormones. She was being bitchy, no way around it, and feeling sorry for herself. She half expected Ethan to show up at her home, but she’d been wrong about that. Just like she’d been wrong about so many other things.

      He was probably pissed at her, and she didn’t blame him. Heck, for the most part, the old Ethan seemed to be back, and for all Emily knew, he’d picked up some sweet young thing at the Coach House and taken the lucky lady back to his place.

      I want to be that lucky lady.

      That thought crept into her mind, along with a whole bunch of jealousy, and before she could change her mind or think about her actions, Emily grabbed her bag and car keys off the hook in the kitchen and headed outside. It had been snowing steadily all day, but someone had blown out her driveway, no doubt whoever had done Mr. Bugle’s, and the roads had been recently plowed.

      By the time she got to Ethan’s, the snow was coming down but good, and the sun was well on its way to disappearing over the lake. Under dark gray cloud-heavy skies, she slipped out of her truck and was about to head to the shop when she noticed footprints coming back that way and continuing up to the house.

      Emily knocked, but no one answered, though she thought she heard voices. After knocking once more, she tried the handle, and the door opened. She walked inside and realized it was the television she’d heard. The one luxury Ethan had allowed himself out here was a large flat screen that sat propped up on an old dresser along the far wall.

      Slowly, she walked down the hall that led to his bedroom, aware a shower was running. She paused just outside his door, her heart beating in her ears as she stood there, nervous and unsure.

      “Ethan?”

      The door to his bathroom was open, and she inched forward, feeling like a voyeur and not giving a damn. A few more steps and she peeked inside, breath caught at the back of her throat when she caught sight of him. There was no tub, only a large glass encased shower stall that gave her an unfettered view.

      Ethan Caldwell was one hell of a handsome man on any given day. But naked and wet made it all so much more. His back was to her, and he leaned forward, resting both hands flat on the tiles as he slowly rotated his head and stretched out his neck.

      He must have just gotten in, she thought.

      Mouth dry, Emily watched as he hung his head and the hot water rolled over him, sliding across muscle and shoulders, a torso adorned by an intricate tattoo and a butt honed from years of hockey.

      She watched him until the glass walls steamed up and all she had left was a blur of color hidden in the fog. Until that ache from before had settled between her legs, and all her smarts went down the drain along with all that silky smooth water.

      She yanked off her jacket and tossed it along with her boots and the rest of her clothes. On bare feet, she padded across the cold tile floor, and before she could change her mind, she stepped inside the shower and slid her arms around him.

      “The hell?” Ethan jerked at her touch and turned until he faced her. His eyes moved over her body, starting with her face, then her breasts and erect nipples, then down farther. He exhaled slowly, an almost pained expression on his face when he dropped his hand and cupped her breast. His bent forward, and his teeth grazed her nipple, lightly, but it was enough. She groaned, leaning into him as his other arm snaked around her waist, which was good because she felt like she was falling.

      He looked her in the eyes, and she saw the desire there, felt it hard against her hip. She wondered if she looked close enough, would she see her reflection in his eyes? And that made her wonder…how does he see me?

      “I didn’t like that you didn’t come back to me last night,” she whispered, trailing a finger across his chest.

      “It was late,” he replied, voice full of whiskey and smoke. “You were in a mood.”

      “I was in a mood because you didn’t come home.”

      He nipped at the spot between her collarbone and her neck. The sensation made her toes curl. “You were in a mood before I left for the lake.”

      “I’m pregnant. It happens.” His mouth was at the corner of her mouth.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, his lips hovering over hers. “This will change everything.”

      There were many things Emily wasn’t sure about. But of this one thing, she had no doubt.

      “Everything changed back in July. We’ve been evolving ever since.” she said, voice husky and barely above a whisper. “I want you, Ethan.”

      She waited a heartbeat. “It’s impolite to keep a pregnant woman waiting.”

      That slow grin she knew so well, the one that had been buried forever, it seemed, slid across his handsome face.

      “Well then.” He pressed his mouth next to her ear. “I’m all about being nice and polite these days.”

      After that? He could have recited the Lord’s prayer for all Emily knew, because she didn’t hear anything but the spray of water on their bodies, and the sound of her heart banging against her rib cage.
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      Ethan didn’t think about anything else but the woman in front of him. He didn’t wonder at the how or the why of it—her coming to him like this. He didn’t think of the next day or week or what having her like this meant.

      He knew things would change—hell, he’d warned her—but she didn’t seem to care and he was too caught up in the sight of her and the feel of all that smooth creamy skin, the long, tangled hair, and those big eyes that looked up at him in a way that set his blood on fire.

      There was no pain lurking behind those baby blues. No second guesses or guilt. There was only need and desire, and God help him but Ethan couldn’t think beyond any of that.

      He reached for her, his mouth claiming lips that had haunted him for months. She moaned, a sound that echoed in his ear and heated his blood even more. She tasted like sunshine if sunshine was a tangible thing, and he tugged on her bottom lip before covering her whole, his mouth taking, his tongue tasting.

      Ethan kissed Emily until his head spun and his knees went weak. He dragged his mouth away and nibbled along her neck, and when his heart settled a bit, he went back for seconds, his tongue playing with hers as they strained to get closer. He was consumed with heat and desire and a need so strong, he growled like an animal and tore his mouth from hers.

      She stared up at him, water sliding across creamy breasts and dusky nipples that begged to be worshiped. “Ethan,” she said, breathless, sounding almost as if she was in pain. “Don’t stop.”

      He ran the rough pads of his fingers across those nipples and then followed with his tongue, smiling to himself at the sharp intake of breath and the way she arched her back.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      His teeth grazed the tips, and she hissed. “And that?”

      Emily nodded and closed her eyes when he opened his mouth and kissed and licked and tugged until she moaned some more. He paid attention to both breasts, being an equal opportunity kind of man, and eventually, his mouth and tongue made their way lower. He spanned her belly with both hands, marveling at the change in her body, in the soft roundness there where his child grew.

      Something so savage ripped through him at the thought that his touch turned possessive even as his mouth trailed lower.

      “Ethan,” she whispered, looking down at him when he fell to his knees.

      “Emily,” he replied with a wicked grin, his hands now on her hips and sliding over her outer thighs and then back inside, just inches from her sex. He leaned forward, held her in place when she would have squirmed, and inhaled the scent that was all her.

      If he were a fucking Neanderthal, he’d be pounding his chest right now.

      He looked up at her and slowly spread her legs more, easing her back against the tiled wall for support. She was breathing heavily, her breasts rising and falling in tandem with his heart, and the sight of them, and her, was nearly too much. Ethan began to slowly kiss his way down from her belly button, and when he reached the juncture between her legs, he didn’t hesitate. With two fingers, he parted the folds and sank deep within her, then kissed every inch of her sex before flicking his tongue over her clitoris.

      “Jesus, Ethan.” Her hands were on his head holding him in place, and he smiled against her, angling his fingers, searching for that honey spot deep inside her. He knew when he found it because she jerked and swore, leaning into him so that the pressure was sweeter.

      With those fingers he claimed her G-spot, while the other held her in place so he could taste and kiss and suckle her pussy. She began to shake and tighten around his fingers, and her hips gyrated uncontrollably. She whimpered, and the sound touched off a new fire in him, one that only wanted to please.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said hoarsely, “come for me.”

      Her nails dug into his scalp, and she screamed his name as her orgasm took hold. It shuddered through her, and she sagged against him, holding him to her center as she bucked and cried out. It was a sound he’d never forget.

      When she was done and her legs were like noodles, he scooped her from the shower and carried her to the bed, tossing his clothes to the floor in his haste to claim her mouth once more. Ethan used every trick he knew and kissed her slowly, his hands finding secret places to touch and tease so that it didn’t take long for her to shudder beneath him.

      With a gasp, she pushed him away. “Holy shit, Ethan. I can’t…that was…” She rolled over and got to her knees, eyes hooded as she looked down at him. “It’s your turn now. On your back, big boy.” A slow grin caressed her mouth, and she didn’t have to tell him twice. Ethan lay back, eyes on her, aching cock saluting her like a goddamn general. She moved closer and grasped him without warning.

      “Damn,” he murmured, as all kinds of bells and alarms rang out. He arched his hips and clenched his jaw tight when she began to slowly and methodically massage him from the tip of his dick to the base. When she leaned forward and took him into her mouth, he had to use the ice in his veins to freeze his need to pump and grind and come.

      “Emily, I’m not going to last much longer,” he managed to say, tugging on her head and pulling her back to him. “I want you too badly.”

      She grinned at him and moved closer. “I can see that. But I don’t mind…”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I want to be inside you.”

      Her eyes darkened, and she bit her lip. “So why don’t I help you out?” In one swift move, she positioned herself above him and spread her legs so she was open fully to his hungry gaze, and then slowly sank down onto his cock.

      He’d never seen anything hotter in his life and the feel of her around him, tight and hot like she was meant for only him, was enough for Ethan to lose his mind and blow his load early. He found her hips with his hands and dialed things back, holding her to a slow, rolling tempo. She was magnificent. Wild. She was his.

      He couldn’t look away. Never in his life had he seen anything as beautiful and hot as Emily Davenport was in that moment.

      She began to gyrate harder, quicker, and he was so close, there was no way he could hold her back.

      “I’m coming,” she said, moving her hips in a way that had his teeth floating. His orgasm built and crashed over him like a wave, and the two of them rode it for as long as it took, until she collapsed over him.

      “What the hell just happened?” she asked hoarsely. “I’ve never… That was…”

      He dropped a kiss to her nose and rolled them both under the blankets. “I know.”

      Ethan had pretty much lost his mind, so it was going to take a bit for him to recover. Watching Emily on top of him, all that hair sliding across silky skin, those expressive eyes and a mouth bruised from his own, had blown away every single fantasy he’d ever had. She was everything. He was done for. Finished. There would never be another woman for him. Not now. Not after what they’d just shared. If she up and left and he never saw her again, he’d be celibate the rest of his life, because how could sex with any other woman come close to what they’d just shared?

      He kissed the top of her head and pulled her close, cradling her against him. They were nestled under the comforter, and Ethan could have stayed exactly where he was for the next twenty-four hours. Or the next week. Or month.

      “What are you thinking about?” Emily asked softly, leaning her chin on his chest as she gazed up at him.

      “I’m thinking that this right here is the last thing I would have considered happening when I rolled out of bed this morning.”

      She took that in and angled her head to the side. She seemed to be considering something.

      He frowned. “What is it?”

      A soft sigh escaped her. “I’m sorry for being such a bitch yesterday.”

      “It’s okay,” he replied, watching her closely. She looked so damn sincere. “I know pregnant women can be emotional sometimes. Or at least that’s what I’ve heard. Don’t worry about it.”

      “But it’s not okay.” She shook her head. “I mean, we can be hormonal, and fair warning, you’ll see more than enough of that side of me in the coming months, but yesterday…” She blew out a long breath. “Yesterday was something else entirely.”

      “Yeah?” Ethan didn’t give a crap about something that had happened the day before. In his mind, what was done was done, so why bother fixating on it? But something was bothering Emily, and he wanted her to know she could talk to him about anything. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve gotten used to you being around, and after the lovely day at your parents’, I was annoyed I was alone. That I can handle. It’s the other part I have trouble with, and I feel kind of dumb just thinking about it or talking to you about it and…”

      Her eyes darkened, and Ethan caught a vibe he didn’t like. She was worried about something, and somehow, he was responsible for that worry. “Emily, I don’t want you to be afraid to talk about what’s on your mind. Just say it. I’ve got nothing to hide.” He sat up a bit. “Ask me anything.”

      She glanced away. He could tell from the set of her mouth that she was more than just a little upset. It killed him to know they could go from the heights of ecstasy to this in the space of an hour.

      “Rick used to come home late sometimes. He always had an excuse, like he’d had a few beers with boys after work and time got away from him. I let it ride because he’d always been like that. In high school, he’d be late for a date because of football practice, or he was out at the lake with you and some of the guys. The last few years of our marriage, something changed. He wasn’t just late anymore. There were times when he didn’t come home at all. I’d send him text messages or try to call, but his phone always went straight to voicemail.”

      Ethan’s mouth clamped tight. He knew where this was headed.

      “He’d stroll in the next morning as if everything was good and tell me he’d had one too many beers and spent the night at your place or at Cam’s or whoever’s name he pulled out of his ass. He’d get pissed when I asked him why he didn’t call or text. He’d always say the same thing. Tell me his phone was dead and he hadn’t read the messages until an hour ago. Then he’d kiss me on the cheek, hop in the shower, and head to work like the world was good. Like we were good. Like he didn’t just lie and spend the night Megan Roth or Trudy or whoever the hell else he was screwing.”

      “I’m not Rick,” Ethan said.

      “I know,” she replied softly, “but my heart doesn’t always listen to what my head says, and this thing between us, what we’re doing, it’s new and fragile and I’m pregnant and it’s not like you chose this, and I feel insecure. And when you said you were going for dinner and then I never heard from you, it just brought up a lot of stuff. My brain kind of ran with it.” She glanced away. “It’s a deal breaker for me, Eth. Cheating. But the lying is somehow worse. I can’t handle it.”

      Her slid his hand under her jaw and pressed a kiss to the side of her mouth. “I’m sorry,” he said after a few seconds.

      “For what?” She smiled through eyes that shimmered with tears.

      He kissed them all away before answering. “I’m sorry for the way Rick was. For the things he did. I’m sorry that I knew and never said anything.”

      “I get it. The guy code and all that. But he was also your best friend. He was like family to you.”

      He cupped her face between his hands. “I’m not Rick, but I’m not perfect either. I leave the toilet seat up and the milk on the counter all day. I think bologna is good enough for dinner, especially if its fried up with onion and garlic, and I like the Toronto Maple Leafs over the Red Wings. I think cats are just as loyal as dogs and chess is more of a game than poker. Sometimes my socks don’t match, and I’ve been known to show up for a fancy dinner in jeans and a T-shirt. I’m imperfect. No Mr. GQ in this bed with you. But I won’t let you down. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Imperfect is good,” Emily said, closing her eyes as she rested her cheek against his chest.

      Ethan relaxed and gathered her close. It was a lazy moment, basking in the afterglow of their lovemaking. But his mind pushed on. It moved forward, thinking of all the things he hadn’t said, including the one that danced on the tip his tongue.

      I love you.
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      It was eleven o’clock on Sunday morning when Emily pulled up to her home. She was singing some silly song as she got out of her car and smiled her way through it, waving to Mr. Bugle, who watched from his front porch as she all but skipped to her door. Seriously, she felt as if the birds were singing with her and deer and bunnies and squirrels danced behind her. Almost like she was living her own Disney movie.

      She smiled at the thought as Mr. Bugle gave an answering wave and nod. When she pushed open her door, she was immediately at the mercy of one very happy and rambunctious dog.

      Bilbo nearly knocked her over and then fell to the floor, rolling onto his back and barking and talking as he wiggled his tail excitedly. With a giggle, Emily dropped to her knees and scratched the dog’s belly and then gave him a good massage behind his ears.

      “My goodness,” she murmured, wondering at the absolute joy Bilbo gave her. “I might have to leave you overnight again, just to get this welcome.” She kissed the dog and got to her feet. “Honestly, you’re acting like I’ve been gone a week.”

      “To Bilbo, it probably feels it.”

      Surprised, Emily jerked around and spied Connor sitting on the sofa. “Hey, I didn’t see your truck, sorry.”

      He got up and ambled over, his big form towering over her as he took Emily’s coat and hung it on the rack for her.

      “I parked downtown and walked him back. Figured he could use the exercise.”

      “Thanks so much for taking him last night, Connor. I would have had to drive back and I…well, I was at the lake and it was so nice out there.” Cheeks pink, she stumbled over her words as images flashed in her mind. Ethan between her legs, holding them apart, his dark head moving slowly as he licked and teased. She cleared her throat and gave herself a mental shake.

      “I get it,” Connor said lightly. “You were having a good time.”

      You have no idea.

      She moved toward the kitchen. Ethan had managed to create one helluva breakfast considering his fridge was half empty, but she was already hungry again.

      “Are you heading home or staying for the tree lighting?” she asked.

      It was the last Sunday in November, and Crystal Lake was hosting its annual Light-Up Night. At six o’clock sharp, the big Christmas tree in the square would light up, along with a host of displays that lined the walkway along the river. Everything from a giant nativity scene to cartoon characters and animated Victorian carolers could be seen and enjoyed. Not only would local businesses follow suit, but it was the unofficial night where pretty much everyone in town plugged in their lights.

      It was a night that Emily had enjoyed since she was a young girl, and she smiled at the thought. There would be lots of families, young and old couples holding hands, children running mad for hot chocolate and sweets. Santa usually made an appearance, and one year, a couple of reindeer tagged along.

      It was one of the many traditions a town like Crystal Lake held dear, and even with swelling numbers and a host of new folks recently moved to the area, the town council had somehow managed to keep that small-town feel to an event that had definitely grown.

      “I was planning on sticking around,” Connor replied. “I’ve got some work to do for Cam and will likely stay in town.” He raised an eyebrow. “You and Ethan going to head to the square?”

      She glanced away from the knowing look in his eyes and slowly nodded. “Yes. He’s delivering a bike to a client first. We’ll take Bilbo and walk down.”

      Connor gave the dog a quick, hearty scratch behind the ear and headed for the door. “I should be on my way. Might see you guys later.”

      “Thanks again, Connor. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No problem.” He nodded at the dog. “I might have to get one for myself.”

      Emily spent the next few hours catching up on housework and ignoring her phone. It pinged several times and then rang at least three. The ringtone was her mother’s, and though she knew she’d have to deal with her sooner rather than later, Emily was in such a good place, she didn’t want her mother to ruin it.

      She would call her back first thing Monday morning, she decided.

      Ethan showed up around four, and though Emily didn’t exactly rule in the kitchen, she managed to make a decent lasagna and threw together a Caesar salad that didn’t suck. The two of them talked about nothing and laughed about everything, and by the time dinner was done, Emily was practically floating on air. When was the last time she’d felt this way?

      She was content and happy, and as she pulled on her snow boots and grabbed her warmest winter coat, she couldn’t help but grin.

      “What’s put that smile on your face?” Ethan walked toward her with a look that made her blood heat. She offered up her mouth when he bent down to kiss her. It was a light touch, but she was having none of that. Her hands crept up and sank into his hair as she struggled to get closer to him.

      “Hey,” he said, roughly pulling back. “Keep that up and we won’t make the tree lighting.”

      “What if I don’t want to make the tree lighting?” She batted her lashes. “What if I’d rather get naked and spend the night in bed?”

      “In good time.” His eyes were like dark chocolate, and Emily’s heart turned over. “I’ll have you naked, Em. That’s something you can count on.”

      Bilbo nudged himself between the two of them and barked at the leash held loose in Ethan’s hand.

      “All right. Let’s go.”

      Ethan snapped the leash on the dog and paused before reaching for the door. “You know the entire town will be downtown. Aside from fair weekend, I think it’s the most popular thing to do. We’re gonna see a lot of folks we know.”

      Her happy glow dimmed a bit. “I know.”

      Something crossed his features, some small sliver of doubt, and he glanced away for a few seconds.

      “Hey,” she said. “I want people to see us, Ethan. I’m not ashamed of what we have, of where we are.” She frowned as a new thought struck, one she hadn’t considered until now. “Are you?”

      “No.” He turned back to her. “Don’t ever think that. But we need to be realistic here, Em. There will be people who think like Paul. People with small minds who have no problem sharing their narrow view. They’re not going to like that we’re together. They’re going to see this as a betrayal to Rick. To his memory. To our friendship. The Davenports have deep roots in this town.”

      “So do we,” she said softly.

      “Yes, I know.” He sighed. “I called Helen and Charlie after you left this morning. There was no answer, so I’m assuming they’re still out of town, and the cell number I have for Helen only got me to a voicemail box that was full, so I couldn’t leave a message. Have you talked to them?”

      She shook her head, that glow even dimmer, not liking the direction of their conversation. “No. Helen and I aren’t close. We haven’t been for a long time.” She saw the confusion on Ethan’s face, and truthfully, it was something she’d felt a few years ago, but learned to let go of. “I don’t know why. After the accident, things changed. She became cold and distant. At the time, I assumed it was because she was learning to deal with Rick in a coma. But as time passed, it only got worse. I asked her once if I’d done something, and she told me it was all in my head. But it’s not. She hardly talked to me at his funeral.”

      “It’s got to be tough, losing a child.” His gaze dropped. “This baby isn’t even born yet, and already I’ve got this feeling for him. Like I’d move heaven and hell to make sure he’s safe. Helen and Charlie, well, their world revolved around Rick. Like most parents, in their eyes, he could do no wrong. I can’t imagine their pain.”

      “I know.” She tried to lighten the mood. “So,” she said, pulling on thick pink mittens before patting her rounded belly. “A boy?”

      He chuckled. “It’s just a feeling.”

      “If you want,” Emily said as she followed him out into the crisp winter air, “we can find out at my next appointment.”

      His head jerked up. “What?”

      “The sex of the baby. My ultrasound is scheduled for Friday. We can find out together.”

      He kissed the top of her head as she linked her arm through his. The night sky was blanketed with stars that shimmered like diamonds, and all the houses on her street, including her own, were lit up with lights and displays. Christmas was just around the corner, and for the first time in years, she was looking forward to it.

      To spending Christmas Eve with someone who mattered and watching It’s a Wonderful Life, or sipping eggnog while wrapping last-minute gifts with that person.

      Her person.

      Ethan Caldwell.

      The glow she felt was warm and big and covered her from head to toe. She clung to Ethan as they walked along the sidewalk, proud to be at his side and excited at the thought of their child growing inside her.

      The glow would last as long as it was fed goodness and hope. But a storm was brewing over Crystal Lake, and it was a storm that would bring grief, reckoning, love, and resilience. The only question left on the table was…

      Would Emily be able to weather it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan was feeling pretty damn good about things. The weather was perfect for a walk downtown, the air was brisk, cold enough for the snow not to melt, but it was the kind of cold that felt good. And with Emily at his side, he felt like he had the world by the balls and to hell with anyone who didn’t agree.

      They took their time and wandered up and down several streets in her neighborhood, admiring the Christmas displays, before heading toward the bridge that led to the downtown core. By this time, the sidewalks were full of people walking in the same direction, and as they turned toward the bridge, he noticed Link Major’s truck parked in front of Elise Avery’s home. It was hard to miss a lime-green Land Rover.

      A lightbulb went off. Son of a bitch. That’s who the Brit had mentioned weeks ago. Huh.

      Elise was older than Link. He briefly wondered what Boone thought of his mother and the young footballer. But the thought disappeared as quickly as it had come, because in the grand scheme of things, Ethan didn’t care. It wasn’t his business. If Link and Elise were happy, he hoped Boone would feel the same way.

      They met up with his parents and Georgianna, who’d brought along a date, some guy she’d met at the Coach House a few days earlier. He was new to town, having moved into one of the new condos across the lake, and he was 100% her type—tall, athletic, with the kind of shoulders and arms that could do damage, and kind of dumb. In the space of three sentences, the guy had said “bruh” at least twice.

      Ethan gave Georgie a look that said, seriously? She shrugged, and he knew whatever it was she had with the guy wouldn’t last. He said as much to Emily.

      “She doesn’t need it to last, Eth,” Emily said with a giggle. “She just wants sex, and he looks like he’s good at it.”

      He pulled in for a kiss and growled against her mouth. “Is that so? And what does a walking sex machine look like these days?” He brushed a snowflake from her lashes as she gazed up at him.

      “About six foot four, unshaved, with dark wavy hair and the kind of smile that melts my panties off.”

      “Good,” he murmured. “I’ll do my best to melt more than just your panties.”

      Someone cleared a throat, and he glanced over to his parents. Both of them watched him and Emily with indulgent looks.

      “Keep that up and the two of you are going to melt all the snow in Crystal Lake,” Georgie said, shaking her head. “And there will be hell to pay if that happens. A Christmas with no snow, all because you can’t keep your hands off each other.” She looked from Ethan to Emily and back again. “I’m glad you guys are happy. I really am.”

      Emily chuckled. “We’ll see how happy he is when I make him get up at three a.m. to change a diaper.” She cranked her head to the side. “Hold on, there’s Molly.” She pulled away and tugged Bilbo along with her. “I just want to show her how amazing Bilbo’s doing.” She flashed a smile. “I’ll be right back.” Her smile widened. “Maybe you can grab us some hot chocolate.”

      “I think I can get that done.”

      “With extra marshmallows.”

      “Got it.”

      “Oh, and some of those candy sprinkles.”

      Emily disappeared through the crowd, and he followed her progress until he couldn’t see her anymore.

      Georgie shook her head at him. “It’s a good look for you, brother.”

      “What’s that?” He turned back to his sister.

      “Love.”

      He thought about that as he made his way through the crowd that had gathered around the food trucks. It was time he let Emily know exactly how he felt. It was time he pulled out the big guns and used the word: love.

      Ethan patiently waited in line, aware some of the locals were pointing and staring. He ignored it for the most part, but when he spied Mrs. Murry heading his way, he wished like hell he could make himself invisible because she was coming at him like a straight arrow and he knew there was no hiding. He didn’t need another lecture on church attendance.

      At her side was a man who looked to be about Ethan’s age. He was at least a foot taller than Mrs. Murry, and his hair was on the long side. Once he got closer, Ethan noticed a tattoo that snaked up his neck, just visible over the collar of his jacket, though it was too dark to make out what the design was.

      “Ethan,” Mrs. Murry said warmly. “Nice to see you out for Light-Up Night. This is my grandson, Ryland Banks. He lived in Crystal Lake for a few years before his dad moved to the west coast. He’s back in town and was good enough to accompany this old woman downtown.”

      “Hey,” Ethan said, shaking the man’s hand. “I don’t think we’ve met.” The guy had a firm grip and looked him straight in the eye.

      “I was in diapers when I lived here, so probably not.”

      “Ry, this is Ethan Caldwell. I used to teach him when he was nothing but full of beans and one hundred and one questions a day.”

      “Caldwell?” The man arched an eyebrow. “You related to Georgianna?”

      “She’s my sister.”

      Ryland remained expressionless.

      “How do you know Georgie?”

      “I don’t exactly.” Ryland offered a smile and glanced at his grandmother. “I’ve got to head out soon.” He stepped back. “Shall we?”

      Mrs. Murry surprised Ethan by grabbing his hands. “You take care of yourself, Ethan.” She winked. “And the little one on the way.”

      After Ethan ordered his hot chocolates, he began to make his way back to the where he’d last seen Emily. He was nearly to the large display of animated carolers when he spotted a woman watching him from a few feet away. She was dressed in full-on winter gear, as if she was new to a Michigan winter night. Thick coat. Knee-high fur boots. Knit hat pulled low. He took a sip of his drink and ran his gaze over the crowd, looking for Emily. When he looked back to where the woman was at, she was no longer there. She was no longer anywhere that he could see.

      Huh. For all of two seconds, he wondered if he knew her, because forgot about her completely when Emily popped up in front of him, Bilbo at her side. She took the hot chocolate he offered, and the two of them ambled along the path, enjoying the night. Sure, they got looks from some folks, even a few pointed fingers from people with no manners, but overall, they were left alone.

      He was happy to exist in the cocoon he’d made for the two of them, and later that night, when he took Emily back to her home, he kept her up for hours because he was a man of his word. He started a bunch of fires, including the one between her legs. He melted off those panties, and he took his sweet-ass time putting every single one of them out.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan was busy the next few days finishing up a leather interior redo on an older Mustang, as well as reupholstering a chair for his mother. He rarely worked on furniture, but how could he say no to her? By the time Thursday rolled around, he was ready to dive into something else, like the bike Connor had brought by weeks earlier.

      The weather had held steady, with snow nearly every day and temperatures hovering around the freezing mark. He was meeting Mac Draper to discuss a project and had agreed to meet him for a beer at the Coach House before he went over to Emily’s. He glanced at the clock on the wall beside the door and realized he needed to get his butt in gear. He locked up and hopped in the shower, and less than ten minutes later was ready to leave. He scooped up his phone, expecting at least one message from his lady (she had a habit of sending him silly TikTok videos of dogs), but there was nothing. He shoved his cell into the pocket of his coat and decided he’d call her on the way to town.

      Ethan was just about to head outside when there was a knock on the door. He answered it, a smile on his face because for some reason he half expected Emily. But it wasn’t her.

      His smile slowly faded as his gaze landed on the woman in front of him. Tall and slender, with ice-blonde hair, a trim figure, and a familiar face, though there was a bit more cosmetic work done to it than the last time he’d seen her.

      Linda North. Emily’s mother.

      He didn’t a get a chance to say hello or make an opening statement, because the look in her eyes wasn’t promising. It told him she was here to talk, and he was going to listen. She pushed past him. “We need to have a conversation.”

      Slowly, he closed the door behind her and waited. His feelings for Emily’s mother were ambivalent. He neither liked nor disliked her. He knew her to be a vain woman who cared more about her looks and the husband du jour than her daughter. He didn’t judge. He knew humans came in all shapes and sizes. Some cared and some didn’t. As far as he was concerned, not every person should procreate, and from what little he knew, the woman in front of him fell into the latter category.

      How she ended up with such a warm and caring daughter was anyone’s guess and, more to the point, Linda’s loss. He hadn’t seen Linda in over five years. Not even at Rick’s funeral.

      “I’m just going to get right to it,” she said, smoothing the hair around her face. “Samantha Coles is back in town.”

      Ethan slowly blinked, heart sinking as his thoughts moved back to Light-Up Night. The woman watching him from the shadows. His blood ran cold at the thought.

      “Are you sure?”

      Linda nodded, and for the first time that he could remember, there was a chink in her armor. The woman was usually cold as ice.

      “She came to see me in Arizona.” Her worried eyes burned into Ethan’s mind. “Her father is sick and she wants to be with him. We can’t fault her for that and I suppose I always assumed this day would come. She said she’d be here by Light-Up Night.”

      The blood in his veins went ice cold. Samantha and Emily were a deadly combination. He knew Emily wouldn’t let it go. That she’d ask questions. “Just say whatever it is, Linda.”

      “Ethan,” she said before her voice caught. She exhaled, and when she looked up at him again, there were tears in her eyes. “I tried to tell Emily. I called, and she wouldn’t pick up. I know I’ve been a shit mother, but I love my daughter. I do. I mean, that’s why I did what I did. That’s why we did what we did.”

      In that moment, Ethan’s past and future collided in a blinding deluge of memory and emotion, some good and some bad. He felt like the room was spinning, as if he was standing still but everything else was moving full-speed ahead.

      “I’ll get to Emily and explain and—”

      “She’s already here. She went to see Emily. I know this because I called Emily as soon as I got back. She was telling me how happy she was. How much you meant to her. How much she could trust you. I told her I needed to talk and that I was on my way over. But she said to wait, someone was at the door. Said she’d come by with you later tonight. I was still on the phone when she answered the door. I heard the voice, and it was Samantha, and then the line went dead. That was nearly an hour ago, and now her cell phone goes straight to voicemail.” Her voice had risen, and she made no attempt to hide how upset she was.

      “Ethan, Samantha wasn’t alone when she came to see me. She had a daughter. A cute little thing with long ringlets and hazel eyes the size of quarters. She’s Rick’s double.” She all but wailed. “She had the baby, Ethan, and now she’s going to tell Emily everything. It will break her heart, and she’ll never forgive us for keeping it from her and I’m so sorry…”

      But her words were lost. They hung in the air with no one to hear them because Ethan was already sprinting for his truck. His only thought was to get to Emily and hope like hell she let him explain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      On the other side of town was a set of railway tracks. Decades ago, when Crystal Lake had been a booming lumber town, the railway had been the blood and guts that fed the local economy—the mill and all the businesses that sprang up because of it. Now, with the lumber boom long dead, the railway line was a secondary mode of transportation and delivery of goods, and there were days when not a single train tooted its way through Crystal Lake.

      One summer when Emily was young enough that her father had still been around, and old enough to remember details, she’d been riding along with him in his truck. They were on their way to the market in the next county over and stopped at the railway crossing because the lights were flashing. She remembered the smell of the vinyl seats in her dad’s truck, the Waylon Jennings song that played on the radio, and the sight of a car coming at them from the other direction. It was robin’s-egg blue.

      It raced toward them, and as it got closer, her dad swore a blue streak. Said things like “goddamn idiot” and “foolish son of a bitch.” He shook his head and gripped the steering wheel of his truck, then backed up, anticipating what just might be a bad situation.

      Emily’s heart beat wildly in her chest, sweat pooled under her armpits and in the neck of her cotton T-shirt. The sound of that train whistle and the thunder of its wheels as it chugged toward them was so loud, it rattled her very bones. Emily realized pretty quick what was going to happen, and she opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Her vocal cords were frozen with fear, and it felt as if she was standing outside her body, watching the scene unfold with the kind of dread that twisted bellies and filled throats with sawdust.

      The car was almost at the tracks. She could see the face of the driver through the windshield, a young man with rust-colored hair and a fierce expression. He gunned it through the railway crossing and nearly managed to avoid a collision. But the train hit the tail end of his robin’s-egg-blue car, and he spun out and headed for the culvert along the side of the road. He crashed into it head-on.

      She never knew if the man lived or died. At her age, she was sheltered from the truth of things. But she’d never forgotten how it all happened in slow motion, that dark and twisted event that unfolded beneath a bright sun and a cloudless sky.

      She felt that way today, standing at her kitchen counter, watching Samantha give her daughter a snack and asking her to go play with Bilbo. A daughter with dark hair and hazel eyes she’d know anywhere.

      All her ghosts had come home, it seemed, and she trembled from the weight of them.

      “She should be quiet for a while,” Samantha said, sliding onto a stool across from Emily.

      “And we can talk.”

      Emily could tell Samantha was nervous. Her voice trembled, and her fingers nervously played with the edge of her sweater.

      “Where have you been?” Emily asked, pushing aside all that sawdust.

      “California.” Samantha hunched forward, a small smile tugging at her mouth. “I’m not used to winter anymore.”

      Emily found her gaze drawn back to the little girl, who was trying her best to cuddle Bilbo, while the dog was doing his best to clean her entire face.

      “How old is your daughter?” Her eyes darted to Samantha.

      “Chloe is four.”

      “And when was her birthday?” Emily couldn’t help the sharpness that crept into her voice.

      “August.”

      Emily set down her phone and tried to gather her thoughts. “Is she…”

      “Yes.”

      Emily’s eyes widened, and for a moment, there was no sound in the house. It was dead, like all the air had been sucked out. She turned around, grabbed a water glass from the cupboard, and filled it to the top. Then she took a big gulp but couldn’t get it down and spit it in the kitchen sink. All the hurt and rage she’d kept inside for so long washed over her. She bent over the sink, gripping the edge of it until her knuckles turned white.

      “Emily,” Samantha said softly.

      “Give me a minute,” she bit out.

      She took more than a minute. In fact, she took nearly five, and when a small hand tugged on her leg, she practically jumped out of her skin. The little girl looked up at Emily and smiled.

      “You’re pretty,” she said, her voice singsong and sweet.

      “Thank you,” Emily managed to say. “So are you.” And she was. Little Chloe was beautiful.

      “You look like my Barbie.” She pointed to the counter. “Can I have that?”

      Emily handed the little girl her glass and waited until she finished nearly all of it. She turned around to watch her skip back to the living room and sit down by the table that held all her photos. Photos of Emily and Rick.

      Her gaze found its way back to Samantha. The other woman had no time to hide her own pain. In that moment, all the anger Emily felt washed away. It slid from her body like skin being shed, and she stepped back to lean against the counter. Her legs felt numb.

      This woman had been her best friend for years. The girl she’d shared all her secrets with. The woman she’d complained to and commiserated with. Until she wasn’t. Until she disappeared days after Rick’s accident without so much as a goodbye. All she’d gotten from Samantha was a message on her answering machine telling her she’d decided to go back to school and she’d be in touch.

      That never happened, and now Emily knew why.

      “Why are you here?” Emily asked.

      “My dad’s sick. His liver.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “He should be fine.” Samantha toyed with her purse. “But he needs help, and Mom is still working. You know her. She can’t be still for long.”

      “I saw your mom at Rick’s funeral,” Emily said, watching Samantha closely. “She never said anything about your father.” She straightened and wrapped her arms around her midsection. “She never said anything about you. Does she know?” She nodded toward the living room.

      Samantha answered slowly. “Yes.”

      That hurt. There was a time when Emily had been closer to Samantha’s mother than her own. “So everyone knew except me. And Rick? He knew too?” Some of that anger came back and heated her words with a sharp edge.

      Samantha glanced away.

      “I was such an idiot,” Emily said, swiping at the hot tears that sprang to the corners of her eyes.

      “Emily,” Samantha entreated. “I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Of course, you didn’t,” she snapped. “No one ever does.”

      “Em, just take a moment, and we can—”

      “No, you don’t get to talk right now,” she said, walking to the island so she was inches from Samantha. “It’s my turn. You came here for what, forgiveness? Or were you just being nice because you knew I’d figure it out sooner or later, and well, it’s better to get this ugly business over and done with in the comfort of my home, instead of, say, the middle of the supermarket with the entire town watching and listening.”

      She inhaled raggedly and then blew out a long, tortured breath. “You’re here, and you’re going to listen to me, Samantha, to the unfiltered me, because you used to be my best friend. You used to be my person. You will sit and you will listen because you owe me that.”

      The two women stared at each other for several moments, and when Samantha settled back, Emily dug in.

      “I knew about the other women. Hell, I’m pretty sure all of Crystal Lake did. I wasn’t dumb. I knew why people gave me a second glance or pointed at me after I walked by them. I knew. We had multiple conversations about it, you and I. You kept telling me to leave, that I was dumb to stay with a man who treated me like that. You even got mad at me because I couldn’t because…” She threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t why I couldn’t. I loved him. And I hated him. Rick was all I knew, and I was so afraid to be alone. Afraid he’d leave like my dad left my mom and I’d be alone, and the thought of that devastated me. I was a chicken. I never called him out. It was easier to ignore his cheating than it was to face it.

      “But that last week, I found a text message from S, and there was talk of a pregnancy. I’d been trying for so long to have a baby, and you knew…” Emily had to take a moment because her anger was so strong. “I talked to you about it. Told you a week before he got on his bike and took it out to River Road that I was leaving him. And you said nothing. You held my hand and told me it was going to be okay. You told me you’d be there for me. Did you know you were pregnant?”

      “Emily…”

      “Did. You. Know?” She all but spat the words at her.

      “Yes,” Samantha slowly admitted. “I knew. He wanted me to get rid of it.” She glanced over her shoulder to where Chloe was playing with the dog. “He told me he didn’t want kids. Not with me. Then he told me that he’d never leave you. That he couldn’t live without you.”

      Emily let that settle a bit before she asked the one question, the only question, really, that she wanted an answer for.

      “Why? Why Rick? Why him?”

      Samantha had the grace to look ashamed and  glance away. “I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “I don’t believe you. A woman doesn’t fall into an affair with a married man. That’s a decision she makes. A choice she decides on. So tell me why you decided to sleep with my husband? You could have had any guy in town.”

      “Ethan didn’t want me,” Samantha replied, head a little higher. “He didn’t have eyes for anyone but you.”

      Emily wanted to punch Samantha in the throat. If there hadn’t been a child in the other room, she just might have.

      “You’re telling me that you fucked my husband because Ethan wouldn’t have sex with you?”

      “You always had what I wanted. I’m telling you I wanted Ethan Caldwell and he didn’t want me. I’m telling you I had sex with Rick because I wanted to make Ethan jealous, and he didn’t want me either. Or the baby. Rick told me to go to hell and to leave him alone and to get rid of it. He said if I didn’t, if I told anyone he was the father, he’d deny it. He said no one would ever believe me. Said that you would never believe me. I’m telling you Ethan was so in love with you back then that he offered to take care of Rick’s little problem, which was me, in order to protect you. God forbid the girl he loved, the girl who was married to his best friend, might shed a tear or two.”

      “Wait,” Emily took a step back. “Ethan knew about this? About your pregnancy?”

      Samantha was silent for a few moments, as if considering her words. After a bit, she sighed. “A week after Rick’s accident, he came to me and offered to help me out. If I wanted an abortion, he’d support me. If I wanted to keep the baby, he’d support me. All on one condition. I was never to tell you about Rick and me, or the baby.”

      The woman was crying now, her body shaking, her shoulders hunched forward. “My mom had kicked me out of the house at that point. I felt awful over what I’d done, and I…I told Ethan the only way I’d play along was if he gave me ten thousand dollars so I could start over somewhere. Between Ethan and your mother, they got it to me, and a couple of days later, I relocated and went about my life.”

      Stunned, Emily could only stare at Samantha as she slid off her stool.

      “I wanted you to know because I’m here to stay. I wanted you to know because I’m sorry. And I’m sad, and I want your forgiveness, but I don’t expect it. When I found out you were pregnant with Ethan’s baby, I felt happy for you, and that’s something I never thought I’d feel.”

      “How did you know?” she asked woodenly.

      “I saw your mom in Arizona.”

      Emily thought of the phone calls, of the text messages and voicemails. Her mother knew this was heading Emily’s way. Her mother knew, and Ethan probably knew too.

      I’m an idiot. The thought brought tears to her eyes. She swiped at them angrily.

      “He’s always loved you, you know.”

      Emily watched Samantha as she bundled up her daughter and headed for the door.

      Just not enough to trust with the truth.

      Emily wasn’t sure how long she sat at the kitchen island, staring into space and seeing nothing. A minute? An hour? A day?

      But when the door opened, she turned to face Ethan, and when she spoke, she was quiet. Could hardly get the words out because her tongue felt as fuzzy as her head. “I need some time.”

      “Emily.” Ethan took a step toward her, and she shook her head.

      “Okay,” he replied roughly. “You know where I’ll be.”
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      Ethan didn’t sleep.

      He spent the night in his shop, staring at the bottle of tequila he’d pulled out of the cupboard weeks ago but never opened. It was a long, miserable night, full of memory and anger and sadness and finally, acceptance.

      He was pretty sure he’d screwed things up with Emily. That the past had come back to bite him in the ass, and he had no idea how to fix it. She felt betrayed. And she had been.

      Not for the first time, he stared up at the ceiling and railed against Rick. Told him he’d always been a self-centered, egotistical, bastard. The guy always wanted to be first. To have the best. To be the best.

      The problem with that kind of pressure? It tears at a person, strips them bare until they’ll do whatever it takes to build themselves back up. To make them feel good about themselves.

      How many times had Rick told Ethan that he was done cheating? That Emily was the best thing he’d ever had and he couldn’t chance losing her? Then a month later, he’d be messing around with someone new.

      Too many times, Ethan thought tiredly. And I did nothing until it was too late.

      The pattern started before he’d even met Emily. For as long as Ethan could remember, the man couldn’t be faithful. The twisted part was that he’d loved Emily.

      The sun was up by the time he trudged through the snow and headed into his quiet home. He checked his phone, but there were no messages from Emily. He tossed it onto the counter and put on a pot of coffee. He let it drip and stripped off his clothes, then stepped into the shower. He stayed under that hot spray until the water ran cold, and then stayed a couple more minutes because the bone-numbing water woke him up.

      He’d just wrapped a towel around his waist when the smell of bacon hit his nostrils. What the…

      Ethan walked out of his bedroom and down the hall and spotted Emily in his small kitchen. Her back was to him, and she was singing some song he vaguely recognized. He made a weird noise, some half grunt, half growl kind of thing, and she slowly turned to face him.

      For the longest time, the two of them stared at each other without speaking, and then she grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured a cup of coffee. Black with two sugars, the way he liked. She set it down on the counter and nodded.

      She wore a pair of old faded jeans, paired with a soft blue sweater that did nothing to hide the gentle swell of her belly. Her hair was loose, the long silky waves floating over her shoulders. H skin glowed, and her eyes glistened.

      She was beautiful. She was everything.

      “I need to say some things,” she said softly. “Have your coffee.”

      Ethan walked toward her and resisted the urge to kiss or touch. He felt like he was walking the edge of something, a steep cliff that could either crumble beneath his feet, or not. He grabbed the mug off the counter and waited.

      “I loved Rick,” she said slowly. “From the first time I met him. I loved him, and I know he loved me. I knew it every time he came home with a new piece of jewelry or a gift card to some expensive spa. I knew it because he chose me, even though the night before, he’d been screwing some other woman. He chose me. He wasn’t perfect. I knew about the cheating, and it was my choice to stay with him. For whatever reason. It was my choice, Ethan, and you don’t have to feel guilty about his actions.”

      She turned over the bacon and reduced the heat on the stove. “I don’t know what you said to him the day of his accident. I don’t want to know, because that was between you and Rick. But I can tell you what I said to him. I can tell you where my head was at that morning.” She slowly exhaled. “I was leaving him, Ethan. I was done. I knew he’d gotten someone pregnant, and I was done. He was mad and upset, and he left in a rage. He told me I’d never survive without him. I felt light, like I’d just opened up a new chapter and wanted to share my story. Funny enough, you were the first person I wanted to tell. Not Samantha.” Her gaze was direct. “You. But I never got the chance to talk to you because Rick got to you first, and then he headed down River Road without a helmet and didn’t take the turn when he was supposed to, and the guilt in your eyes when I met you at the hospital fed the guilt in my soul that I was somehow responsible.”

      “Emily, I…”

      “Please let me finish, Ethan. I need to say this.” She moved the frying pan from the heat and set it on the back burner. “Weeks and months and then years passed, and Rick lingered in that in-between place, and you pulled away. I’d never felt so alone. I loved you too, Ethan. I always have in some form. I went to you back in July, not because I was upset over Rick’s death. I knew it was coming. I had time to prepare. And I didn’t come to you because I blamed myself for Rick’s accident. I came to you because I was sad and upset that I’d lost you as well.”

      She glanced down at the floor and shrugged. “I needed you. I still need you. Now more than ever. And I just want you to know that…” She looked up, and his chest tightened at the raw emotion on her face.

      “I love you, Ethan Caldwell. With all my heart, and I’m trusting you because I know the kind of man you are. The kind who will do whatever it takes to protect me. The kind who can love someone like Rick in spite of his faults. And the kind who will be an incredible father to our baby.”

      He had her in his arms before she’d barely gotten the words out, and held her close for a long time because he wasn’t ready to let go.

      “I’m sorry about Samantha,” he said haltingly.

      “I know. Me too.” Emily pulled back and looked up at him, that heart-shaped face of hers so damn sweet, he had to drop a kiss to the side of her mouth. He took a moment and gathered his thoughts, then gently pulled away. “I’ve got some things to say.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “Remember that trip we all took our senior year to Washington, DC?”

      She nodded and smiled. “You and Rick got in trouble for smoking on the bus and almost got kicked off the trip.”

      Shit. He’d forgotten about that part. “The last day we toured the White House, and then you wanted to go to the Holocaust Museum, and I went with you.”

      “Because no one else wanted to go.”

      “That one room with all the shoes.” He cleared his throat and shook his head. “It was pretty heavy and you started to cry. I remember holding you, feeling you tremble against me, and I knew right then that I loved you and that it was awkward because Rick was like family to me and you were his girl, but I didn’t know until the whole Samantha thing that I…”

      “That you what?”

      “I knew then something had changed, because I picked a side that morning. I told Rick I was going to tell you everything if he didn’t come clean himself. I told him I chose you over him and that I’d be there for you in a way he never could, because I…”

      Ethan was about to bare his very soul.

      “I loved you more than myself. I loved you more than my parents or any other person on this planet. I still do.” He shrugged. “I love you, Em.”

      She made a sound, a cry or a wail, and the next thing he knew, she was in his arms and they were kissing, and then his towel fell off or was yanked off, and her clothes joined that wet towel and there were whispered words of love, and frantic touches and then he was inside her, rocking into Emily with all the passion and love that he had.

      And later, when their lovemaking cooled and he held her close and listened to her heart beat against his chest, Ethan knew a complete kind of peace. One he’d never felt before.

      He kissed the top of her head and glanced at the clock. “It’s nearly noon.”

      “Yes, it is,” Emily whispered, looking up at him. “We need to leave in thirty minutes.”

      For two seconds, he was confused, but then the lightbulb went off, and he grinned. He dropped one last kiss to her nose, and the two of them got dressed. He locked up his house and followed her back to town, dropping off her car at her place before the two of them drove to the other side of the lake.

      Less than twenty minutes after checking in with her doctor, he held Emily’s hand as they stared at a 3D screen in wonder. “There he is,” Emily said softly. “Your early Christmas present. Say hello to your son.”

      Ethan couldn’t speak. He could only nod and squeeze her hand. He was going to have a son with the woman he loved.

      Life, such as it is, has a habit of throwing punches now and again. It takes and hurts and punishes, but it also brings joy and surprise and love. A guy had to take the bad with the good. You couldn’t have one without the other. And Ethan had to believe that wherever Rick was, he was happy for him and Emily.

      And that was the mystery behind everything. Finding the joy in darkness.

      Ethan had finally found his joy, and as he gazed onto the face of the woman who’d given him everything, he knew he’d never let go.
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      Christmas Eve brought with it a gentle snowfall that made Crystal Lake and the surrounding area look like a scene out of a Norman Rockwell painting. The entire town got into the holiday spirit, save for the odd Scrooge, and as the last remnants of sunlight disappeared, decorated houses twinkled to life. The great tree downtown was like a beacon and families gathered for hot chocolate from Mr. O’Dell’s food truck before he closed it down at seven and went home to his family.

      Emily had met up with Georgianna at the downtown square around five-thirty, and the two of them planned on heading over to the Caldwells, where they’d meet Ethan for dinner. He had a last minute delivery and couldn’t make it until then.

      Emily took a hot sip of cocoa and paused, a smile spreading across her face as she rested her free hand over her stomach.

      “Is he moving? Can I feel?” Georgie didn’t wait for permission, but held her hand over Emily’s stomach and grinned. “Wow. I think he’s going to be a D1 soccer player like his auntie.”

      “You might be right. The little guy never stops.” Emily took another sip of cocoa as they wandered from O’Dell’s food truck to the big tree.

      “I heard you and Ethan stopped by Helen and Charlie’s last night.”

      Emily nodded. “We did. They came home a few days ago and asked to see us.”

      “Eth said they were good about everything.”

      “They were,” Emily replied. “Helen was distant at first but she came around. I think it helps that Samantha finally told them about Chloe. She has a piece of Rick and I’m glad for that.”

      “Speaking of…”

      Georgie went all quiet and Emily followed her eyes. She spied Samantha and Chloe by the tree. The little girl was turning in circles, trying to catch snowflakes.

      “Are you two okay with things?” Georgianna asked.

      “I don’t hate her if that’s what you mean. I don’t understand why she did what she did, but she has a child and Chloe’s innocent.  Samantha and I will never be close  again, but I can’t erase or forget all the good times.” She kicked at the snow. “Samantha and Rick are my past and I’m not living there anymore.” She grinned. “I’ve got my future and Ethan and—”

      “And?”

      The deep voice startled her. She whirled around and found Ethan grinning at her in a way that made her feet float and her heart sing.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were delivering a bike or a car or something.”

      “No.” He shrugged. “That was a cover story.”

      “What?” She looked from Ethan to his sister. Georgie gave her a hug. “I’ll see you guys at Mom and Dad’s. Don’t be too late.” She paused. “I heard your mom and her husband are coming for drinks.”

      “Yes,” Samantha murmured. “’Tis the season. They’re here for a couple of days before heading back to Arizona.”

      Ethan held out his hand and motioned her forward. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Home.”

      “Oh.” Confused she said nothing more until, snug inside Ethan’s warm truck, they sped past her street and headed for River Road. “I thought we were going home?”

      “We are.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “That’s okay, darlin’. You will.”

      Twenty minutes later Ethan parked in his driveway and helped her out of the truck. They stopped at his shop, where he dropped a kiss to her cheek and told her to wait. Which she did, impatiently. Then he took her hand and with the help of a bright flashlight, lit up a path through the trees, but away from his house. She could see footprints in the snow and knew someone else had recently walked this same way.

      “Not much farther,” Ethan said. He couldn’t hide his excitement and warmth spread through Emily as she followed him. Eventually the trees thinned and they came out into a clearing. It was perched on top of a bluff that overlooked the lake, and she rested her head back against his chest when Ethan pulled her to him.

      “It’s beautiful here.” The moon cast a soft glow over the snow covered lake, and with all the homes that dotted the shore on both sides, lit up for Christmas, it looked like a slice of Michigan heaven.

      “It is,” he replied. “What do you think of the view?”

      “Incredible.”

      “Good.” He took her hand and pointed to a stake, which was when she noticed more stakes. “That’s going to be your kitchen.” He pointed to the right. “Our bedroom is there and the baby’s is down the hall. There’ll be two more bedrooms we can fill, and—”

      “Ethan, what are you saying?” She twisted around so she could see his face. Shadows danced along his strong jaw, and his hair waved beneath his knit hat. He hadn’t bothered to shave, but then she liked him a little rough.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said, bending down to press a kiss to her mouth. “I hope you like your present.”

      “My present…” She whirled around suddenly envisioning what the stakes meant. “This is going to be our home,” she whispered.

      “Yeah. It is.” He reached into the pocket of his coat and she bit her lip to stop the tears at the simple gesture. “Now all you have to do is let me put this on your finger.” His tone was light, though the moment was heavy as he presented her with a small black box. “My mom raised me right you know. We can’t live in sin.”

      “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?” Emily couldn’t help but smile.

      “Yeah. It is. But time’s up Emily. Will you be my wife?”

      She didn’t answer him right away. She kissed him until her knees went weak. Until her head spun and her heart nearly burst out of her chest because it was so full. When the kiss was over and she finally came up for air, she could only nod and manage one word.

      “Yes.”

      It was enough.
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      Coming early 2021

      

      Link Major always gets what he wants. An ex footballer and heir to a fortune has made it easy. But the woman he’s in love with isn’t biting.  He wants more than she’s willing to give. What’s a cocky Brit to do? The thing he’s best at. He plays dirty. More importantly, he plays to win.

      

       Elise Avery thinks there is no second chance at love for her, and doesn’t need the complication of a much younger man in her life. But he makes her burn like no other.  She’s willing to embark on an affair, though she knows he wants more. As their affair heats up the real question becomes, is she brave enough to let him win?

      

      You can preorder you copy today! Just page through!
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