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Introduction
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Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE


DESCRIPTION
[image: ]


I’ve never had an issue with scoring⁠—

Touchdowns and women alike.

Except with her.

We had our chance but life was too small for me back then.

I needed more.

So I left.

But now I’m back for Homecoming and our reunion.

I thought I could get in and get out.

Joke’s on me.

My hometown crush is more than my kryptonite.

She’s also off limits and my best friend’s little sister.

That should be enough for me to keep my hands to myself.

But some rules are meant to be broken.

Don’t hate the player, hate the game.

We aren’t who we used to be.

It’s time to take what I want and make her pick me this time.
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STERLING


The view from my office was the kind of shit dreams were made of. The Brooklyn Bridge jutted from the sparkling water in the distance. The modern, iconic skyscrapers of Wall Street and the smaller, much more historic buildings stood proudly in between. And all of it was my playground.

It was a far cry from the miles of green farmland and open spaces where I’d grown up.

Leaning back in my chair, I let out a deep breath and scrubbed my palms over my jaw, groaning at the prospect of being away from here for the next six weeks. Beyond my windows, the sun had begun to set. Lights were slowly blinking to life in the buildings around me and on the vibrant streets below.

For the first time in years, I wouldn’t be back here on Monday morning and I was not excited about it. I sighed again, hit the button on my computer to shut it down, and got up to grab my jacket once the screen went black. As I slid my arms into the sleeves that had been tailored to my exact specifications, I took one last look around the office.

Half a wall of TV screens showed me real-time updates of every important financial market on the planet. Thick carpet stretched out beneath my feet. A sleek, glass-topped desk faced the view, a conference table sat next to one of the solid walls, and in the corner, there was a little coffee nook with a couch my assistant had insisted upon so I had somewhere to take a break every once in a while.

I practically lived here.

Ever since I’d been hired as an investment banker at Josh Meadows Inc, the most badass brokerage firm in the city, I’d gone balls to the wall, hardly even sleeping for the first few years while I’d been cementing my position here.

These days, I still spent most of my time working, but at least I grabbed a few hours’ of shut-eye every night. Well, most nights anyway.

For the next six weeks, however, I wouldn’t be working at all.

It was a mind-shift of note.

It felt like the computer sitting on my desk was calling to me as I strode across the expanse of my office to my door. Like it was judging me for leaving it behind.

I gritted my teeth, opened my door, and ran smack into Henry, a particularly obnoxious coworker of mine. He was one of those dude-bros who always wore his collar popped up and was completely unaware of his own overgrown sense of entitlement.

“Sterling!” He said the last syllable of my name in a much deeper tone and grinned when he saw me, his strawberry-blonde hair slicked back and his top buttons already undone. Reaching out, he clasped my shoulder and pumped his eyebrows at me. “We’re meeting at Nova to celebrate another awesome week. You in?”

I grimaced and shook my head. “I can’t, man. I’m catching an early morning flight in a few hours.”

“That gives you a few hours to party with us,” he said, undeterred by my declining his invitation. “Come on, bro. It’s just a few beers. We’ll let you go when you have to.”

As he said it, Bryant and Jenna came around the corner, both fixing me with expectant looks of their own. Henry, Bryant, Jenna, and I were all on the same level here at the moment, but I was up for a promotion.

My boss wasn’t too happy about my extended leave of absence to go back to my hometown, but I wasn’t happy about it either. I hadn’t been back there since my mom died, and even then, it’d only been for a few days to tie up her loose ends because my dad had been incapable of doing it himself.

I hadn’t taken time off work since and I believed that was one of the reasons I was first in line for the promotion. The people inviting me out for drinks now would be here while I was gone, and that was why I finally returned Henry’s grin and lifted my chin in a nod.

“Sure, yeah. One won’t hurt. Let’s do it.”

I would be damned if one of them went after my promotion while I was gone, and the only way to prevent it would be to make sure they knew I would be back—and that when I got here, I didn’t want to hear about anyone trying to steal it out from underneath me.

They were all a little bit afraid of me and I planned on using that to my advantage. They also all owed me for various favors I’d done for them or messes I’d cleaned up on their behalf over the years.

I just had to give them a reminder of all that.

Henry smirked like he’d known all along that I would cave, and the others fell into step behind us. As we made our way to the elevator and walked to the preppy, after-work watering hole they favored, they bantered about the deals they’d lost or closed this week, but I didn’t join in.

I wasn’t in the mood for banter. I was too annoyed by having to go home. Of all the fucking times to have to leave.

“What’s up with you?” Bryant asked as we sipped our drinks at our usual table. “I heard you’re going away. That’s not like you.”

“No, it’s not.” I’d been tight-lipped about my life back home, and I didn’t really care to share too much. Keeping it vague, I swallowed a sip of my beer and shrugged. “My ten-year high school reunion is coming up and I’ve got some family shit to work out, but I’ll be back.”

Henry scoffed. “You’re leaving now because of some reunion? I wouldn’t turn my back for a second if I was you right now. You must really have loved high school.”

I had, but that wasn’t why I was obliged to go. The obligation stemmed from the fact that I had been the graduating class president, but I might’ve overlooked even that if I hadn’t wanted to go talk to my dad about the family business.

It was about time we met with a lawyer or an estate planner so I wouldn’t be stuck with another mess once he eventually kicked the bucket. But Henry didn’t need to know that either.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Some of us take our responsibilities seriously. We don’t get lost in the clubs in the Hamptons when we’re supposed to be at work, for example.”

He paled a little in response to the barely veiled threat and Bryant burst out laughing. “Burn!”

Jenna smirked at me. “Well played. I’d almost forgotten about his mishap in the Hamptons.”

I shrugged. “Just saying. I’m not worried about turning my back and it’s not because I loved high school. My dad is getting older and there’s some stuff he and I need to go over. The reunion just gave me an added incentive to get the trip over with, is all.”

Henry cocked his head, still a little pale, but at least he seemed to be over the urge to give me meaningless empty warnings about the timing of my absence. “Where is home, anyway? I just realized I don’t even know where you’re from.”

“Allisburg,” I said curtly.

“Where is that?” Bryant frowned. “Maine?”

“Vermont,” I said.

Jenna’s head jerked a little. “You’re from a small town in Vermont?”

“Yep.” I arched an eyebrow at her. “Surprised?”

“Very.” She studied my face like she was searching for any sign of country on it, but she wouldn’t find anything.

I’d long since left that life behind. I folded my arms as I relaxed in my chair at our cocktail table, smirking when her gaze finally came back to mine. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, honey. Not so much that I don’t know about you.”

Acknowledgment flashed in her eyes and she nodded, quickly averting her gaze. Another message delivered.

Bryant shrank in on himself a little and I grinned. Mission accomplished.

I picked up my beer, but Henry spoke again before I could take a sip. “You’re a country bumpkin? What the hell, man? How did we not know that?”

I shrugged, playing it off when the truth was that they hadn’t known because I’d made a point of not telling them. I wasn’t ashamed of my roots, but these people weren’t my friends.

We drank together. We worked together. Occasionally, we even played wingman for each other. But we were not friends.

We were rivals.

It was a dog-eat-dog world we lived in and I’d never been bit. I didn’t plan on starting now.

“Does it matter where I come from?” I asked, turning the tables instead. “You’re from Florida and I’ve never given you shit about that.”

“You should, though,” Bryant joked, but then his features suddenly transformed when a group of women passed by. He sat up a little straighter, his gaze glued to their asses as they walked to the bar. When they reached it, he glanced at me. “Want to turn on that charm of yours for me before you leave?”

I drained my beer and double-tapped the bottle when it was empty. “Let’s do it.”

Finding an in with one of the women who gave me a smile as we walked up, I chatted to her for a bit before introducing Bryant, and then I left, surprisingly relieved to have an excuse tonight. These little after-work soirees of ours had grown old to me.

Boring.

I hadn’t come to Manhattan for boring.

After paying for my drink, I waved at the others and headed to my penthouse apartment, strangely melancholic as the sound of my keys hitting the table echoed through the empty space. I’d moved in here as soon as I’d been able to afford it and I’d been mighty proud of it at the time.

The place was sleek. Modern and spotless, but stale. Cold and lifeless.

I was a bachelor and it showed. My life consisted of work, happy hour, the gym, and a bi-monthly one-night stand. It was not exactly the glitz and glamor I’d been sold on back in business school.

Shaking my head at myself, I strode to my bedroom and didn’t bother switching on any lights. The ambient light from the city filtering in through my large windows was more than enough to see by and my bags were already packed for my trip. After I called for an Uber to take me to the airport, I just stood there, looking out at the life of the city below.

As I stared down at the snaking red line of brake lights and the twinkling neon signs above the storefronts, I debated not going home for the thousandth time, but in the end, I’d meant what I’d told my coworkers earlier.

I had an obligation to go back for the reunion and my dad and I seriously needed to get his affairs in order. I had enough on my plate. The last thing I needed was to keep worrying about what in the hell was really going on with the farm and the businesses back home.

I had stood there for some time lost in my thoughts when my phone buzzed in my hand. Forcing my gaze away from the city I’d grown to love, I glanced at my screen and saw that someone named Brandon had arrived to pick me up. Nodding to myself, I grabbed my bags and strode out of my empty apartment without so much as one last look back.

“Hey,” Brandon said as I opened my door. “You Sterling?”

“Yep.” I tossed the bags in ahead of me and climbed into the backseat, immediately turning to the window so he wouldn’t think I wanted to make conversation.

Thankfully, he caught the hint and turned up the volume on the radio a little, leaving me to my thoughts as he eased us into the traffic. Eventually, the city lights faded and I fell into my memories of the last time I’d gone home.

It had been five years ago. For my mom’s funeral. I hadn’t stayed long before jetting back here for work.

It was still surreal to me that I was going back to an Allisburg where she wouldn’t be waiting for me. Sleeping at our house on the farm without waking up to her cooking. My stomach churned at the thought of staying there with only my dad.

The funeral had happened. Mom was gone. I’d been there when they’d lowered her coffin into the ground. I’d been the one who’d patted down the dirt when it was over.

The memory of that day spun to the moment when I’d looked out across the small crowd who had gathered at my mom’s grave. I’d had the shovel in my hand and I’d been smoothing the dirt so it would look neat.

Mom would’ve appreciated it. She liked things tidy.

Most people had gone to meet us at the house for some refreshments, but Daphne LaSalle had lingered.

My best friend’s younger sister.

She’d stayed and lent me her silent support as I’d done that final thing for my mom.

It had been the first time I’d seen her in five years. The last time had been at a party just after my high school graduation. A party that might’ve changed my life if I hadn’t been leaving Allisburg the very next week.

I closed my eyes, picturing her that night as I’d walked her home after the party. Daphne’s chestnut brown hair had been pulled up into a long ponytail that had hung to the center of her back, her full curves encased in a simple yellow dress and her blue eyes bright but guarded.

My phone buzzed again and my eyes flew open, but I had to blink hard a few times to dispel the haze of the memories. When I finally managed to focus on the device, I found a text waiting for me from Eric.

Speak of the damn devil.

As if Daphne’s big brother had sensed me thinking about his sister from all the way across the state, he’d messaged me at exactly the right time to distract me from the memories of that night. He was supposed to pick me up from the airport, and I groaned when I realized that wouldn’t be happening.

Eric: Hey man. Just letting you know that there’s been a slight change of plan. Nothing to worry about. Have a safe flight!

I wasn’t even home yet and already Allisburg was fucking with me. I hit the dial button to find out what this mysterious change of plan was, but unsurprisingly, Eric didn’t pick up. I guess I’ll just have to wait and see what that town has in store for me this time.
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DAPHNE


My heart raced as I squealed to a stop in front of my brother’s auto shop. I’d barely turned off my engine when I was out of the car, running to his office with my nostrils flaring and my eyes wide.

“What’s the emergency?” I asked as soon as I saw him behind his desk, quickly giving him a onceover to make sure he was alright.

“Hey, easy,” Eric said.

When I saw no visible signs of injury or even alarm, I scowled, breathing hard and pressing a hand to my chest in an attempt to calm my wildly beating heart. “There’s no blood on the walls or the floor. You seem fine. Why did you make it sound like the sky was falling?”

He frowned as he turned slowly away from his computer to face me, confusion clouding his usually clear blue eyes. “What? I didn’t. The sky is fine. I just asked if you could help me out.”

“Yeah, but you said it was an emergency.”

“That’s because it is,” he said, still seeming a little confused until he shook his head and smiled. “I’m sorry if I scared you. It’s not a life-or-death emergency. I guess I could’ve been clearer.”

“Ya think?” I shot back at him, picking a path across the car parts scattered on the floor and sinking into the chair across from desk. “So what’s going on?”

“I have to pick up a friend from the airport, but Mr. Jackson is going to pitch a fit if I don’t finish his car today. He needs to pick up supplies for the diner and he claims it’ll go out of business if he can’t collect this order.”

“Right,” I said slowly, blinking hard as I tried to process that the emergency was, in fact, not at all an actual emergency. “You could’ve just said that.”

“Yeah, I know.” He wrinkled his nose at me. “I wasn’t thinking, but to be fair, I didn’t know your mind would jump to blood on the walls. It’s just time sensitive.”

“You said emergency,” I reiterated. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word. Nothing constitutes an emergency to you.”

Seriously, my big brother was the most laidback person in the world. About most things anyway. He was crazy protective of me and he worked his ass off as a mechanic in his auto shop, but he was also tough. He took most things life threw at him in stride and that was what made him seem so easygoing. He just wasn’t the type to panic.

“It is an emergency if the owner of the only diner everyone loves around here says he’s going out of business if you don’t have his car fixed by four.”

I inhaled deeply. “Well, I suppose I should be happy you’re okay. Next time, just don’t give me half a heart attack when you need a favor.”

He smirked, his eyes filling with laughter as he nodded his agreement. “Sure, but next time, maybe don’t jump to conclusions.”

I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at him. “You do need a favor, right? It might help to be kind to the person you’re asking it from.”

“But you love me.” He batted his pitch-black lashes at me and I laughed, shaking my head.

“Fine. What time is your friend’s flight getting in? I have to be at the bakery by three.”

He glanced at his watch. “You should be done way before then. All you need to do is drive to the airport, pick him up, and bring him back to Allisburg.”

“Fine,” I said, doing a quick mental calculation of my own. The airport was only one town over, and unless there was some kind of problem on the roads, I should make it back in plenty of time for work. “You owe me, though.”

“Don’t I always?” he teased. “Jokes aside, I do owe you. Thanks, Daph. I really need to get this car fixed and the coordination for the reunion has taken way too much of my time recently, and I can’t exactly leave him at the airport until I’m done.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed. “Who is i⁠—”

My question was interrupted by the ringing of his landline and he grabbed the phone, the humor melting from his eyes as the businessman within flared back to life. “This is Eric.”

As I watched, relief slowly started washing over his features as he listened to the person on the other end of the line. I waited for a few seconds, but finally, he put his hand over the receiver and whispered to me. “This is about the parts for Mr. Jackson’s car. You better get going. I’ll text you.”

“You’re lucky I love you,” I whispered back before getting up and walking out into the sunshine to my car.

Feeling a lot less stressed than I had when I’d arrived, I turned over the engine and slid my sunglasses over my eyes, still wondering who I was collecting from the airport. I’d known all of Eric’s friends back in the day and I assumed this was someone who was flying in for the reunion. Curious but not nervous at all, I got on the road and sang along to pop music on my radio as I drove to the airport.

The great thing about all of Eric’s friends from back in high school was that none of them had ever made fun of me. They’d been the popular crowd. The football players who had carried our local team to victory again and again.

I had been—and still was—a geek. Artsy and bookish, I hadn’t run in their circles at all, but because of my relation to Eric, they’d always been good to me. If not for that, I’d have been overrun with nerves at the idea of seeing some of those guys again.

They’d been larger than life to me back in the day. Intimidating as hell with their tackles, and their smirks, and their offers from all the good schools to keep throwing their balls around.

When I arrived at the airport, I saw a few people I recognized from way back when. I waved at some, kept my head down when I passed others, and then I realized that every flight in was bringing more and more of their old crowd back to town.

Their reunion was in a few weeks and it was going to be a huge event because it was happening just after the fall festival, to which a lot of them made their annual pilgrimage home anyway. Checking my phone, I cursed softly.

Eric still hadn’t texted me, and since I had no idea who I was looking for, I wondered if I’d been supposed to collect one of those people I’d just waved at. Crap.

Standing in the arrival terminal, I was about to call my brother when the very last person I’d expected to see walked into view. Sterling North.

Immediately, I knew he was who I’d come for. He’d been my brother’s best friend since kindergarten, and even though I knew they’d fallen out of touch over the years, if Sterling was here and Eric wasn’t, it meant my brother was supposed to have been.

As it happened, however, Sterling had also been my very first crush. Cliche but darn, he’d made my little teenage heart pump chocolates instead of blood, I’d been that sweet on him. Tall, dark, and handsome, I’d longed for him as a boy, and as a man?

Well, time had been kind to him. Lord have mercy.

The same tall, fit frame. The same thick, luxurious black hair, but it was shorter now than it had been. Longer at the top, but neat, business-professional short at the sides. His face had matured, his features more chiseled and sharper than ever, and those sparkling brown eyes that used to be kind held a glint of steel now.

My breath caught at the sight of him, and for a long moment after he’d spotted me, we just stared at each other. Those broad shoulders, covered in a shirt that fit him like a glove. The narrower hips. The strong, toned runner’s muscles that made the expensive fabrics he was wearing bulge in all the right places.

Holy. Mother. Of. Pearl. How is he even more good looking now?

For just that one moment, it felt like we were suspended in time. Attraction coursed through me like a living being in a way it hadn’t done since the last time I’d seen him, but I shut it down, forcing my feet to carry me in his direction and trying my best to play it cool.

“Hey, Sterling,” I said. “I’m here to give you a ride home. Eric sent me.”

Those gorgeous dark eyes widened almost infinitesimally. Then he dropped his chin in a curt nod. “Sure. Where is he?”

“At work,” I explained, uncertain as to why I sounded apologetic. I was doing them both a darn favor being here. Gathering myself, I looked him right in the eye and inclined my head toward the parking lot. “Should we go?”

“Yeah. Let’s do it.” He adjusted his grip on the handle of one of those fancy, metallic wheelie suitcases and on the strap of a slate gray duffel over his shoulder. “Where’s your car?”

I ignored the question, opting instead for making sure he really was who I was supposed to pick up. “Eric was going to collect you, right? You’re not just taking advantage of a free ride while I should be picking up someone else?”

His handsome features contorted, those dark eyebrows inching up. “What? Yeah. Eric was supposed to be here.”

“Oh, good,” I said happily, starting in the direction of the lot outside with my heart back to beating a million miles a minute.

Sterling freaking North. I can’t believe it.

The expensive but faint scent of him wafted to my nostrils as he fell into step beside me, and I almost moaned out loud as I inhaled it. He’d always smelled good, but this was next level. The cologne wasn’t overpowering, rather just providing a hint of what his skin would smell like if I burrowed into his side.

It was spicy and masculine but also fresh. Like a clean, citrusy ocean with a hint of smoke. Is that even possible?

I felt the heat of him radiating into my side and—stop it!

“So,” I said as we stepped out of the revolving doors onto the sidewalk. “Are you in town for the reunion?”

“Yes.”

I waited a moment to see if he’d elaborate, but he didn’t. When I risked a quick glance at him, I realized he was stone-cold serious, his gaze fixed on some point in the distance and his jaw tight.

“You must be pretty tired after your flight, huh?” I asked, trying to empathize. I’d never been on a plane before, but I’d heard it exhausted people. “Where did you fly in from?”

“New York City.”

“That’s cool,” I said, genuinely interested in hearing more about his life now, but he definitely didn’t feel the same way.

I hadn’t seen the guy in years. At least five. I’d been at his mom’s funeral, but I hadn’t actually spoken to him. I’d steered clear because he’d always made me feel things I couldn’t explain. Now, I would be stuck in a car with him while he was grumpy and tired.

I wonder if he ever smiles anymore. It didn’t look like it.

He used to have such a nice smile, too. When I’d watched him and my brother play football back in the day, he’d flashed it easily and often, and it’d always made my heart skip a beat, but now, his expression seemed to be stuck on stony.

Deciding to try making small talk one last time, I turned to him once we were in the car and on our way. “Are you living in New York now? What do you do there?”

“I’m in finance,” he said. “Can you drop me off at Eric’s shop? I’m picking up a car from him to use for the time I’m here.”

“Of course,” I said, leaving him in peace when he turned his head to the window and studied the landscape outside like he’d never seen it before.

We drove in silence from there, but I couldn’t decide if it was awkward or just silence. All I knew was that this guy was not interested in talking to me or even looking at me. It stung a little. Sure, we’d never been friends, but shit.

We had known each other for a long time and it would’ve been nice to get to catch up at least a little, but I didn’t push. He was hotter than sunburn and he used to be a good guy, but I wasn’t sure I knew this person in the car with me now, and if he was this grumpy, I’d rather not talk to him either.

When I pulled up outside Eric’s garage, Sterling nodded at me and then climbed out the car, walking away without another word once he’d collected his luggage. As I watched him go, I couldn’t help but think about that night he’d walked me home after his last party as a high-schooler. He’d been so sweet to me that night, but he was so different now that it was almost difficult to believe he was the same person.

He disappeared into the cavernous depths of my brother’s shop and I sighed, wondering what had happened to him between then and now. What had turned the carefree, charming, most popular guy at school into a brooding, quiet grump, and was he always like this? Or had he just been horribly disappointed to see me?
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STERLING


Ididn’t like surprises, and seeing Daphne waiting at the airport to pick me up had been a monster of one. Ticked off at Eric for not even giving me a heads-up, I strode into his garage on the warpath, but he either didn’t notice or he just didn’t care.

When he walked out of the storage room in the back and saw me, a wide grin broke out across his face and he waved before he pulled a dirty rag out of his pocket and wiped his hands. He strode over and slapped me on the back, and I almost cringed at the thought of what that oil on his palms had to be doing to my shirt.

“Sterling! Bro, how are you? It’s good to see you. It’s been too long.”

Whatever. It’s just a shirt. I’m not in the financial district anymore and he’ll never stop giving me shit about complaining over a dirty shirt.

“Yeah, man. It’s good to see you too.” I clasped his offered hand for a shake and tugged him to me for a quick hug. “Thanks for helping me out with wheels for the trip.”

“Anytime,” he replied easily.

Instead of laying into him about sending his little sister to pick me up, I decided to let it go. He hadn’t said anything about it, and I wasn’t going to bring it up and make it into a bigger deal than it needed to be.

Because if I did, I would have to explain why it had annoyed me so much to see her—and I wasn’t about to tell him that it’d caught me completely off guard to see how much she had grown up.

She was hot now.

Drop dead gorgeous actually. She’d always been pretty, but now, she was so jaw-dropping that I’d barely been able to look at her in the car for fear of accidentally—or on purpose—flirting with her.

She was still Eric’s little sister and she was still completely off limits.

Just like she always had been.

And so, I’d been annoyed because I couldn’t touch her. I couldn’t put the moves on her. I couldn’t even look at her the way I’d wanted to and I’d had zero time to prepare myself for it.

It’d been a fucking decade since anyone had been off limits to me.

Give a guy a chance to get his damn bearings before you ambush him with something like that.

I drew in a deep breath, stepping out of Eric’s half embrace. Then I got my first look at his business and let out a low whistle, distracting myself from Daphne by focusing on the life he’d built for himself instead.

There were half a dozen cars in here at least, all in various states of repair, but it was clear that the guy was busy. Through the wide open garage-door sized opening in the back wall, I could see a dozen more cars out back.

For a town the size of Allisburg, this business was clearly booming.

“Good-looking place you’re got here,” I said, eyeing the relatively neat shelves against the wall and a decently sized office in the corner. “When you told me you were a mechanic now, I pictured you as the backyard variety. I thought you were mostly still coaching the team.”

He shrugged. “I am coaching the team, but it’s a high school football team, bro. They don’t exactly pay as much as the big leagues. I had to pay the bills somehow. Plus, I’ve always liked fixing shit and old Gus was ready to retire, so I bought the place from him and figured that this way, I’d have the best of both worlds. Football and cars.”

I chuckled, but my mind was lingering on his sister. I wondered what she was still doing in Allisburg, but I didn’t ask. I wasn’t going to get involved. I was only here for a few weeks and that was Eric’s baby sister.

If I expressed any sort of interest in her or her life, he was likely to punch me. It’d been a while since I’d been in a fight and it wasn’t a streak I cared to break. Especially with a friend.

“You’ve made a lot of improvements since it belonged to Gus,” I said, realizing that the garage was at least double the size I remembered. “Did you do the expansion or did he?”

“I did,” Eric said proudly. “Coffee?”

“Please. I’m dragging ass.”

He laughed, waving me toward his office. “I don’t have the good shit I’m sure you’re used to, but I bought a nifty little machine last year that makes it better than the old percolator I used to have.”

“Anything with caffeine in it would work for me right about now,” I said. “Seriously though, man. This place is nice. I’m impressed.”

“Says the Wall Street investment banker,” he joked, clapping me on the shoulder before we walked into his office. “How are you? You look like hell, man.”

“Yeah, I know. I haven’t slept.”

“Or you’ve just been working too hard,” he suggested knowingly, glancing at me over his shoulder as he led me to his nifty little machine.

I laughed when I saw it. “You know, I was expecting swill, but I used to have this exact same one until last year.”

“You did?” He grinned. “Great minds, I guess. You upgraded?”

I shrugged. “I was in the mood for something new.”

He chuckled. “Some things never change.”

Hitting a few buttons, he fixed our coffees and I accepted mine gratefully, wishing I could add a splash of whiskey but also knowing that I needed to stay up long enough to drive myself to the farm. I made my way over to the car parts on his floor and arched an eyebrow at the chaos.

“What is all this?”

He winced. “Yeah. Sorry. I was going to tidy up before you came, but I got caught up. I was combing through these to see if I could help a client out faster.”

“How many weeks ago?” I asked.

He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Two.”

I laughed. “I guess you haven’t changed much either. You never did let anything or anyone rush you.”

“Perfection takes time,” he said, winking as he made his way to his chair behind his desk. “Where are you staying while you’re here? I live in a house out back. Got a spare room if you need it.”

“Thanks, man, but I’m heading up to the farm. If the old man kicks me out at some point, I might take you up on it, though.”

“No problem. Just thought I’d offer. How’s life treating ya? You really do look beat. I’m not just busting your balls.” He skimmed his eyes across my face again, knowing me well enough even after all these years to know that this was about more than just not getting any sleep last night.

I shrugged. Opening up hadn’t been part of my DNA for at least ten years. Not since I left here actually. Even before then, I’d played things pretty close to the chest. Eric had been one of the few people who had really known me then, but that had been a long time ago.

“It’s alright, man,” I said, answering but also deflecting. “It hasn’t been exactly what I thought it would be, but I guess that’s just growing up. How about you?”

He chuckled. “About the same. Good, but not exactly the life I imagined. How’s work?”

“It’s fine. Nothing but self-centered ruthless assholes around me, so at least nothing has changed on that front.” I chuckled and shrugged.

Eric laughed. “The way I remember it, you were the self-centered, ruthless asshole. The rest of us were simply following in your footsteps.”

I scoffed. “I think your age has affected your memory.”

“Yeah? What does that say about you then? You’re three months older than I am.”

“Sure, but age has brought me wisdom.” I tapped my temple. “I’ve been keeping this in tip-top shape. You, on the other hand, may have inhaled too many fumes in here.”

He chuckled. “Maybe, but at least I don’t sit behind a desk all day. I’ve heard sitting is the new smoking. Besides, isn’t the air in Manhattan ninety percent fumes and ten percent oxygen?”

As we bantered back and forth, the familiarity of speaking to Eric was weirdly comforting. It’d been years since we’d last talked before he’d reached out about the reunion, and yet somehow, it was like our friendship had remained unchanged.

When our coffee was done though, he had to get back to work and I was about to drop, so he showed me to the truck he’d gotten ready for me to use and we said our goodbyes. The drive up to Northfield Farm brought back the melancholy I’d been feeling recently, but when I finally arrived, I was shocked to the see the state the place was in.

The main house rose up between overgrown hedges, and the branches that used to form a neat canopy over the driveway were broken and jagged edged. Old leaves crunched under my feet when I climbed out, blinking hard at the patches of paint peeling off the exterior walls of the house and the crooked gutters.

This was where I’d grown up, the old, sprawling double-story farmhouse my castle and the land my kingdom. Mom used to have potted flowers on the porch, but only the broken pots remained now. There wasn’t a pop of color in sight.

The white paint that wasn’t peeling was dirty, splashed with mud at the bottom and spots of dirt clinging to the window frames above. Our roof was tiled, but I could barely see it for the dry, old leaves covering it like a carpet.

Pain seared through me as I stared. Mom would’ve hated seeing what had become of her beloved home. I hated it myself, unable to believe my dad had let it fall to pieces like this.

Northfield Farm was an institution in this town.

We provided the people with eggs and pumpkins and sometimes flowers in the spring. In the fall, the whole farm became the local pumpkin patch and people came from all over to visit it. It was the best in three counties. Mom also used to run our family bakery at the lower edge of the property and she’d put on the fall festival every year.

I’d had no idea this was how much it had deteriorated since her death. Shaking my head, I hoisted my luggage and made my way up the cracked steps to the front porch, knocking and waiting for a response but not getting one.

Eventually, I tried the door and it swung open, immediately reminding me that my mother was no longer here. She always used to be baking, and the scent of her treats would pour out of the house as soon as the door opened.

Now, however, it was just dusty and dark inside, the lights all off and everything quiet. I dropped my bags at the door, figuring I’d go find my dad before I settled into my bedroom. Thankfully, I knew exactly where the old man would be and that was where I found him—the pumpkin patch out back.

I’d told him I was coming today, but obviously, he’d had better things to do than welcoming home his only child. I watched him for a moment, wearing his worn-out jeans and a plaid shirt, bent over his precious pumpkins with a threadbare ballcap on his head. Disappointment combined with simmering rage inside me.

At the last moment before I called out to him, I changed my mind. I went for a drive around the property to check things out instead. Clearly, the old man had given up on his family’s land, his child, and everything else he’d once held dear.

I’d been expecting a fight at some point after I got here, but I hadn’t been expecting this. Indifference. Brokenness. Disrepair.

It made me wonder how bad things had really gotten, and as I climbed back into Eric’s truck, I was hellbent on finding out.
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DAPHNE


The bakery at Northfield Farms had become my second home. Last fall, I’d only helped out for pumpkin spice season and I’d been looking forward to doing it again all year.

Now that it was here, I was savoring every moment, never happier than I was doing this job I had right then.

After high school, I’d gotten a degree in education and I’d followed in my mother’s footsteps to become a teacher. I’d taught second grade at Allisburg Elementary for a few years and I’d loved it, but after helping at the bakery last year, I’d decided to make a change.

My parents were getting older and they were almost ready to retire, and while I’d been teaching, I hadn’t had much freedom to help them out. Once I’d realized how much I enjoyed baking and being a barista, it’d hardly felt like a sacrifice to take a break from teaching for the time being so I could be more available to my parents.

Plus, I got to learn all about baking from June Gracen while I was working here. She was an excellent pastry chef who had taught me everything I knew so far and she kept showing me new recipes every single day.

Since I’d always enjoyed baking, it was like a dream come true to be able to learn from someone like her. An opportunity I’d grabbed with both hands.

Smiling as I restocked the shelves, I hummed to myself under my breath and tried my best to focus on the work instead of the boy. The boy, however, was refusing to leave my brain for so much as a moment.

It’d only been about an hour since I’d dropped Sterling off at the garage, and since I’d had no warning that it was him I would be collecting, I couldn’t even really blame myself for not being able to stop thinking about him.

He and I had never been friends, but for as long as I could remember, he’d always been there—at our house with my brother. At school. Around town. Even here, shooting the breeze with his mother after school when I’d come with mine to pick up bread, pastries, or eggs.

Sterling North had been that guy when I was growing up. Everyone in town had loved him, but at school, he had been a demigod. The most popular, most handsome guy who had graced our halls. The quarterback for the high school team who had also been senior class president. He’d even graduated with a one-way ticket to the Stanford School of Business.

Every girl had wanted him and every boy had wanted to befriend or become him. Eric and the third leg of their tripod, Jake, had been closest to him, though. He’d been loyal as anything to those two, and together, they’d been the kings of Allisburg.

Jake and Eric had stuck around after high school, but Sterling had spread his wings and left without a second thought. No one had blamed him, but things hadn’t been quite the same around town since he’d left.

Jake and Eric had taken it hard. For years, it’d almost been like they’d been limping, one of their limbs suddenly amputated. In time, they’d learned to live with it but I knew it’d been a learning curve for them.

A group of girls came in and headed for the coffee counter, and I shook myself out of my thoughts as I set down the basket of pastries. Striding over to the counter myself, I smiled at them and positioned myself at the fancy coffee machine.

“Good morning, ladies. What can I get you?”

They all returned my smile and placed their orders, and while I made their lattes, June came out to keep restocking the shelves. Once the basket was empty, the older woman winked at me, her green eyes sparkling and the crow’s feet around her eyes deep as she grinned.

“Will you hold down the fort out here while I go get a new batch in the oven?” she asked.

I nodded, and she shuffled around the counter and tucked a strand of blondish gray hair behind her ear that had escaped from her bun. Once I’d handed over the lattes, the girls took off, and as they left, Rachel came in.

My best friend, she and I had met in the library at school in our freshman year and we’d clicked immediately. We’d been inseparable ever since.

With her long blonde locks, big blue eyes, and bigger boobs, Rachel had received a lot of attention back then. Even from the older boys.

Jake Garrison, the same Jake who had been my brother’s other best friend, had eventually been the one who had won her heart and they’d gotten married a few years ago. Her belly was bulging now with their first child, and her hand rested gently on top of it as she pulled off her sunglasses once she was inside the bakery.

She beamed at me. “My daily fix, wench!”

I laughed. “Coming right up, mama. How’s your back?”

“Breaking,” she said decisively, complaining with a smile still glued to her lips as she sank down on one of the stools at the counter. “My ankles aren’t doing so well either. I think I’ve lost them, actually. I’m now the not-so-proud owner of cankles for the first time ever.”

My nose wrinkled in sympathy. “Your ankles will be back soon enough and that little one in there is going to make it all worth it.”

She flipped a lock of that golden hair over her shoulder before she smiled again. “I know. It just doesn’t make it any easier right now. But I will survive.”

“Sure, you will.” I made her decaf mocha latte and pushed it across the counter. “Before you know it, you’ll be ready for number two.”

Her eyes widened and she snorted as she tried to hold back laughter. “Jeez, have you been talking to Jake? You sound exactly like him. I told him he can carry the next one.”

I shrugged and flashed her a coy smile. “Eric might’ve mentioned something to me.”

“Of course, he did.” She moaned as she took her first sip of her drink. “You know, this is the best thing about pregnancy so far. I’d never have gone for anything decaffeinated otherwise. I’ve also been craving grilled cheese sandwiches with pickles and maple syrup. I sure hope that goes away once I pop this little one out.”

Watching her frown and shake her head, I hesitated to ask, but I was too curious to keep it to myself for much longer. “So, uh, did you know Sterling is back in town for the reunion?”

My friend’s eyes popped wide open and all remnants of her earlier smile vanished. “No. Is he really?”

“Yep. I picked him up from the airport myself just a little while ago. Eric couldn’t make it, so he asked me to go instead.”

Rachel took a beat to process what I’d said before her teeth sank into her lower lip. “I wonder if Jake knew he was coming.”

“I’m sure Eric would’ve told him,” I said. “Although I had no idea who I was picking up until I saw none other than Sterling North walk through the doors, so maybe Eric didn’t tell Jake either.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if he kept his mouth shut about it to my husband. You know how upset he was when Sterling didn’t show up for our wedding. I mean, we had his suit ready to be fitted and he just called and said, ‘sorry. I have to work.’ He was supposed to have been a groomsman for one of his best friends, for heaven’s sake.”

It had been three years since, but judging from the stormy expression in Rachel’s eyes, neither she nor Jake had forgiven Sterling for canceling at the last minute. Eric had been pretty pissed about it himself, and it hadn’t even been his wedding.

Rachel shook her head. “I hope he’s ready to apologize, is all. If not, we’re going to be in for an interesting time while he’s in town.”

Thinking back to his behavior at the airport and in the car earlier, I had to wonder if he even cared enough to apologize. He sure hadn’t been interested in catching up with me, and while Eric and Jake had been like his brothers once upon a time, I just didn’t know if that Sterling was still in there somewhere.

Giving her a noncommittal shrug, I reached into the basket behind me and set one of June’s strawberry pastries down in front of Rachel. “Eat that. It’ll make you feel better. It doesn’t have pickles, but you know how much the baby loves strawberry.”

She inhaled a deep breath and dropped her head, closing her eyes and shaking her hands out at her sides. Then she finally looked at me again. “You’re right. It’s their fight. I need to stay out of it. It just makes me so angry that he hurt my Jakey so much, but the baby does love strawberry and so do I, so thanks. We needed this.”

Picking up the pastry, she took a big bite and then changed the subject, talking to me about the colors they were considering for the nursery walls instead. When she was done with her latte and her snack, she stood up and smiled at me.

“Thanks. As always. Hey, are you closing up here today?”

“Yep. At seven, so if you want some more of any of that, just be here before then and I’ll have it ready for you.”

“I’m always going to want more, but one a day is what I’ve promised myself.” She glanced down at the beach-ball-size swell of her belly. “Any more than that, and I really will be rolling before this baby is born. Do you want to meet up after work? Jake’s meeting Eric after some planning committee thing for the reunion.”

“I can’t tonight,” I said apologetically. “Dinner with my parents, but we’ll catch up tomorrow?”

“Sure,” she responded easily, then slid her sunglasses back over her eyes and waved goodbye. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. If family dinner finishes up early, give me a call, okay?”

“Will do,” I said, watching her hobble back out to her car.

I smiled, so jealous of what she had with Jake and the fact that they had a baby on the way, but still so happy for them that I could barely contain it.

Life in Allisburg was good.

Despite what Sterling North might think of us and our little town, and despite his lack of enthusiasm for being home, I loved it here. Our town and our people were the best, and while we’d once thought there was a Sterling-sized hole in the very fabric of our communal being, he could go suck an egg.

We’d been doing just flipping fine without him and we’d keep doing fine once he left here all over again.
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STERLING


On my drive around the farm, I went everywhere but the bakery. I hadn’t been in there since my mom had died and I didn’t plan on ever going there again. Frankly, I didn’t even know if it was still open.

Given the state of everything else around here, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the bakery had closed its doors for good. It would be a travesty, but again, I wasn’t eager to find out and stir up old memories.

Eventually, when the sun started sinking behind the mountains and I’d driven to every nook and cranny of the property, I headed back to the house. As I parked, I noticed there was a single light on inside now, in the kitchen.

My heart squeezed at the sight of that one light on in the whole house. It’d always been such a warm and welcoming place when my mother had been alive, but now, it seemed almost eerie. My mother had died but it was my father who had become a ghost, haunting the dark halls.

When I opened the door and climbed out of the truck, a cold breeze sliced through me and I shivered, wondering when the hell the farm had become such a gloomy place. Leaves rustled and dropped to the ground, adding to the thick layer already there, and I sighed, slid my hands into my pockets, bunched my shoulders against the chill, and I jogged to the front door.

I didn’t bother knocking this time, simply pushing it open and gladly shutting it behind me. Once again, I was struck by the lack of pleasant scents in the house. Instead of Mom’s cooking, it smelled like Dad had burnt whatever he was making for dinner and my stomach turned to stone.

Ignoring the dark hallways and rooms leading off the foyer, I followed the glow of light emanating from the kitchen and paused in the door. Right there, not ten feet away from me, my dad sat at our kitchen table, a solitary figure at the head of a table that could accommodate eight with ease.

He barely looked up when I walked in, but for the brief second that his gaze met mine, I saw how closed off he was. It was almost like there was no life left in him, but he motioned toward the stove anyway.

“There’s soup in the pot. It’ll be cold by now.”

“Yeah. Thanks,” I said, bypassing the stove and the counters to join him at the table. I considered offering him my hand, but his gaze had already returned to his bowl of soup and he was watching as he dunked a thick slice of bread in it.

“Hi, Dad,” I said as I sat down, folding my arms on the table and waiting for him to look at me again. “How are you?”

He shrugged his narrow shoulders, so much smaller and thinner now than they used to be. On the other hand, much closer now than I had been this afternoon, I realized that his whole body was much thinner now than it used to be.

His cheeks were sallow and gaunt, his clothes at least two sizes too big and his hair wiry and silver now that the ballcap was gone. More pain streaked through me. Dad and I hadn’t really seen eye to eye since Mom had died, but it still hurt that he looked as downtrodden as the property.

“I’m fine,” he grunted. “You remember where your bedroom is, right?”

“Of course.”

He nodded, reached into his pocket for a dirty balled-up handkerchief, and dabbed at the corners of his mouth. “Good. There are sheets in the linen closet. They might be musty, so you’ll have to do something about that. I didn’t have time to clean for you, boy.”

I nodded. “I didn’t expect you to. I’ll take care of it. We should talk about⁠—”

“I’ve got more work to do,” he said, pushing his bowl away and rising slowly out of his chair. “Make yourself at home if you want.”

Just like that, my chance to finally speak to him was gone. He shuffled out of the house and I felt the rift between us gaping like a festering wound. I had no idea what to say to bring him back here, both physically and mentally.

He’d barely touched his soup, the bowl still almost full and the slice of bread only half eaten, and worry started gnawing at my gut. Obviously, he’d been skipping more meals than just dinner, considering the amount of weight he’d lost. No wonder he’s a zombie. He’s starving himself.

God, Mom must be furious up there.

I pictured her watching us now, disappointed and afraid for how things were going.

Swallowing hard past a suddenly bone-dry patch in my throat, I groaned and stood up. My dad clearly didn’t want to talk and I hated the idea of being stuck in this dusty, dark, quiet house all night, so I strode back to the foyer and grabbed the keys to Eric’s truck.

It was a good bet that he’d be at Maverick’s, the local bar in town. If I was lucky, I’d run into him there and we could catch up over a few drinks instead of me wallowing around here by myself all night.

Maverick’s was right on the corner of the main drag, and while the parking lot was only half-full, there was country music blasting inside and I could see people laughing and playing pool inside through the windows. Feeling instantly more at ease, I got out of the truck and walked in. Eric was sitting at the bar.

He was laughing with some people I recognized vaguely, but as he turned to reach for his drink, he spotted me. His eyes widened in surprise and he grinned and stood up. “Sterling, my long-lost brother! I wasn’t expecting to see you out tonight. You here to drink or you just picking up some food? You know what? I don’t care. You’re having a beer with me.”

“Don’t worry, I’m here to drink,” I said, nodding politely at the guys he’d been with. They nodded back.

“Hell yeah!” He tipped back the rest of his beer and calling out for three more. “Guys, you remember Sterling North, right?”

“Sure,” the first one said, extending his hand toward me. “Jerry. It’s good to see you again, dude.”

I shook with him, drawing a complete blank on the name. I’d thought hearing it might spark a memory of who he was, but it hadn’t. Steve, the other guy, didn’t spark any memories either. Allisburg was a tiny podunk town but I didn’t know everyone in it, even back when I had been one of them.

Shaking it off, I happily accepted the beer Eric handed over and then he and I said goodbye to the others and headed out to the enclosed patio. We found an empty table and sat across from each other. Breeze ruffled my hair, but now it felt energizing instead of cold. It took away some of the gloom from earlier.

Eric cocked his head at me. “Your reunion with your old man didn’t go so well, huh?”

“Nope.” I gripped my beer, brought it to my lips, and savored the burn of the bubbles as I poured a generous amount of the liquid down my throat. “Did you manage to finish that car you were working on?”

“Just in the nick of time. You know I work better under pressure.” He suddenly waved at someone behind me before pointing at my head and grinning at whoever it was. “Jakey! Look who’s here, man.”

I twisted around to see Jake Garrison standing in the open doors, gaping at me before he recovered and strode over to us. Despite the years it’d been since I’d last seen the guy, he looked exactly the same and I smirked, getting up to offer him my hand.

“Good to see you, Barbie. How’ve you been?”

He scoffed down laughter as he shook his blond head at me. “No one calls me that anymore, bro. When’d you get in, man?”

“This afternoon,” I said after shaking his hand and sitting down again.

Jake grabbed the other beer that had been sitting untouched in front of Eric. Clearly they’d been planning on meeting up tonight. Jake looked at me, his sparkling blue eyes less friendly now than they used to be.

“It must be a culture shock being back here after spending so much time in the big city, huh?” he said as he tapped his nails against the bottle. “How’s it been? Life in the Big Apple, I mean.”

“Yeah, it’s alright,” I said, trying to process that I was really here, with these two guys who were probably still like brothers while I was now the odd man out. “It’s busy and loud, but there’s never a dull moment.”

Eric laughed. “I bet. I hope you’re ready to rediscover relaxation and boredom now you’re here, man.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Jake spoke before I could. “Fuck boredom. I have a nursery to paint and he was the class president. He can take my spot on the planning committee now that he’s decided to grace us with his presence.”

Surprised at the hint of bitterness in his tone, I did a double-take at the fact that he was painting a nursery. “Excuse me? Are you doing that as part of a construction job for your dad or⁠—”

“No, man.” Eric laughed. “It’s not his dad’s company anymore. It’s his, and Rachel’s pregnant. It’s their first baby.”

“Our?” Jake narrowed his eyes at him jokingly. “Is there something I should know about you and my wife?”

Eric shrugged. “Sure. She’s agreed to let me be the cool uncle, which makes it mine too.”

As they joked about it, I blinked hard. I’d completely forgotten that Jake had married Rachel. It’d been just a couple years after I’d started at my current firm and I hadn’t wanted to leave town for the wedding. The partners wouldn’t understand.

“I could be a cool uncle too,” I offered, wondering if I was ever even going to meet the kid. The three of us used to be so damn close, but I was definitely an outsider now while they seemed tighter than ever. “How was the wedding? I’m sorry I missed it, boys. It just wasn’t a good time for me.”

Jake tensed, his jaw clenching as he averted his gaze and looked away. Eric swiped his tongue across his lips, silent for a beat before he gave me a tight smile. “Yeah, we got that. It was great. It was also three years ago. We’ve moved onto the baby talk now.”

“Right,” I said slowly. “When is it due?”

“She is due within the next six weeks,” Jake said. “It’s a girl.”

“Wow. Congratulations.” I reeled at the revelation. “A girl, huh? That’s awesome. Rachel must be thrilled.”

Out of all of us, I never thought Jake would be the first to become a dad. I also didn’t think that when the first of us had a baby, it would be planned or with a wife, but it seemed Jake, for one, had really grown up.

“We both are,” Jake said before bringing his hardened gaze back to mine. He took a long pull of his beer before he sighed and let go of whatever had been bothering him as Eric started talking once more.

“If you ask me, Rachel’s the most thrilled about those lattes Daph keeps making her at the bakery every day,” Eric said, shocking the pants off me.

The only bakery I knew about around here was the one my mother used to run. “Whoa. Daphne’s working at the bakery? At my family farm?”

Eric and Jake exchanged a look while more shock radiated through me. They both knew what that place had meant to my mother and, by extension, what it still meant to me. Now I had to learn that it was still open, that Eric’s little sister worked there, and that Jake’s wife went there every day for lattes.

Life really had moved on in Allisburg without me, and while I’d known that it would, none of it sat right with me all of a sudden. Jake was not only married, but his wife was pregnant and I hadn’t even known. Eric was going to be the cool uncle. Daphne worked in my mother’s bakery…

My mind spun and I got up, needing something stronger than beer while I tried to process it all. “I’m going to get tequila. We need shots.”
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DAPHNE


Isat around the dining-room table with my parents, my stomach so full of my mom’s famous lasagna that it was bulging, but I was still considering another helping.

Mom grinned at me from across the table. “Go for it, baby. You know you want to.”

I groaned, holding my stomach as I eyed the dish and glanced at the door. “We really should leave some for Eric.”

Dad chuckled, sliding an arm around Mom’s shoulders. “We don’t even know if he’s still coming. He must’ve gotten caught up somewhere. Help yourself, young lady. We can always make him a sandwich if he shows up.”

As he said it, my brother burst into the dining room, his face slightly flushed. He shook his head and raced to his seat. “No one is making me a sandwich on lasagna night. I’m sorry I’m late. I got caught up with Sterling and Jake at Maverick’s after I closed up shop.”

“Sterling’s in town?” Dad blinked rapidly in surprise before he grinned at my brother. “You must be happy to have him home. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that he showed up for the reunion.”

A fond, soft smile spread on Mom’s lips. “How is he doing? It’s been too long since I’ve seen that boy. You should’ve dragged him here for dinner with you.”

“I offered,” Eric said as he picked up his plate and scooped a huge helping of lasagna onto it. “He said he’d join us some other time. He’s pretty beat. Only got in this afternoon.”

“It would be so great to see him,” Mom said, her eyes getting misty as she leaned her head on Dad’s shoulder. “Andrea would be happy to know you two boys are back in touch. I know how worried she was when you stopped talking after he left.”

Eric waved her off. “It’s natural, Mom. We all started working and he was too busy to talk to us every day.”

“Sure, but still. She and I had more than a few conversations about it.” Mom fell silent then and Dad turned his head to press a kiss to her forehead.

My heart ached for our mother. Sterling’s Mom, Andrea, had been her best friend and I knew she still missed her. Five years ago, she’d died suddenly and unexpectedly in an accident and Mom had struggled for a long time to come to terms with it.

Eric gave her an understanding smile, letting the moment of silence linger for a beat before he finally answered her first question. “You’ll be happy to know that he seems good. A little less talkative than he used to be, but it might just have been because he was tired.”

“It’s the first time he’s been home since his mom’s funeral,” my mom reminded us all, wiping her eyes before she sat up straighter again. “That’s got to be incredibly hard.”

Instantly, I felt guilty about my brief burst of unkind thoughts toward him this afternoon. Sure, Jake and Rachel had their own reasons—very valid reasons—for being pissed at him, but my mom was right too.

I hadn’t thought about it from Sterling’s point of view at all until now. I’d just thought he’d come home tired, grumpy, and serious, but the last time any of us had seen him had been when he’d come to bury his mother.

Being back in Allisburg without her here to welcome him home after so long had to suck. I looked around our homely, warm dining room and shivered as I even tried to imagine this house without my mom here.

Eric wolfed down his food and dished up another helping, chatting to our parents between bites. “You’re probably right. It could be that too. It doesn’t sound like John is too excited about him being back, but Andrea was the best. It’s got to be tough in that house without her. Do you remember all those pastries she used to bring to our tee-ball practices?”

Mom chuckled wistfully. “I certainly remember you scarfing them all until one day, you decided as a team that you weren’t eating carbs anymore.”

“We were getting serious.” Eric laughed.

Dad grinned around a sip of his soda. “Serious about football at the time, sure. Certainly not serious about your schoolwork.”

Mom sighed. “A truer word has never been spoken. I practically had to glue their butts to the chairs in my classroom.”

“Yeah, well, you’re a math teacher. Nobody likes math⁠—”

“Hey,” I objected jokingly. “I liked math and Mom is an amazing teacher.”

“An amazing teacher who never cut us any breaks,” Eric said, winking at her. “Fat lot of good algebra is doing me right now, Momster.”

“Sterling got into Stanford Business, didn’t he?” Mom batted her lashes at my brother. “I’m sure he’s grateful for my dedication to his mathematical education.”

“Grades before games.” Dad thumped a fist against his chest and laughed. “That’s our family motto, remember?”

Eric groaned, swiping a palm over his face as he grimaced. “Of course, I remember. It’s still my motto for my team now. Everyone knows how important it is to keep your grades up, but you need to have a little fun too.”

“We taught you how to keep your priorities straight,” Mom said. “Speaking of which, I hope now that Sterling is here you guys will be ready to get down to business planning the reunion. So far, your committee has done a wonderful job coordinating with all your old classmates and getting the invitation out there, but Bill and I are both starting to get worried about the actual event.”

Bill Riley had been the principal at Allisburg High since before I’d been born, and Mom had been working there just as long. As stalwarts on the faculty, they helped with the reunion ever year and I knew how much they both enjoyed seeing all their former students when the annual event rolled around.

This year was simply the first time that one of Mom’s own kids was involved with it, and I knew that was making her feel extra pressure. Eric groaned again but nodded as he finally finished his meal.

“I haven’t really gotten around to talking to Sterling about it much, but I know he came out earlier so he could help. We’ll be fine.”

“Excellent.” Mom smiled at him before turning to me. “You’ll help too, right? You were part of the student government back in the day and we’d sure appreciate if you’d jump in too.”

“Wow. The teachers are really worried, huh?” I asked curiously. “What happened to Sterling North being the be all and end all?”

Mom chuckled. “He was never the be all and end all. He was simply a good student, but he hasn’t been all that active when it’s come to helping plan it all. I’m sure he’d appreciate a hand now that he’s here. There’s not much time left to pull it all together.”

“It sounds like you’ve got it all under control, though,” Eric joked. “You and Bill having fun with this?”

Mom shook her head and gave him a stern look. “We haven’t minded having to help out to get to this point, but we’ve also got our hands full with homecoming. There’s more than just your reunion to think about. We’ve got the parade and the dance, and the fall festival coming up. I know you’re all grown up and busy, but so are we, so get it together.”

“There’s the teacher we all know and love,” I teased before I reached out and gave her forearm a quick squeeze. “Don’t worry about it, Mom. I’m happy to help. Just let me know what you need and I’ll drag them all out of bed by their toenails if I have to.”

Mom winked. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

We chatted a while longer before Mom and Dad retired to their bedroom. Eric and I washed up, like we did every week after our family dinner, and then we went out on the back porch together to have a last drink and unwind.

“What’s really going on with Sterling?” I asked now that we were finally alone. “I heard what Mom said in there and everything, and it makes sense, but jeez. He was such a grump when I picked him up.”

My brother shrugged, leaning back on his chair and looking out at the moon beyond the awning covering the porch. “To be honest with you, I don’t really know what’s going on with him. I agree with Mom that it must be difficult, but when I asked, he just said he was tired. He wasn’t really a grump, though.”

“You’re lucky, then,” I muttered. “He hardly said two words to me. He wouldn’t even tell me what he really does for a living. All he grunted at me was that he worked in finance. Then he asked me to drop him at your shop and that was it.”

“He’s an investment banker,” Eric said mildly. “A tired one, at that. I don’t think he’s taken a vacation since he left here.”

“Really?” I frowned. “I guess that would explain it.”

“He’s always been a hard worker,” he said. “I used to think it was because his family struggled so much financially and that was why he was so determined to lift himself out of those circumstances, but now, I don’t know. He’s got to be making a killing and yet it looks like he’s still a workaholic.”

“I always knew he was determined, but I suppose I didn’t realize how much or why,” I said, still not really understanding it. Northfield Farms had always seemed like heaven to me, but I’d also known that it didn’t rake in the big bucks.

Food for thought.

Even more curious than before, I studied my brother’s contemplative features, bathed in shadow and silver as he kept his gaze on the moon. “What else do you know about his life now? He seems so different.”

“And you seem so curious.” He turned to arch a dark eyebrow at me. “What’s going on, Daph? Why all the questions about him?”

I shrugged. “No reason.”

“An old crush rising to the surface, perhaps?” he teased.

I scoffed. “Absolutely not.”

I’d been hiding said crush from him since I’d been fourteen years old. After eleven years, I was hardly going to admit it now. Even as I said it though, I couldn’t help but think back to that night Sterling had walked me home from the party.

To this day, whenever I thought about the way he’d smiled at me that night, I felt a little flutter in my stomach. I knew it was silly, but it just never went away.

It was definitely back in full force now that I’d seen him again. Sterling North just had that effect on me, and it seemed that even eleven years later, there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop it.
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STERLING


Afew days had gone by since I’d arrived back in Allisburg, and I was finally starting to feel a little bit more settled. Things had changed a lot here. There was no denying that, but in many ways, they had also stayed the same.

Such as the fact that my dad was still up before dawn every morning and spent his days out in the field. After my first failed attempt at a conversation with him, I’d tried a few more times, but I hadn’t really gotten through to him.

It had become crystal clear that he didn’t really want me here. We’d barely spoken since I’d arrived, but when we had talked, we had only wound up bickering and he made a few gruff comments before he’d taken off again.

At this point, I was unsure how to have a relationship with him, if he even wanted to have one with me again. But at least I was here, trying. I couldn’t say the same for him.

On the other hand, he’d basically written me off as soon as he’d realized I had no intention of sticking around to take over the farm from him when he retired. The property had been in his family for generations, and it was always passed from one son to the next.

I was the first who had broken the mold, and unfortunately for my father, he didn’t have any other sons—or daughters—to pass it to. He and my mom had tried, but she’d told me once that the fact they’d even had me had been a miracle.

Making the decision to leave regardless had been the most difficult thing I’d ever done, but Northfield Farms was a sinking ship. It had been since before my birth, and while it had looked a lot better back when Mom had been alive, we’d never exactly been well off.

At first, I had thought I would go to business school, get a job, make some money, and send the bulk of it home to my parents. I’d figured it would allow them to appoint a farm manager eventually when Dad was ready to take a step back. It’d seemed like the only solution.

Before my mom had passed, I had sent money home every month, but then suddenly, Dad had stopped cashing my checks. As if he didn’t want me to exist anymore either.

I sighed as I made my way down the stairs to his home office. Every morning when he went out, I sat down behind his desk and I was making my way through the books. Dad still kept them by hand, but at least I was making headway.

I sat down with a cup of coffee and dragged my fingers through my hair. The ancient desktop computer in front of me was so old, I was surprised it wasn’t steam powered. With a machine like that, it was no wonder he still preferred pen and paper. Part of me was tempted to buy him a new laptop, put all the software on it he could ever possibly need for the farm, and offer to help him learn the ropes, but the bigger part of me knew he’d never accept it.

I would tell him to buy it for the farm himself, but I’d learned that Northfield Farms was barely breaking even. The fact it was breaking even at all had been more of a surprise than finding out it was only just scraping by.

Plus, the computer needed to be replaced, but that was far from the biggest problem. The house needed some serious work. The barns needed serious work. So did the trucks, the tractors, and just about everything else around here.

After spending another hour laboriously deciphering my dad’s scribbles, I decided that it was time to take matters into my own hands. I had about five and a half more weeks before I had to head back to the city and that was enough time to do something about the worst of it.

Jake would have all the materials I needed to fix a few things myself and all the teams I could ask for to do the jobs I couldn’t. Dad was clearly happy letting this place go to shit, but it wasn’t going to fall apart any further on my watch.

I stood up and carefully put all Dad’s stuff back the way it had been. Then I grabbed Eric’s keys and pulled a ballcap from the coat rack by the front door onto my head. Fitting it the way I liked, I headed out, sliding on my sunglasses against the sharp glare of the morning sun and jogging to the truck.

Driving over to Garrisons’ Construction Yard, I was once again struck by how little had changed around here. While there were some newer sections in town and a tiny bit of development around the outskirts, the farmland had mostly remained untouched.

A smile curved my lips when I drove past the spot where that party had been and I glanced at the corner where I’d finally caught up to Daphne, remembering the surprise that had washed over her features when I’d told her that if she didn’t want a ride, I’d walk her home.

Reminiscing until I pulled up at Jake’s lot, I was yanked out of my thoughts when I saw him penning a tall blonde woman against a truck. His head was bent, his lips skimming her neck as his body pegged her against the cherry red pickup I’d seen him climb into last night.

For just a moment, I wondered what the fuck he was up to. None of us had been known for keeping it in our pants back in high school, but we’d always been solid when we’d been in relationships. Now, he was married and⁠—

That’s Rachel, I realized with a start when he finally stepped away and I saw her incredibly swollen belly. Blinking hard, I swallowed back a wave of guilt over even having had the thought I’d just had. Of course, he’s making out with his pregnant wife in the middle of the damn day. This is Allisburg. That’s life around here.

Slow and steady. People popping in to see their spouses rather than their mistresses at work. Very public displays of affection that others thought were adorable—as long as there were rings on both parties’ fingers.

I inhaled deeply before slapping a smile on my face and parking next to Jake’s truck. Surprise registered on his features when he saw me, but Rachel scowled before he nudged her. She finally forced a smile onto her own face and gave me a friendly smile when I got out.

“Hey, Sterling,” she said. “Long time.”

“It sure has been,” I replied, wondering what that scowl had been about. “Congratulations, by the way. On the marriage and the baby.”

She nodded tightly, but Jake stepped forward with a much warmer grin than the one I was getting from his wife. “If you’re here to find out if I can grab lunch with you, the answer is no. I’m just about to head out for a job.”

“Of course, man. I get it. I’m actually here to find out if you’ve got space on your dance card for some work at the farm.”

He paused, sliding his sunglasses off his face to stare at me with questions in his eyes. “Care to elaborate a little bit?”

“Happy to. As long as you’ve got time. If you need to head out, I’ll buy you a drink later and we can talk about it?”

He checked his watch. “I’ve got a few minutes.”

Rachel slid her arm around his shoulders, rose up on her toes, and kissed his cheek. “That’s my cue. Sterling, it was good to see you, finally. I’m glad you’re home and I hope you and I get to catch up sometime. Jakey-babe, you’ve got your lunch, so I’ll see you later.”

He turned to her, sliding his arms around her waist and laying another hard kiss on her. I knew I should probably look away. At least pretend to give them some privacy, but instead, I felt a little pang of something that might’ve been jealousy as I watched them kiss.

Rachel was positively glowing, but the jealousy wasn’t because I wanted her. She’d always been a gorgeous girl. We’d started calling Jake Barbie after he’d asked her out on their first date. Mostly because as a couple, they looked like Ken and Barbie, but since she’d decided what they would be doing that night, we teased him about her being the one who would wear the pants in their relationship, and as such, he’d become Barbie and she’d become Ken.

Either way, gorgeous or not, I’d never been attracted to her. As I looked at her, I was happy that I still wasn’t attracted to her, but that pang was definitely there.

“Jake forgot his lunch at home,” she explained and I blinked hard before turning my attention back on her. “I just came to drop it off for him. Have fun, boys. I’ll see you later.”

With that, she waggled her fingers at us and climbed into a station wagon on the other side of Jake’s truck, then drove away after blowing him another kiss. I elbowed him once she was gone, grinning.

“I still can’t believe you’re married, man. What’s that like?”

He shrugged, chuckling as he inclined his head toward a makeshift site office nearby. “Let me get us something cold to drink before I tell you. You’re going to need it.”

“Sheesh. I thought gentlemen didn’t kiss and tell,” I joked, finding myself falling into old patterns with him a little easier today than it had been that first night.

He winked. “I never claimed to be a gentleman, but I was joking. I’d never talk about my wife that way. So what’s up at the farm, man? What kind of work do you need to have done?”

I followed him into the office and accepted a bottle of water, then leaned against the wall. He jotted down some notes as I spoke. “I’m not sure when you were out there last, but there’s a lot of maintenance that needs to be done. If you’ll let me borrow some of your tools, I can get started on the basics, but there’s a lot more than just fixing leaky faucets, if you know what I mean.”

“Sure,” he said. “Help yourself to anything you need. As long as you know how to use it.” He suddenly eyed me skeptically, but I saw the humor lighting his eyes. “Wait. You do still know how to use this kind of stuff, right? You haven’t gotten all fancy on us and forgotten how to fix even a leaky faucet, have you?”

I laughed. “Please. You wish. I spent the first eighteen years of my life as manual labor on that farm. I’ve still got it.”

He chuckled. “Good to know. In that case, tell me more about the work you’re not planning on doing yourself.”

“Well, I think it’ll probably be best if you came out sometime to take a look for yourself, but here’s the list I’ve made.” I reached into my back pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper I’d been writing stuff down on since I’d gotten back.

Jake looked it over, nodding occasionally as he made more notes of his own. “Okay, good. We can handle all of this. I’ll throw together a contract and let you know when it’s done. Maybe you can come over to the house and we’ll go over it?”

“Sure, man. Sounds good. You haven’t told me what it’s like to be married yet, though.”

After checking his watch again, he swigged his water and relaxed back in his chair. A grin spread on his lips as he glanced at the window. “It’s great, North. Really. I think even you would love it.”

Both of my eyebrows arched. “I don’t know about that.”

He laughed. “No, seriously. You really should come over sometime. You’ll see. Daphne likes to joke that whenever she’s been to our house, she feels like she should just go buy herself her own engagement ring so she can get a head start getting what we have.”

My interest suddenly piqued. “Daphne? Honestly, I’m actually a little surprised she’s not married. I thought she would be.”

“Yeah, everyone thought she was going to end up marrying Peter. God, they practically were married. Just without the rings, but I don’t know. Something happened between them. He left town and that was the last we ever saw of the guy.”

I frowned. “Peter?”

“Peter Jacobson,” he said, staring at me like I should’ve known who he was talking about. “Sneaky Pete?”

My eyes widened when I finally realized I did know who he was talking about. “She dated that asshole? Seriously?”

I’d never liked the guy. We’d played football together and he’d always been such a dick that, internally, I’d cheered loudest of all whenever he’d gotten tackled.

Jake shrugged. “Very seriously. Like I said, we all thought they’d end up getting married.”

“So what happened?” I asked.

“No idea,” he said, his gaze becoming slightly unfocused. “Eric’s never talked about it much and neither has Daphne. Rachel has mentioned some stuff over the years, but I think it’s probably best to ask Daph about it directly if you want to know.”

“Yeah. Of course.” I nodded slowly, pushing away from the wall. “I was just curious, is all. If the opportunity ever presents itself, I’ll ask, but it’s not really any of my business.”

“You’re damn right about that.” He gave me a strange look. “You haven’t forgotten who she is, right?”

I scoffed. “Eric’s baby sister and your wife’s best friend. I was really just curious, Barbie. Relax. I’m just trying to get caught up on everything I missed around here.”

“A lot,” he said, sincerity in his eyes. He stood up after checking his watch again. “You missed a lot, but you’re here now. I’ve got to get going, but I’ll have that contract drawn up and I’ll call you.”

“Thanks, Jake,” I said. “I appreciate it. I’d feel a lot better if I went home knowing things at the farm were looking better.”

Hesitating behind his desk, he gave me another strange look. “Funny. I thought you were home. I’ll see you around, North.”

He shook his head, striding out from behind his desk and leaving me to follow him out of his office. I frowned, almost calling him back to ask what his problem was, but I’d already held him up for long enough. Whatever was going on, we could talk about it when he wasn’t on his way to a job.

I hadn’t come here to interfere with their work or their livelihoods, so I let him go for now, climbing back into Eric’s truck with his sister still on my mind. Curious about her, I drove by the bakery on my way back to the farmhouse, but I didn’t go inside.

I still didn’t plan on ever going in there again, and besides, I had no clue why Daphne kept popping up in my head or why exactly I was so curious about her. She’d grown up beautiful and all, but like Jake had just reminded me, she was not someone I should’ve been so damn curious about.

Shutting down that line of thinking, I pulled over at one of my favorite spots near the pond on the farm and checked my email out of habit. To my surprise, I had a message about a planning committee meeting at the high school tomorrow and I groaned.

I’d almost forgotten about the reunion again, but it seemed like my time here in Allisburg was going to be busier than I’d originally anticipated.

But I was finding that I didn’t mind it so much at all.
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DAPHNE


Keeping my promise to my mom, I dutifully showed up at the school for the planning committee meeting in the morning. When I arrived, a few of the teachers were still gathered in the staff room meeting about homecoming, and I listened in, not wanting to interrupt but curious about whether there was something I could do to help with that as well.

One moment, I was leaning against the wall outside the teachers’ lounge, listening to the plans for the parade, and the next, my entire body started tingling with awareness. Before I even saw him, I knew that the tingles meant Sterling had arrived. It was his presence making me feel like I’d stepped on an invisible live wire.

I couldn’t explain it. It was just this sudden sense that he was here. I stiffened, risking a quick look over my shoulder to see that I had been right.

The electricity flowing through my veins was, in fact, as a result of the presence of Sterling North. He was striding down the hall toward me, dressed as impeccably as he had been before in tailored slacks and a fitted blue button-down shirt.

To my surprise, he’d paired the outfit with a pair of sneakers today instead of his fancy, shiny shoes, so he looked a little more casual than before, but it was still clear that he no longer lived around here. There was a newfound—to me—sense of sophistication about him, especially now that his black hair was neatly styled instead of slightly tousled after a flight.

Those deep brown eyes scanned the halls like he was searching for a threat of sorts and his footsteps were even and sure. With those strong, regal features set in yet another stony expression, I waited until he saw me in the hopes of finally catching a glimpse of that smile again, but nope.

The only thing I caught a glimpse of when those eyes finally fell upon mine was a tiny frown, but then he gave his head a shake and strode right past me without even saying hi. I blinked rapidly a few times, wondering what I’d ever done to him. A few other people who still lived in town and who had been in the student government in their year arrived, and I shook it off.

Filing into the lounge after them, I smiled at some of the teachers I knew and took a seat at the far end of the long table. I was here to help if I could, but this was their party. If they could pull themselves together to handle it alone, that would be great too.

Sterling said hello to some of our old teachers, much more polite to them than he had been to me. He shook hands with his old classmates and seamlessly eased back into his former role as class president.

“Welcome, everyone,” he said, his voice ringing with an authority I’d never heard from him before. “This meeting of the reunion planning committee for Allisburg High will now begin.”

Jeez. So formal. People responded to it, though. Even the teachers around the table sat up a little straighter.

Sterling cleared his throat, his gaze never fully meeting mine even though he was making eye contact with every person around the table.

“I’m sorry this is the first meeting I’m attending in person, but let’s get right to it,” he said. “Eric has been keeping me up to speed and I’d like to commend everyone on their efforts so far. I’ve seen a lot of familiar faces around town and I know it’s because of your hard work getting them here.”

A few people nodded and smiled at him, but their faces fell when he pushed on. “I’m a little concerned that it seems we don’t have a plan for what we want to do for the actual event yet. Am I understanding that correctly?”

Darla Haynes put up her hand. She and I had been in the math club together for a while and I knew how intimidated she’d always been by the golden boys of her year, so I was proud of her for speaking up. Sterling seemed confused by her raising her hand, but he nodded at her anyway.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Well, I, uh, we were talking about, uh,” she stammered. “Before, I mean, we thought it might be nice to have a field day so people can bring their families as well.”

Judging by the way he dismissed her from his gaze without saying anything and simply shrugging at the idea, I could tell he didn’t really care. Darla’s shoulders caved and her eyes hit the table, and exasperation ripped through me.

Still, this wasn’t my reunion, so I sat back, happy when one of the others finally spoke up. “What do you think we should do, then? A lot of our people have kids now, Sterling. We need to consider them as well.”

“What will they do with the kids when the family part is over?” another guy piped up. “Were you thinking we should arrange babysitters?”

“What about the food?” a teacher asked. “The caterers in town are getting booked up fast with events surrounding homecoming, and the fall festival also coming up. Just something to keep in mind.”

While they peppered him with questions, I saw the agitation starting to creep up on him. I’d watched this guy do his homework under my mom’s watchful eye at our dining-room table for years.

Not in a creepy, stalker kind of way, of course.

She’d sat me down to do my homework with them, but I’d never had much trouble at school, so I’d often found myself staring at him while I killed a bit of time. So sue me. I had a crush on the guy. Any girl would’ve stared.

Either way, I saw the slight, defensive hunch of his shoulders. The straightening of his spine. The furrow of his brow and the lightning racing behind his eyes.

Finally, when I saw him starting to grind his teeth, I decided to jump in. “Hey, guys. For those of you who don’t remember me, I’m Mrs. LaSalle’s daughter and Eric’s sister. I offered to help out this year because I know how busy you all are.”

One by one, everyone’s heads turned to me and I smiled, fibbing, but for a good cause. “So Eric, Jake, and Sterling have been talking about this online, and their plan is actually to incorporate a lot of your ideas. What they’re thinking is that we’ll start with a field day, then a barbecue lunch, and then the next evening will be the official reunion celebration here, at the high school.”

Sterling stared at me while I hammered out my impromptu plan and I caught his eye. He didn’t smile at me, but I could’ve sworn I saw gratitude in his gaze as it held my own. Butterflies erupted in my stomach, but I only gave him a curt nod before I kept going.

“Children will be welcome for all the events except the celebration here. For those who have kids but no family or friends in town to take care of them, I’ll coordinate with the seniors of this year to find us some qualified babysitters for them to choose from. Sound good?”

“Excellent,” Darla said, her hand racing across the notepad she was holding as she took notes. “If you don’t mind, I’ll coordinate with the seniors. Thanks for offering, but I volunteer at the library. I know a couple girls who might be able to help us out and who will definitely be able to point us in the right direction if we need more.”

“Great,” I said. “As for caterers, anyone have any ideas?”

Thankfully, one of the guys took it from there and the group came together pretty nicely after that. I breathed out a sigh of relief, listening carefully for areas where I could be of help but glad that they seemed to become more organized as the minutes ticked by.

Sterling seemed to have used the time I’d bought him to get his head in the game, and he stepped up after that. Quickly and efficiently delegating tasks, he ended the meeting sooner than I’d expected it to be done and got up.

Some of the others hung around to make small talk, but he simply nodded his goodbyes and hurried out of the room. I’d just turned to talk to one of my favorite teachers, but instead, I waved at her and took off after him, hurrying to catch up.

His long strides ate up the hallway and I almost had to run before I finally reached him. “Hey, Sterling. Would you wait for just a minute?”

Slamming to a stop, he turned to look at me, mild surprise flickering in his eyes before he sighed. “I’ve got somewhere to be. What’s going on?”

For just a second, my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth. This was the first time in ten years that he was looking right into my eyes with less than two feet between us, and I felt like the floor had dropped out from under me.

Rendered speechless by the twinkling depths of those brown pools, I just stared at him until I noticed a slight crease appearing between his brows. “Daphne?”

“I. Yes.” I cleared my throat, closing my eyes for a beat to recover and then flashing him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. I zoned out for a minute. What were we talking about?”

“You asked me to wait?” he said, his voice so rough and yet smooth at the same time that just having this simple conversation with him made me wonder what he was like in bed.

Jeez, Daph. Get a grip!

“Oh, right.” I tried for a wider, more relaxed smile. “Right. Yes. My mom is looking for chaperones for the homecoming dance. Do you think you might want to help?”

“No,” he said crisply. His phone started buzzing in his pocket and he pulled it out, glancing at the screen before bringing his gaze back to mine. “I have to take this. I’m sure you’ll find lots of people willing to volunteer.”

Without another word, he slid his thumb across the screen and answered the call, turning on his heels and walking away from me. My jaw slackened as I watched him go, a sharp breath escaping my lungs just a second before my head started shaking.

Wow. I’d given him a pass the other day because of the flight and stuff, and then I’d even felt guilty because I hadn’t considered that it was his first time home since his mother’s death. Now, however, I knew better.

The Sterling North I’d had a crush on way back when, the guy people had nicknamed our North Star in Allisburg, was officially gone. Whoever the asshole was who had taken his place, I didn’t know him, and right then, I was very sure I didn’t want to.
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STERLING


Ifelt like the biggest dick in the world as I walked away from Daphne after our brief exchange, but I’d done what I needed to do. It was bad enough that I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. I definitely hadn’t needed to see her looking at me the way she had back there.

Like she could get lost in my eyes. Worse, like she could love me if I’d let her.

I let out a harsh breath, my footsteps clipped as I took the call from her brother.

Once again, his timing had been fucking impeccable. I swore it was like he had a built-in radar for sensing when I was thinking inappropriate thoughts about Daphne. “Hey, Eric. What’s up?”

“Do you have any plans for this weekend?” he asked.

I frowned. “No. Why? Do I?”

“Sure, you do,” he replied happily. “You’re going fishing with me. Put it in your calendar. Or your calendar app or whatever it is you rich city guys use.”

I chuckled. “It’s still just a calendar, and mine is pretty wide open these days.”

Plus, getting away from the farm sounded like a good idea. Things were still frosty with my dad and I needed a break. I was no closer to making a breakthrough with him and I was really starting to wonder if it was even possible to repair what was broken in our relationship.

Before Mom’s accident, he’d been pissed about the legacy thing, but after? It was almost like her death had snipped all ties between us. Like I was as dead to him as she was.

Thankfully, Eric spoke again, reminding me that I was still on the phone with him. “Well, I’ve got a lot of cars you can work on if you get too bored of that wide open calendar, but in the meantime, we’re going fishin’.”

“Where?” I asked, suddenly realizing the pond on the farm where we used to fish probably didn’t have any fish left in it. I was ninety-nine percent sure they’d all died. “The river at the bend?”

“Nope. I bought a cabin nearby. We’ll go out for the whole weekend. Bring beer.”

I chuckled. “Will do, buddy. Thanks.”

“I’m calling Jake too,” he said. “Just so you know. I’m not sure if he’ll come considering how close we are to Rachel’s due date, but we’ll see. He might drive out for the day. Either way, I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”

“Sounds great,” I said. “It’ll be good to have a weekend to catch up with you guys.”

“Yeah, well, it’s my last free weekend before the football games start for the season,” he said. “Otherwise, I’d have suggested we do it every weekend while you’re here. Get you away from John a bit more often.”

I groaned, dragging a hand through my hair as I left the school. “Way to call a spade a spade, but sure, I get it. It’s a one-time only deal.”

“Yep, but you could also come to a few practices with me,” he offered. “The current high school team isn’t bad, but maybe you could give them a few pointers. They’re kids. They’d appreciate the help.”

“Yeah, sure. That sounds good too.” I’m officially ready to agree to anything as long as it gives me an excuse to get away from the farm. “I’ll talk to you soon?”

“Talk to you soon,” he agreed. “I’ll let you know if Jake’s coming or not.”

“I think he already did,” I joked. “Unless it’s not his baby Rachel’s carrying.”

“Ha ha,” he said dryly before he said his goodbyes.

I climbed into his truck and tossed my phone down on the passenger seat, wondering why I kept feeling so damn out of sorts these days. It’d started before I’d even left New York City, so it wasn’t just the fact that I was home.

Something seemed to be nagging at me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. It was just this deep sense of unease, or unhappiness, or something. Every once in a while, when I was talking to either Eric or Jake, I found myself joking around with them like I used to in the old days, but these weren’t the old days anymore, and whenever it happened, I felt like an impostor.

Just a guy pretending to be something he wasn’t anymore, and yet, it came so naturally that I couldn’t stop it. Sticking the key into the ignition, I turned over the engine and slammed back against the seat, shaking my head at the confusion muddying every damn thought I had nowadays.

It wasn’t like me at all. I was confident to the point of arrogance most days, and I knew it. I’d just never cared enough to change, but now, I didn’t know what was happening to me. I just felt broken.

As I put the truck in drive, I felt eyes on me, and I didn’t even have to look to know it was Daphne. I knew I’d been an ass to her, and while it’d been necessary, I still didn’t feel good about it.

When I spun out of the parking lot, I caught a glimpse of her standing at the exit and my suspicion was confirmed. It had been her, probably glaring daggers at me for treating her so poorly. Rolling my lips into my mouth, I patted around the passenger seat for my sunglasses and slid them on, wondering if all these odd thoughts and feelings would go away once I got back to Manhattan.

I sure as hell hoped so.

After driving around aimlessly for a while, I went back to the pond and checked my emails again, sitting on the hood of the truck with my back against the windshield and the cool fall breeze in my hair.

I got back to everyone from work who’d emailed me and dealt with a few clients. Then I watched the sun setting over the mountains in the distance, taking in the glorious autumn sky as night slowly fell.

When it got too cold to stay out here wearing what I was, I finally headed back to the house, showered, and put on some sweats. Then I went out to the pumpkin patch and started working with my dad.

Neither of us said anything, but I knew what to do and he knew I knew, so he left me to it, pretending he didn’t even know I was there until he started bossing me around.

Well, this seems like progress.

“More over there, boy,” he grunted at one point. “The kids love carving ‘em. We need to make sure there’s enough.”

A few minutes later, he barked. “Not like that. It’ll fall over.”

Since it meant he was speaking to me, I didn’t argue or fight back. I just went along with whatever he said, getting lost in the work I’d been doing since I was a kid at this time of year.

Eventually, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and ordered a pizza, and that was when the progress slammed to a halt. The delivery guy rolled up and I glanced at my dad. “That’ll be dinner.”

“What have you done?” he growled as he straightened. His dark eyes narrowed as he glared at me from across the patch.

I frowned. “I ordered pizza. That a crime?”

“I don’t want any,” he spat, whipping his hat off his head and scrunching it up in his fist before he stalked inside.

Once again, as I watched him disappear into the house, I couldn’t help but notice how baggy his clothes were. I blew out a heavy breath, following him in and grabbing the pizza from the delivery guy, but when I sat down in the kitchen to eat—by myself—my thoughts drifted back to the man upstairs.

A man who was wasting away—and not just because of age. There was no getting around the fact that John North looked bad.

His face was more wrinkles than planes, his color completely off despite his permanent tan from spending all his time outside. The silver scruff on his jaw was unkempt, like he shaved every few days but did it without a mirror.

Apart from that shut off look in his eyes, they also just seemed dull. I’d thought maybe he’d just been tired that first night, but no light or life had returned to them in the time I’d been here. Paired with the state of the farm, I was genuinely worried about what had been going on here since my mom’s funeral.

From what I’d seen, my father hardly ate. It made me wonder if he’d been surviving on beef jerky and black coffee since she’d died. That was the only stuff I’d seen him consume on a regular basis. I bit into my pepperoni pizza and considered bringing some up for him, but after the way he’d reacted to a simple unexpected delivery, I assumed he’d throw it at my face.

Still, I’d leave the pizza I’d ordered for him in the fridge. Maybe he’d be interested later.

Growing up as an only child, I’d often wondered what it was like to have siblings. Thanks to having Jake and Eric in my life though, I’d never really felt like I was missing out. It had mostly just been idle thoughts about having to share a bathroom and stuff like that.

As I sat and chewed my pizza though, I finally felt the full weight of being an only child. I didn’t have anyone to talk to about how poorly our dad was. No one I could ask to keep an eye on him once I left.

I lived so far away and things here really weren’t looking good, yet there was no one to help me share this responsibility. Whatever had to be done, I had to do it myself.

I was sure Eric and even Jake would pop in to check on him from time to time if I asked, but I didn’t even know if he’d open the door for them. Since they weren’t his kids, they wouldn’t force their way in either.

Janet, Eric’s mom, would probably also agree to come say hi occasionally, and she stood a better chance at getting through the door, but the fact she didn’t seem to come here anymore spoke volumes. I could only assume my father had alienated her after my mom’s death as well.

The pizza sat like a pile of rocks in my stomach as I thought it all over. The fact of the matter was that I was all he had and he was all I had.

That was it. Our family. Just the two of us. Two people who hadn’t spoken more than a few words to each other in five years and one of whom couldn’t even bear to look at the other for more than a moment at a time.

Neither my money nor my luxury career could help fix what was broken here, and while I could pay for the maintenance and repairs, ask people to check in on Dad, and try to keep tabs on him myself from the city, none of that would really change anything either.

At this point, I simply didn’t know what would. All I knew for an absolute fact was that if something didn’t give, the next call I would be getting from Allisburg would be to come home for Dad’s funeral, and despite the distance between us, I couldn’t bring myself to accept that.
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DAPHNE


The fall festival was starting soon and I was so excited that I couldn’t stop smiling. I loved autumn. Just everything about it.

Pumpkin spice and pies. The warm colors on the trees. Bundling up in front of fires at night. Spending the days helping out at the bakery and hearing children laugh with glee at each other’s efforts at pumpkin carving.

It was absolutely my favorite time of year, but it was also during this brief window of time that Northfield Farms made the money needed to sustain it for the rest of the year. The income from the bakery helped it get by, and so did the produce Mr. North sold, but the Festival was the big money spinner for this farm.

We were going to be completely overrun and insanely busy at the bakery, so this weekend, I was taking some time off to rest before the rush began. Eric had organized a trip to his cabin and I was packing before my last shift for the week started.

Rachel was due in a month, and since she and Jake were heading out there with us, I glanced at the goodies in my bag and considered what else I might need. While the guys fished, I planned on bringing some treats and pampering her when we got up there.

On top of my clothes and toiletries, I had a foot scrub, face masks, an instant version of her favorite mocha lattes, some snacks, and juices that were named after popular cocktails. Looking around my room, I strode over to my dresser and added a couple colors of nail polish and a manicure kit to my stash.

With that done, I zipped up my bag and checked my watch. The bakery was closed today, but I was going in for a few hours to help with the preparations for the Festival. I needed to give the coffee machines a good clean, restock the supplies at the counter and the cups, and do a few other things that would help us get off to an easier start next week.

When I arrived at the bakery, I frowned when I saw Eric’s old truck parked outside. There was no mistaking it, though. It was a faded blue with a few dents in the door and a yellow tailgate I’d helped my brother spray myself.

It was also the truck he’d loaned to Sterling for the time he was in town. As I parked beside it, I spotted the man himself, hauling pumpkins into the storage room at the back of the bakery.

For a change, he wasn’t dressed in slacks and a button-down but in shorts and what appeared to be an old T-shirt. In fact, as I squinted at the writing on it, I realized I remembered it from back in the day. It was minty green with the words, “I’m not a gynecologist, but I’ll take a look,” printed across his chest.

I smiled, a lot less embarrassed of the words now than I had been back in high school. Seeing that shirt on him set me a little bit more at ease. With his black hair not perfectly styled and dirt on his arms from hauling the pumpkins, he looked a lot more like the boy I used to know.

Climbing out of the truck, I walked to the storage room and grinned as I called in. “Want any help?”

Sterling had just turned to pick up another pumpkin, and he started at the sound of my voice, dropping it like a hot potato. My eyes widened as it smashed on the ground, splattering my sneakers in fibers, chunks, and seeds.

“Oh, crap. I’m so sorry.” I quickly closed the distance between us and sank to my knees to help him clean it up.

Unfortunately, he dropped down too, and when he bent forward, our heads banged together. Pain shot through me, my forehead throbbing, and I moaned, my hand shooting up to rub it. Sterling’s arms flew out to steady me, his hands big and warm on my biceps.

My breath caught as my gaze jerked up to meet his, his face only inches away from my own. Pain still radiated from my forehead, but the warmth of his hands and the worry in those dark eyes soothed me, even making a smile spread on my lips.

His brow furrowed, and one of his hands came up to take my chin between his thumb and index finger. For a moment, my heart raced and I thought he was going to kiss me, but then he used his grip on my chin to turn my head from side to side instead, apparently inspecting me for damage.

“Are you okay?” he murmured gruffly, those eyes sweeping across my features as if searching for the slightest hint of injury. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’m fine.” I laughed, pulling back a little before I noticed he certainly wasn’t laughing.

Sitting back on his knees, he exhaled, those brown eyes settling firmly on mine while his eyebrows remained pinched. “Are you sure you’re alright? That blow nearly broke my jaw. It was hard. You don’t need to pretend it wasn’t.”

I chuckled, my head shaking as I stared into his eyes. Strangely, the worry there seemed incredibly real, like he genuinely cared. “I’m fine. Really. It was hard. I’m not pretending it wasn’t. It’s just really not that bad. It’s not like you broke my nose. Why are you so serious all the time?”

He shrugged. “It’s just who I am.”

“Is it?” I asked, unable to look away from him. “You weren’t always like this. Back in high school, I remember you being all about the jokes and banter. Nothing could bring you down.”

One of his eyebrows arched. “How would you know? You’re three years younger than me. We didn’t have any classes together and you and I never hung out.”

“I know.” I grinned. “I’m perceptive, though. You also basically lived at my house most of my life, so there’s that.”

A ghost of a smile just barely touched the corners of his lips, but it was definitely there. Even his eyes suddenly seemed lighter. “I guess that’s true.”

“Exactly,” I murmured, finally going back to sweeping the pumpkin pieces into my hands. “It must be exhausting being so serious all the time when that’s not who you really are.”

“Maybe the joking and banter wasn’t who I really am. Maybe this is.” He was focused on the pumpkin now, scraping huge chunks into his hands and then lifting up on his knees to drop them in the garbage can against the wall. “Are you absolutely sure you’re okay?”

“Yep,” I said. “Your chin almost put a dent in the top of my head, but other than that, I’m fine.”

He let out an exasperated breath. “It’s too soon to joke about it.”

“No, it’s not. I’m probably not even going to have a bruise. Just relax, Sterling. It’s really not the end of the world.”

“I hurt you,” he said, voice suddenly gruff again as he chucked the last few pieces of pumpkin into the trash. “That’s not okay.”

I watched as he rose slowly to his feet now that the mess was mostly cleaned up. He wiped his brow with his forearm, but those eyes were still dark with worry. At least he was looking at me, which was a step up from where we’d been before.

“It’s official,” I said as I held his gaze steadily, needing him to see and to believe that I really was okay. It seemed this was a big deal to him, and I didn’t understand why. “You must be exhausted.”

Finally, after looking into my eyes for another beat, he cracked a smile. A real smile. It was small and it looked extremely uncomfortable, but it was still that nice smile I remembered. The smile that used to light my days and make my heart beat chocolates.

“I’m not,” he said, but it was easy this time rather than a genuine protest. “Thanks for the concern, but I’m just fine.”

“Are you?” I asked. “You seem heavy.”

“Gee, thanks. So what if I picked up a few pounds? I’m not playing football anymore, and running just isn’t the same.”

I snorted trying to hold back a burst of laughter, surprised that the sense of humor I remembered him having was still in there after all. “That’s okay. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You’re getting older. I mean, you’re almost thirty. It happens.”

His eyebrows shot up, and for a second, I wondered if I’d gone too far, but then he started laughing, cracking up as he shook his head. “I feel like I should remind you again I’m only three years older than you, Daphne. That means you’re getting older too.”

“Oh, I know, but I’m only twenty-five. The peak of the twenties. The golden spot. You’re on the downhill on your way to thirty.”

“I prefer to think of thirty as a goal rather than an expiration date.”

I shrugged, struggling to fight a smile as I nodded at him, my features wrinkled in faux sympathy. “You older folk are so sweet, but suit yourself. Whatever makes you feel better.”

He laughed again, and the sound washed over me like a cool, refreshing breeze on a hot summer day. “I don’t remember you being so mean.”

“How would you know?” I shot his earlier words back at him. “I’m three years younger, so it’s not like we had any classes together and you and I never hung out.”

His eyes widened. Then he chuckled and put his palms up in surrender. “She’s sharp, too. Who would’ve known?”

“As a tack,” I said, but the compliment made my cheeks heat. Dragging in a deep breath, I turned and walked out of the storage room, sliding my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “Back to my original question, do you want any help bringing all those in here?”

“I should be okay,” he said. “I’m nearly done. Thanks, though.”

I nodded, glancing at him over my shoulder. “If you change your mind, I’ll be right inside. I’d be happy to make you a coffee if you’d like one?”

It might’ve been my imagination, but it almost looked like he was going to bolt when I invited him inside. He shook his head before inclining his chin at the truck. “I should get this done. I’m actually heading out to your brother’s cabin to go fishing this weekend, and the sooner I offload these, the sooner I can go finish packing.”

He’s coming to the cabin? He’s coming to the cabin!

The butterflies in my stomach started a party. I smiled, only just managing to keep myself from shooting him a full grin that probably would’ve creeped him out.

“That’s cool,” I said. “I need to finish up too, so I’d better get started inside.”

Our gazes clashed and held for a beat, and my breath almost got stuck in my lungs once more. There was no sight of chill in his eyes now when he looked at me, and the friendly warmth I saw there instead made my heart beat faster.

Back in the day, I’d known I was never going to catch his eye. I hadn’t even tried, but it felt like there was some kind of connection between us. It had felt that way since the party that night.

In a way, a lot of things went back to that party. I’d thrown a drink in his girlfriend’s face for making nasty comments to me, and instead of comforting her, he’d walked me home.

That night, I’d felt like he’d really seen me for the first time. Like he hadn’t just been looking but like he was finally seeing. For a few crazy minutes, I’d even wondered if I meant something to him. He definitely had a caring side not many people got to see.

He’d proven it again just a few minutes ago when he’d nearly cracked my head, and as I looked at him now, I felt like he was seeing me again.

Until he broke our brief stare-off, giving me a tight nod before he spun around and strode back to Eric’s old truck. I finally released the breath I’d been holding, my skin still tingling with awareness, but I walked away, heading inside to do what I’d come here to do.

The excitement was still there, though. The butterflies were still partying in my stomach even as I got to work. Sterling was coming to the cabin with us for the weekend, and it felt like an opportunity. I just didn’t quite know what for.
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STERLING


“The others will be here in a couple hours,” Eric said as he parked in front of a small cabin on the shore of the lake. The water rippled in the light breeze, catching the midday sunlight like shimmering silver. Waves lapped gently at the wooden pier beneath a clear blue sky.

Peace settled over me. I loved city living, but it couldn’t offer wide open spaces like this. The buildings huddled shoulder to shoulder like the people crowding the sidewalks. It was usually exciting but being out in the middle of nowhere made it clear how stifled I’d been feeling. I felt like I could breathe again.

The area was heavily wooded and we hadn’t seen another dwelling for miles. We had the area to ourselves and there was a small creek nearby Eric claimed had good fishing. I couldn’t imagine catching anything, but the idea of sitting by a creek with my friends sounded just fine to me.

With the surprise of finding out that Jake, Rachel, and also Daphne would be joining us, I hadn’t expected to feel any peace at all, but as I drank in the cabin with a firepit in front overlooking the lake and a hammock stretched between two trees outside, I couldn’t deny there was something in my soul that just felt lighter.

I grinned as I climbed out of his truck. “This place is heaven.”

Eric chuckled, following me out and grabbing his duffel from the back of the truck. “Let’s see how you feel after sleeping on the couch. Daphne and I will take the loft and there’s only one bedroom, so Jake and Rachel will have that.”

I picked up my bag and followed him around the truck to the front of the cabin. The hammock swayed seductively in the mild breeze. The trees it hung between were large and it seemed sturdy enough. The fire pit was close enough to feel it without becoming rotisserie chicken overnight.

I jerked my head at it. “I might actually just sleep in that hammock. The fresh air will be good for me.”

He nodded and unlocked the double doors that led to the small living area inside. “You’re welcome to sleep wherever. Just don’t come crying to me if you wake up with icicles on your balls.”

I laughed. “It’s not even cold out yet. And I could use some quality time with mother nature.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get you a little sun, vampire.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not that pale.”

“Of course not,” he said, grinning. “I just hope you brought your sun block, Count Dracula.”

“You know, now that you mention it, I’ve been avoiding food with garlic.” I slapped my hand to my neck. “Quick, let’s find a mirror.”

We both laughed and Eric clapped me on the back. “It’s good to see you again, man,” he said.

“You too,” I said, nodding. “Thank you for inviting me out here.”

“Of course.”

Already, I was feeling a little more centered, being surrounded by nothing but nature and friends. The only sounds were the rustle of the leaves, the water, and some birds chirping nearby. It was like I could feel the tension bleeding out of me with every breath I exhaled.

Eric glanced at me, a smirk on his lips as he opened the door. “Guess you can’t take the country out of the man, after all.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “There’s still a little bit of small town left in here.”

“I think you’re still completely small town deep down inside,” he joked, waving a hand to motion for me to follow him in. “There’s a perfectly good couch in here, yet you’re talking about sleeping outside under the stars. Big shot Manhattan investors don’t do that.”

“Really?” I shot back. “What is it you think they do, then?”

He shrugged, eyes crinkled with laughter at the corners as he led me through the living area to the open-concept kitchenette. “I don’t know for sure, but I’m assuming they look for the nearest five-star hotel and ask for a suite with a view. I don’t think any of your people would sleep out here on a hammock.”

“They’re not that bad,” I joked. “It wouldn’t have to be a suite. A deluxe room with a hot tub on the balcony would do just fine.”

He chuckled. “Did you bring those beers?”

I nodded, slinging the duffel off my shoulder and pulling out a couple six-packs. “There’s more in the cooler in the truck. I brought some other stuff too.”

“Cool,” he said, picking up the beer and adding it to the drinks he’d already put in the fridge. Working together, we fetched the rest of the stuff from the truck and carried it inside, stocking the fridge with beer, meat, and water. Then we cracked open a drink as we started sorting through the fishing supplies.

“We should head to the creek and see if we can catch something before the others get here,” Eric suggested once his rod was ready. “What do you think?”

“I think that sounds like a plan.” I picked up a little tub of bait and adjusted my grip on the fishing rod I was borrowing from him. “Let’s do it. If Jake is still as good as I remember, he’s going to catch everything once he gets here. We need a head start.”

“It’s just luck,” Eric grumbled, doubling back to the fridge to get a couple more beers before we headed out.

I stepped back into the sunshine outside and inhaled a deep breath of air. Closing my eyes for just a moment, I relished the simple experience and appreciated it more than I ever had before. There was just something about being outdoors like this that couldn’t be replicated.

Certainly not on my regular running trails in the city. A few trees did not constitute a forest.

When I opened my eyes again, Eric was watching me with a grin but he didn’t give me any shit about it. Instead, he led me down a dirt path heading away from the cabin, ground crunching under our feet as we walked around the lake to the fishing creek.

The scent of damp earth wafted in the air and the birdsong intensified as we got closer to the gurgling water running through the trees. When we arrived at its bank, we set our things down in the shade along the edge of the woods and silently worked at putting hooks on our lines.

Once that was done, we strode to the water and cast in. The sound of the lines reeling out zipped through the air. For the first time in weeks, I finally felt centered as I stood there, wrapped in the sounds of nature with my best friend.

Eric’s line suddenly started whirring and he whooped, shooting a beaming, smug grin at me. “Told you Jake wasn’t going to get them all. Just call me the fish master.”

The line tugged in his hands and he lost balance. He dropped the rod and his arms pinwheeled out as he tried to stay upright. Landing with a splash in the shallow water, he sputtered and grabbed for his rod, but when he finally managed to sit up and start reeling again, there was nothing on the end of the line.

I laughed, doubling over and leaving him to struggle with getting up in the muddy water and getting out by himself.

“You see that?” I called. “It’s called karma.”

“Karma?” he echoed laughingly. “For what?”

“For poking fun at me for wanting to sleep in the hammock,” I said. “Nature is taking a jab at you on my behalf.”

“Is that right?” he asked, an evil glint in his eyes as finally got to his feet and shook off the water.

I watched him carefully, knowing him too well to let him out of my sight right then. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“How about this? Is this also nature?” Bending over, he scooped water into his palms and splashed it at me. I turned to avoid it. Taking advantage of my distraction, he charged and managed to grab hold of me. He pulled me into the icy water with him, getting a grip on my shoulders and trying to dunk me before I’d even wrapped my head around what was happening.

Surprised by how naturally it all came back, I remembered us horsing around in the water like this back in the day, and I went under, ducking back to grab his ankle when he tried coming after me. He barked with laughter as I jerked him down.

When he surfaced, he put up his hands. “Peace?” he asked.

I nodded. “Sure, man. Ready to try fishing again, fish master, or should we head back?”

“We’re already in the water. We might as well swim a bit and then bake for a while before we head back. We’ve got time.”

“Fair enough.” The water was too crisp to be nice, but it was refreshing.

Eric and I floated around for a while, soaking in the scenery. Eventually we climbed out, wrung out our shirts, and moved into the sun to dry off while we cast our lines back into the water. Later on, we headed back to the cabin empty-handed, but despite our lack of a catch, I still felt better than I had in years.

As we trudged back up the path to the fire pit, I realized the others had arrived. My muscles tensed, my eyes immediately starting to search for Daphne.

I didn’t see her, but it was like the air was somehow different now. She was here. Somewhere.

Jake waved at us, looking happy and relaxed even as he juggled more bags than any three people could possibly need for a weekend.

“Did you guys go swimming or fishing?” he called as he paused in the doorway, shoulders shaking with silent laughter as if he knew what had happened despite not having been there.

Eric shrugged. “Both. Who said it had to be one or the other? Where are the girls?”

“Rachel’s gone to have a nap and Daphne said she’d get started on dinner.” Jake walked in and took their things inside with him, calling at us over his shoulder. “Have you shown Sterling the new boat yet?”

“Not yet,” Eric replied easily, dropping his fishing tackle outside before following our friend in. “You want to come check it out? I’m still not sure about that knock in the engine.”

“Yeah, I’ll be right there,” he said. “Let me just bring Rachel’s bags to her.”

It turned out that most of what he’d been hauling belonged to his wife. Daphne had a single bag that he left at the base of the stairs leading up to the loft, and the rest of the luggage, he took into the bedroom with him.

Something strange happened to my insides when I finally saw her. She was standing in the little kitchenette when I walked in, her chestnut locks pulled into a messy bun on top of her head and her beautiful blue eyes free of any makeup.

She wore an off-shoulder, long-sleeved shirt with a pair of jeans and those same sneakers she always seemed to be wearing on her feet. No jewelry and no frills and yet the sight of her sorting through ingredients to make a salad took my breath away.

My footsteps nearly faltered, but at the last moment, I caught myself, schooling my features just as she looked up and flashed me a smile. “Hey. You don’t have any allergies I need to be aware of, right?”

“Nope.”

“We’re going to check out Eric’s new boat real quick,” Jake said as he emerged from the bedroom. “Want to walk with us, North?”

“No, I’m okay,” I said, surprising even myself. “I think I’ll grab a quick shower and help Daphne with dinner. I’ll take a look at the boat tomorrow.”

Jake shrugged and cracked open a beer while he waited for Eric at the firepit. He came downstairs from the loft just a few seconds later, having donned dry clothes before he went back out.

“Are you sure?” Eric said. “Daphne doesn’t mind us popping out. We’ll be back soon enough to do the heavy lifting with the grilling.”

She stuck her tongue out at her brother, those eyes sparkling with the same sharp wit I’d seen from her earlier. “The heavy lifting, huh? What’s so heavy about tossing a few sausages on a fire? Mankind has been doing it for centuries, big brother. Go, play with your toys. I’ll be fine here.”

Eric laughed and shrugged at me when I strode to the kitchen instead of the door. “We’ll be back soon.”

As I watched my friends stroll down the path outside, I wondered why the hell I’d opted to stay behind. Ever since I’d arrived, I’d been doing everything in my power to steer clear of this girl and to drive her as far away from me as humanly possible, but now, we were crammed together in the tiny kitchenette, and I caught whiffs of her rich, buttery scent on every inhale.

It was maddening. Intoxicating. Yet, while I easily could’ve followed after Jake and Eric instead, I didn’t. I simply turned to her and smiled. “I’m going to go grab that shower before I get pond scum all over the food, but when I’m done, be ready to put me to work.”
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DAPHNE


Sterling emerged from the bathroom with his black hair damp and slicked back, his jaw not clenched for once and a light in his eyes that almost made me swoon. In a blue tee and board shorts, he looked more like himself again and he smelled divine, like soap and a hint of something masculine but not overpowering. Shower gel, probably. How revolutionary.

I ducked my head before rolling my eyes at myself. Get it together, girl. It’s just shower gel. Jeez.

Cooking dinner with him was going to be interesting. That was for sure.

As he joined me in the kitchen, that same awareness from before prickled through me. The scent of him intensified now that he was right next to me and I bit my lip to keep from moaning. When he spoke, it was clear he was used to being in control of things.

“We’re grilling hot dogs tonight,” he said far more authoritatively than the occasion required. “Eric told me you’re baking bread and we’re doing a salad with it, correct?”

“Correct,” I said, not knowing if I was more annoyed, amused, or turned on. “I’ll make the salad in here and get started on the bread. I made the dough before I left home so we don’t have to worry about the mess. Why don’t you go fire up the grill?”

“I will, but let me help you with the bread first. We need to make sure that the dough has risen properly and rested before we⁠—”

“Thanks, but I’ve been working with June for a while now. I know what I’m doing.”

He nodded slowly, glancing at me from the corner of his eye. “June Gracen learned from my mother, and so did I. If the dough isn’t treated with respect, the bread will be inedible.”

“I know,” I repeated gently. “I do know what I’m doing, Sterling. Will you please go fire up the grill?”

“Sure. Let’s get the ingredients for the salad chopped, and I’ll go do it,” he said.

Exasperation crept through me.

“You’re very bossy,” I said, only half-joking as I pushed a chopping board and a knife toward him. “I promise you that I will not mess up a salad and some bread. What we need is a fire to cook on, and I’m pretty sure the grill is going to be filthy, but we can’t clean it without burning off the worst of whatever is stuck to it, so…”

He sighed, then surprised the crap out of me when he winked and threw his hands up in front of him. “I’m bossy because I’m used to being the boss, but sure. This is your show. I said I’d help, not take over, so I’ll go light the fire you’re so worried about. Then I’ll come help you in here again.”

“Wonderful.” I flashed him a sweet smile instead of letting him see that I was equally frustrated and turned on right then. “I’ll carry on in here. If I have any bread questions, I promise I’ll come find you.”

As he left the cabin, I watched him for a minute, unable to tear my gaze away from that strong frame. He strode to the grill and bent over, giving me a good view of his tight ass as he fiddled with something. A dreamy sigh escaped me and I shook my head at myself, forcing my feet to move so that I could fetch the dough from the bowl I’d transported it in.

After washing my hands, I carried the bowl to the counter, just about to start kneading it when he suddenly called out. “Daphne, we’ve got a problem with the grill.”

I frowned but abandoned the bread to go outside. “What’s the issue? We were just out here last month and it was fine.”

“Well, things have changed between then and now,” he said, eyes flicking to mine as I approached.

“You’re telling me,” I muttered under my breath, trying to ignore the fact that my heart was beating faster now that he was looking at me. “What’s changed?”

“I’m assuming when you were out here last month, the grill didn’t have squirrels living in it.” He smirked. “Unless it did, and you meant we were cooking hot squirrels and not hot dogs.”

I felt myself blanch even though I knew he was joking. “That’s horrible. Absolutely not.”

I leaned down and felt Sterling moving into position next to me. He pointed a finger through a crack and I blinked hard, seeing the family of squirrels just a second before I heard the chittering.

“Oh, gosh. They’re so cute,” I whispered, watching the little furry bodies play around the inside of the barrel.

Sterling smiled when I glanced at him, a soft, kind smile for the first time since he’d gotten back to Allisburg. He nodded, taking a few steps toward the fire pit and then inclining his head at it, his eyes twinkling now just like they used to back in high school.

Gone was the cold, hard demeanor, and in its place were those eyes that glittered like stars in the night sky and a relaxed, easy smile. “What do you say I just build us a fire over here instead, Ms. Bossy Pants?”

I laughed. “If memory serves, you were the bossy one.”

“Says the girl who chased me out of the kitchen,” he said. “This is our only option, other than either roasting or rehoming that family in there.”

“No,” I said quickly. “A fire over there is perfect for what we’re cooking. We can just put the grate over it on some bricks.”

Retreating before I literally tripped over my own feet while swooning about his eyes, I headed back into the kitchen and braced my palms against the counter. After inhaling and exhaling slowly a few times, I finally started kneading the dough, getting it ready to rise again one final time. Then I pulled the chopping board and the knife closer.

Sterling had gathered some wood for the fire, but as he was building it, he suddenly stopped and wiped his brow. Then he reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it off. My gaze was glued to his abdomen as he revealed it inch by inch, and heat filled my cheeks.

My lips parted, my mouth drying up. Despite our jokes about him not playing football anymore, I had to admit that he looked just as good to me as he had back in the day. Better even.

His body was as defined as ever, ropes of muscle running along his back and arms, wrapping around to the perfectly sculpted ladder of abs and a narrow V at his hips. No longer tanned from spending a lot of time in the sun, his skin was smooth and clean from his recent shower.

Between that and the way he looked, I wanted to lick him. To taste his skin and feel all those strong edges against my tongue. Aware that I was getting more than a little heated, I squeezed my thighs together, relieved that Eric and Jake still hadn’t returned from checking out the boat.

Sterling leaned over to place another log on his fire, the muscles in his arms rippling as he balanced it at the top of the pile.

“You’re drooling,” Rachel said and I jumped, completely startled by her presence.

My gaze finally jerked away from Sterling’s body and it landed smack on her amused face. She stood only a few feet away from me, her arms loosely crossed and laughter shimmering in her eyes.

“Wipe your mouth before your brother sees you,” she suggested with a knowing smile spreading on her lips. She glanced at the fire pit, taking in Sterling without his shirt before she turned back to me. “I can’t say I blame you for the bulging eyes and the puddle of drool, but seriously, Eric will pitch a fit, and Jake and I haven’t quite forgiven him for ditching our wedding yet either.”

“I know. I wasn’t drooling,” I lied, finally getting started on the salad I’d meant to make as soon as I’d come back inside.

Eric and Jake returned and admired the fire that was just getting going. Rachel took out some beers for them and came back to the kitchen. The guys took seats around the flickering flames, and with them safely out of earshot, I decided to level with my friend.

“Look, I know that Eric would lose his mind and I realize you and Jake are still angry at him. You have every reason to be, but I just…”

I trailed off, not quite knowing how to describe it.

My friend nodded, understanding in her eyes as she glanced at her husband. “You like him.”

I shook my head, then shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know. I think it’s more that I’m intrigued by him. I don’t know him well enough to like him. In fact, until yesterday, I was convinced that I very much disliked him.”

“What happened between yesterday and now?”

I inhaled a deep breath and I told her about our encounter at the bakery. When I was done telling her what had happened, I let my gaze drift back to him. “I guess I just feel a little strange around him, and he acts weird to me too.”

“This feels like something I should already know, but did something happen between you two before he left?” she asked, her head cocking before she added the tomatoes she’d sliced to the bowl.

“Nothing like what you’re thinking,” I said, watching him laugh with his old friends as the fire roared and the sun set over the lake. “There was a moment, though.”

“A moment?” She tossed a little piece of tomato at me. “How did I not know that there was a moment?”

I tossed it right back at her, shaking my head but feeling a silly, girly smile on my lips. “Do you remember that party we went to with them just after their graduation?”

“When you threw a drink in Fiona’s face?” She scoffed. “Of course, I remember that. It was epic. The ultimate movie moment of the nerdy girl standing up to the bitchy cheerleader, and then the bitchy cheerleader’s hot, popular boyfriend running after the nerdy girl instead?” She brought a hand to her heart. “I’ll keep that moment in here forever.”

I rolled my eyes at her and laughed. “That’s the night it happened. When he walked me home, I thought he was going to kiss me at the door. I don’t know why I thought he would. I was just Eric’s shy, geeky little sister back then, but it felt like he was about to.”

“Maybe he wanted to,” she said, her eyes wide and earnest on mine. “It’s not impossible, Daphne. You’ve always been beautiful, and smart, and amazing. You might not know why he would want to, but I don’t know why he wouldn’t.”

I pursed my lips at her. “Thanks, but you don’t need to give me a pep talk. The fact is that he didn’t kiss me even if I thought he was going to.”

“Did you want him to?”

I hesitated for a beat before I nodded. “I had such a crush on him. I dreamed about him looking at me like that for years, and then, bam! It was happening. Fiona was mean. I threw that drink at her. He came after me and insisted on walking me home. We talked all the way and then, when we said good night, he kind of just stared at me for a moment. He even leaned in a little bit.”

Rachel giggled. “I think he wanted to, and who knows? Maybe now that he’s back, he finally will.”

I scoffed. “I doubt it. Think about it, Rach. I’ve never lived anywhere but my hometown. I make coffee for a living and I still hang out with all the same people I’ve been hanging out with since high school. He lives in New York. He has a full life. A high-powered career. It’s just not going to happen.”

She frowned at me, shaking her head as she stood and picked up the paper plates and cutlery we had ready. “If you ask me, he seems lonely. I wouldn’t jump to conclusions about his life if I was you, babe. Now help me bring all this stuff out to the firepit. They’re going to start roasting those hot dogs any minute and we need to be ready. This baby is hungry and her mama gets hangry if she’s not fed quickly when she gets like this.”
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STERLING


We sat around the fire for a couple hours, eating, laughing, and catching up. I still got the feeling Jake and Rachel were pissed at me about something, but they weren’t obnoxious about it. It was just a look I got from one of them every once in a while, or a slight tensing of their shoulders when I said certain things.

I was about ninety percent sure it was about the fact that I’d missed their wedding. If I was being honest about it, I’d have to admit now that I was back, I felt like shit about not just biting the bullet and flying to Allisburg for the weekend.

Somehow, I’d find a way to make it up to them, but for now, I was just relieved that they weren’t holding such a grudge that they didn’t want to spend time with me at all. As dusk became night and the moon rose high into the sky, Rachel finally yawned and stood up, patting her belly and glancing at Jake.

“Right. The baby and I are going to sleep while I can still tell her exactly when I’m going to be doing that. Good night, everybody. Jakey, I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll come with you,” he said, draining what had been left of his beer before letting out a loud yawn. “I’m about ready to hit the hay myself. See you in the morning, crew.”

“See ya,” I said.

“Good night,” Eric called after them, cracking open another beer and leaning back on his plastic chair. “I guess they should go to bed early while they still can. Any day now, that little girl is going to make her appearance and then she’ll be the boss.”

Daphne chuckled but also stood, stretching her arms above her head and revealing a sliver of bare skin between the waistband of her pants and the hem of her shirt. Bathed in firelight and shadows, her curves were accentuated with the way she was standing, and my cock swelled at the sight of that one little sliver of skin.

“I’m turning in too,” she said. “I may not have a baby on the way, but I do have the fall festival starting soon and that’s not going to be a barrel of laughs either. Good night, boys. Try not to set yourselves on fire.”

She winked at us and left, and thankfully, I knew better than to watch her go with her brother sitting right next to me. As it was, I took one last look at her juicy, round ass and almost groaned. Then I pretended to have been studying the cabin when Eric cleared his throat.

“This place is amazing, bro,” I said quickly, before he could ask what I’d been looking at. “When we first got here, I was worried about how we were all going to fit, but I see now that you don’t actually need more than this.”

He chuckled softly. “Yeah. When I first saw it, I felt the same way you did, but it grows on you, right?”

“Definitely. How long have you had it?”

“A few years,” he said.

While we finished our beers, we kept talking about this and that, eventually landing on the reunion and who would be coming. He tossed out a few names I didn’t remember, and a few others that I did, not all of whom I was looking forward to seeing.

When our drinks were finished, he got up as well, glancing at the hammock before looking back at me. “If you start getting cold, remember about the couch. I’ll leave a blanket out for you.”

“Thanks, but I’ll be fine.” I was actually quite looking forward to this, and as I settled in on the hammock under the trees, catching glimpses of the stars between the branches, a grin inched across my lips.

Feeling more relaxed and peaceful than I had since I’d left Allisburg the first time, I closed my eyes, just about to drift off when I heard twigs snapping.

My eyes opened again and I listened carefully, finally hearing the soft padding of footsteps walk by. I sat up, glancing around until I saw a lone figure walking out on the dock over the lake. I blinked hard when I realized it was Daphne, and then I was getting up before I could even think about stopping myself.

With the stars all above her, she walked to the very edge of the dock and sat down with her legs dangling off, her hands braced behind her and her face tipped up to the sky. I frowned, wondering what was wrong.

“I come in peace,” I said softly as I walked up behind her. “Is something wrong? What are you doing out here?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” she murmured, also keeping her voice down so we didn’t disturb the serene peace of the night. “Eric is snoring and it was too hot in the loft. How about you?”

“I’ve just been lying there watching the stars,” I said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen them like this.”

“I can imagine,” she replied, smiling at me as I sat down beside her. Her hair was loose now, cascading to her waist in soft waves, her off-shoulder T-shirt swapped for a loose, strappy nightshirt and her jeans for a pair of soft cotton shorts.

Once again, my dick wanted to get involved, but I flexed my thighs, refusing to acknowledge that I actually wanted her that way. “What do you mean?”

“Oh. Just that I’ve heard a great many things about Manhattan in my life, but none of them have been about the stars. I’ve always just figured that there’s too much light to see them properly.”

“True,” I said. “I’ve found a few spots where one can see them, but it’s not quite the same.”

“What’s it like there?” she asked quietly, looking deep into my eyes before she turned her gaze back to the water. “What’s your life like there? And don’t start giving me one-word answers again. I really want to hear about it.”

I chuckled. “I didn’t mean to give you one-word answers before. Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. Just tell me about it now. Is it as glitzy and glamorous as people say? Do you live in a fancy penthouse apartment? Do you go to all the hot clubs at night and sip French champagne with celebrities in VIP rooms?”

Taken aback, I laughed, shaking my head as I glanced at her again. “No drinking with celebrities on a regular basis, and I don’t like champagne, but yes on the penthouse and the clubs. As for the glitz and glamour, I’m not actually sure that it’s all it’s cracked up to be.”

She let out a sigh. “So just tell me then, or are you going to make me pull it out of you?”

“I’m not trying to be difficult,” I said. “I just don’t have that much to say about it. I’m a slave for work. I go home alone. I wake up alone. I go back to work. I go out with my coworkers sometimes, and that’s about it. Oh, and I go to the gym and I run.”

She arched an eyebrow when she turned her head to look at me. “You go home alone, huh? Somehow, I find that hard to believe. Not the waking up alone bit so much, but the going home alone? I’m not buying that.”

I nearly choked on my spit. “Are you really asking about my sex life right now?”

She held my gaze, her cheeks flushing under the silver light of the moon but her eyes unwavering on mine. “I’m curious.”

I groaned, scrubbing my palms over my jaw and kicking my ankle over my knee so she hopefully wouldn’t see the bulge in my pants. I couldn’t help it. Innocent little Daphne LaSalle was talking to me about sex. The hard-on wasn’t my fault.

“Fine. I don’t always go home alone. Most nights, I do, but not always, and that’s all I’m saying about it.” I gave her a stern look and she smirked at me in response.

“Sure, okay. Be shy about it. That’s alright.”

I scoffed. “Trust me, I’m not shy about it. I’m just not discussing it with you, but since you’re so curious, did you really date Peter?”

Her eyes widened and her tongue swept across her lips, completely quiet for a beat. I wasn’t even sure if she was breathing until she finally gave me a tight nod. “Yeah, I did. Unfortunately. It didn’t end well.”

I would’ve killed for more details, but I didn’t ask for them. Her reaction to the mere mention of his name told me it was bad, and I didn’t want to scratch open old wounds simply because I was curious.

“What about you?” she asked. “Last I heard, Fiona was planning on marrying you after college. Obviously, that didn’t happen.”

I snorted, chuckling dryly as I looked out at the moonlight reflecting on the water. “That was never going to happen, but she broke up with me just a couple months after we left here anyway. It turns out going to a different college than the guy you were dating in high school isn’t as romantic as she used to make it sound.”

“So what happened?”

“She met some hotshot hockey player on her campus and dumped me for him.”

Daphne winced. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said. “I never loved her. She didn’t love me either. It just took her some time to realize she was never going to.”

“I really thought you two were going to get married one day,” she said after pausing for a beat. “You were, like, this power couple that everyone thought was perfect for each other.”

That made me laugh. When I saw the look she was giving me, I shook my head. “Nope. Not perfect at all. Far from it, actually, but hey, that’s ancient history.”

“I suppose,” she said, falling quiet again before finally releasing a heavy sigh. “I should probably go back inside now.”

“Yeah, it’s getting late,” I said, standing up first and then offering her my hand.

She looked at it for a beat, and when she took it, my entire being itched to pull her into me. I managed not to, but I did let my touch linger on her soft hand for longer than I’d meant to. She dipped her head back, looking right into my eyes, and just like it had that night of the party, something deep inside urged me to kiss her.

It was like she had this forcefield about her, and whenever I got too close, it threatened to suck me in. This time, I even dropped my gaze to her plush, naturally pink lips.

What is wrong with me?

I let go of her hand immediately and took a big step back. Then I slid my hands into my pockets before inclining my head for her to go ahead. “I’ll see you in the morning, Daph.”

“Good night,” she said, sounding a little breathless.

As she walked away from me this time, I did look at her ass. Long and hard.

Until she suddenly glanced at me over her shoulder. “Sleep well on your hammock, North Star. Are you sure you don’t want to chaperone the dance with me? I haven’t given my mom an answer yet, so think about it and let me know in the morning.”

Honestly, I did kind of want to chaperone the dance with her. I suddenly wanted to do a lot of things with Daphne LaSalle. All of the things. But as I settled back down on my hammock under the stars, I reminded myself for the umpteenth time of who she was.

Plus, if it was just Eric I had to worry about, then maybe I’d have gone for it anyway. But Daphne wasn’t the kind of girl I’d ever just screw and leave, and I was leaving. In a few more weeks, I’d be leaving Allisburg again, and once I did, I had absolutely no idea if or when I would be back.
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DAPHNE


Ever since we’d gotten home from the cabin, I’d been insanely busy. Just as I’d known would happen, tourist traffic had picked up around town because of the festival and the bakery was overrun with customers.

From seven a.m. until three p.m., I slung coffee and pastries, and then I went to help my mom with the homecoming preparations. It’d been five days straight of this and I finally had the day off tomorrow.

I left the farm after my shift, in desperate need of a good book and a hot bath, but that would have to wait until after the homecoming prep at the high school. As a teacher, my mom was used to this surge of action and excitement around town this time of year, but I’d taught elementary school.

My little ones hadn’t quite had the same level of excitement as that which hung around the high school at the moment. They’d just looked forward to the parade.

I’d also never helped out quite as much with the prep as I was this year, but since helping my parents was one of the reasons I’d taken a break from teaching, I couldn’t exactly bail on them now. Even my dad, the local dentist, was helping to paint banners at night.

If he could come home after a full day at work and still muster the energy to help, then so could I. I smiled as I thought about the scenes I’d seen from my parents this last week.

Somehow, after more than three decades of marriage, they were still dedicated to one another, so in love even if they did argue and squabble as often as any other couple.

So lost in thought that I nearly missed it, I suddenly realized that something was wrong with my truck. There was a weird noise coming from somewhere, and since it seemed to be following me, it had to be coming from my vehicle.

As I pulled over and climbed out, I groaned. One of my tires was completely flat. “Crap. This is the last thing I need right now.”

The irony was that I was the town’s favorite mechanic’s sister, but I didn’t have a spare at the moment. Eric had borrowed it for one of his elderly clients to take on a road trip and I’d happily agreed, but now, even though I knew how to change a tire, I didn’t have one to put on.

Frustration snaked through my blood, and I took a deep breath. Groaning again, I dropped my head back and glared at the clouds floating overhead. The distant rumble of an engine made me look at the road again, and I nearly cried with relief when I saw dust rising from somewhere nearby.

It took a few seconds until the vehicle responsible for it came into view, and when it did, my relief turned into mild humiliation. Of course, Sterling is going to be the one to find me stranded next to the side of the road.

On the other hand, his family’s property was just behind us, so it shouldn’t have been too much of a surprise that it was him. He pulled over when he saw me, sliding his sunglasses to the tip of his nose as he hopped out of Eric’s old truck and took a look at my tire.

“Bad luck,” he said sympathetically. “Did you hit something?”

I shook my head. “Not that I know of. It was probably a nail.”

“Can I help you change it?” he offered, striding over to me. He looked like some kind of movie star with those big expensive sunglasses over his eyes, a trendy long-sleeved T-shirt, and a pair of cargo shorts paired with another set of designer sneakers.

I arched a brow at him. “You? I’m pretty sure you don’t get your hands dirty anymore, Mr. Investment Banker.”

To my surprise, he chuckled, bent over, and put his palms flat on the dirt road before he smirked at me. “There. They’re dirty. Now can I help you, or are you going to yell at me for even offering?”

I sighed. “I would yell at you, but as it happens, I could use a little help right around now. I don’t have a spare.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

He frowned. “Where is it?”

“Ask Eric.”

“Cool. I will. I’m on my way to see him right now. He asked me to come help the high school team practice for the homecoming game.”

“You’re on your way to the school?” I asked, relief once again racing through me. “I need to get over there myself. Can I get a ride?”

“Of course.” He waved toward the old truck. “Hop on in. What are you going there for?”

“Homecoming,” I said. “Same as you, apparently.”

“Are you helping out your mom?” he asked as we climbed in and buckled up. “How is she, by the way? I keep meaning to pop in at your place to see her, but I guess I just haven’t gotten around to it.”

“She’d love it if you would,” I said.

Sterling turned over the engine and got us underway, one hand on the steering wheel and the other resting casually on the gear shift. How he managed to look so darn cool doing the simplest stuff, I’d never know, but he just did.

Everything about him screamed cool, confident sophistication, and now that I thought about it, it had always been that way—even before he’d worn designer clothes and had even known how to spell sophistication.

I supposed he was just one of those people who had been genetically blessed with coolness. Oh, brother. I’m still such a damn nerd. There has to be a better word for it than that.

I sighed, and he glanced at me. “Something wrong?”

“No,” I said, then changed my mind. “Yes, actually. Where have you been? I haven’t seen you since the cabin, which is weird, considering that I work on your family’s property.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been around. I’ve been helping my dad with the pumpkin patch and getting some work done. Plus, I’ve been trying to do some repairs, which has been like pulling teeth.”

“Pulling teeth? Why?”

He dragged in a deep breath and paused for so long that I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to tell me. “I don’t know if you know this about him, but John North is a pretty stubborn man.”

I chuckled. “So that’s where you got it from.”

“Hey,” he protested. “I’m not that stubborn.”

“Have you met you, Mr. One-Word Answers? ‘Just drop me off at Eric’s shop.’” I put the words in air quotes and he let out a soft groan.

“Are you ever going to forgive me for that?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said. “Not until you tell me what was wrong with you those first few days you were here.”

Once again, he hesitated for a long time before he responded, his eyes on the road as he navigated us into town. “It’s complicated, Daphne. Too complicated to get into it right now. Suffice it to say that I’m sorry I was so rude. If it helps, I felt bad about it.”

“Well, that does help,” I fibbed. “If you ever want to talk about it⁠—”

“Thanks, but I won’t.”

Not to me, you mean. I sighed, running my fingers through my hair and looking out at all the activity on the streets. There were kids running with balloons and smoke rising from barbecues being held in the park.

I toyed with the ends of my hair, knowing that it was none of my business but deciding to press on anyway. I’d apparently already opened a tiny can of worms. I might as well find out just how deep it ran.

“How come I’ve never seen you at the bakery since you’ve been back?” I asked. “I’m there every day, but I’ve only ever seen you that one time when you brought the pumpkins.”

Sterling tensed, his shoulders stiffening as his chest rose on a deep breath. Since I was still pretending to be looking out the window, I only caught a glimpse of his reaction from the corner of my eyes, but I wished I would’ve been able to see his face as well.

The guy was mysterious as hell, but every so often, his face and body language betrayed him, like his body just had, but his face was still mostly covered by those sunglasses.

“It’s pretty simple,” he said finally. “I don’t come to the bakery because it reminds me too much of my mom.”

My stomach dropped and my heart broke for him. “Shit. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

I felt him glance at me even if his head didn’t turn. “No, you did mean to, but it’s okay. You’re curious. I get it. I know it’s odd that you work at Northfield Farms and you’ve never seen me in the bakery. Don’t feel bad.”

Too late.

He pulled up to the entrance of Allisburg High, rolling to a stop right in front of the doors. “This is you. I’ll let Eric know about your truck when I see him. He should be at the field already.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said. “Have fun with the team.”

I climbed out, heading to the door, but I took one last look at the truck as Sterling drove over to the football field. Maybe I read him wrong before.

There still seemed to be a hint of the guy I’d had a crush on in there somewhere. It was just taking some time to coax him back to the surface.
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STERLING


Helping Eric at football practice felt good. Being out on the field again was amazing and it was an unseasonably hot fall day, so it was almost too easy to imagine it being the summer, just me goofing off with my friends.

“Okay, guys!” Eric yelled after his shrill whistle pierced the air. “Sterling used to be pretty good at this drill. He’s old now, so take it easy on him, but watch his feet. They’re fast.”

I arched my eyebrows but swung my arms at my sides, more than willing to get back out there. The sun was sitting high in the clear blue sky. The scent of freshly cut grass and stale sweat from the pads I wore followed me out onto the field.

It still looked exactly the same as it used to, like Allisburg High was a time capsule and I’d just stepped into it. I grinned, pumping my eyebrows at the teenagers watching me skeptically from the loose row they were in.

“Sterling?” one of the boys suddenly said. “As in, Sterling North?”

Eric chuckled, his chest swelling a little as he nodded. “The one and only.”

The boy lit up. “I’ve seen your pictures in the football trophy hall. You and Coach were always together, grinning like idiots and drowning in sweat after games.”

“Like you look any better,” Eric joked. “There are also pictures of us looking charming and dapper in our suits on team photo day. Let’s focus on those.”

“Nah, I kind of prefer focusing on you guys drowning in sweat after the games,” the current quarterback said, smirking at Eric. “It means your coach worked you just as hard as you’re doing to us.”

“Please,” I chimed in. “Eric is a picnic compared to Coach Gardner. I, however, am going to do my best to channel the old Garden.”

Eric laughed, tilting his head at me with his eyebrows raised. “Go for it. It’s harder than it seems.”

I strode confidently toward the cones, taking a moment to remember my strategy for this configuration before jogging to where the boys were standing. They watched me closely, and I breathed in deep, tipping my head toward the sky and relishing the feel of the sun on my face. It’d been ten years since I’d done this drill, but everything about this moment was so familiar that it felt like the last time had been ten minutes ago.

Coach Gardner’s words echoed through my mind. Know where your weight is. Stabilize your balance. Stay on the balls of your feet.

I opened my eyes, zeroing in on the face of the kid closest to me—coincidentally the QB. “You. Come here.”

The boy responded immediately, the humor from before melting out of his eyes as he realized we were getting serious. I nodded at him. “I’m assuming you’re familiar with the inside-outside drill?”

“Yes, sir,” he said, a slight smirk on his lips as he cocked his head. “Did you want me to remind you?”

I laughed, the seriousness melting away again. The kid reminded me of myself in my youth, and this whole scene was exactly how things used to be—except that I had been the smart ass and Gardner had been ready to kick said ass for it.

“Watch me,” I said sharply but trying to remember to have fun with this. The homecoming game was serious, sure, but I’d watched these boys for a few minutes before they’d seen me. They were good. Eric had done a great job. I was here to help, not break them or their confidence before the game.

Spinning to face the cones, I took them in one last time. Then I surged forward, muscle memory taking over as I zipped through them.

Eric burst into applause when I left the last cone behind. “Slower than you used to be, but still pretty damn good.”

I smirked. “I’ve still got it.”

I turned back to face the boys, clapping my hands together as I eyed the QB. “Ready to take your turn?”

The kid was blinking fast, but then he nodded, swinging his arms and pumping his legs on the spot. “I’m ready, sir. That was pretty impressive for an old guy.”

I winked at him and pulled the stopwatch Eric had given me out of my pocket. “Do better than I did and you get to keep calling me that. Do worse, and I don’t want to hear it again.”

“Tell me when.”

“When,” I said, punching the button to start his time. The kid raced forward, his eyes locked on the cones as he darted this way and that. I frowned as I watched him, glancing at Eric as soon as the boy was done. “What was wrong there?”

Eric dragged a hand through his brown hair and grimaced at the kid. “We talked about this, Asher. If your eyes are on the ground, how are you going to see anything else?”

The QB, Asher, nodded. “Sorry, Coach. I guess I got distracted.”

Eric glanced at me, then suddenly bent over and reached for one of the balls lying by his feet. He snapped it at me without warning, but once again, muscle memory kicked in and I caught it easily, grinning at how fast this was all coming back.

“Ash, take a run with Sterling. Just the two of you,” he said. “The rest of you, let’s get working on those cones.”

Eric hadn’t discussed this with me beforehand, but I knew what he wanted me to do. Asher was fast and agile, but as soon as he’d started running, his eyes had hit the ground and hadn’t left it again until he’d reached me.

“Come on, kid,” I said. “We’re playing catch. Just keep your eyes on me, okay?”

“Playing catch?” His features contorted. “Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“Oh.” He ran his hands through his hair before he kicked into motion, jogging to catch up to me. “I just got distracted, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“Yes, it will,” I said before I switched tack, breaking into a light jog and waiting for him to do the same before I sent the ball sailing his way. “How long have you been playing?”

“Since you were starting,” he replied, catching the ball easily and passing it back. He still seemed confused about what we were doing, but at least he was cooperating. “I used to come to all your games with my dad. I was only eight when you graduated, but I was five when he started bringing me.”

I chuckled, wondering if I’d ever seen the kid in the stands without even realizing it. “Well, thanks. Now I do feel old.”

The kid cracked a smile, but he kept jogging with me, just easily passing the ball back and forth between us. “Dad always said you were the best player we had. When you played your last game, I thought he was going to cry, so I patted him on the back and told him not to worry. That I’d be even better than you one day.”

“You will be.” There was no point being a dick about it. “You just have to keep your eyes up and your head down, Ash. Just like you’re doing right now.”

He blinked a few times. “I haven’t looked down once, but we were talking.”

“Exactly,” I said. “While you’re playing, you might not be chatting to your teammates, but you need to be communicating. You need to know where the ball is at all times. Where the openings are. Where your teammates are, and where the next guy is who’s going to throw his body at you.”

“Right.” He caught the ball again and remained silent for a while.

We reached the edge of the field, but instead of stopping, I turned and started back down. Thanks to all the running I did back in Manhattan, I wasn’t winded yet, but I knew I’d start feeling it soon if we kept going.

Undeterred, I kept chatting to the boy when it seemed he was getting back into his head, forcing him back out until he seemed to forget he was even running on the ground. He asked me questions about games he’d come to watch with his old man, then asked about my grades and what I’d been up to since I’d left.

All the while, we kept jogging and passing the ball between us, and eventually, I was the one who got distracted. I glanced at the bleachers, nearly tripping over my own feet when I saw Daphne sitting there watching us.

She was even in the exact same spot she’d always picked when she used to come watch Eric and me at practice. Sometimes, she’d be with Rachel or another friend, and other times, she’d been alone. Usually with her nose in a book or a pen in her hand, scribbling in a notepad.

She’d often caught my eye, but she’d been strictly off limits. When I’d realized she’d been catching my eye just a little too much, I’d gone for the cheerleader instead. Fiona, the mean, popular girl who had been the female equivalent of myself in the social hierarchy.

It had felt like she should be who I wanted, so I’d made it happen, but even though she’d been gorgeous, I’d never stopped looking at Daphne from afar. Lusting after the pretty girl I couldn’t have despite having the hottest girl in our year at my side.

“Sterling?” Asher said. “Are you okay?”

I snapped my head back around and saw him smirking at me. “I’m fine.”

“Is that your wife or something?”

“No. Just an old friend.” I did stop jogging though, feeling the sudden urge to show off. It wasn’t like me at all, but these days, what was?

“How about this?” I said. “You reconvene with your team and I’ll pretend to be the QB of the opposing team. Eric will be with me, but it’ll be the two of us against all of you. If I can’t see your eyes, we get a point for every second they’re down.”

“How do we get points?”

“By scoring touchdowns,” I said, like it should’ve been obvious, but it kind of felt like it really should have been. “It’s all of you against us. I mean, how hard can it really be?”

At the time, I’d thought it would be pretty easy—for us, anyway—but it turned out I’d underestimated Eric’s team. The look he gave me when I outlined my deal with Asher said as much, but I didn’t think enough of it as he and I jogged out side by side.

For just a moment, I kind of even expected a crowd to roar, it felt so much like old times, but of course, no one cheered. Even so, we got into the spirit of the exercise pretty fast and the boys came at us like a tide.

We held our own for a couple minutes, but Asher kept his eyes up, costing us all the points I’d thought we would get at least until he remembered what we were doing. The next thing I knew, I felt a hard, heavy weight smack into my side.

I went down, feeling like a tangle of confused limbs as I hit the ground. Hard. The tackle was so bad that I blacked out for a minute, spots dancing in front of my eyes when I woke up again—with Daphne’s face hovering just inches above my own.

If I died and this is heaven, I think I might just take it.
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DAPHNE


“He’s a freaking idiot,” I muttered to my brother. My heart pounded in my chest and my breath caught in my lungs as I waited for Sterling to wake up. “What the heck was he thinking? He probably hasn’t touched a football in a damn decade and these kids have been practicing every day of that time. Just reckless.”

Eric was bent over beside me, studying his friend’s face. Sterling groaned, his eyes finally moving under his lids before they slowly blinked open.

“There he is,” Eric said.

“Give me some space, guys,” I called to the team, who had formed a loose, semi-circle around us. “I need to make sure he’s okay and I can’t do that with all of you crowding him.”

“You going to be okay here?” Eric asked as he straightened up, putting out his arms to start herding the boys away.

“I’ll be fine. If we need an ambulance, I’ll call you back.”

Eric groaned. “Please don’t let us need an ambulance. He’ll shake it off, Daph. I told you that. His head is harder than it looks.”

I sighed. “Just let me check him out.”

While I definitely wasn’t a doctor, I’d started learning first aid back when Eric had been playing. It had seemed prudent to have someone in the family who knew the basics. Since then, I’d kept my certification up to date and I’d even done a few extra courses while I’d been teaching, enhancing my knowledge and sharpening my skills so that I would be prepared if one of the kids ever got hurt on my watch.

Eric managed to move the team away, and I faintly heard him telling them to resume their drills at the other end of the field. Meanwhile, I settled on my knees beside Sterling, bending over him as his eyes seemed to slowly focus.

“Don’t try to move yet,” I murmured, fighting the urge to stroke my fingers along his cheeks just for some comfort.

When I’d seen him go down, I’d nearly burst into tears. I’d leaped up, racing down the steps on the bleachers and practically flying onto the field. My heart had gone crazy when I realized he hadn’t immediately gotten up.

He groaned but did what I’d said, simply blinking and looking like he was taking stock of whatever he was feeling in his body. I flashed him a small smile. “All your limbs are still attached, but I’m going to ask you some questions, okay?”

“I don’t have a concussion,” he muttered groggily. “I’m not even that sore.”

“Not yet. You’re going to answer my questions anyway.”

“So bossy,” he whispered, those dark eyes snagging on mine and the tiniest grin appearing on his lips. “Go ahead, Daph. Give it to me. I can handle it.”

My eyebrows twitched up ever so slightly. “Why did that sound dirty?”

“I don’t know,” he said, but I saw the glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “What did you say again?”

Or maybe it’s not amusement.

“Okay, North Star,” I said. “Where are you?”

“I’m fine, really.”

“Then tell me where we are. Better yet, tell me what idiotic thing you were just doing to get flattened like a pancake in the first place.”

He just smiled at me. “I’m fine.”

Ignoring my earlier instruction, he bent his elbow and pushed into the ground, clearly trying to sit up. I let him do it, but as soon as he winced, I shook my head at him.

“Alright, Hot Shot. We’re going to the clinic to get you checked out properly.”

“That’s really not⁠—”

I shot him a stern look. “We’re going. It’s not negotiable. Don’t make me knock you over the head again to agree.”

“You really are bossy.” He finally managed to push himself into a full sitting position, then allowed me to wrap my hands around his arm and gently pull him up.

“I’m driving,” I said immediately when I saw him reach for his pocket. Without even thinking about it, I stuck my hand in his pocket instead, my fingers rummaging around for the keys when I suddenly noticed I was basically fondling his thigh.

I stopped, my gaze flying up to his as we hobbled across the field. There was a slight smirk on his lips as he glanced at me. “Please, don’t stop on my account. In fact, take your time.”

I groaned. “You’ve got a filthy mind when its concussed.”

“Any inappropriate comments are from the brain damage,” he said and let me help him into Eric’s truck. “I cannot be held accountable.”

I walked around to climb in behind the wheel and got us moving. The clinic was attached to my dad’s dental office and it was right up the road from the school, so I got us there in no time, relieved to know everyone as we walked in.

Sterling sighed. “This really isn’t necessary. I was just kidding about the brain damage.”

“Yes, it is necessary,” I said firmly, holding his arm again just in case—and also just because I could. “You’re not going to make me force you, are you?”

“You kind of already are,” he said, his voice light and easy and the look on his face strangely pleasant and relaxed.

As much as I liked seeing his expression, I was pretty sure it meant there was something seriously wrong with him. Even though he’d relaxed a little and had laughed and smiled with me the last couple times I’d seen him, there was zero stress or hardness on his features now.

That couldn’t be right.

Marge, the head nurse, came out from around the counter as soon as she saw us. “What happened to this big fella?”

“Mr. Hot Shot here thought it was a good idea to take on the youngsters on the football field. He went down pretty hard, so I thought it was better to have the doc check him out.”

“Good call,” Marge said, sliding a penlight out of her pocket and quickly flashing it across his eyes. Her brow furrowed, but she nodded and rocked back on her heels. “Have a seat in the waiting room. The doctor will be right with you.”

“Thanks,” I said, guiding him to the hard plastic chairs and sitting down beside him. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” he repeated, but he still looked way too happy and calm as he stretched his long legs out ahead of him and leaned back in his seat. “How are you feeling?”

“You mean other than the fact that I thought you were dead when I ran out on the field? I’m peachy.”

I filled my lungs with air, needing a second to remind myself that he was okay. When I’d seen him lying there?

I swallowed hard. It had been awful.

Eric had seen my reaction, and while I’d ignored the way he was looking at me while we’d been on that field, I knew he was going to have questions. At first, he’d told me Sterling would shrug it off.

Eventually, he’d helped me move the team away, of course, but I’d seen that look in his eyes. From beginning to end, he’d thought I was overreacting and I was going to have to answer for it.

“I’m fine,” Sterling repeated, the side of his hand bumping into the side of my own on the armrest. When I glanced at him, he smiled. “Really, Daph. I’ve taken much harder hits than that. I just wasn’t expecting it this time. I underestimated those boys, is all. Remember when you told me not to worry so much after I almost broke your head?”

I nodded. His smile became softer and more genuine as his gaze held my own. “Well, this time, I’m telling you not to worry so much. Although I appreciate it.”

I dragged in a deep breath through my nostrils, nodding again while trying not to obsess about what it did to my insides when he smiled at me like that. Like I meant something to him. Like he was genuinely trying to reassure me that he was okay because he knew I cared.

Thankfully, Marge walked in then, smiling before waving her hand for him to follow. “You can come in with me now, Sterling. Doc is squeezing you in between patients.”

“Thanks,” he said, rising slowly to his feet before glancing at me. “Do you want to come with me? I know it’ll help if you hear someone other than me say that I’m okay.”

I knew I should turn down the offer. I wasn’t his wife, his girlfriend, or even his friend, but my throat was burning with worry and the image of him lying so still on that field kept skating across my mind. “Sure. I’ll come.”

Shooting to my feet, I followed after him, grinning nervously once Marge left us in the exam room alone to wait for the doctor. “This feels like we’re an old married couple right now, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t tempt me,” he said, sounding completely serious as he looked at me again.

My face turned red and my stomach did a little flip. “You shouldn’t make jokes about stuff like that with a straight face.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

The door opened and the doctor walked in, striding directly to Sterling. He introduced himself and I tried to slow my heartrate before I passed out myself. Did he really just say all that? What is happening?

“Mr. North? It’s good to see again. I’m not sure if you remember me, but I’m⁠—”

“Doctor Hepburn,” Sterling said with a grin. “Of course, I remember you. You put a cast on my arm when I was six. How could I forget? I’m surprised to see you’re still around, Doc.”

Doctor Hepburn chuckled and shrugged, pulling out a penlight of his own. “I’m like a weed, not that easy to get rid of. Want to tell me what you’re doing here? I heard you got sacked by the football team, is that right?”

“Yep,” he said.

“Sterling thought he could take on the entire current team with only my brother as backup,” I said. “He got tackled quite hard, Doc. He even lost consciousness for a second.”

The doctor nodded at me. “Thanks, Daph. You should’ve told me that, Mr. North.”

Sterling shrugged. “I know what it feels like not to be fine, and I’m not feeling that. I’m fine.”

The doctor chuckled. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

After a brief examination, the doctor smiled at both of us. “I’m happy to report you’re not concussed, Mr. North. If you start feeling any symptoms after you leave here, call my office immediately, but outside of that, just take it easy for a couple days and you’ll be fine.”

Sterling nodded and shook the doctor’s hand before we left. As we walked back outside, he held his hand out to me with his palm up. “Keys.”

I snorted. “No way. I’m driving you home, Hot Shot. You heard the man. You have to take it easy.”

“He said I was fine,” he retorted but dutifully walked around to the passenger side of the truck once he realized I wasn’t going to back down.

On our way back to the farm, we were both quiet, me obsessing about that moment I’d seen him go down and everything he’d said to me since, and him probably thinking about some supermodel he’d been with back in the city. When we got to his house, I turned off the truck and got out with him, giving him a pointed look when he opened his mouth to question me.

“Don’t,” I said. “I’m walking you to your door. I insist.”

“This reminds me of something.” He sounded amused as we climbed the stairs to their porch. “What does this remind me of, Daph?”

“Probably the night you walked me home after the cops shut down that party,” I said.

He chuckled. “So you do remember.”

“Of course, I remember.”

When we reached his door, he turned to face me. “Do you? Do you remember everything about that night?”

“Yep. Good night, Sterling. I’ll bring Eric’s truck back to you tomorrow.”

As I turned to leave, he caught my hand, holding it until I turned back to him. That fluttery feeling exploded in my stomach as he gripped my fingers and stared into my eyes. “Thanks for everything, Daphne. Really. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” I murmured, staying right where I was because I was completely unable to move. I couldn’t even remember how to give my feet the command to do it. So I just stood there, staring right back at him, holding his hand, and wondering if tonight was going to be the night when he finally kissed me.
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STERLING


For the past two weeks, ever since I’d gotten back to Allisburg, I’d been dreaming about Daphne LaSalle. I’d refused to think too hard about it, but as I woke up the morning after she’d taken me to the clinic, I knew there was no more getting away from it.

I’d dreamed about her again, but this dream had been different from the others. Those had been the sexy kind of dreams, ones that left me waking up hard and doing something about it before going back to sleep, pretending that I hadn’t been thinking about her at all.

Last night, however, it had been a whole different kettle of fish. Groaning as I rolled over in bed, I squeezed my eyes shut again and tried to forget the last, lingering images of that dream, but they wouldn’t leave, and strangely, they were even sexier than the sex dreams.

Because in these images, Daphne was pregnant with my child. I’d dreamed that I was driving her to the hospital because she was having our baby. We’d been laughing and joking, full of so much excitement and love in the car.

As I lay there, panting and covered in sweat, I was full of something else entirely—disappointment that it had only been a dream. There’s something seriously fucking wrong with me.

Shaking my head at myself, I rolled out of bed, staggered to my windows, pushed open the dusty curtains, and looked out at the rolling farmland. I braced a hand against the wall, my head hanging but my gaze on the scenery I’d woken up with every morning for the first eighteen years of my life.

I remembered looking out at it, feeling like I was trapped here. Like it was a prison with invisible bars that only gave the illusion of absolute freedom. It didn’t feel that way anymore.

For one crazy minute, I stood completely still, looking out at the pumpkin patch, the fields, and the pond in the distance, and I wondered if Daphne would like living here. I wondered if things would’ve been different now if I’d never left.

Rachel was pregnant with Jake’s baby. Would Daph have been pregnant with mine? Would my dream from last night be my reality?

I shoved my fingers of the hand not gripping the wall into my hair. Never in my life had I had the kind of thoughts I was having right then. I’d never wanted a woman to be pregnant with my child—let alone a woman I’d never even touched.

In fact, I’d spent thousands of dollars on the stuff necessary to prevent pregnancy. I’d also spent every damn day from age eight to age eighteen working as hard I could to make sure I would get away from this place.

Out of this town and off this farm.

I’d done that. In spectacular fucking fashion. I had a penthouse with a view of Central Park and a bank account with more zeroes in it than I knew what to do with.

So why do I suddenly want to move Daphne out here with me, to put a ring on her finger and a baby in her belly? Why do I want to buy a cabin just like Eric’s for us to spend our weekends, and why on God’s green earth does all that sound so damn appealing?

Pushing away from the wall with my heart hammering in my chest and my dick trying to punch a hole through my shorts, I marched to the bathroom and took a long—cold—shower. Whatever was going on in my head nowadays, it wasn’t me.

I couldn’t allow it to keep messing with my thoughts. My future depended on it. I was finally living the life I’d always wanted. And sure, it wasn’t quite as awesome as I thought it would be, but shit. I could see the Brooklyn fucking Bridge from my office.

I mean, come on!

When I got done in the shower, I tossed on whatever clean clothes were at the top of the pile and went downstairs, planning on washing away these confusing feelings with a cup of strong coffee. On my way down, I saw my dad sleeping on the couch in the living room and I frowned, wondering how often he did this.

Slowing down so my footsteps would be quieter, I padded into the room and covered him gently with a blanket. My gaze landed on what he had been looking at when he’d fallen asleep. My heart lurched into my throat, my eyes suddenly burning.

It was a photo album, open to a picture of me as a toddler with my mom, who couldn’t have been more than Daphne’s age at the time. My chest squeezed and my throat tightened. God, I miss her so much.

Her vibrant green eyes smiled up at me from the picture. I ran my thumb across her cheek, feeling my brow furrow as I fought a powerful wave of emotion rising from deep within. She’d been such a beautiful woman, so full of life and laughter.

In the picture, her cheeks were flushed with happiness, her eyes so alive and joyful as she clutched me on her lap. I didn’t remember this photograph being taken, but I hoped I’d known how lucky I had been to have her with me.

Stumbling to the couch opposite the one Dad was sleeping on, I sat down and turned the page, finding that the album was full of pictures of her and me. My chest constricted more and I had to fight a sorrowful noise from escaping my chest.

As I paged through the album, it got worse and worse. It was almost like I could feel her presence with me again. Smell the scents of her baking emanating from the kitchen.

I slammed the album shut and shot to my feet, feeling like the walls were closing in on me. Being here was almost too much to bear. Without even thinking about it, I made a beeline for the front door.

I ran out of the house with no direction of where I was going. My head was spinning and my breaths came in short pants. God, I miss her. I need her back. Dad needs her back. He’s dying without her. We can’t⁠—

The faint sound of a fire alarm drifted into my consciousness, immediately snapping me out of my spiral. I blinked hard and focused, turning in a slow circle in an attempt to pinpoint where it was coming from.

The bakery. Fuck.

I leaped into action, racing toward Eric’s truck and finding the keys waiting for me in it. Daphne must’ve brought it back at some point this morning, but that meant…

She’s here. She’s in the bakery.

My heart started pounding as I slammed the truck into drive and raced down the old, winding road that led from the farmhouse to the edge of the property. My knuckles turned white as I gripped the wheel, the tires spitting gravel behind me.

Yet I pushed my foot down harder on the gas, desperation to get there already tearing through me. All I could think about was Daphne.

The truck had been at the house, which meant that either she or Eric had brought it. If it had been her, it was a fair bet that she was down there right then. In the bakery that was definitely burning.

Getting closer, I saw a plume of black smoke starting to rise from its direction and my heart nearly gave out. My knees went numb, but I kept racing.

The bakery. My mother’s bakery. My mother’s bakery with Daphne LaSalle in it. It’s burning. Being razed to the ground.

My vision blurred, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was that I got to her before it was too late. I hadn’t been able to save my mother. I would be damned if another woman I cared about died in an accident I might’ve been able to prevent if only I had been closer.
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DAPHNE


The morning couldn’t be going any worse. To start with, I’d woken up after barely sleeping, still disappointed that Sterling had let me go last night without kissing me. Again.

Then I’d realized that once I’d finally fallen asleep, I’d slept so deeply that I hadn’t heard my alarm, and by the time I’d gotten out of bed, I’d already been ten minutes late for my shift. Cursing and pulling on clothes that I hadn’t even gotten around to washing yet, I’d brushed my hair on my way to Northfield Farms, only to get a call from June.

It turned out that all four of her kids had the flu and she was sick now too, so it would only be me at the bakery today. And I had to return Eric’s old truck to the farmhouse so Sterling would have a way of getting around, so I’d raced up to the farmhouse and then I’d run down to the main road to start baking.

Dripping with sweat by the time I’d arrived, I’d been flustered and out of breath, and I hadn’t even had a single cup of coffee yet. The only small mercy had been that there hadn’t been any customers waiting outside when I’d arrived.

After fixing myself some coffee—possibly the worst cup I’d ever made—I’d headed to the kitchen to start baking. I needed to get it all done by myself today so we could open on time tomorrow morning, but something seemed to have happened with the oven and now the outlets were on fire and smoke was pouring into the kitchen, filling it and hanging in thick clouds against the ceiling.

My eyes burned and so did my lungs. I couldn’t see anything as I fumbled around for the fire extinguisher, realizing that the situation was becoming more and more dire with every passing second.

A sob wracked through me as I squinted through the rapidly thickening smoke, still trying to locate the fire extinguisher. I’d seen it so many times and yet I somehow couldn’t remember where it was. Flames were shooting out of the outlets behind the appliances now too and my lungs were starting to feel like they were on fire.

I stumbled through the kitchen, my arms stretched out in front of me and my hands meeting with nothing as I felt around blindly for the wall. When a blur of red suddenly rose up in the haze, relief streaked through me and I shouted with the force of it, but then something stopped my forward momentum.

I shrieked as fear sliced to the core of my being. Then I realized that what was holding me back was a pair of strong arms wrapping around my waist. The next thing I knew, I was being lifted and swung into those arms. Then I was flying.

Or sort of flying.

Moving fast through the acrid gray smoke until I pulled in a breath of open, fresh air. My lungs felt like they’d been filled with coals, but when I finally managed to focus my eyes, I saw the last person I’d expected.

Sterling.

My brain was as foggy as the smoky bakery, but I remembered him saying he never came here. I remembered that it hurt him too much because it reminded him of his mother.

Yet, here he was, hauling me out of the fiery interior and out across the parking lot, his strong arms wrapped tight around me and his jaw set in determination. I looked up at him adoringly, my mind clearing enough that I knew he’d tease me about it if he saw the way I was staring at him, but I didn’t give a damn.

He just saved my life.

Black stubble covered his sharp jawline this morning, making me think that he’d forgotten to shave. His teeth were clenched, his pulse hammering under his jaw as he strode out of an actual freaking fire like he was Superman saving a damsel in distress.

Since Sterling is my Superman, I’m okay with being the damsel.

I dropped my head against his chest, focusing on filling my stinging lungs with fresh air. Then I realized it was raining pretty hard. The water running down his temples and across his cheeks wasn’t sweat or tears.

My gaze lifted to the sky and it was almost as gray as the smoke. Lightning raced across it and thunder roared in the distance. I frowned. What? When did that happen?

Blinking hard, I tried to remember what the weather had been like this morning, but in the rush, I didn’t remember noticing it at all. Sterling opened a door, and when I looked again, he was gently setting me down in Eric’s truck.

“Call 911,” he said urgently. “There’s a bottle of water in the cup holder. It was mine. Drink it. Stay here.”

After barking out that series of commands, he gave me an intense, searing look I had no idea what to do with. Then he was turning around, running back into the fire. Is he insane? Does he have a death wish?

Struggling to process anything that had happened in these last few minutes—or maybe it’d been an hour—I fumbled for my phone in my pocket and pulled it out. Punching the numbers, I pressed the device against my ear and turned to stare at Sterling as he disappeared into the smoky interior of the building.

“Hello?” I said breathlessly when an operator answered. “This is Daphne LaSalle. I’m calling from the Northfield Farms Bakery. It’s on fire. We need help.”

“The fire department has been dispatched,” she responded a moment later. “Hang tight, Daphne. Is there anyone inside?”

My chin bopped in a nod, my voice shaky as my eyes filled with tears. “Yes. Sterling North just went in there.”

“Alright. Do not follow him in. The firefighters will be there in a few minutes.”

I nodded, hanging up the phone and anxiously watching the door, waiting for him to come out with bated breath. Thunder rumbled overhead and lightning cracked as the rain intensified, coming down in sheets that made my view of the door slightly blurry.

“Come on. Come on. Come on,” I chanted over and over again. “Come on, Sterling. What are you doing? Get out of there.”

I didn’t know how much time had passed before he finally emerged from the smoke like some dude in an action movie, panting and covered in a shiny sheen of either water or sweat. Maybe both. Probably both.

Tossing aside the fire extinguisher, he marched toward the truck through the rain, looking like he didn’t even notice the deluge. Those dark eyes found mine through the window and he held them intently. His long legs made short work of the distance between us.

I threw open the door, not caring about getting wet as I jumped out, meeting him a few feet away from the truck. “Are you okay? I spoke to emergency services. The fire department should be here any moment.”

“I’m fine. The fire is out. It wasn’t as bad as I thought. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Daphne, are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” I said, but his eyes were a little unfocused. “I’m okay, Sterling. Hey, look at me. I’m okay.”

“I saw the smoke,” he muttered, looking at me, but I doubted he could actually see me right in front of him. “I heard the fire alarm. I knew you were in there. You were in there for a long time. Are you okay? Can you breathe?”

“I’m fine,” I repeated, taking his face in my hands when I realized all that intensity in his eyes was burning right through me. “Sterling. Hey. Look. At. Me.”

I held his cheeks in my palms, applying gentle pressure until his eyes focused on mine. As they did, the moment snapped and he snaked his arms around my hips, hauling me to him and lowering his mouth to my own.

His lips were soft but firm. The stubble on his jaw grazed my chin but not in a way that was painful. My thoughts spun wildly, but the faintly minty taste of him assured me that this was real. I could barely believe it was happening, but my arms slid around his neck as he kissed me like I’d never been kissed before.

Sterling kissed like a real man, with a hand on my neck and the other pressing into my back.

He kissed me hard and with his whole body, the strength of him vibrating through me as his tongue swept into my mouth. I moaned, wholeheartedly letting myself be consumed by these kisses and already knowing I would never forget them.

I didn’t really know how I’d gone from grappling around the inside of the bakery for the fire extinguisher to this moment right here, but I didn’t really care. For the last eleven years, I’d been wondering what it would be like to be kissed by Sterling North, and even though I’d spent eleven freaking years imagining it, it was still better than it had been even in my wildest dreams.

I kissed him back with just as much passion and fervor, molding my front to his as I tilted my head back to give him the access his mouth was demanding. It was only when the distant sounds of sirens grew closer that we finally broke apart, just in time to see the fire truck pulling up.

Breathless and with a racing heart, I looked deep into his eyes. He turned around and walked away from me—this time taking a part of me with him when he left. Hopefully, he would bring it back. Also hopefully, it would be soon.
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STERLING


I’d really gone and done it now. I’d kissed Daphne LaSalle and it wasn’t the kind of kiss I could come back from. It hadn’t been a friendly peck or an affectionate brush of my lips against her cheek. It had been a full-on, I’d-like-to-fuck-you-now kiss.

Maybe even an I-like-you kiss. It might possibly even have been an I-could-love-you kiss.

I blew out a heavy breath, unable to tear my gaze away from her where she was speaking to the fire chief. She was pointing at the bakery, obviously explaining to him where and how the fire had started. It was surreal to me that it had gone that far.

That she had been caught in what might’ve become an inferno right here at Northfield Farms. I’d known the place needed work. I just hadn’t realized the potential consequences of neglecting it.

“You need to let me have some upgrades done around the farm,” I said to my dad, who’d appeared on the scene about five minutes before. “I’ll pay for everything I can’t do myself. It won’t cost you a cent.”

While he hadn’t said anything to me yet, opting instead to just stand and stare at the building, I wasn’t surprised at the first word that came out of his mouth. “No.”

“Dad—”

“You have a life, Sterling,” he said firmly. “I don’t want you getting involved in Northfield Farms. You made your choice.”

“Yeah, I know, Dad, but I’ve already spoken to Jake. They can help us do the repairs and⁠—”

“I said no,” he snapped, his fingers rolling into fists at his side. The rain had stopped, but the sky was still ominously dark overhead. Dad glanced up at it from under the rim of his ballcap, his jaw so tight it looked like his teeth might break before he glanced back at me. “End of conversation.”

“I know you don’t want my help and I realize you don’t want me here, but whether or not I chose to leave, this is still my family’s farm. It’s our family business, and without work being done on the bakery at the very least, it might not break even this year. You’ll be in worse shape than you already are.”

Grinding his teeth, he glanced back up at the sky, staring for a long moment like he was waiting for answers to drop out of it. When he finally responded, my heart broke when I realized who he’d been waiting for answers from. Why he kept looking toward the sky.

“Your mother wouldn’t have wanted this for either of us,” he muttered harshly, his voice rougher than I’d heard it in a long time. “The farm lost its touch when she died. I’m happy to let it die with her. Just let it go, Sterling.”

Shock rendered me completely immobile. Stunned speechless, I watched as he started forward and walked away, striding across the parking lot to join Daphne and the fire chief. I stared after him, utterly unable to believe what he’d just said.

It helped me make sense of the state of the place, but shit. I’d known he wasn’t doing well. I just never would’ve guessed he was letting it go to shit intentionally.

I’d thought it was grief. Money troubles. Maybe even spite that I wouldn’t be taking it over from him, but never, not once, had it occurred to me that he was just letting it die.

As he struck up a conversation with the fire chief, Daphne glanced at me over her shoulder, looking way too concerned as her gaze met mine. I tried to give her a smile, but it fell flat. I wasn’t okay and clearly she knew it.

Our kiss played through my head all over again. I groaned, scrubbing a palm over my face as I wondered what the hell I had been thinking. I shouldn’t have done it. In the moment, I just hadn’t given a shit.

Worst of all was that I wanted to do it again. Badly. Just to see if what I’d felt was true or if it’d simply been the aftermath of the adrenaline. I had just pulled her out of a fire, after all. I needed to know if that spark had been real, and the only way to find out would be to do it again—sans flames, preferably.

But that spark?

Shit. It had been something so deep that it had settled in the marrow of my bones. Something I knew would change me irrevocably if it had been real. Something I wished I’d done ten years ago, but if it was true, if it hadn’t simply been the adrenaline, then I’d wasted a lot of time I could’ve spent with her.

Time I could’ve spent building the life I’d never known I wanted, but now knew I needed. If it had been true, then she was what had been missing all this time. She was⁠—

Eric pulled up with a squeal of tires, sliding sideways into the parking spot near where his sister was standing and racing out of his car without even shutting off the engine. He rushed to her side, pulling her into a giant hug and holding her tight.

Oh, yeah. I just kissed Eric’s little sister.

Fuck. This was going from bad to worse. I exhaled heavily, dragging my fingers through my hair and trying to center myself.

This had been one hell of a morning. The disappointment when I’d woken up. The pain of seeing those pictures. The revelations. The fire. The kiss. Going into the bakery.

I suddenly froze, even my lungs seizing as I looked over at the bakery. My mom’s bakery.

That place had been her pride and joy. I hadn’t really taken the time to look around in there given the circumstances, but I’d seen enough to know that it looked almost exactly the same as it used to. The shiny, fancy coffee machine was new, but outside of that, I hadn’t noticed anything that had jumped out at me as being out of place.

She’d poured her heart and soul into the yellow and blue mural on the side wall. That heavy wooden table in the kitchen had stood in our dining room for generations of Norths until she’d decided to move it.

Dad had told her his ancestors would be proud to have her using it to recreate her own family’s recipes in that bakery. If it could help her live out her passion.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe all over again. My shoulders caved and my chest dipped. I dropped my head, closing my eyes and focusing all my energy on trying to drag in oxygen through my nostrils. Usually, I wasn’t one to feel overwhelmed by emotions, but I’d never felt as deeply as I had today.

Just this morning, I’d felt more than I had in forever. Grief. Pain. Fear. Shock. Disbelief.

I shook my head. Jesus, thank you for not making me one of those people who have to live like this every day.

Right then, I didn’t know how they did it. How they coped when they felt everything this deeply all the time. Exhaling the breath I’d managed to pull in, I focused on the bakery once more.

From the outside, there was only one black streak that hinted at what had happened. For the most part, it was untouched. It looked normal.

But I knew the inside was a mess.

I’d gotten the fire extinguished before the flames had caused too much damage, but between the smoke and the extinguisher, I knew there was no chance it was going to be open again anytime soon. I would have to check with the fire department, but I assumed it would take a few days at least.

My gaze drifted back to the LaSalle siblings. Daphne and Eric had parted, but they were still standing side by side, their backs to me. She waved a hand at one of the fire trucks. Knowing that I needed to speak to her about this, I strode over to them, wanting to get it done sooner rather than later.

“Hey, guys,” I said as I approached, my body wanting to be so much closer to Daphne than it was, but I kept a few feet between us. “How are you doing?”

“I’m still fine,” she replied softly, her eyes wide and so worried when they met mine. “How are you?”

I shrugged. “Just another day in paradise.”

Eric cocked his head at me, his own eyes stormy with concern. “What’s up? You look like you need to say something.”

“Yeah, I, uh…” I pushed my fingers into my hair, biting my cheek hard so I had something to focus on other than how badly I wanted to kiss her again and how fucking much I missed my mother.

I’m such a goddamn mess.

“The bakery won’t be able to open this week,” I said eventually, forcing myself to look into those beautiful blue eyes of hers. I almost reached for her. I wanted it more than my next breath, but then I moved my gaze to Eric’s.

Daphne wasn’t mine. The spark had probably been the adrenaline. She was his little sister and I lived in Manhattan, a world away from small-town Vermont.

“I need to bring in a crew to clean up and to fix the outlets and the oven,” I said. “I’m going to talk to Jake and to the fire chief, but I don’t imagine it could take less than a week. I’m not even sure if we’ll be cleared to go in there to start cleaning up this week.”

When I risked another look at Daphne, I saw the profound sadness in her eyes but she nodded. “Of course. I’ll talk to June. She called in sick today, but I’ll let her know that we’ll keep her updated.”

“Thanks.”

She glanced at her brother then, reaching out to squeeze his forearm. He looked back at her, sliding his hand into hers and giving it a squeeze. Jealousy zipped through me like an out of control freight train. I knew that it was completely irrational, but I couldn’t help it.

I knew he was her brother, but he got to hold her hand. He got reassuring squeezes and—Fucking stop it. Right now.

“I’m going to take off,” she said, mostly to him before she flashed me a quick smile too. “I need to go get cleaned up and then I’ll see if I can help out with the homecoming prep at school. I’m really fine, so both of you can relax. I’ll see you around, okay?”

“Take my truck,” Eric offered immediately. “I was busy fixing your tire when I got the call about the fire. I’ll pick mine up from you later and bring back yours.”

“Thanks,” she said, accepting the keys when he handed them over. “Bye, guys.”

“Bye,” he called after her.

I didn’t say anything at all because I hated seeing her walk away from me after all that. Strangely—completely illogically—I needed to be with her. I needed her to be with me. I needed to make sure she wasn’t pretending to be okay. Frankly, I knew I wasn’t okay.

But I let her go anyway, watching as she climbed into her brother’s truck and drove away. Eric was staring at me when I finally looked at him. There was still worry written all over his features, his eyebrows tugged together and his eyes dark.

“Level with me,” he said and I braced myself for the worst, convinced he was going to ask me why he kept catching me staring at his sister. I would’ve told the truth too, except that he went in a completely different direction. “What’s going on with the farm, Sterling?”

“What?” I frowned deeply, my mind reeling at the sudden change in focus. “What are you talking about?”

Eric’s blue eyes searched my own, his hands sliding into the front pockets of his jeans. He locked his elbows, his head cocking. “Jake told me he came up here to check things out. He said you invited him to see for himself what needed to be done.”

“Yeah, I did. He came out earlier this week. Why are we talking about this?”

“Everything is falling to pieces,” he said, spelling it out for me. “Jake said it’s gone to the dogs. Nothing seems to have been maintained at all. So what’s going on?”

I sighed, my lids slamming shut as I wondered how much to tell him. There had been a time when it wouldn’t have been a question. He’d asked me to level with him and I would have without any hesitation, but now things were different.

On the other hand, Eric was the same guy he’d always been. He was hardworking and he had an arrogant streak, but he was a good guy who had stood by me no matter what.

Things could’ve been awkward between us once I’d come back. He might’ve resented me for leaving or falling out of touch. He might’ve even written me off completely.

Instead, he’d loaned me his old truck, offered me his guest bedroom, and sent his sister to pick me up from the airport.

I was the one who had changed. Plus, Jake had already been out here and he’d obviously told Eric what he’d seen. There wasn’t much point in trying to deny what his best friend had already told him.

“I don’t know, man. I honestly don’t know what to think right now, but Jake wasn’t lying or exaggerating. Things are going to shit, but my dad doesn’t want me intervening.”

“I thought you’d hired Jake to fix things up, though?” Eric said.

I shrugged. “I did, but my dad doesn’t know they’ve been here. We’ve been arguing about it, but he’s been refusing to give an inch. I told Jake to start when he could anyway, but I didn’t have my father’s permission to do it.”

Eric remained silent for a long moment, those eyes moving from one of mine to the other. “Did he give you a reason? He obviously needs help.”

My throat constricted again, my chest burning as I dropped my chin in a curt nod. “Actually, he did, yeah. He told me just before you got here.”

“What is it?” he asked quietly, urgently. “You don’t look so good right now. What did the doc say⁠—”

“It’s not that,” I said. “I wasn’t injured. I just, uh, it’s been a long day. The gist of it is that my dad wants the farm to keep going to shit. He thinks my mom didn’t want this for me and that I should go back to my own life.”

“Fuck.”

“Yep.” I inhaled deeply, forcing a tight grin as I shook my head at my oldest friend. “Like I said, I don’t really know what to tell you about what’s going on at the farm. I’m trying to work it all out, but it’s not going very well.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry, bro. I should’ve come out here to check up on things while you were gone. I tried a couple times, but your dad was never home when I came. We stopped seeing much of him around town and I just thought he was busy, you know?”

“I don’t blame you. He’s pretty good at pushing people away.” I saw the fire chief looking around, and when he spotted me, he waved me over. “I need a drink, but first, let me go find out what else he needs.”

“Then we’ll get a drink. I’m going to need a lift back to town, anyway,” he replied.

I chuckled humorlessly, simply relieved that he was willing to drink with me. “You got it. I’ll give you a lift all the way to Maverick’s. It’s on me, but we’re not leaving until we’re blind drunk and passing out on the couches.”
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DAPHNE


For the rest of the day, I was a little out of sorts for several reasons. The fire, obviously. The kiss, definitely. Not knowing what it meant, sure. The list kept going on and on, so when Rachel finally called, I grabbed my phone, grateful for the distraction.

“Hey, you?” I said. “What’s up? How’s our baby doing?”

“She’s craving a Maverick’s root beer,” she replied, but I heard the worry in her voice. “We heard about the fire at the bakery. Want to meet me at Maverick’s so I can see that you’re okay with my own two eyes?”

I nodded, then cleared my throat when I realized she couldn’t see me. “Sure. Now?”

“Yep. I’m climbing into my car as we speak,” she said.

“I’ll be there,” I promised, getting up immediately.

Eric still hadn’t returned my truck, but I didn’t blame him. I had a feeling Sterling needed him today, so I’d dropped his off at his place and walked home. I’d been glad for it, too, thankful for the opportunity to clear my mind.

It hadn’t worked, but it’d been a nice walk. As was the one I was taking now. It’d been raining on and off all day, but it wasn’t freezing cold. A breeze had started up and it sliced through my jacket, but it wasn’t too bad.

Since I lived in a guesthouse at the back of my parents’ property, I could’ve asked to borrow one of their cars, but I didn’t. If I had any shot at making sense of that kiss, it would be by walking. Besides, my parents’ place wasn’t far away from the local watering hole.

As I turned the final corner to Maverick’s, I saw that the parking lot was packed. It was clearly a busy night, and even though I wasn’t much of a drinker, I was happy to be joining the crowd this evening.

The vibe would be great thanks to the homecoming football parade and game being tomorrow, and if nothing else, at least being part of it would distract me a little bit. Rachel and I met outside and I smiled at her as soon as she saw me, trying to reassure her that I was fine.

As I walked up to her, she looked me up and down, searching for any visible signs of injury. I stopped walking and put my arms up at my sides, turning in a slow circle so she could see for herself that there had been no harm done.

“I nearly went into labor when I heard about the fire,” she murmured when I finally reached her. Pulling me in for a tight hug, I felt the shiver passing through her as she held me. When I released her, I saw the tears shimmering in her eyes. “Try not to do that to me again, okay?”

I smiled, taking her hands and squeezing them tightly. “I’ll do my best, and I’m sorry for giving you a fright, but I’m fine.”

“Northfield Farms has become a death trap,” she said, holding on to one of my hands but letting go of the other so we could head inside. “John seriously needs to fix that place up. How did the fire even happen?”

“They’re not sure yet. It had something to do with the oven and the electrical outlets, but the fire department said they’d have to take a closer look to determine the exact cause.”

She exhaled a long breath. “Damn.”

I pushed open the door to the bar and gave her a bright smile. “We’re here now, though. Let’s just forget about it and get our baby that root beer.”

She nodded, but her chest rose on a deep breath as she followed me inside. We approached the bar together and Jackie, the bartender, immediately hurried over to help us. She passed us our root beers a couple minutes later, and together, we made our way through the throngs of people, eventually finding a small table in the back.

Once we were settled in, she took a long sip of her drink before looking at me from across the table. “You’re really okay? Do you promise?”

“I promise,” I said. “My eyes burned a little bit when I got out and I couldn’t smell anything but smoke for a couple hours, but I’m okay now. Sterling got me out of there pretty fast.”

“Sterling?” Her eyebrows shot up. “I thought he didn’t go to the bakery?”

I shrugged. “I think he heard the fire alarm. He also said something about seeing smoke.”

I debated telling her that these revelations had been followed by him kissing me, but since I didn’t have any answers to the questions she was going to ask, I decided against it for now. Besides, it felt like something that belonged only to us.

For the time being anyway.

The other thing holding me back was the fact that Jake was her husband. If I told her, she might feel obliged to tell him and he, in turn, would feel he owed it to my brother to tell him. So no. For now, it would remain my little secret.

Until I figured things out at least a little bit.

Rachel asked a few more questions about the fire until finally she managed to muster a smile. “Are you excited for the dance tomorrow night?”

I shook my head. “I’m chaperoning. I’m basically the booze and hormone police.”

She giggled. “Do you at least have a nice dress?”

I shrugged. “I have a dress. It’ll have to do.”

Sighing loudly, she reminisced about homecoming back in our day for a while, but it wasn’t long until I saw her starting to fade. As soon as her root beer was finished, I drained what had been left of my own and offered her my arm.

“Let’s go, babe. You’re tired and it’s getting real loud in here.”

“I’m sorry I’m such a mood ruiner these days,” she said but accepted my arm and let me help her up.

“You’re not a mood ruiner. You’re in the final stages of growing a baby. Exhaustion is to be expected. Besides, I don’t mind. Really. It was a long day for me too.”

She nodded, but I saw the longing look she shot at the bar as we left. “One of these days, I’m going to be able to join the party again.”

“Excellent. I’ll babysit when you come out,” I offered happily.

She rolled her eyes at me. “We don’t need to drink to be part of the celebrations. The music was good in there.”

“It was, but we can listen to it at home too,” I said. “At a volume that won’t hurt our ears.”

After I walked her to her car and said goodbye, declining a ride home in favor of walking again, I took off, sliding my hands into my pockets and tucking my chin into my collar. Night was falling fast now and it was getting chilly. Thunder rumbled in the distance once more.

I couldn’t wait to get home, planning a long soak in the tub once I got there. I’d hardly made it to the end of the block when I heard someone calling my name, though. The voice was so achingly familiar that my heart skipped a beat, but I didn’t want to believe it was really him until I turned and confirmed it for myself.

Sterling North was jogging toward me. His black hair was messy. The scent of whiskey mingled with his masculine cologne when he caught up to me. “Thanks for waiting.”

“Sure,” I said easily, noticing that despite the whiskey, his eyes seemed clear enough. “How are you doing?”

He waved me off, falling into step beside me when I started walking again. “Where are you going?”

“Home.”

“Where’s that?” he asked.

“Same place it’s always been,” I replied, frowning when he kept walking with me. “I’ll be fine. You can go back to the homecoming celebrations.”

“Nah. I’m good. I’d rather talk to you.” It started drizzling again and I groaned, upping my pace. “I could go get the truck.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “We’re almost there.”

He kept up with me easily, still walking while I was almost jogging at this point. “Do you really still live with your parents?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “I moved into the guesthouse at the back. I pay rent.”

“Thanks for telling me, but it’s not really any of my business.”

“No, I know. I just don’t want you to think I’m some kind of freeloader.” Or gold-digger, for that matter. “Do you want to come inside for a minute?”

We’d reached my place already. As we stood under the little awning outside my front door, his gaze hooked on mine and he nodded. “Sure. It’s pretty chilly out here.”

He seemed conflicted about it, though. Moving slowly in after me, he stuck close to the door, his hands in his pockets and his damp jacket remaining on even as I slid mine off.

“Would you like something hot to drink?”

Eyes on mine, he shook his head but watched me closely. I flicked on the lights in my little living area and drew the curtains so we had some privacy. Still feeling him being torn about being here, I finally wrapped a blanket from the couch around my shoulders and sat down.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You can come in, you know. You can sit. You can have something to drink. I’m not going to accost you. I just want to know that you’re okay. For real okay.”

“Honestly? I don’t know if I am,” he admitted after pausing for a beat, taking a few more steps into my living room and taking a slow look around.

I sighed. “The farm will be fine, you know. Insurance will pay for the repairs to the bakery and⁠—”

“I shouldn’t have kissed you,” he said, interrupting me to let me know that I’d been dead wrong about what was bothering him.

I frowned, arching an eyebrow at him. “Why not?”

“You’re Eric’s little sister, for one,” he said. “Two, I live in New York City. I can’t stay here, Daphne. I can’t move back to my hometown. I needed to get out of here for a reason and I can’t have this holding me in place now.”

My head jerked back. He was rambling a little bit, rattling things off as if he was reading from a mental checklist, but what he said was offensive—and it also broke my heart a little bit.

“Is that what you think of me, then? That I’m just someone who’s going to hold you back? Or that I’ve been held back by our hometown?”

“That’s not what I’m saying, Daph.” He came a little bit closer, finally making it to within three or so feet of me.

I stood, unable to bear having him look down on me while we had this conversation. “What are you saying then, Sterling? That I’m just Eric’s little sister who’s stuck in a town you can’t stand?”

“No. It’s not that. I love it here. I just can’t stay.”

“I didn’t ask you to,” I said, exasperation winding its tentacles around my organs and squeezing. “We kissed. I didn’t ask you to marry me and I’m not expecting you to give me a ring because of it. It was just a kiss.”

“It was not just a kiss,” he said vehemently and I frowned. “I’ve kissed a lot of people, Daphne. And that? That was not just a kiss.”

The air between us charged as he moved closer. I started to melt despite the fact that we were in the middle of some kind of weird spat, but Sterling shook his head. “Is that what kissing someone is supposed to feel like? Did you feel it too?”

“I did feel it, and I don’t know,” I confessed, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m not sure what that was, but I do know that I’m never going to be the same again.”

His handsome features contorted as if he was in pain, a soft groan escaping from him. It sounded like he was being tormented, but his gaze dropped to my lips and I was sure he was going to kiss me again.

We got so close that I could feel the heat of his lips on my own. My eyes closed, my heart skipping a beat in anticipation, but then suddenly, all that electric energy vanished.

When I opened my eyes again, Sterling was gone and my door slammed shut behind him. I was left reeling and confused, sagging back down on the couch and dropping my head into my hands.

My heart ached, his words racing through my head like they were trying to hurt me all over again. Sterling North had kissed me, and in doing so, he’d changed me. I didn’t want anyone else. Didn’t even want to look at anyone else ever again, but it seemed he didn’t feel the same way.

I wasn’t naive. I’d always known he wasn’t about to date someone like me, let alone throw away his glitzy life for a simple one in Allisburg with me.

The problem was mine. Because now that he’d kissed me once, all I wanted was to do it again. And again, and again, and again. But I knew it wasn’t going to happen. I just didn’t know exactly how I was supposed to move on from it.
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STERLING


The homecoming parade was in the parking lot of Allisburg High. As always, the atmosphere was jovial and festive, the music from the band loud and upbeat, and the floats decorated in the school’s red and gold colors.

This was the first time I was attending it after I’d graduated, and it was bittersweet but also painful. The last time I’d been to this thing, I’d been playing in the game after and my mother had been standing there, watching with the rest of the crowd.

Dad had been here too, grinning at me with his arm around her shoulders and cheering me on when we’d run onto the field. When I closed my eyes, it almost felt like I was back there, in that time when things had been so much better than I’d realized.

There were several very real reminders that I wasn’t back there, though. One of which was the epic hangover I was nursing. I’d never drunk the night before homecoming—until last night, when I’d tried to drink all the alcohol Maverick’s stocked.

I wrapped my fingers around the front of my cap, groaning as I tried to breathe past the pain in my head. My brain felt swollen, my mouth tasted like shit, and my right hand had this annoying tremor that wouldn’t quit.

It’d been years since I’d felt this bad, but I’d overindulged after I’d gotten back to the bar from Daphne’s last night and I was paying the price for it. Thankfully, Eric hadn’t found out that I’d gone after his sister.

He and I had been sitting at the corner of the bar, and I’d only just caught a glimpse of Daphne on her way in and out. She and Rachel hadn’t stayed long, and when they’d left, Eric had been talking to some people at the pool tables and I’d hadn’t been able to fight the urge to go after her.

Ultimately, I’d known I needed to apologize for kissing her the way I had, but she hadn’t reacted to the apology how I’d thought she might. I’d been out of line when I’d kissed her and I knew it, but she’d acted like we hadn’t done anything wrong.

I also definitely hadn’t expected to get into a fight with her. A little one, but it had been a fight all the same. As I thought back to it, I shook my head at myself and refocused on the parade.

Jake and Rachel were around here somewhere. They’d asked me to sit with them for the game, but I would find them later. I was grumpy, tired, feeling withdrawn, and confused. I just wasn’t good company today and I’d hoped some time alone would help. No luck on that front so far.

As the cheerleaders strutted past me and the marching band stomped by, the bittersweet ache from before returned to my chest. My mom used to love homecoming. Personally, I felt like this was nothing compared to the fall festival parade in two weeks’ time, but I stayed and watched for her, knowing she was probably looking down on all this.

She had never missed homecoming.

Next weekend was our reunion, and any day now, people from our class would be coming to town in droves. Many had already arrived, but I knew the real onslaught would happen this week. Those who had come so far were the people who made their annual pilgrimage home this time of year and those who’d come to help with the planning.

This week, however, would be the week when the masses arrived. To say I wasn’t looking forward to it was understatement. Back when they’d known me, I’d always been on. I wasn’t on now. I’d never been more off.

When it was time for the game, I made my way to the bleachers with everyone else, feeling stunningly out of place watching from here instead of playing or being involved at all. Eric had told me I was welcome to watch with him, but he was the coach.

I would just be the weird alum on the field, the has-been football star who couldn’t let go of his glory days. I didn’t want to be that guy, so I sought out Jake and Rachel, finding them already seated in one of the front rows right on the center field.

Jake had told me they would probably make their way to the bleachers early, and I was glad they had. Thanks to them, we had pretty good seats. It was as close to the action as I would ever be again.

Scoffing at myself over the thought, I joined them, sliding past knees and dodging hot dogs and beers as I made my way to my seat. I grinned when I reached them. “You guys ready for this?”

Jake grimaced as he looked up at me, sympathy softening his features. “Yeah, but I hope you brought noise-canceling headphones. You look like hell, man. Eric said you guys really tied one on last night.”

I shrugged. “I’ll survive.”

“How are things at the bakery?” Rachel asked, munching on some popcorn as I took a seat next to Jake. “Do they know what happened yet?”

I shook my head. “Not as far as I know. That building is old, though. So is the wiring and everything else. I’m pretty sure that’s what caused it. We need to have it looked at.”

Jake glanced at me, sticking the straw of his soda between his teeth and speaking around it. “Has your dad given the go-ahead yet?”

“Nope, but let’s stick to our plan. Start when you’re ready. I’ll deal with him. Obviously, it’s not safe for people to work or hang out at the bakery. And once we start looking, I’m convinced we’re going to find dozens of other hazards. It needs to be fixed. Whether Dad likes it or not.”

Jake nodded and turned his attention to the field, and Rachel looked at me with surprisingly kind eyes, for the first time since I’d been back.

“I’m sorry about the bakery,” she said gently. “We know how much it means to you. If there’s anything we can do to help with the clean-up or to get it back in shape, just let us know.”

She rubbed a hand absently over her swollen belly as she said it, and jealousy burned through my veins. I swallowed it down, knowing I had no right to feel the way I did.

“Thanks,” I said instead of fixating on how much I wanted my literal dream to be real right then. To have Daphne sitting next to me, her own belly heavy with my child. God, I’m an asshole.

“I’ll let you know,” I said. “I appreciate the offer.”

She nodded, then suddenly grinned and waved at someone over my shoulder. My heart yanked. That has to be Daphne.

I twisted in my seat, so eager to see her, but it turned out to be her parents instead. Her mom, Janet, zeroed in on me, tossing her arms around my shoulders. She got all misty-eyed as she pulled back to look at my face.

“Oh, Sterling, honey. It’s so good to see you.” She sat down next to me. “We’ve missed you.”

Marty, Eric and Daphne’s dad, reached past his wife to shake my hand, sending me a beaming grin of his own. “Welcome home, buddy. This must be quite something for you, huh? Sitting up here when the game is happening down there.”

Marty and Janet had been like second parents to me growing up. Janet had been best friends with my mom and Marty had always had a way of seeing right to the crux of a matter. He liked to say it was because he was a dentist.

He could identify the source of pain without looking around too much because, once he started looking, it was always too easy to find more problems. So he focused on the stuff that was causing the issue right then.

In my case, he clearly thought that was the football game. He wasn’t wrong either. He just didn’t know that there was a second half to what was bugging me—the fact that his daughter wasn’t here.

“It’s weird, alright,” I agreed, chuckling in an attempt to hide the turmoil raging through me. “This team is good, though. This is their time. We’ve had ours.”

“Fair enough,” Marty agreed, settling into the seat beside Janet’s. He waved enthusiastically at Eric when he appeared on the field.

Janet seemed more interested in catching up with me. “How are you, honey? You must be missing your mom today. I know I am. She would’ve loved that you’re here right now. Gosh, I just wish she was too.”

I jerked my chin in a nod, conflicted but understanding where she was coming from. She and my mom had attended this very school together. They’d watched every homecoming parade and game together since they were kids, until the very last one my mom had been alive for.

It had to be hurting her at least as much as it was hurting me. I reached out and gave her a sideways hug. “I do miss her, but I know she’s watching too. She wouldn’t miss this.”

Janet chuckled, her gaze rising slowly to the sky. “That’s so true. What a wonderful way of thinking of it.”

A slight smile tugged at my lips. Part of me felt better for knowing I wasn’t alone in missing my mother today and it was nice talking about her for a change, but the other part was still wondering where Daphne was. I couldn’t leave things between us the way they had been when I’d left last night.

After chatting to Janet about my mom for a while, I finally found an in to ask about her daughter. “Where’s Daphne? I thought she’d be here with you guys, cheering on Eric and the team.”

“Oh, she wanted to be,” Janet assured me. “She hasn’t missed one of these before, but she wasn’t feeling well.”

Worry ripped through me. “Is it the fire?”

She shook her head. “I think she’s just tired. She’s been burning the candle at both ends lately. We’ll check on her again when we get home and she said she’d still chaperone the dance. It’s nothing serious.”

“Of course,” I said, waiting as long as I could stand to after our conversation so it wouldn’t be obvious where I was going, but when I finally got up, I had every intention of going over to her little house to make sure she was okay. “I’ll see you guys after. I just remembered about something I need to do.”

“Something you need to do right now?” Jake asked in disbelief.

I nodded. “Yeah, unfortunately. I’ll give you a call when I’m done.”

Marty and Janet watched me with sympathy in their eyes, and I was pretty sure they thought this was just too hard for me. Being here but not playing. Attending one of my mom’s favorite events but not having her here.

As I left, I saw Janet moving into my seat and bending over to talk to Rachel, but I didn’t really care what they thought. It was too hard to be here, but I would’ve stayed anyway if I hadn’t been so damn worried about Daphne.

She’d worked her ass off to help everyone with the preparations for today and then she hadn’t come? That didn’t sit right with me.

Especially considering she’d inhaled all that smoke yesterday.

Breaking into a run, I reached the parking lot and made my way through it, happy I’d parked down the street so I wouldn’t be caught in the hullabaloo around the school. Just as I walked out of the gate, I noticed a gaggle of women walking in my direction.

They seemed vaguely familiar. Then one of them stepped to the side and my stomach dropped. Appearing like a ghost right from the center of their group was none other than Fiona Marksmith.

My ex.

I hadn’t seen the girl in ten years, but she hadn’t changed much. She had the same halo of long, shiny red hair and the same wide, glittering green eyes. She still seemed to have a penchant for too high heels and micro-skirts.

And when her eyes met mine as she stepped out between her friends, she gave me that same possessive grin I’d always hated. Fuck.

I’d known she was coming for the reunion. I just really hadn’t wanted to see her again. Especially not right then.
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DAPHNE


While I was sure I wasn’t sick, my heart hurt. When my parents had come by earlier to ask if I wanted to drive over to the school with them for the parade and the game, I’d turned them down. I just couldn’t face seeing Sterling today—and I knew for a fact he would be there.

I didn’t know if he’d rejected me last night or if he’d just felt too guilty to kiss me again, but the things he’d said had cut into me. Sliced into the core of my being.

Allisburg wasn’t holding me back. I wasn’t trapped here. I’d left for college and I’d made the choice to come back because I loved it here. I’d never intended on staying anywhere else. I loved our town. I loved its people. I loved our community and our way of life.

Suggesting anything different was absurd, and so was the insinuation that I was somehow trying to keep him here.

No one was more aware than me of the fact that Sterling North had left to seek out greener, greater pastures. No one knew better than me that he’d never belonged here. A guy like that?

He was never going to be happy with the small, simple life Allisburg had to offer. I’d made my peace with that as a freaking teenager.

Watching him and my brother from a distance, I’d always known that people like Sterling didn’t stick around. Eric had been a toss-up. He was either going to leave and love life in a big city somewhere, or he was going to throw himself into life in Allisburg and love it.

It had come as something of a surprise when he’d chosen the latter, but in the end, I’d been right. My brother wasn’t bitter or angry about the choices he’d made. He might have had an arrogant streak about a mile wide, but he’d never needed fame or fortune to stroke his ego.

He was happy here. He loved coaching and his garage. He loved his cabin and being a big fish in a little pond. Like me, Eric had chosen Allisburg and neither of us had ever regretted it.

Sterling had chosen Stanford and New York City. It hadn’t surprised anyone when he’d left and it wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t come back until their twenty-year reunion once he did it again. I was beyond hurt that he’d implied that I would ever try to hold him back. To keep him here, in a place he claimed to love but very obviously couldn’t stand.

Blowing out a heavy breath, I finally got up off my couch. I hated sitting still, and with those ugly words constantly tearing up my insides, it was driving me nuts doing nothing but obsessing. Everyone in town was at the football game, but I still wasn’t going there.

Instead, I headed out and climbed into my truck, deciding to go to the bakery. I wanted to see the damage for myself and start helping with the clean-up if I could, and besides, being there was strangely soothing to me.

This life—that bakery—was what I had chosen. It made me happy. It fulfilled me and I didn’t need Sterling North judging me for it.

As I drove to the farm, I blinked back my tears and squared my shoulders. That kiss had really been something, but at the same time, it had been nothing.

Simply a release of adrenaline after we’d endured a traumatic experience together. Sterling and I weren’t star-crossed lovers. We were just two people who happened to have grown up in the vicinity of one another and who had crashed together in a momentary lapse of sanity.

Parking outside the bakery, I did my best to ignore its connection and significance to him, and focused on what it meant to me instead. It had given me the freedom to spend more time with my parents. It had provided me with the opportunity to hone a craft I’d always had a passion for and, moreover, it allowed me to connect every day with the community I loved so much.

Lost in thought, I walked in, my heart breaking at the sight of the place. It was all torn up, with big fans running to dry the water soaking everything. We would never get the place running again if we let black mold take over.

“What are you doing?” a voice suddenly spoke up, startling me.

I jumped, spinning toward the source. Sterling’s dad was sitting at one of the tables. I blinked hard, my hand flying up to press against my rapidly beating heart. “John. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

I smiled at the older man, my heart giving a pang at the sight of him. He was old and grumpy, but I’d always liked him.

In his own gruff way, he was a good man. Every year, he poured his heart into the fall festival, always driving the tractor for the hayrides for the kids and making sure they had the best time ever.

“It’s not safe to be in here with all the ash and soot clinging to the walls,” I said gently. “Can I get you something? I might be able to coax a cup of coffee out of the machine if you’d like one to go?”

He shook his head, giving me a soft smile that eased some of the tension off of his features. “When I first married Andrea, she nearly burned down the house trying to bake cookies for the first time.”

I frowned but returned his smile as I walked over to join him at his table. Clearly, he wasn’t leaving, and if he wanted to tell me a story, the least I could do was listen. “Oh? I was always under the impression that she was born baking.”

He chuckled. “Not quite. When we met, she could barely slice bread, let alone bake a loaf.”

My eyes widened. “Really? I loved her bread. It’s kind of hard to imagine a time when she was learning how to make it.”

He shrugged, turning his dark eyes back to the window that looked out over the farm. Rolling greenery stretched up a gentle slope from here, the part of their property that edged on the main road, all the way up past where I could see right then, to where the pumpkin patch, the farmhouse, and the fields were.

“You know, I didn’t want to be a farmer,” he said as his gaze scanned the land he’d dedicated his life to. “My dad and my grandpa loved it, but I didn’t feel the same way.”

Surprise flashed through me, my eyes wider than they’d ever been as I stared at him. I’d known this man all my life. Thanks to his wife’s friendship with my mom, they’d always been around, but I’d never even suspected that he hadn’t wanted to be a farmer.

“Why did you do it?” I breathed, even my voice lost to the shock.

He shrugged. “Andrea. She was my reason for everything, including why I kept the farm.”

His eyes took on a far-away shimmer. “She was so proud of my family and our legacy, and she knew this was where she would be happiest. Living on the land my family had been on for so long. Farming, despite how hard a life it is.”

“Wow.”

He nodded, sighing as he kept strolling down memory lane. “Do you know how the fall festival started?”

I frowned, wracking my memory but not coming up with anything. “No, I don’t. I just kind of thought it’d always been a thing.”

“Andrea’s birthday was in the fall,” he said softly. “When we were young, before we even got married, I used to throw her birthday parties here, on the farm. Eventually, those parties turned into a full town affair. She invited everybody and they came because they loved her.”

The wheels turned in my head. “And that turned into the festival?”

He nodded. “She loved it, bringing the community together like that. When we realized we needed to keep the kids entertained as well, she was the one who came up with all the ideas that still live on, even to this day.”

Tears burned the backs of my eyes as I listened to him talk about his late wife. “She was an incredible woman, John. I know my mom misses her tremendously, but now I understand why even better than I did before.”

His own eyes misted over and he blinked hard, a gruff sob escaping him before he groaned. My heart shattered into millions of little pieces as I watched him, so completely helpless in the face of such raw grief.

I did the only thing I could think of, sliding my chair closer to his and putting my arms around his shoulders. I wasn’t sure if he was crying, but I sure was. He was shaking, though. He lifted his arms and buried his head in the crook of my neck, his body trembling like a leaf.

How could Sterling have left him all alone after her death?

I’d never blamed the guy for leaving until this very moment. Even now, five years later, John was clearly still absolutely broken and Sterling had just left him. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. No amount of money or success in the world would’ve dragged me away from one of my parents if our roles had been reversed. I knew people were different, but for the first time ever, anger at him simmered in my veins.

What an ass.

John and I sat like that for a long time before he finally patted my back and let go. Sitting up again, he turned back to the farm and sighed. “I’m just glad Sterling got out.”

What? I blinked hard, frowning as I waited for him to continue. “He still thinks I’m disappointed that he didn’t stay here, but I’ve never been so proud as I was that day I found out he got into that fancy college.”

“You didn’t want him to stay?”

John shook his head firmly, glancing at me. “Never. Farming is a tough life, girl. Our Sterling has a nice, cushy job in finance, living in one of the greatest cities in the world. I never wanted this for myself, but I definitely didn’t want it for my son.”

I stared at him, once again suspended in a state of complete shock for a few long minutes. Jeez, these North men really are complicated.

“Do you think he’s happy there?” I asked quietly, sensing a deep discord between these two men. “It doesn’t seem to me like he’s very happy at all.”

John sighed, grunting when he turned back to the farm. “That’s not on me. He shouldn’t have come back here. He got out. He should’ve stayed that way.”

When he fell silent, I realized he was done talking and I got up, quietly saying goodbye before I left. It was obvious that I’d interrupted him and I didn’t want to impose, so I climbed back into my truck and wondered if I should talk to Sterling about what I had just learned.

It was none of my business, but at the same time, I really wanted to help John—and Sterling, for that matter. They both seemed deeply unhappy to me, and there was clearly a massive rift between them. I doubted they would be able to bridge that divide by themselves. Certainly not while they were as far apart as they were right then. I just didn’t know if it was my place to try to do it.
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STERLING


Inever made it to Daphne’s. After seeing Fiona and her bitch squad, I’d gone back to the game, remembering suddenly all those reasons why I’d stayed away from Daphne for as long as I had.

Sitting at the bar with Eric and Jake to celebrate the team’s win, I had to admit I was glad I hadn’t gone to see her. This, right here, with the two of them after an Allisburg High victory? This felt right.

It was where I belonged, especially after having missed so many moments like this with them. Jake grinned as he raised his beer for a toast. “To our boys, and to us for making sure they got there.”

Eric laughed. “Us? Last I checked, you only pop into practice once a month and Sterling has only ever been there once.”

“Yeah, but my contribution was invaluable,” I said, smirking at him. “Did you see Asher today? He kept his eyes up, gentlemen.”

“I’ve been working on that with him for two years,” Eric said incredulously, laughing as he shook his head. “But sure, take the credit.”

“I will, thanks.” I winked.

Jake’s phone rang and he frowned as he picked up. “Hey, baby. What’s up? Are you okay?”

Listening intently for a moment, he nodded and then got up as soon as he ended the call. With an apologetic smile, he drained his beer and inclined his head toward the door. “I’ve got to go, guys. Rachel’s not feeling well, and at this point, we’ve been told to be ready for the baby to come anytime, so I’m not taking any chances.”

“Of course,” Eric said, his own brow furrowing with concern. “Keep us in the loop and let us know if you guys need anything.”

“Good luck,” I added after nodding my agreement with what our friend had said. “We’ll see you later.”

“See you later.” He took off fast, dodging between bodies as he raced to the exit.

We watched him go until he disappeared. Eric sighed and took a long sip of his beer. “God, I hope they’re ready for this. I mean, I know they are, but how ready can anyone ever really be?”

I shrugged. “They have each other. That’s something, right?”

“Right,” he said thoughtfully, glancing back at me. “How about you? Someone special waiting for you back in Manhattan?”

I scoffed. “Not hardly. You? Am I flying home for your wedding next?”

“Would you?” he shot back. “Come home for it, I mean. That was a pretty nasty stunt you pulled with Jake and Rachel’s wedding. It took him a long time to forgive you.”

I exhaled heavily. “To be honest, I don’t think he really has. Anything I can do to make it up to them?”

“Just be there, man,” he said simply. “Next time something big happens, be there. Even if you can’t physically be in Allisburg, you do own a phone. At least give ‘em a call.”

“With any luck, I’ll still be here when the baby comes,” I said. “Maybe spoiling her a little bit will help them realize that I didn’t mean to upset anybody. I just couldn’t get away.”

“Couldn’t or didn’t want to?” he asked.

Before I could answer, movement caught my eye. When I looked and saw what had caused it, I groaned. Fiona and her posse of mean girls had arrived, and they were shooing people aside, forcing the crowd to part for them so they could pass without breaking rank.

Eric laughed at my side. “Some things really never change. I thought that was over.”

“It is,” I said. “So very, very over. Thank God.”

He watched as they marched to our table like some kind of synchronized dance team even though they were just walking. On the other hand, they had been on the cheer squad together. They were a synchronized dance team—or at least, they had been.

“It doesn’t look like Fiona got the memo,” he said, barely restrained laughter in his voice. “The way they’re making a beeline over here is pretty familiar, man. You sure it’s really over?”

“Maybe it’s not for me this time,” I said hopefully. “You were a pretty hot commodity yourself back in the day. It’s possible one of them has finally decided to take her shot.”

He snorted. “I really fucking hope not. I don’t like these girls at all. Never have.”

“Yeah, I remember. Thanks.”

As soon as they reached our table, it became clear that Fiona had, in fact, come here for me. Her green eyes were fixed on mine, and she hardly even looked at Eric as she sat down—right on my lap.

I frowned up at her. “What are you doing?”

“Welcoming you home, darling.” She smiled, those red-painted lips curling. Her gaze skimmed across my face. “I was wondering if you’d be coming back for this. I’m glad you did.”

Wrapping my hands around her hips, I lifted her off me and scooted to the side, glancing at her and shaking my head. “How’s your husband, Fi?”

She giggled as she waved one of her hands dismissively. “Ex-husband, silly. We just got divorced last year.”

Shit, and now she’s here, and I’m here, and she’s on the prowl. Not good.

Sliding closer to my side, she turned her torso to face mine and reached up to push a manicured hand through my hair. It brought back a slew of memories of her, always all over me even if I didn’t lift a finger in return. “I hear you’re based in Manhattan.”

I nodded. “You heard right.”

“I’m thinking of taking a job there,” she murmured, leaning in to speak against the shell of my ear. “How would you feel about that, Sterlo?”

Oh, God. I hate that nickname.

I could practically hear Eric’s internal laughter as he watched us, but despite her insistence on calling me something I’d told her a million times not to, I was suddenly wondering how I would feel about that.

Fiona and I had been a match of convenience back in high school, but maybe she was what I needed.

Someone who just barely tolerated me but loved riding my dick. Someone who would let me continue to live alone, in a stale, luxury apartment she would never be at even if she did move in. That way, at least if anything ever happened to her, I wouldn’t end up all broken up about it like my dad.

But I would still have company.

I would have someone to share my lonely life and the empty apartment with. Someone to take to my bed when I was in the mood and to have on my arm for events. In as far as arm candy went, I wouldn’t do much better than Fiona Marksmith.

Ten years later, her skin was still as smooth as porcelain. I was pretty sure she’d had some work done to her lips, but other than that, she was still hot. She grinned knowingly when she caught me looking at her, completely ignoring her own friends as they sat down and tried to engage Eric in conversation.

“What do you think, baby?” she purred. “Wouldn’t it be nice to live in the same city again?”

My features remained stoic and I shrugged. “You should do what’s best for you, Fi. If it’s taking that job, then take it. But don’t do it for me.”

“What if I want to?” she asked, lifting an elegant hand again to toy with the hair at the nape of my neck. “You and I were good together, Sterlo. I know I hurt you and I regret it. Deeply. But we could try again. We could have the future we always planned.”

I scoffed, my eyebrows shooting up. “We? The only thing we were, were kids. We dated when we were eighteen. Let’s not turn it into some epic romance.”

“It was an epic romance,” she said softly, slowly swiping her tongue across her full red lips as she peered up at me from underneath black lashes that were very obviously fake. “I’m sorry I hurt you. I know that’s where this is coming from, but Paxton and I had to give things a try. There was a spark. I couldn’t ignore it.”

As she said it, I thought back to my own spark. With Daphne. Can I ignore that?

Blissfully unaware of the direction my thoughts had taken, Fiona brought a hand to my thigh, wrapping her long fingers around it and inching up. Yeah, no. I’m not doing this.

Between her talking about a spark and the revulsion that skated down my spine when she touched me, I knew I needed to get out. The thought of Daphne jarred me into action and I pushed my chair back, standing up in an effort to get as far away from Fiona as I could.

I wanted to see Daphne. I needed to talk to her, even if what I’d said to her was unforgivable. I owed her an apology at the very least. She hadn’t done anything wrong. I’d just been myself.

Grumpy. Cold. Empty.

As I stood up, Eric followed and I glanced at him, tossing some bills down on the table to pay for our drinks. “Hey, man. Weird question, but do you have a suit?”
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Bored out of my skull, I chatted to some of the other chaperones at the dance, but ultimately, just having to stand there and watch the kids was dull. Even by my standards.

I’d kept my promise to my mom about coming, though. Not long after I’d gone home from the bakery, they arrived back from the game. They’d come to check on me and Mom had offered me an out for this evening, saying that she was sure they could get by with the chaperones they had, but I’d made her a promise.

I’d committed to being a chaperone and I hadn’t wanted to let her down. So I’d put on my dress, slapped on some lipstick, and pulled on my big girl panties. A little heartbreak wasn’t going to keep me down.

My heart didn’t even really have any right to be broken. Sterling and I hadn’t been together and we never would be. That was the end of it. The ridiculous organ just had to get onboard.

“It’s time for you to announce the homecoming king and queen dance.” Mrs. Taylor, my former art teacher, smiled as she came to stand beside me. “Are you ready? You have their names?”

I drew in a deep breath and returned her smile as I nodded. “Of course. Thanks, Mrs. T. I’m sure Joshua and Betty appreciate you.”

She chuckled. “Well, I suppose that answers my question. Go ahead, honey. They’re waiting.”

Motioning to where the newly crowned couple were, in fact, waiting, I picked up my dress and strode across the auditorium to the stage. The lights were nearly blinding. The DJ faded out the music he’d been playing for my announcement.

While I was onstage, I squinted against the bright lights and smiled as I wrapped my fingers around the microphone. As I opened my mouth, the doors at the back suddenly opened and Sterling marched in. I was so surprised that I nearly squeaked.

Wearing a black suit with a black button-down shirt and a white rose pinned to his lapel, he looked just like that demigod I’d thought he was in high school. With his black hair neatly combed back and those eyes dark and laser-focused, he looked so handsome and so mysterious that despite my recent argument with him, I felt my stomach fluttering once more.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I said into the microphone, but my gaze was fixed on his. “I’m proud to present to you, your king and queen, Joshua Adams and Betty Monroe.”

Applause rang out and Joshua led his queen onto the dance floor. I smiled, watching them from the corner of my eye with my attention still mostly on Sterling. Sterling wasn’t stopping his advance across the room as he approached the stage.

When he reached it, I had been on my way back down the stairs, but he came up to join me instead, talking to me right there on stage in front of everyone. “You look ravishing tonight, Daph.”

“You’re late,” I said, my cheeks flushing at the compliment he’d given me so easily with over a hundred people watching.

He smirked at me, his hands sliding into his pockets as he gave me a very obvious onceover. “I never agreed to do this.”

“So why are you here?” I asked, aware that the microphone was picking up some of our conversation.

Despite the fact that I was trying to be mad at him in order to guard my heart, being in his presence was intoxicating. Especially when he was looking at me like he’d come here only because he’d known I’d be here, and he was doing it so extremely confidently in front of so many people.

It made my own self-confidence swell, and instead of dragging him off the stage to speak in private, I found myself quite content staying right where we were. He held my gaze, removing one hand from his pocket and extending it to me.

“I came here to dance with you,” he said.

My eyebrows shot up, but then I laughed. “You’re joking.”

“I’m serious,” he said. “Will you dance with me, Daphne LaSalle?”

The homecoming king and queen were just finishing their dance, and the king himself turned and started a chant, clapping his hands and then raising them, waving for his peers to join him. “Dance with him! Dance with him! Dance with him!”

My cheeks ignited and I smacked my palm into Sterling’s, needing to get off this stage. Even my newfound self-confidence wasn’t enough for this kind of attention. Sterling smiled and tucked my fingers into the crook of his arm, covering my hand with his own as he walked me to the dance floor.

A slow song started playing and kids swarmed to the center of the room, joining us until we were practically swallowed up by the crowd. This is better.

“You do realize you just caused a scene at homecoming, right?” I murmured as he spun me into him, bringing me gently back in and sliding his arms around my waist. “People are going to find out about it.”

“By people, you mean your mom and your brother, right?” he asked, keeping his own voice low and his gaze locked on mine. “I’m okay with that.”

“Are you?” I asked, tilting my head and staring deep into his eyes. “Okay with Eric finding out that you asked me to dance, I mean?”

A sexy, devilish grin spread on his lips. “It’s not like I made some indecent proposal, Daphne. It’s a dance. Not sex.”

My cheeks flushed. “Right.”

He chuckled, bending his head closer to mine. “Did you ever go to prom?”

I shook my head. “I never got asked.”

“I would’ve taken you,” he murmured, sounding completely genuine.

I arched a disbelieving eyebrow at him. “You hardly even spoke to me back in high school, Mr. North Star.”

“I’ve come to realize what a mistake that was,” he said, and I almost swooned when he kept staring right into my eyes as he said it.

“That tongue of yours really is dangerous,” I murmured, feeling myself stepping into him, holding him even closer despite the fact that I hadn’t intended to.

A slow smirk spread on his lips. “You have no idea.”

I groaned, resting my head on his shoulder to hide how very red I’d gotten. Sterling adjusted his grip on me, his hands covering my lower back as he held me gently but tightly to him. When the song finally ended, we separated, but he stuck close by and followed me off the dance floor as I resumed my post as a chaperone. It was nice to have him next to me, even though we weren’t as close as I would have liked.

Eventually, the dance started drawing to a close and the students started leaving group by group.

Sterling winked at me. “I wonder where the after-party is this year.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said, starting to look around for the chaperone I’d come here with. He was nowhere to be seen, though, and I sighed. “I think I’ve been left stranded.”

“What do you mean?”

“I got a ride with a guy I used to work with, but it looks like he snuck out early.”

Sterling’s eyebrows rose slowly, something dark and dangerous flashing in his eyes. “You were on a date?”

I smacked his shoulder and laughed. “No. Man, why is everything always so serious with you? I used to teach with Caleb at the elementary school, but he’s filling in here at the high school at the moment while Mrs. Anderson is on maternity leave. When he found out I was chaperoning, he offered to give me a ride. He lives two houses away from my parents.”

“So he just wanted it to be a date and he neglected to tell you.”

I scoffed. “He’s married with a toddler and a baby on the way. Trust me, it wasn’t a date. It was a ride, but he must’ve been called home or drank too much spiked punch.”

After holding my gaze for another beat, Sterling suddenly relaxed again. That glint of darkness vanished from his eyes and he smiled. “It looks like we’re the last ones standing.”

I jerked, realizing he was right. “Damn, how did the place empty out so fast?”

He chuckled, shrugging his shoulders as he looked around the room. “People had better stuff to do. It’s always like that with homecoming. The official events are only a cover for everything else that’s happening.”

I snorted. “That sounds about right for the popular crowd. For me, the parade was always the main event.”

He dipped his chin in a nod, taking a step back and surveying the damage. “Do we have to clean up before we can go?”

“Just the basics,” I said. “There are people coming in tomorrow to clear it out, but I promised my mom I’d get started. Do you feel like helping me pull down the streamers?”

He nodded and moved a chair into position for me as we got started. We ended up making more of a mess with the pieces of streamer that disintegrated as we pulled them down. Then Sterling grinned and chucked a handful of the stuff at me.

I squealed with laughter, dodging before I grabbed a handful of my own and tried tossing it at him. In the process, we accidentally knocked over a punch bowl and I groaned as it splashed all over the floor.

“Crap,” I said. “I’ll get a mop.”

Dashing to the hall, I fetched a mop and a bucket, but when I got back, he was already rolling up his sleeves. His jacket was hanging across the back of a chair nearby and he held out his hand for the mop. “Let me do it.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “It’s the least I can do.”

“Well, I suppose you were late,” I said, handing over the cleaning equipment.

“I couldn’t have been late. I never said I’d come.”

Pulling out a chair, I sat down and watched him as he started mopping the floor. I never thought I’d see him do anything like this, but I definitely appreciated the view. The strong muscles in his forearms rippled under his rolled-up sleeves, and his body moved gracefully from side to side as he made quick work of the mess.

It sure didn’t look like that when I mopped.

“Why did you come?” I asked, repeating my earlier question. “Don’t tell me it was to dance with me.”

“Okay,” he agreed easily. Too easily. “I won’t tell you that, but it does happen to be true, so if you don’t want me to tell you that, you’re going to have to tell me what you do want me to say.”

My brows pinched, my heartrate kicking into a higher gear. “You really came here to dance with me?”

“Primarily, I came here to apologize, but yes. I was hoping I would get to dance with you as well.” Finishing with the mop, he stowed it back in the bucket and snapped his jacket up from the chair. “If your ride has left, can I take you home?”

“I still need to lock up. You can go ahead.” I could definitely use the time alone to clear my head, but instead of leaving, he stayed with me.

As we strolled out into the cool night air, he glanced at me, another slow, charming smile on his lips. “How about that ride home now?”

“I prefer to walk,” I said.

Sterling didn’t hesitate for a second, holding his hand out in my direction. “Sounds good. Let’s do it. I’ll walk with you.”
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Iwalked Daphne home again, for the third time in my life. With her by my side, her hand hooked around my elbow and just the two of us on the sidewalk, I realized that I loved doing this. I just couldn’t wrap my head around why.

After the activity of the day, it was a quiet, clear night. The rain had passed and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. An almost full moon hung overhead and the stars shone bright above us. An orange glow lit the sidewalk from the streetlights, but there was no traffic, and the lights were off in most of the buildings and houses that we passed.

It really felt like it was just the two of us left in town, even though I knew we could come across more people at any time. I felt it when she glanced at me as we walked. “What did you want to apologize for?”

“Last night,” I said. “I didn’t express myself very clearly and I’m sorry I upset you. It wasn’t my intention.”

“What was?”

“My intention?” I asked.

She nodded. “You do realize that you said you wanted to apologize yesterday too, right? This is the second night in a row that you’ve wanted to say that you’re sorry, but I still don’t actually understand what for.”

“Well, last night was for kissing you,” I said. “I’ve since thought about the points you made and you were right. I made it sound like I thought you or the town wanted to hold me back, but that’s not what I think, which is what I’m apologizing for tonight. I was a dick.”

“You got that right,” she murmured, then tightened her grip on my arm. “It’s okay, though. I’ve had some time to think about it too, and I guess I understand why you might’ve thought that. For the record, it’s not true. I would never hold anyone back, least of all you.”

As we approached their house, a sense déjà vu smacked into me. Daphne smiled. “Good night. Thank you for walking me home. Again.”

“Good night, Daph. You’re welcome.”

She inclined her head, then turned and walked toward the back gate. When she reached it, she turned to look at me over her shoulder. Our eyes connected and held, just as they had that night.

I’d wanted to kiss her after that party, the first time I’d walked her home. Back then, I hadn’t known why I wanted it, but I knew why now and I wanted it more than ever. “Daphne, wait.”

She frowned, her head cocking, but I was already closing the distance. In two long strides, I caught her face in my hands and lowered my lips to hers, holding her cheeks in my palms and kissing her like I’d wanted to do ten years ago.

“I’ve been thinking about doing that for a decade,” I murmured against her lips when I broke the kiss. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”

She smiled, leaning into my touch. “Do you want to come inside?”

“The guesthouse?”

“Yep. It’s my house now.”

I nodded, sliding one of my hands into hers, and followed her through the garden gate instead of remaining outside this time. “Eric, Jake, and I used to come back here to do dumb shit when we were teenagers. I think that’s part of what threw me off my game last night. You’ve made it feel so warm and homey, but it was an empty shell the last time I was in there.”

She chuckled. “I know. When I was renovating this place to turn it into my home, I found your old stash of beer and a few empty bottles. You should know that I told my parents all about it.”

I laughed, surprised, but not so much. “Of course, you did. What did they say?”

She shrugged, unlocked the door, and flicked on the lights as we walked in. This time, I took a good look around at what she’d done with the old guesthouse. Last night, I’d been too thrown by everything to notice much more than that she’d renovated and made it all cute and pretty, but tonight, I was interested in seeing what she’d actually done.

The LaSalle’s guesthouse had been back here when we’d been growing up, but the original owners of the home had never finished the thing. When they’d bought the property, their intention had been to turn it into an art room, a gym, and perhaps a space to entertain.

At least, I remembered our moms talking about something like that when we’d been kids, but they’d never gotten around to it. Since it’d been a shell—but had walls—it’d been the perfect place for us to drink and be completely out of sight as teenagers.

Daphne had finished the place, though. It was now a comfortable, one-bedroom home with a small but modern kitchen that was open to her living space. The weird corner had been turned into a reading nook and she’d tiled it all, but a mishmash of brightly colored area rugs covered the tiles.

She’d put in a fireplace in her living room, with a TV against the wall, turquoise couches, yellow and purple cushions and throws, and bookshelves overflowing with everything from biographies to the classics. In the corner, an old school writing desk was filled with art supplies, and her kitchen counters were covered with baking supplies.

Looking at it now brought a smile to my lips. “I could never have imagined turning it into this from what it was.”

She shrugged. “I see potential where other people see something ugly.”

“Clearly.” I glanced at her, my gaze searching hers for any sign of what she’d thought of me kissing her again. “At risk of offending you all over again, what are you still doing in Allisburg, Daphne? I don’t mean it in a bad way. I’m just curious.”

“I never wanted to leave,” she said simply, sliding her little purse off her shoulder and dropping it on the couch. “My family is here. My friends. I went to college, got my degree, and came right back.”

“Education, right?” I asked, sensing some nervous tension between us now.

My hands were in my pockets, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. I wanted to kiss her again, but she seemed to be doing everything she could to stay busy—and away from me.

Fluttering around while we talked, she picked up random things and put them down, practically wringing her hands. “Yes, that’s right. Education. I taught at the elementary school for a few years. It was wonderful.”

When she came back around, fluttering closer to me, I stepped up to her, taking her hands in my own and holding them still. “It’s okay, Daph. Do you want to tell me what’s making you so nervous right now?”

Vulnerability shone from her bright blue eyes as she looked up at me, exhaling a deep breath. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“To you, maybe.”

“It’s you, Sterling,” she murmured. “You’re making me nervous.”

“Why?” I asked, sliding one hand up her arm and across her throat, my palm against her skin when I brought it to a rest on her cheek. “Do you not want this?”

She scoffed down a laugh, her gaze dropping to my lips. “Please. I’ve wanted this at least as long as you. Probably longer.”

When she brought her eyes back to mine, the tension snapped and I crashed my lips into hers again, unable to stop myself even if I’d tried, which I didn’t. I’d never felt this way when I kissed anyone else. That had to mean something.

The spark hadn’t been in my imagination and it hadn’t just been adrenaline. It’d been there when I’d kissed her at the garden gate and it was there now, so much more intense than it had been before.

Because this time, it was just the two of us.

Alone.

In her house.

With her bed much too close by.

I broke away from her as soon as the thought hit. “Do you want me to leave?”

“I want you to stay. Would you?” I smiled and pulled her closer to me. There was no way I’d have been able to force myself out of her arms, so I just nodded and kissed her again, groaning when her soft lips parted for my tongue and she opened herself up to me. I was in trouble here, and I had no idea how I was going to get out of it.
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Kissing Sterling like this was surreal enough for me. Kissing him like this while leading him blindly to my bedroom? Well, that was like a dream coming to life.

My brain was definitely struggling to process what was happening, but my body was miles ahead, already roaring to go. I moaned into his mouth when his tongue swept along my own, his hard abdomen pressed tight to mine.

With his hands in my hair and our chests practically molded together, we stumbled into my bedroom and crashed down on the mattress, making out like horny teenagers who had been denied the opportunity for much too long. Sterling rolled us over once we landed, caging me against the bed with his body.

I pressed my fingers harder against his head, angling my own to kiss him deeper. Every nerve ending I had was singing, my body desperate for everything he had to give. Hyper aware of every part of him, I felt his leg sliding between mine, his thigh nestling right in the sweet spot.

A shiver of pleasure slid through me. Sparks traveled from my toes to my core at the friction, but at the same time, I was focused on his elbows next to my shoulders and his soft lips on mine. I couldn’t get enough of him.

The one thing that stole my attention more than anything else was that one thing—Sterling North was hard. Very, very hard.

For me.

The bulge of his erection pressed against my hip and it was like steel. Knowing he was as turned on as I was spurred me on, making me need to touch him in ways I never would have thought I’d be brave enough to do with him.

In this moment though, he wasn’t Sterling North, the unattainable demigod who would never even look my way. He was just a guy who was kissing me like he had been waiting for this as long as I had and he couldn’t wait any longer either.

Finally releasing his hair, I ran my palms along the strong planes of his back, memorizing the feel of him before hooking an ankle around his ass. I pulled him even closer to me and he groaned. His hips started to rock slowly.

“Daphne,” he ground out between kisses that were growing more passionate by the second.

“Don’t,” I whispered into his mouth, terrified that he was going to come to his senses. “Don’t stop and don’t hold back.”

“Trust me, I’m not stopping.” He slanted his lips back over mine with renewed fervor, his hands sliding into my own and pinning them to the bed. “God, I want you.”

“Same,” I moaned into the kiss, rolling my hips against that steel rod in his pants as he positioned himself between my legs.

Sliding my hands down, I tugged his shirt out of his pants and pulled it off over his head, gasping at the hard heat of him once it was gone. Sterling lowered the zipper of my dress before easing himself off me so he could help me out of it.

I wriggled free, my gaze hooked on his as the fabric slid to my ankles. He didn’t break eye contact as he swept it off, dropping it unceremoniously on the floor. The tops of his cheeks were flushed, his lips slightly swollen from the force of our kisses.

Sucking in a breath, he finally dropped his eyes away from mine, groaning out loud as he ran them across the length of my body. Left only in panties and a strapless bra, I was more exposed to him than I had ever been, but he seemed to like what he was seeing.

In return, I dragged my own gaze over the stacked blocks on his torso, then reached for him, tugging him closer by his belt. He laughed, coming willingly, and I lifted my head to kiss him again.

As his tongue slid into my mouth, I made quick work of his belt and his fly with his help. I kicked off the slacks once they were open, unable to believe that he was nearly naked on top of me.

Soft groans of pleasure rumbled through his chest. Then he swore, kissing me hard before pulling away. “I don’t have a condom.”

“Neither do I.” I scrunched up my nose, disappointed but not about to let that stop me. A smile spread on my lips as I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down on the mattress with me. “There’s lots we can do without one.”

I felt his lips curve into a grin against my own, and relief raced through me that he wasn’t letting it deter him either. His lips came back to mine and he kissed me hungrily, not stopping until I was burning for him.

My panties were drenched, my nipples were hard, and everything in me was screaming for release. Sterling seemed to sense it, his hand sliding down my side until he hit the waistband of my panties. He paused there, reaching his free hand around to unhook my bra and then lifting his head to look at me once it was gone.

Without saying a word, he brought his mouth to one of my nipples, sucking it in, and his fingers finally skated beyond the elastic of my underwear. I waited for him to take them off, but he didn’t do it, sliding his fingers across my almost bare pubic mound and sucking in a sharp breath when he realized how little hair I had there.

“This is a surprise,” he murmured against my skin. His tongue elicited the most amazing sensations from me as it lazily circled my nipple. “You’re so fucking sexy, Daph. I can’t wait to take this.”

He patted my mound as he said it. Then his fingers found my clit and my brain shattered. Sterling played me like a fiddle, the pads of his fingers everywhere I needed them to be whenever I needed them to be there.

Moaning uncontrollably, I reached for him in turn, my inhibitions obliterated by the magic he was working on me. Following his lead, I allowed my hand to dive into his underwear but I didn’t take them off, kind of feeling like it was safer to keep some layers of fabric between us.

As soon as my fingers brushed against him, he hissed and his hips started rolling slightly, breaking the last working parts of my brain. Sterling North was wet. For me.

I arched my back to press my chest harder against his mouth as I wrapped my fingers around a thick, very hard, very hot shaft, and started stroking up and down. Sterling’s moans quickly started matching my own, running into one another as the pleasure consumed us both.

The orgasm I felt building was powerful, and when it released, I almost shouted, my toes curling and elation shooting through me like lightning. Sterling was there with me, jets of his release filling my hand as he let out a low, long groan.

As our bodies relaxed, he kissed me again, then pulled me into his arms and dropped another kiss on top of my head. “Sleep now, baby. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

Without another word, I drifted off to sleep.

Slowly drifting into consciousness the next morning, the first thing I was aware of was that I was hot. A slight glow told me that it was morning, but the heat didn’t make sense. I tried rolling over, only to realize that the heat was coming from bands wrapped around my arms and legs.

Strong, warm bands holding me tight to a wall in bed behind me, and that was when it all came rushing back. Sterling.

My heart jumped into a higher gear, a smile spreading on my lips as I finally opened my eyes. He stayed!

The butterflies in my stomach woke up, zooming around happily. I relaxed back against him, closing my eyes once more to drink in the moment. His body was so hot and firm against mine, and he was holding me.

His steady, even breathing suggested he was still asleep—with me in his arms, while he held me like he’d never let go. My smile spread wider and I let out a soft sigh.

I can’t believe he stayed!

My insides threw a party and I turned slowly in the circle of those strong arms, careful not to wake him but wanting just a moment to see him while he slept. The sight didn’t disappoint. With his strong features relaxed and his eyes closed, he looked younger, long black lashes resting against the smooth skin beneath his eyes.

His dark hair was messy, sticking up in all directions. Heat flashed through me when I wondered if it was from my fingers or if he looked like this every morning. Something told me it wasn’t quite this mussed every morning, though.

I remembered pushing my fingers into those thick strands, tugging them through it and holding on as he brought my body to heights I’d never experienced before. Heat settled firmly between my legs. I squirmed, knowing there was every chance he was going to jump up and run as soon as he woke, apologizing profusely for having made a big mistake.

But there was also the tiniest possibility that he wouldn’t. That he’d wake up, pull me even closer, and kiss me again. Slide his hands down to the waistband of my panties and⁠—

“Good morning,” he murmured suddenly, yanking me out of what had fast been becoming an erotic daydream. “Penny for your thoughts?”

I blinked hard, focusing on those glittering, deep brown pools as they stared into my eyes with a mix of heat and amusement in them. He wasn’t running yet, though. I supposed that was an encouraging sign.

“Good morning,” I said quietly, almost whispering so I wouldn’t break the moment. Our noses were so close together they were almost touching. Our gazes locked as we lay tangled together. I gave him a slow, hopefully playful smile. “I’d love to tell you, but it might be better if I showed you.”

It was a bold move, propositioning him with the light of day slowly creeping from my windows to my bed, but that was why I’d hoped the smile was playful. If it was and he rejected me, I could always say I’d just been joking.

Sterling stared silently back at me for a beat before he finally ran his hand from the small of my back to my cheek, cupping it. He moved his head closer to my own. My pulse spiked, that heat becoming an inferno as I anticipated feeling his lips against mine again, but just before it happened, Eric’s voice filtered in from outside.

“Yeah, Mom. I know it’s early, but she’s always awake by now,” he called. “If she’s sleeping, it’s fine, but I need her help, so I figured it was better to stop by.”

My entire body froze, my lips parting in shock as even my eyelids forgot how to move. Sterling’s eyes widened, but his lips curled into a cheeky grin before he smacked a quick kiss on my mouth anyway.

“To be continued,” he whispered and rolled away from me, getting up and out of my bed. Then he mouthed, “Where can I hide?”

I sat bolt upright, my hand shooting toward the closet. “In there. Quick.”

A couple knocks rang out from my door and I slid my legs off the bed and reached for a shirt on the floor. After shoving it over my head, I called out. “Coming! Just a minute.”

Sterling pulled his pants on over his underwear and grabbed his shirt as he darted to my closet. The next thing I knew, I heard my front door opening and my heartrate kicked up another notch.

“Daph? Are you in here?” my brother’s voice rang out, much closer now as he entered my little house. “Daphne?”

I cringed, hurrying over to my dresser and grabbing the first pair of shorts I spotted. “I’m here. I said I was coming!”

“I didn’t hear you,” Eric said just as Sterling disappeared into the closet, the door closing only seconds before Eric knocked at my half-open bedroom door. “Are you decent?”

“Just give me a minute,” I said irritably, trying and failing to swallow my annoyance over his unexpected appearance and how pushy he was being about it. “The sun’s barely up. What’s going on?”

“My receptionist caught that flu that’s going around,” he replied, staying outside my room, his view of the inside shielded by the partly closed door, but he was right there. I could hear how close he was. “Do you think you’ll be able to help me out at the garage today?”

My heart pounded as I stalked across the floor and yanked the door open all the way, propping a hand on my hip and glaring at him. “Seriously? You couldn’t just text?”

He shrugged, his blue eyes so similar to my own that I recognized the slight flare of suspicion in them immediately. Striding into my room, he looked around, his gaze lingering on the closet for a moment. “Why are you being so weird?”

“Weird is showing up at someone’s house at the crack of dawn without even a phone call,” I said flippantly, taking his arm and dragging him out of my bedroom. “I don’t know what century you think it is, but people just don’t do that anymore.”

His brow furrowed, but he let me pull him out of the room—just not without another quick look back over his shoulder. “Why do you care? I come by all the time and you’ve never had a problem with it before. Do you have company or something?”

“No, but I was about to take a shower. Privacy is a real thing, you know.”

He sighed. “Sorry. But for the record, it’s not the crack of dawn. And I stopped by to talk to Mom anyway.”

“Either way, wait for me to answer the door or don’t complain if you see something you’re not supposed to see.”

Eyes forward again, he looked me over and then pressed his hands together as we got back to my front door. “Help me today?”

“Fine.” I managed to give him a smile, but my heart still hadn’t stopped pounding. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Awesome. Thanks, sis.”

“Next time, call.” I schooled my features into a strict look, opening the door for him and waving him out. “But I love you and I’ll see you in a few.”

Chuckling, he finally left. I shut the door behind him and pressed a hand to my chest, trying to calm my heartbeat. I kept an eye out through the window, watching him make his way to the garden gate and disappear out of it before I raced back to my bedroom.

I opened the closet to find Sterling dressed—sadly—and smirking at me. Dark hair still mussed, he stepped out and ran his forearm along his brow. “Phew. That was a close call.”

I laughed, shoving him slightly before collapsing back on my bed. “You’re telling me. I think I came this close to a cardiac event.”

I lifted my hand, setting my thumb and index finger about an inch apart. Sterling chuckled, nodding his agreement before coming around to sit on the bed beside me. He smiled, turning to face me and reaching up to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear.

“Do we need to talk about this?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head, returning his smile as I leaned into his touch. “We’re good, Sterling. Don’t worry. We’re all good.”

I had no idea what else to say, but we really were good. Last night had been fun and that was it. As much as I wished things were different, they weren’t, and overcomplicating it wouldn’t help. We were just good.
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STERLING


Sneaking out of the same guest house where I used to get up to no good with Eric and Jake, but after spending the night there with Daphne, was a mindfuck. It was the place where we’d shared our first beer, and when we’d realized we’d gotten away with it, we kept going back there to hang out.

We’d snuck girls back there and spent hours making out with them, learning all sorts of tricks of the trade that we’d shared and discussed after. Over a few more drinks. Those had been good times, but last night had been so much better.

I hadn’t even slept with her, but she’d still blown my mind. Getting to touch her and kiss her in all those ways I never thought I would have felt like traveling to the edge of heaven.

As I crept along the side wall and let myself out through the garden gate, I stayed close to the house, hoping it would mean that Marty and Janet wouldn’t see me even if they were standing by one of the windows.

When I reached the driveway, I thought I was in the clear, but as soon as I turned around the corner of the house to make my way back to the school, Janet was there. Doing some gardening out front, she was bundled up in a coat and bright yellow gloves, wielding a tiny rake.

My stomach dropped and my heart started pounding. I was busted. She sat on her knees on the lawn, facing me, and as soon as she looked up, her eyes landed right on mine—and she didn’t look at all surprised to see me.

If I didn’t know any better, I would have said it looked like she knew exactly what had happened last night. A smile spread on her lips. “Good morning, honey. Would you like some breakfast?”

“Thanks, but I have to go,” I said, returning her smile with my heart still hammering against my ribs. “Have a nice day, Janet.”

“You too, sweetheart.” She waved at me and went back to her gardening as if absolutely nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

As I returned her wave and set off, I wondered what she was thinking. Here I was, in the suit I’d borrowed from Eric last night, emerging from her property when her son didn’t live here anymore. I’d spent many, many nights here but never without Eric.

Obviously, she knew I’d been with Daphne. I rolled my lips into my mouth, exhaling a harsh breath through my nostrils. Running into her had definitely complicated things. The amount of people who now knew where I’d slept last night had risen to three, and I was willing to bet Janet was going to tell Marty about seeing me, which put us at four.

What are the odds it stays at that?

I slid my hands into my pockets as I walked down the street, keeping my head down just in case someone else around here recognized me. The last thing I needed was to get the rumor mill churning, speculating about whether Daphne and I were together.

Where I was going right then, I didn’t know yet, but the thrill of last night and almost getting caught by Eric mingled together and I just knew I needed to leave. Besides, while things hadn’t been awkward with Daphne this morning, they definitely would be if she walked in to find me having breakfast with her parents.

All the way to the school, and as I climbed into Eric’s old truck and headed out of town, memories of last night kept playing through my head. I couldn’t shake them. Every time I blinked, I saw images of her lying on her bed in only her underwear, her curves finally exposed for me to feast on.

The sight of her like that, with her nipples peaked under the soft cotton of her bra, her lips parted, her eyelids heavy as she watched me, was going to haunt me forever. I’d never be able to look at her again without seeing the storm of desire in those deep blue depths. Never forget that her skin was as soft as a baby’s bottom or that kissing her had made it feel like time was standing still.

Just thinking about it was turning me on all over again and I groaned, scrubbing a palm over my face in the hopes of dislodging the memories, but it didn’t work. At all.

Even when I wasn’t seeing those flashes of images, I could still hear her quiet moans echoing in my ears. The sound of her whispering my name as she came was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard, and combined with those moans?

For as long as I lived, I would be getting off to those memories. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear anyone else in the throes of ecstasy ever again, which was a problem, but Daphne’s noises of pleasure had been intoxicating.

She hadn’t screamed until my ears rang and she hadn’t been obnoxious about it. Lately, I’d been finding that those performances turned me off, but she hadn’t pretended or exaggerated. Every moan and whimper had been raw and real, simple little sounds that I’d been able to hear had just escaped.

By the time I reached the farm, I was rock hard and contemplating giving her a call to find out what she was doing later, but since I knew she was with Eric, I refrained. Instead, I found myself driving to the bakery, needing to do something to get closer to her but without actually being close to her.

This place meant something to her now too and I knew it. In the time I’d been gone, June Gracen had been keeping the bakery going and she’d taken Daphne under her wing. As hard as it was for me to face, the Northfield Farms Bakery was no longer only my mother’s domain.

Thankfully, this line of thinking obliterated my libido, and when I pulled up in front of the building to find Jake’s crew hard at work, there was no more tent in my pants. I hopped out of the truck, bracing myself for walking in and seeing the damage.

Other than dropping off the pumpkins, I hadn’t been here until the day of the fire and I hadn’t been planning on it, but it was unavoidable now, which meant I had to brace myself not only for the damage, but also for the memories that would come flooding back when I crossed the threshold.

Adrenaline, urgency, and the danger had softened them that day, but with no fire threatening to raze the place to the ground today, I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky. I paused at the door, inhaling a deep breath before I pushed it open.

Five of Jake’s guys were inside, plastic sheeting on the floor and open cans of paint beside them. They had rollers and brushes, their banter easy as they worked. The scent of smoke, fresh paint, glue, and all sorts of other chemicals hung in the air, but I was grateful for it.

There wasn’t so much as a hint of baking bread or pastry when I inhaled, and it was a blessing. Jake turned as I walked into the kitchen, smiling when he saw me.

“Hey, bro,” he said, extending his hand to shake mine. He wore a tool belt around his waist. Another one of his guys was on his haunches in front of the outlets where the blaze had started. “I’ve got some good news for you.”

“I can use some of that,” I said as we shook. “What’s going on?”

“We should have this place ready to open for the start of the festival.” He grinned. “It wouldn’t be the same if the bakery wasn’t operational. And the damage wasn’t as extensive as it looked. You got to it in time with that extinguisher, man. The fire department says another ten minutes and it would’ve taken at least the roof.”

“Shit.” I closed my eyes, inhaling deeply and sending a silent thanks out into the universe that I’d walked out of the house when I had that morning.

Another ten minutes and we might’ve had to rebuild, which would’ve meant that all the last traces of my mom would’ve been lost. When I opened my eyes again, Jake’s features had softened with understanding.

He raked a hand through his blond hair, then inclined his head at the guy working on the outlet. “That’s Dan. He’s my electrician. When he’s done, the ovens shouldn’t give you any more trouble.”

I nodded and looked past Jake at Dan. “Thanks for your hard work, man.”

The guy grunted, face scrunched up in concentration as he did whatever it was he was doing. As something sparked, he grinned at me over his shoulder. “I love this place, so you’re welcome, but we’re trying to get this done for the benefit of the whole town.”

“Fair enough,” I said before turning back to Jake. “Outside?”

“We’re getting some paint up on the walls to hide the smoke stains. The murals are safe. I’m having one of my best guys restore the parts that need to be, but you won’t be able to tell the new from the old by the time he gets through with it.”

“Thank you,” I said genuinely, then frowned when he started striding to the door. “You’re leaving?”

He smiled as he waved for me to join him. “I have a project two towns over I need to finish today before it rains, but I’ll be back tomorrow. You’re in good hands with my guys.”

“Of course.” I followed him out, leaving his crew to work in peace when he took off.

I climbed back into Eric’s truck, aimless until I decided to go help my dad with the pumpkin patch. We hadn’t really spoken since the fire, but I wasn’t giving up on him. I knew he wasn’t going to make it easy on me, but we’d just seen—again—how much things could change in the space of even just an hour.

I wasn’t expecting him to do a complete one eighty and forgive me for all my perceived sins overnight, but I also wasn’t leaving things the way they were. The old man would just have to learn to deal with it.
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DAPHNE


Ialways had fun at Eric’s garage. The few guys he had working for him were nice, always including me in their joking and banter, and despite how hard they all worked, they never let it get to them.

My brother had created a truly happy working environment and I was proud of him for that. If I had any sort of passion for oil, engines, and the things they belonged to, I might’ve even asked him for a job full time, but it just wasn’t for me. I was always going to be here when he needed help, but that was where it ended.

As I packed up for the day, I smiled and waved at the team of them gathered around some hunk of junk that had come in earlier today.

“Good night, gentlemen,” I called on my way to the door. “Good luck with that. If I was you, I’d just tell the owner it’s time for an upgrade.”

“This is a classic Dodge Charger. There’s no such thing as upgrading from it,” Eric called after me, disbelief in his tone as he shook his head.

I laughed, skeptically eyeing the faded black paint job and the hood currently lying on the floor next to it. “Okay. If you say so. I’ll just leave it at wishing you luck, then.”

“Thanks, sis,” he said. “Also, thanks for helping us out today. You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m perfect,” I replied as I slid my coat on and wrapped a scarf around my neck. There was a storm rolling in and the wind had been picking up all day. “Good night!”

“Good night,” the chorus rang out as I left and they returned their attention to the car.

All day long, Eric had been asking if I was okay. I knew that he knew he’d walked in on something this morning. He just didn’t know what. Once he heard about Sterling asking me to dance up on stage, he would probably get even more suspicious, but for now, I was just hoping that the whole thing died a quiet death.

To the outside world anyway.

For me, it was never going to go away. I was still on cloud nine after waking up with him this morning, and while I was doing my level best not to let my daydreams run away with me, it’d been a night worth being on cloud nine about.

Sterling had coaxed sensations out of my body I’d never felt before and desperately wanted to feel again—as often as I could for as long as I could. We hadn’t talked about getting together again, but I was hoping it would happen.

After wrapping the coat and scarf tightly around me, I crossed my arms and raised my shoulders as I headed out of the garage to my truck. The wind roared in my ears, its bite slicing through my skin wherever it was exposed. Fall was here in full force.

My face and hands were frozen by the time I climbed into my car. I rubbed my palms together after shutting the door behind myself, blowing hot breath onto them in an attempt to coax the feeling back in. As soon as I could, I turned over the engine and switched on the heat, relaxing when warm air started filling the cab.

On my way home, I stopped at the grocery store, those bubbles of elation still making me feel light as air. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about last night, but as I walked into the store, pushing a cart ahead of me, a familiar voice knocked me back to reality.

I’d just turned the corner into the fresh produce aisle and I stopped short, blinking hard as I found myself face to face with Fiona and her bitchy friends. It seemed time hadn’t separated their pack, and as always, Sterling’s ex was flanked on either side by her minions.

“Well, well, Daphne LaSalle. What are you doing here, honey? You can’t be in town for the reunion. Yours is still a few years away, isn’t it?”

My insides shriveled up and the bubbles popped. The last time I’d seen the gorgeous redhead who’d ruled our school with an iron fist had been the night of that party. She and these very same friends who were with her now had been making fun of Rachel and me, even going as far as deliberately bumping into Rachel and dumping a drink on her.

They’d been the quintessential mean girls, and that night, I’d just snapped. I’d had enough of them calling us names and mocking us. We’d never done anything to them, but with Rachel having started a flirtation with Jake and me being Eric’s sister, I supposed our proximity to the guys they’d viewed as theirs had put targets on our backs.

Naturally, that had meant I’d thrown my drink in Fiona’s face instead of running off and crying like they’d thought we would. She’d deserved it, but I was still embarrassed that I’d gone that far. At the time, I hadn’t been thinking about her coming back to town ten years later for their reunion.

She’d left soon after and I never considered the possibility of having to face her again—until now. I felt the color draining from my cheeks under the intense scrutiny of her gaze, but I didn’t back down.

I didn’t have a drink to toss at her if she started with her old bullshit, but I supposed I could push the cart into her legs. Squaring my shoulders, I looked her right in the eyes. “You’re right. I’m not in town for the reunion. I live here.”

“You never left?” Her reddish, extremely manicured eyebrows swept up. After exchanging an amused glance with her friends, she grimaced at me. “How sweet. I’ve been based in San Francisco for the last few years and I’m considering taking a job in New York City, but staying in your hometown while everyone else has moved on to better things is cute.”

Heat rushed to my face and my ears were suddenly ringing a little bit. I tightened my grip on the cart, seriously considering crashing it into her and then making a run for it. “That’s great, Fiona. It was good to see you, but I need to get going.”

She flipped those smooth red locks over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow at me, clearly not intending on letting me go just yet. “How’s Eric? We haven’t seen much of him since we got in.”

Probably by design, I thought. As much as these girls had been those popular beauty queen types that every boy in school had aspired to fool around with, my brother had always been annoyed by them.

Eric never had been the type to do something just because everyone else was doing it, though. Over the years, he’d had many, many girlfriends, and while none of them had stuck, I’d learned that he liked a more normal kind of woman—not the sort who had an overinflated sense of self and wouldn’t be caught dead at his cabin in the woods.

“He’s doing well,” I said sweetly, batting my lashes at her. “Actually, he stayed in town too. I’m sure he’ll appreciate hearing that you think it was so cute of us not to leave. You have a good night now.”

Fiona’s nostrils flared and one of her bitchy friends in particular looked horrified as I stepped around them and started walking away. I’d barely made it five feet before she called after me. “I’m not the one who said that!”

I didn’t bother acknowledging her protest. Eric wouldn’t care and I probably wouldn’t even tell him anyway. Fiona and her minions would be leaving again soon, and in the greater scheme of things, I knew it shouldn’t matter what they thought.

Unfortunately, they’d successfully managed to make me feel just as small as they always had. Logic had nothing to do with it. I did know that it shouldn’t matter, but it still felt like it did.

Those women had lives away from here. Lives that were happening in big cities with bright lights. They probably had great careers as independent women who were achieving things far more important than learning how to bake and knowing how to make a good cup of coffee.

I sighed, hanging my head as I focused on my breathing and reminded myself that I was here because this was where I wanted to be. Still, as I left them behind, I wished I could also leave behind their words and the pitying looks on their faces.

I’d never wanted to live someplace else. I’d always been perfectly happy right here, but every so often, I wondered what it was like out there. It was like Fiona had seen that most vulnerable part inside of me and then she’d swung a sledgehammer at it, allowing all the insecurities to break right out.

I started my shopping, striding slowly from aisle to aisle as I went over the mental checklist I’d made of things I needed to remember to pick up, but I was moving on autopilot. Those words and the looks on their faces were front and center in my mind. I wondered if maybe, just maybe, I’d made a mistake never leaving.

After I’d gotten my degree, I hadn’t even looked at possibilities outside of Allisburg. As if it had been meant to be, one of the elementary school teachers had retired the summer after I’d qualified and my mom had immediately let me know.

I’d applied for the position and I’d gotten it. Everything had fallen into place so perfectly that I’d thought this was where I belonged, but I’d also always known that this was the time of my life to explore a bit if I wanted to.

I’d simply never wanted to enough to actually go. Sometimes, late at night, I browsed through teaching positions available all over the country and even internationally. I’d thought about taking a year to teach English in some remote village on an exotic island, but I’d never even started the application process.

Eventually, I wanted to get married and start a family, and when that happened, I knew I wanted to be here. This was where I wanted to raise my children and whatnot, but as I walked through the store, I wondered if perhaps it was worth at least giving some serious thought to getting away for a year or so.

After I got home, I packed away the groceries and made myself some spaghetti for dinner. Then I carried my bowl and a cup of hot tea to the desk in my tiny second bedroom. I used it as a workspace whenever I needed one, and my laptop as well as some stationery lived here.

I sat down, opened my computer, and ate while I waited for it to come on. Once the screen was alive, I clicked into my internet browser, but even that felt wrong. My insides were at war—my heart rebelled against the mere thought of looking at available positions with the intention of possibly actually applying for one, and my brain told me that now was the time to do it.

Just take a look. You don’t have to apply. Just look if there’s something out there that seems interesting.

Scrolling while I ate, I visited a few of the sites I knew advertised teaching positions all over the world, but before I could start thinking about it too much, my phone rang. I set down my bowl and stood up, darting to where I’d left the device in the kitchen.

I smiled when I saw it was Rachel. I picked up, my tone teasing to hide the relief washing through me that I’d been interrupted. “How did you know to call me right now?”

“Daph,” she murmured, her voice wobbly and thick with tears. “I need your help.”

Instantly on high alert, my smile vanished and so did all my insecurities. I raced to my front door, grabbing my keys and purse on my way out. “I’m coming. Are you at home?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be right there,” I promised, my chest tight and my heart hammering. “Just sit tight, Rach. I’m on my way.”

I had no clue what was going on, but receiving a teary phone call from a very pregnant friend warranted urgent attention. My laptop would still be here later, and so would all those potential jobs I didn’t know if I wanted, but I forgot all about those terrible feelings Fiona and her friends had stirred up as I left my place.

Rachel was in trouble, and right then, she and her baby were the only things that mattered.
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STERLING


“Do you know where Jake is?” Eric asked from the other end of the line, his voice high and stressed. “He’s not still at the bakery, is he?”

“No,” I replied immediately, my senses tingling. Something was wrong. “I saw him earlier and he said he had a job to finish a few towns over before it started raining.”

As I said it, my gaze turned to the window. It was storming outside, pitch black except for the lightning that ripped through the sky every so often. The wind was howling and it was pouring buckets. “What’s going on?”

“Rachel is in labor,” he said quickly. “I need to get hold of Jake. Daphne’s with her at the hospital in town, but the baby is coming and I promised them I’d find him.”

“I’ll help,” I volunteered without hesitating, getting up out of my bed and yanking on the first clothes I came across. “He’s got to be finished at that job by now. It’s late, and if he had to be done before the rain started, it means he finished at least a couple hours ago. I’ll find him.”

“Let me know when you do,” he said. “In the meantime, I’ll keep looking too. Do you know which town the job was in?”

“No idea, but I’ll find out. You focus locally and I’ll head out.”

“You got it. Thanks, bro.”

“Of course,” I said as I strode across my bedroom to the door, hanging up with him and shouting to my dad that I was going out to look for Jake.

He didn’t respond, but he also hadn’t spoken to me much at the pumpkin patch either. As I ran out to Eric’s old truck, I kept calling Jake over and over again, but there was no answer. By the time I’d made it through the deluge to the main road, I called Dan.

Jake had texted me his number after I’d left the bakery, in case my dad wanted to talk to him about what had been going on with the electricity. Dad hadn’t bothered even responding to the offer, but at least it’d given me a way of reaching one of Jake’s crew.

Hitting dial on his number, I slowed down, squinting into the headlights of the truck on the dark road and not really seeing anything except the light reflecting off the rain. Thankfully, Dan picked up just a few seconds later.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Dan. This is Sterling North,” I said, speaking fast. “Do you know where Jake is right now?”

“No.” He sounded puzzled. “Why?”

“We need to reach him. His wife has gone into labor. Have you spoken to him at all since he left the bakery?”

“Fuck. Okay.” At least it sounded like I had his attention now. “Last I heard, he’d left the client’s house in Codswald and he was waiting for a tow truck. That was a couple hours ago, though. He should be home by now.”

Worry gnawed at my gut. “Thanks, Dan. Codswald. At least that gives me a direction to go in. Do me a favor and call some of your guys? See if anyone has a location on him? Do you know what happened to his truck?”

“Nope, but I’ll make some calls and get back to you if one of the others knows something,” he promised. “Do you want us to help you look?”

I shook my head. “The fewer people are on the roads right now, the better. It’s not safe driving in this. Stay put for now. I’ll let you know if I need you.”

After I ended the call with him, I turned around, making a U-turn to go in the opposite direction. Codswald was on the other side of Allisburg, with the small town of Benson sitting between us and them.

If he’d left Codswald that long ago, it was a good bet he’d at least made it to Benson before the rain had started. I wracked my brain, but it’d been years since I’d last been there. I didn’t know anyone who lived there and I doubted Jake did either, which meant he might’ve pulled over on the side of the road somewhere to wait for the tow truck.

If I was lucky, he was sitting on the main drag. If not, then I’d just have to keep going. The wind kept fighting me for control of the truck, the sheets of rain not letting up. The worry that had been gnawing at me turned into fear.

Jake wasn’t answering any calls and no one knew where he was. He’d been waiting for a tow, which meant something had gone wrong with his truck. There was no telling if he’d had an accident or broken down, or what had happened to him since.

Driving as fast I could without risking wrecking Eric’s truck, I kept an eye on the clock on the dash. It took me longer than it should have to reach Benson, but when I did, almost as soon as I drove into town, I saw Jake’s truck.

It was at a diner on the corner right at the edge of the main street. Dizzying relief swept through me as I drove right up to the front door. I left the truck running as I jumped out and raced inside.

Jake was the only patron there, sitting at the counter and sipping a cup of coffee. When he heard the door opening, he glanced at me, but then he did a double take, instantly on his feet. “Sterling? What are you doing here?”

“I came to get you,” I said, holding the door open despite the rain. “Rachel’s in labor. Let’s go.”

The color drained from his face, but at least he wasn’t so shocked that he couldn’t move. Fast as lightning, he reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, dropped a wad of cash on the counter, and then was next to me.

We ran back to Eric’s truck, launching ourselves in and slamming the doors behind us. I pulled away so fast that mud and water sprayed behind us even as we were still buckling up. It was fucking freezing, but I barely felt the cold.

“How far along is she?” he asked urgently. “Do you know?”

“Nope. Sorry. Eric called to ask if I knew where you were,” I explained. “All he said was that Daphne is with Rachel at the hospital and that we needed to find you. Give him a call real quick. Just to tell him that we’re on our way.”

Jake groaned. “I can’t. There’s no cell reception out here tonight at all. The storm must’ve knocked it out.”

“Shit,” I muttered, pushing my foot down on the gas. “Okay. Never mind. Just keep an eye on your phone. We should get reception soon. Allisburg was still on when I left and we should be crossing into our own territory soon.”

“How did you find me?” he asked, his phone in front of him as he obsessively checked for reception.

“Dan,” I explained in just that one word. “It’s no wonder we couldn’t reach you. You’re going to have hundreds of missed calls when that thing comes back on.”

“I can’t believe she’s in labor,” he murmured, almost like he was talking to himself. “The one fucking night when I get stuck out of town and she goes into labor. What are the odds?”

“Probably pretty good,” I said, trying to remain calm for his sake. It was still raining cats and dogs, coming down so hard that I could barely see the road ahead, but I kept my eyes wide open while also trying to keep him from going into a tailspin. “It’s not your fault, man. You were at work. What happened to your truck?”

He sighed. “It’s been giving me problems for a couple weeks. I’ve been meaning to take it to Eric’s for him to check what’s going on, but I never got around to it. Guess I should’ve made it a priority, but I’ve just been trying to get as much work done as I could before the baby comes, you know?”

“It’s really not your fault,” I repeated slowly. “I’d have done exactly the same thing. When you’ve got work to do, you’ve got work to do. Especially when you’ve got a baby on the way, I’d imagine.”

“Yeah.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Fucking work. Life was so much easier to navigate before we had to start making our own money, am I right?”

I chuckled. “I hear that. Been there, done it, got the T-shirt, the beer mug, and the ball cap.”

Pausing for a beat, I wished I could look at him while we had this conversation but I couldn’t take my eyes away from the road. At the same time, this was the perfect opportunity to try and mend what I’d broken between the two of us.

“Speaking of which, I’m sorry about missing your wedding,” I said. “I’m also sorry I never even reached out to explain after. That wasn’t cool.”

When he didn’t reply, I took it as a cue to continue. It was a race to the hospital, but perhaps this way, the air could be clear before the baby was born. I also figured it was a decent way to distract him from losing his mind with worry.

“I should have called,” I said. “At the very least, I should’ve checked in after your honeymoon or asked Eric to video call me on the day so I could congratulate you.”

“Why didn’t you?” he asked, his voice gruff. “It was the most important day of my life so far, man. It would’ve been nice to have heard from you.”

“I know.” It was about time I took proper responsibility for it. “It was a shitty thing to have done and I really am sorry. All I remember is that work was crazy, I was still trying to prove myself, and I was at the office pretty much around the clock. None of which is an excuse. I still should’ve made an effort.”

“You canceled at the last minute,” he reminded me.

I blew out a breath through my nostrils. “I did. I think somewhere at the back of my mind, I knew before then I wasn’t going to make it, but I lost track of time. I’m sorry, Jake. You’ve always been there for me. I should’ve been there no matter what was happening at work.”

He kept quiet for a long minute, the cellphone light in the dark interior of the truck telling me that he was still checking for reception and that he hadn’t passed out or something. Waiting him out, I focused on getting him to the hospital in one piece.

If I could just do that, it had to count for something. Right?

“You were one of my best friends,” he finally said. “One of the only two guys I wanted to stand up with me that day. It fucking sucked when you didn’t show up, but I get it. It was only a couple years after your mom died, you hadn’t been home since at all, and probably just threw yourself into your work.”

I grunted. “Still not an excuse.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed amiably. “It does give it some context, though. For what it’s worth, I’m not pissed at you anymore. Especially not now that you’ve actually apologized.”

“I should’ve done that a long time ago too,” I said, needing him to know that I was ready to face up to everything fully. “Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”

“Just get me to the hospital,” he said. “And try not to disappear on us again when you leave here, North. We know that your life is in Manhattan now, but that doesn’t mean that Allisburg just doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I know,” I said after hesitating for a beat. “I’m going to be better, Jake. I promise. I’m going to try my best to do better this time.”

Exactly how I was going to do that, I didn’t know yet, but ultimately, if there was anything I’d learned while I’d been home, it was that I needed to do better. My dad would fade into nothingness and my friends would never forgive me if I didn’t.
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DAPHNE


After pacing the waiting room for almost an hour, I finally sat down, stressed, exhausted, and worried. Rachel was in active labor and they’d let me stay with her after I’d brought her in, but eventually, the nurse had suggested that I should leave and let her get some rest between contractions.

I’d been hesitant to go, but my friend had assured me that it was okay. I hadn’t wanted to go too far though, which was why I was still here. I wasn’t planning on leaving this hospital anytime soon either. At least not until Eric tracked Jake down, but probably not until after the baby was born.

My palms were sweaty, my heart racing, and my knees numb. If they track Jake down.

Where the hell is he?

Despite my brother’s assurances that they were doing everything in their power to find him, I was worried as hell. It was very unlike him to disappear, and completely unlike him ever since he’d found out that his wife was pregnant.

The worry was like a living thing inside me, chewing its way through all my organs. Sliding my hands into my hair, I bunched it between my fingers, inhaling and exhaling deeply. As I sat there staring into space, the door suddenly opened and my heart jumped into my throat when Sterling walked in.

With his black hair damp and the bottoms of his jeans soaked, he’d clearly been outside but he smiled when he saw me, evidently not too worried about being wet. “We found him. Jake’s here. They’ve already taken him to Rachel’s room.”

Relief crashed into me, so intense that it sucked the air right out of my lungs and I slumped over. “Thank God! I was so worried. Where was he?”

“Benson,” Sterling said, those dark eyes locked on mine as he lingered in the doorway for a moment before he started toward me. “His truck broke down and he was waiting for a tow. The storm knocked out their reception, which is why none of us could get a hold of him, but he’s okay.”

“Thank God,” I repeated, tracking Sterling’s movements as he crossed the room and sat down in the chair directly next to mine.

We were the only two people in the waiting room. There were at least a dozen other chairs he could’ve chosen, yet he’d decided to sit as close to me as he could get. My heart soared while my brain kept trying to remind itself that we weren’t getting ahead of ourselves.

Either way, I turned to smile at the guy. My insides felt all warm and tingly when he returned it. “Who found him? Eric?”

“Nope, I did,” he said, settling in with his arm on the shared rest between us so that it was pressed against mine.

Sparks shot through me at the contact, and I briefly wished we hadn’t both been wearing long-sleeved shirts. I was craving skin contact, but this was hardly the time or the place. “You went out there in the storm to find him?”

“Of course, I did,” he said easily. “We might not be as close as we once were, but the guy is still my friend and he’s having a baby. Nothing would’ve stopped me from finding him and dragging his ass over here, but especially not just some rain.”

Gratitude took hold of my heart, making it swell to epic proportions. “As Rachel’s best friend who is still as close to her as we once were, thank you. I know how much it means to her and it means the world to me too.”

He smiled, lifting his hand to give mine a soft squeeze. It lingered there for a moment. Then he sighed and pulled it away. “How is she?”

“About to have a baby,” I said, missing the feeling of his hand on mine already, regardless of how brief the contact had been or how new it was that he touched me that way at all. “She’s pretty much exactly like you think she is, but having Jake here is definitely going to help. Thank you for finding him.”

He inclined his head at me, leaning back in the chair and looking around the room. “Is there a cafeteria in this place? Or somewhere we can grab a coffee?”

“I’m not actually sure,” I said, realizing that I hadn’t even thought about it. “Coffee would be nice now that I know Jake is safe, though. I was too stressed about him, Rachel, and the baby to find out before, but I guess we’re in it for the long haul now. Unless you’re leaving?”

“Nope,” he said, folding his hands over his stomach and stretching his long legs out ahead of him. “I’m here until she’s born. Then I’ll help Eric to get Jake’s truck sorted, and then I’ll come back if they need anything before they’re discharged.”

My heart gave a weird squeeze. “I guess you really are back, huh?”

“Yep.”

For now, anyway, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud. We were all very aware of the fact that he wasn’t staying, but at least he would be here for the birth. Rachel and Jake would both appreciate that.

“Should we go find that coffee?” I asked, already scooting to the edge of my chair. “I’m sure there has to be some somewhere. This is a hospital. I don’t think it could operate without caffeine being available twenty-four hours a day.”

“Let’s do it,” he said, standing up and reaching a hand out to help me stand. I didn’t need it, but I took it anyway, twining my fingers through his and holding on tight for the brief moment I could.

Sterling didn’t let go of my hand right away either. He held it until we left the waiting room, and when he let go, he did it slowly. Almost like he was reluctant to.

Just down the hall, we found another waiting area. It was larger than the one we were in, with a few more people milling around it. Against the wall was a refreshment station with a coffeemaker and some cups next to it.

I grinned. “Yahtzee.”

Sterling’s hand brushed against the back of mine as we made a beeline for it, and it happened again while we were fixing our coffee. As we walked back to our own waiting room. Sat down.

Every time his skin touched my own, it was like a bolt of electricity shot through me, making my heart skip a beat and goosebumps rise wherever he had brushed against me. I found myself sticking close to him, leaning more toward his side even as I sat still next to him, willing another casual touch to happen.

“Have you ever thought of having kids?” I asked as we sipped our coffee.

Those glittering dark eyes found mine, capturing my gaze and keeping it pinned to his. “Sure. With the right person.”

My heart skipped a lot more than just one beat. Did he really just say that while looking so intently at me? What does that mean?

We hadn’t really spoken about what had happened between us yet, and all day, I’d been trying to keep my expectations realistic, but suddenly, my imagination ran away with me. It happened before I could stop it.

I knew it was silly, but I wondered if there was any chance that he wouldn’t go back to New York City. Is it possible that he might decide to stay here, with me, forever?

Probably not, but those eyes were still on mine and I’d already determined that my logic was broken today. “The right person, huh? You haven’t found her in Manhattan? Is there really not anyone waiting for you back there? Not even a maybe?”

He shook his head slowly from one side to the other. “Not even almost. How about you? Have you ever thought about it?”

“Sure,” I said, borrowing my next words from him. “With the right person.”

A slow grin broke out across his lips. “You haven’t found him here?”

“Not even almost,” I murmured, feeling like staring into his eyes was putting some kind of spell on me. “How many would you like?”

“As many as the right person would let me have,” he said quietly. “At least two, though. Growing up as an only child was fine, but if it’s at all possible, I would like for my child to have a sibling. Or two. Maybe three.”

“Four kids, huh?” I chuckled, but the sound was nervous because I was suddenly wondering if I would be open to having four babies with him.

The answer was right there, though. I didn’t even have to go looking for it in the deepest recesses of my brain. Hell yes!

I loved kids. I couldn’t think of anything better than having four of ours running around my house. Well, perhaps not my house that I was living in now. There wasn’t enough space, but certainly in a house with rooms for each of them and a nice yard where they could play outside.

The thought brought a flush to my cheeks and Sterling smiled as he lifted an eyebrow. “I could handle four. You?”

“Yes,” I breathed, but the fact that I couldn’t even get my voice to work properly snapped me out of my trance.

Averting my gaze to the sludge that passed for coffee around here, I could feel him still staring at me, grinning. He nudged my elbow with his own. “Four kids. That would take plenty of practice. A lot of tries.”

For just a moment, I wondered if he was going to ask me if I’d like to start practicing with him, but he wasn’t that much of a cliché. When I nodded, he just chuckled and took a sip of his own coffee.

He winced. “That’s awful.”

“Terrible,” I agreed, but I wrapped my fingers around my cup anyway and lifted it back to my lips. Lost in thought, I finished the sludge and set the cup aside, deciding against having more. Eventually, I drifted off, falling asleep with my head on Sterling’s shoulder.

“Keep your hands off my baby sister, man,” Eric joked when he walked in, waking me up and making me feel like a flaming hot iron rod had been snapped up my spine as it straightened completely.

“Where is she?” I asked, blinking hard when it felt like my eyes were refusing to focus correctly. “Wait, I mean, how is she?

“Fine, as far as I know,” he said, dropping into a chair on the other side of the coffee table. “My guys are working on Jake’s truck. We collected it from the diner in Benson and we’re hoping to have it ready for him by morning.”

My brain still wasn’t quite back online, but I nodded at my brother as I yawned, glancing at the empty cup on the table. “The coffee here sucks, but I’m going to need more. Can I bring you guys some?”

They both nodded and I got up, leaving them alone as Sterling leaned forward, clearly about to talk to my brother about something. I knew better than to think it would be about us, so I left them to it, knowing that they had their own things going on.

An hour later, Jake finally walked into the waiting room with a giant grin on his face. “She’s here, folks. Elizabeth Grace Garrison has officially entered the world. Would you guys like to come and meet her?”
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STERLING


After a very exciting night, I finally got back to the farm early the next morning. Still reeling about the fact that Jake and Rachel had made a real live human being, I couldn’t stop smiling for some reason.

Obviously, I’d seen a baby before, but it’d never been conceived by two people I’d known for most of my life. Two people I’d known since before they’d even gotten together or had known what sex was.

It was definitely different seeing their little girl, like the true realization of what a miracle it really was had finally hit home for me. I’d never pictured myself having kids, but I wasn’t sure why.

It had just never really been on my radar. In the past, I’d always just kind of thought about it as a one-day thing. As in, I’ll think about it one day, if and when I get to it.

Now that I’d seen Jake and Rachel with their baby, however, something seemed to have shifted in my mind. It’d started when I’d been talking to Jake on our way to the hospital. After I’d seen him safely inside, our conversation had been playing on a loop in my mind, getting stuck on the part when we’d been talking about how he’d been working so hard to finish as much as he could before the baby was born.

Fast forward to when Daphne had asked if I wanted kids, and I’d suddenly realized that I didn’t even know what I had been working so hard for all these years. Until now, it’d simply been the obvious thing to do.

I’d grown up having it tough financially at home and I’d just focused on not having to live like that. Back when my mom had still been alive and I’d been sending that money home, it’d felt like I was doing it for them. Not that they’d asked, but still.

If I really stopped and looked at it, I had no idea what I’d been busting my ass for. My lifeless penthouse? My fancy car? Paying hundreds of dollars for sickly sweet cocktails in a bougie bar I didn’t even like?

For so long now, something had felt off. I hadn’t been able to put my finger on it, but as I walked into the farmhouse after everything I’d seen, spoken about, and had been part of last night, I had a feeling I’d finally figured it out.

My dad had just woken up, and he was coming down the stairs as I entered the foyer. His head cocked. “Where have you been and why are you in such a good mood?”

“At the hospital,” I said, shrugging out of my still damp coat and hanging it on the stand by the door. “Rachel and Jake’s baby was born. Elizabeth Grace.”

“Well, that explains your smile.” For just a moment, my dad’s scowl eased and he even managed a glimmer of a grin. “That’s good. I’m happy for them. Say congratulations from me when you see them again.”

“I will,” I said, following him to the kitchen and watching as he got the coffeemaker going. “What’s on your to-do list for the day?”

Dad ignored my question, surprising me when he took a second cup out of the cabinet and set it down beside his. In all the time I’d been here, he’d left me to my own devices, making coffee only for himself in the morning and then heading straight out.

Today, he’d not only gotten out a mug for me too, but he also turned to face me as we waited for the machine to do its magic. Dad’s tired eyes swept across my features, and for once, he didn’t shut down completely.

“I haven’t seen you smile like that since your mom died,” he said pensively.

The comment brought me back to reality real quick. The smile dropped from my face and my eyes narrowed. “I haven’t seen you smile at all, so I guess we’re even.”

Dad let out a low grunt, shrugging as he turned back to the counter. “I don’t have many reasons to smile these days.”

I dragged in a long breath through my nostrils, figuring that this was as good a time as any to try again. “Since you brought it up, what’s your plan, Dad?”

“My plan?” He shrugged again. “I’m going out to the pumpkin patch to keep getting it ready for the festival.”

“I wasn’t talking about today,” I said. “I’m talking about your future. The future of Northfield Farms.”

He blew out a breath so harsh that it was audible. “That’s none of your business.”

“Isn’t it?” I fixed the back of his head with a serious look, bracing my hands against the counter between us as I leaned forward. I wasn’t just letting it go again.

After all the revelations I’d had this morning and now that I’d realized where my problem had been lying all this time, I needed to get real with him. “You’re getting older, Dad. You shouldn’t be working so hard anymore.”

He scoffed. “There’s no one else to do it, son. I’m the best and the only person we’ve got.”

“What if that wasn’t the case?” I asked, speaking fast so I could get it all out there before he rushed away again. “I want to invest in the property. We could get it modernized. Make it so you can actually retire. I could hire a farm manager and a couple people to help out, and I’d be able to oversee it all from Manhattan.”

Dad snorted and shook his head. “There’s no need for that. I’m fine here. Like I’ve always been. Drop it.”

“No,” I said, finally snapping when he started toward the door after filling his mug. “Stop, would you? Just stop and fucking talk to me, Dad.”

“What do you want me to say?” he snapped right back at me, but at least he’d spun around again. I saw the frustration in his eyes, the anger bubbling right underneath the surface. “You got out of this town, Sterling. You got away from this life. I’m not pulling you back in.”

“Why not?” I straightened to my full height, ready to face off with him. I’d given him as much time as I could bear, but we really needed to start figuring things out. “I’m offering, Dad. Don’t turn me down before you’ve even heard me out. I know you’re still grieving Mom, but I lost her too. Yet here I am, and I’m trying, and I know it’s way overdue, but I can’t just leave shit the way it is right now.”

“You should,” he said stubbornly. “Grieve if you need to grieve, but go do it in Manhattan. Your life is there now.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” I seethed, my own frustration, anger, and exasperation finally bubbling over. “Why don’t you want me here? You never have. You’re so pissed at me for leaving, but you never wanted to stay. Not really. You pretended for Mom’s sake, but⁠—”

“Is that what you think?” he practically yelled, his eyes narrowing to slits as he snorted. “Don’t speak about things you don’t understand, boy.”

“What don’t I understand?” I asked, desperate to finally get answers out of the damn man. “It’s true, isn’t it? You never wanted me here. I just didn’t ask why. I left. I left so that you could have your peace, but even then, you were pissed at me. You’ve always just been pissed at me.”

“None of that is true,” he retorted. “Like I said, don’t talk about things you don’t understand.”

“Then tell me what I’m not understanding,” I demanded. “If I’m so wrong, explain it to me, Dad. For once in your life, just sit down and fucking talk to me.”

A few things happened at once. My dad’s shoulders slumped and I just about saw the fight draining out of him. He picked up his coffee again, but instead of taking off, he suddenly nodded and strode over to the table, moving slowly, as if he was a hundred years old.

When he collapsed into his chair, he sniffed, and as he looked at me again, I saw the impossible—my father had tears in his eyes. “We wanted more for you, Sterling. Your mom and I both wanted more for you than life as a farmer.”

The wind left my sails in a rush. “What?”

“You heard me,” he ground out, clearing his throat and sending another look at the sky outside, just like I’d seen him do the other day. “It’s never been about me not wanting you here, and I was never angry about you leaving. I was prouder than I’d ever been, and I’d give anything to have you here with me, but I don’t want you to be.”

“Why not?”

“I didn’t want this life, but I chose to stay in it for your mother. If given the choice all over again, I’d make the exact same decision, but that’s me. Not you.”

My heart stammered and my eyes widened as I stared at him. “What do you mean you didn’t want it?”

He sighed. “I was never passionate about this place growing up. My father and my grandfather? They were born to farm, but not me. My passion for it only came later, when your mom started making it our home. Our life.”

I stumbled to the table and sank down in the chair across from him. “What happened?”

“Your mom convinced me not to sell it after your grandfather died. I was going to, you know. Sell it. But by then, you’d been born and we’d made a life here. It just didn’t feel like the right thing to do anymore.”

I was stumped. “That’s why you didn’t want me here?”

“That’s never been true. I just didn’t want you to be trapped in a life where you work your ass off for little to no gain when you could have had so much more.”

“I don’t see it that way,” I replied. “I would’ve come home if I’d known you wanted me here, Dad. I would’ve come back in a heartbeat to run the business. I would’ve kept this place running as the beacon of our town, but after Mom died, you shut down.”

“Because I knew you would do all those things you just said you would,” he snapped. “You worked damn hard to get out of here, Sterling. You dedicated your life to finding a way to get out of Allisburg and you did it.”

“Back then, I asked you what your plan was, Dad. All I wanted to know was that you’d be okay if I left.”

“I wasn’t okay and I’m not okay now, but I could hardly tell you that. I didn’t want you to feel too guilty to go back to your own life.”

“I hate my life,” I finally admitted, the words bursting out of me. “It’s empty. I’m alone in New York and I hate it. There’s nothing for me there, except the money and I’ve made plenty of that by now.”

My father fell completely silent, just staring back at me for a long beat. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I left because I knew you expected me to, but I thought I was doing it for all of us. I thought I was leaving so I could make the money you needed for the farm. When I first went, my plan was never to stay away forever. I always thought I’d be back one day. Eventually. When the farm was doing better and⁠—”

Dad shook his head, cutting me off. “I don’t know if that was what you thought, but if it was, you were wrong, Sterling. We never wanted you to have to give up a full life for a simple one on a family farm.”

“That’s what I’m saying though, Dad. My life isn’t full. My bank account is, but I never laid down any roots and I think it’s because deep down inside, I knew I didn’t belong there.”

“No, Sterling. Where you don’t belong is here, in Allisburg.”

“I beg to differ.” I looked him right in the eyes, feeling the strength of the truth as I spoke it. “I miss living in a small town where everyone knows everyone. I want to lay down roots, have a wife, a family, and I want you to be part of that.”

My dad blinked hard, looking conflicted as he cocked his head. “Five minutes ago, you were offering to invest. To hire a manager and farm hands, and now you’re saying you want to come back?”

“When I said that, I thought it was the best I could do, but if I’ve been wrong about you not wanting me here, then I can do better. I can be here.”

“Can you?” he asked, but then he got up suddenly, all gruff again as he shook his head. “Well, get your boots on, then. We have work to do before the festival and it’s not going to get done if we sit here all day.”
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DAPHNE


My mom, Eric, and I went to visit Jake, Rachel, and Elizabeth just as soon as we got the text saying that they were at home and settled. I smiled when Jake opened the door for us. “Hey, Daddy. Congratulations again.”

“Thanks.” He let us in. “She’s in our room. You can go ahead.”

I let out a soft squeal, rushing around him to find my friend and her baby in the bedroom.

“Hello, you guys,” I cooed gently, striding around the bed to sit down by Rachel’s feet. “How are we doing?”

“We’re so good,” she replied quietly, looking like the very picture of serenity where she sat in the center of their bed, her back against their padded headboard and her blonde hair pulled up into a ponytail.

She cradled Elizabeth against her chest, only the baby’s little face sticking out with the way she was swaddled. Rachel smiled at her before lifting her gaze to mine. “I can’t believe she’s ours.”

“I’m still struggling to process it too,” I said, giving my friend a quick onceover for any signs of stress or panic, but I didn’t find anything.

Once Jake had finally arrived, the birth had gone exactly according to their birth plan, right down to the playlist Rachel had meticulously put together. She hadn’t put on any makeup, but she looked gorgeous all the same, her blue eyes bright and happy, and her cheeks slightly flushed.

I leaned in a little closer, grinning at the tiny, sleeping little girl in her arms. She had Rachel’s long eyelashes, but her dad’s oval-shaped face. A tuft of dark hair sat on her head, little curls wisping out from underneath the fluffy pink beanie she was wearing.

“Are you sure Jake’s the dad?” I joked. “Where did all that dark hair come from?”

Rachel giggled softly. “I’m not sure, but they’ve told me it won’t last long. Apparently, she’ll lose all this in time, so we’ll have to see.”

Before we could talk more, my mother came into the room, her fingers coming up to cover her mouth as she hovered in the doorway. Her eyes were smiling, her gaze locked on the baby in Rachel’s arms.

“Congratulations, gorgeous girl. She’s beautiful. Just like her parents. May I come in?”

“Of course,” Rachel said immediately, patting the vacant space on the other side of the bed. “Lizzy would love to meet you.”

Mom crossed the room immediately, making her way around the crib and various other bits of baby paraphernalia to come and join us on the bed. An open bag of diapers lay on the floor, Rachel’s hospital suitcase still sitting in the corner.

All sorts of wipes and creams covered her nightstand, and there was a jug of water and a half-full glass there as well. As Mom sat down, she took it all in, then another smile spread on her lips. “Oh, how I miss these days. The nights really are long, but the years are so short.”

Rachel returned her soft smile. “I’ve heard that. I guess we’re about to find out.”

“I’ll let my mom dote on you for a while and bring you some fresh water,” I said, standing up and taking the nearly empty jug to the kitchen with me.

Eric and Jake were in there, making coffee while they talked. I walked in at the exact part of the conversation I’d rather have missed. “… so involved the other night. I couldn’t believe it when he walked into the diner.”

“Yeah, man. I just called to find out if you were still at the bakery, but the next thing I knew, he was on his way out and insisting on covering the next towns while I searched around here. It felt a little like the old days, you know? When we were a team who would do anything for each other.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Jake said. “I always thought he was going to end up marrying Fiona and having a bunch of kids himself. Back in the day, my bet would’ve been that max five years after graduation, they would’ve been the first of us getting married. Just as soon as they would’ve been able to afford it after college.”

Frankly, I’d thought the same thing, but it still didn’t feel great hearing it from them. Especially not given recent events. Neither of them paid much attention to me as I refilled the jug.

Eric nodded his agreement with Jake’s statement, chuckling as he thought it over. “I hated the thought of him being with her forever, because I figured that meant we were stuck with her too, but you’re right. I thought the exact same thing.”

“Well, I guess it might still happen,” Jake said. “Fiona’s in town for the reunion, so you never know. Maybe they’ll rekindle that old flame.”

Suddenly, there was an ache in my chest and I felt terrible. As soon as the jug was full, I took it back to Rachel’s bedroom and begged off. “I have to get going. We just wanted to pop in to welcome you home and everything, but I’ll see you soon, okay?”

My friend frowned slightly, as if she knew there was more to it, but then she glanced at my mother, not asking while she was in the room. “I’ll call you later. Thanks for stopping by, Daph.”

“I’ll stay for a few more minutes,” my mom said.

I nodded, smiling as I backed away. “I thought you might. See you later, Mom.”

“See you, kiddo.” She gave me a wave too, turning back to Rachel and Elizabeth as I left. I felt my friend staring after me, but then I heard her restarting her conversation with my mother.

Going back to the kitchen, I stuck my head in through the door and forced a smile. “Bye, guys. Enjoy yourselves.”

“You’re leaving already?” Jake asked, clearly surprised as his eyebrows lifted and a slight furrow appeared between his brows. “I thought you’d be staying until after dinner.”

I chuckled. “Dinner is hours from now, but maybe next time.”

Nodding as he strode toward me, he walked me to the door and I said goodbye again, but Eric rushed out after me, frowning deeply when he caught up to me at my truck. “Look, this is weird for me, but I’m just going to come out with it.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, dragging out the word. “What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” he said, looking me right in the eyes. “Is there something happening between you and Sterling?”

“What?”

“You were pretty damn cozy at the hospital,” he said, only half-joking. “It made me wonder if I’m missing something.”

I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “It was the middle of the night. I don’t even remember falling asleep on him.”

Eric still seemed suspicious, though. His eyes were still darker than usual, his brow puckered as he stared right at me for another beat. “All the same, you’d tell me if there was something happening between you, right?”

I shook my head. “Probably not, but you’re right. This is weird.”

My phone beeped and I pulled it out of my coat pocket immediately, relieved to have an excuse to look away from him. The text turned out to be from June, and I smiled, glad that my excuse had offered me another excuse.

“Would you look at that?” I said, reaching for the door and climbing into my truck. “June says she’s just gone to the bakery and it’s ready to reopen. We need to get baking.”

Eric blew out a frustrated breath, clearly not convinced yet that I was being honest, but he nodded, waving for me to go ahead. As he turned and went back inside, I decided to drive directly to the bakery.

I needed to clear my mind, and there was no better way I could think of to do it than to spend a few hours baking.

If I managed to bake from now until tonight, we’d be much better prepared for the start of the festival. As I drove out of town, I felt the unease that had crept up on me because of Eric and Jake’s conversation melting away.

There was something about Northfield Farms—and the bakery in particular—that calmed me. I hadn’t even arrived yet and already, it felt like someone had rubbed a soothing balm on my soul. I breathed in deep, relieved that the ache in my chest was subsiding.

There were no cars outside when I arrived, letting me know that June must’ve come and gone, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I was glad to have the time alone and she’d taught me enough that I would be just fine prepping the basics on my own.

I surveyed the exterior of the building as I parked and climbed out of the truck, surprised that I couldn’t find any signs of damage or change to the facade. It looked exactly the same as it always had, which was a theme that continued as I made my way inside.

Jake’s crew had done an incredible job, and they’d gotten it done so fast that it made my head spin. They’d really rallied for Northfield Farms, and another surge of gratitude swept through me. It might’ve been years since the boys had been like brothers, but my God, Eric, Jake, and Sterling were proving beyond a doubt that all that old loyalty and love was still there.

Jake throwing himself into fixing the bakery like this for Sterling. Sterling heading out into a storm without hesitation to find his friend so he could be there for his daughter’s birth. Eric going above and beyond to collect Jake’s truck, working through the night to get it fixed.

Shaking my head at the impeccable work of Jake’s crew as I made my way through the main area, I smiled and headed to the kitchen, switching on the lights and rolling up my sleeves. I was in for a long afternoon, but there was absolutely nothing I would rather be doing right then.

The minutes melted into hours as I laid out the ingredients, prepped, and started several bowls of doughs and batters. With the monotony of the work soothing me even more, I didn’t even notice the sun had set until I heard someone come in the back door.

I grinned. “Hey, June! I was wondering how long you were going to stay away.”

She didn’t reply immediately, and when I turned, I saw it was because it wasn’t her, but Sterling standing in the doorway. He was resting against it, his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and his elbows locked.

His eyes were intently focused on me, a slight, thoughtful smile softening his features as he pushed away from the door. “Hey, Daph. Have you got a minute? I saw your car outside and I figured this might be a good time for us to talk.”
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STERLING


After helping my dad in the pumpkin patch all day, we were just about ready for the opening of the fall festival in two days’ time. I’d been driving around the farm after we’d gotten done, trying to work out what to do with all the information my father had dumped on me this morning.

I’d been wrestling with it ever since, trying to process what he’d said and to reconcile with what I’d always thought to be true. Doing that wasn’t easy.

As a young teenager, when I’d started getting really into football and doing well at it to boot, Dad had started distancing himself from me. He came to all my games and proudly cheered me on with my mom. It wasn’t that he was a bad dad or an uninvolved one, but the distance had been in the little things.

He’d stopped asking me to help him out on the farm, staying away from home for longer hours as he toiled trying to get it all done himself. At the time, he’d told me it was so that I could focus on school and football, but I’d had my suspicions. He’d also stopped taking me to the pond to fish or telling me when he was going to take a drive around the farm to check on things.

In fact, we’d stopped spending any time at all together when it wasn’t as a family, eating meals that my mom had prepared or whatever. I hadn’t thought much of it at first. In fact, I’d been kind of ecstatic. It had given me a lot more free time to spend with my friends and girls, and I didn’t even have to feel guilty about not helping because he’d told me to go.

When the time had come to start applying to colleges, he’d pushed me to look far and wide, encouraging me to explore all avenues. While I did what he’d told me to do, he’d become even more distant and I’d thought it was because he was pissed I was looking at colleges at all.

I hadn’t understood it, considering how hard he’d been pushing, but it’d been the only thing that had made sense. All this time, I’d thought it was that. Finding out that it had always been because he’d thought I didn’t want this life had thrown me for a hell of a loop.

At the same time, I was grateful to him for it because I hadn’t wanted this life. For the longest time, I had done everything I could not to have it, but now, having seen what else was out there and having lived it for a decade, I was wondering if it was time to settle down.

As I drove, I saw Daphne’s car at the bakery. Only hers.

Suddenly, I wanted to talk to her about what had happened. Maybe it was the excitement of the past few days or the fact that I was seeing that maybe, just maybe, I had a future here, but I decided to take the plunge.

When she turned around and saw that it was me instead of June standing in the doorway, she looked like a deer in the headlights. An adorable deer, though. One that was covered in flour. Her beautiful chestnut hair was pulled up into a rough, messy bun on top of her head and white powder covered her apron, her sleeves, and even her legs.

“Hey, Daph. Have you got a minute? I saw your car outside and I figured this might be a good time for us to talk.”

She blinked rapidly, but then she nodded, tilting her head as her gaze tracked my movements into the kitchen. “Are you okay? I thought you didn’t come here.”

I shrugged, my hands still in my pockets as I took a slow look around the room. The wooden kitchen table and the wall of ovens, the prep spaces, and all the mixers and equipment that covered the counters.

“It’s hard for me. I won’t lie. I’ve only been here a few times since I’ve been back. One was to drop off the pumpkins, once was when I pulled you out of the fire, and one other time was to talk to Jake.”

Sympathy softened those sparkling blues as she nodded. “If it’s too hard for you, we can go outside. I don’t know what you want to talk about, but⁠—”

“I’m fine,” I said, interrupting her because I didn’t want her worrying about me. “I wouldn’t have come in here if I wasn’t.”

“Okay,” she said slowly. “So what’s up? How you doing with everything? I spoke to your dad the other day. He seems pretty sad.”

I’d been so focused on talking to her about us that the sudden change of subject caught me off guard. “You mean how am I doing with everything going on with my family, don’t you?”

“Of course.” She frowned. “What else would I be talking about?”

“Well, us,” I said, my gaze hooking on those gorgeous blues. “I know you said we were good, but I figured we needed to talk about it at some point. That being said, what’s worrying you about my family?”

I half-sat on one of the counters, leaning against it as I gripped the edge with my fingers. Intent on at least trying to do this thing right, I knew I needed to hear her out. To listen to what was bugging her before I’d be able to have a real conversation with her about anything else.

Surprise registered on her features at what I’d said, but then she blinked a few more times and refocused on me as she cleared her throat. “Us? Uhm, okay. I guess we could, but uh, have you talked to your dad?”

“I have, in fact,” I said. “This morning, finally. I’ve been trying to since I got back, but he kept shutting me down.”

“And now?”

I shrugged, inhaling deeply before exhaling through my nostrils. “Okay, look. I’m going to level with you. I’m not used to talking to anyone about this, but you seem to be genuinely worried about my dad and I want to tell you about it. You might just have to be patient with me while I do.”

“I can be patient,” she said calmly, pulling up a stool and sitting down at the counter. “Whenever you’re ready, the floor is yours.”

I thought it over for a beat before I started, gripping the countertop even harder as I pushed against my natural resistance against opening up about my real life at home. All through high school, no one outside of Eric and Jake had really known how tough things had been at my house.

I’d always made a point of putting up a front, and that front lasted to this day. No one at college or at work knew anything about my life either.

Breaking down some of the walls took some work, but as I focused on Daphne’s eyes, I just eased into it, finding the words starting to come easier the more I spoke. “It turns out my dad didn’t want to be a farmer. I never knew that. I always thought he was all-in on this life, but I found out this morning that what he was all-in on was my mom. She was the reason he did what he did.”

I was still looking at Daphne, but her face was getting hazy as I lost myself to my thoughts, voicing them out loud for the first time ever. “All these years, I thought he was pissed at me for leaving, but now, he says he never was. He was never angry. Never disappointed. He didn’t want me to feel trapped in Allisburg, but I used to. I used to feel like this place was a cage.”

“What about now?” she asked. “Do you still feel that way?”

I shook my head. “No. I definitely don’t, but it’s a lot to get my head wrapped around after believing it so fully for so long.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she offered as I blinked her back into focus.

Sighing as I shook my head again, I pursed my lips and shrugged. “I wish, but I’m pretty sure this is something I’m supposed to figure out myself.”

A soft smile spread across her lips. “I’m here if you need me, but for what it’s worth, I’m glad you had a conversation with your dad. When I spoke to him the other day, it sounded like he missed you. Like he needed to get a few things off his chest.”

I cocked my head. “Maybe it was talking to you that finally made him open up to me, so thanks for that. It was about time he and I got real with each other.”

“What about Fiona?” she asked. “Are you planning on getting real with her too now that she’s back in town? I mean, you guys have a lot of history and it seems to me that she might want an open conversation with you too.”

As I held her gaze, I realized that she seemed kind of jealous. I liked the thought of that a lot more than I should’ve, and I suddenly couldn’t resist the urge to be closer to her anymore. Sliding off the counter, I started closing in on her.

“Daphne LaSalle, is that a little hint of the green monster I hear rising to the surface?” I asked as I advanced slowly across the small kitchen.

She scoffed, but her eyes were glued to mine and I saw the mix of emotions in them. “The green monster? Why would I be jealous? You and Fiona were together for a couple years and you and I have only kissed a few times.”

“I seem to remember us doing a little bit more than just kissing.”

Her teeth sank into her lower lip as I stepped between her legs where she was sitting on the stool, her head dropping back so she could keep her eyes on mine. “Sure, but you probably did a lot more than kissing with her too.”

“Ten years ago.” I put my hands on Daphne’s hips. “We were kids and you were Eric’s little sister. I wasn’t allowed to look at you, but I wanted to.”

Her lips parted in shock. “You did?”

“So bad.” I brought my mouth to her ear, whispering against it. “Fuck, Daph. You did things to me, even back then. I just couldn’t do anything about it.”

“What about now?” she whispered in return. “I’m still Eric’s little sister.”

“Yeah, but we’re not kids anymore.” I pulled back to look deep into her eyes as I cupped her jaw in my palms. “You still do things to me. Things I’ve never experienced before.”

“Not even with Fiona?”

My head was shaking before she’d even finished the question. “Especially not with Fiona.”

I closed the final bit of distance between our bodies, spreading her legs wide open with my hips and pressing my front to hers. I knew that meant she’d feel how hard just having this conversation had gotten me, but that was exactly why I did it.

It looked like Daphne needed some reassurances from me, and strangely, I was more than happy to give them. I’d never felt the need to do it before, but as I lowered my mouth to hers, I had this burning desire to make her feel secure with me.

To let her know that these days, she was the only woman I could think of. Regardless of my past and how many women I’d been with, Daphne was the only one I could see a future with.
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DAPHNE


Every time Sterling kissed me, it felt like his entire world narrowed to me and only me. I couldn’t quite explain it, but it was like he kissed with single-minded purpose to make me feel like nothing and no one else existed, and I loved it.

It consumed me, making me feel precious and like I mattered, and I melted into him, his unexpected visit filling me with so much hope and happiness. After what Eric and Jake had said about Fiona, I’d really wondered if perhaps Sterling had said something to them about possibly trying to get back together with her, but the way he was kissing me made it pretty clear it wasn’t her he wanted to get with.

He held my face in his hands, his body pressed tight to mine, moving with his mouth as he kissed me. I slid my tongue into his mouth, once again unable to believe that this was actually happening. I was so, so attracted to him that it felt almost impossible that he could feel the same way, but he definitely seemed to.

While I hadn’t seen it yet, I knew after our first night together that the man was well endowed. He couldn’t really hide the effect I had on him as a result, and I felt him now, hard and ready as he pressed against the front panel of my jeans.

“I bought condoms,” I blurted out on a husky murmur, my cheeks bursting into flame. “I, uhm, I. We don’t have to use them. I just, uh, I wanted to be prepared.”

He smirked against my lips. “So did I. A lot of them, and we’re using ‘em. Unless you have any objections?”

I shook my head, smiling as I kissed him again. “Absolutely no objections here.”

“Good.” He slanted his lips back over mine and slid his hands to my hips once more, lifting me onto the counter so our hips were perfectly aligned. He let out a deep growl that was so primal and raw, my panties were instantly damp. “Shit, the height of this thing is going to kill me. It’s perfect.”

“Perfect for what?” I teased, flashing him a playful smile as I pulled away.

Sterling shrugged, humor brightening to smoldering heat in those deep brown eyes. “Oh, I don’t know. Decoupage. Science experiments. Oh, and finally getting a taste of the forbidden fruit.”

As he said it, he grabbed the back of his shirt in his fist and pulled it off over his head, exposing all those delicious ridges and valleys that made my mouth water once more. Holy. Mother. Of. Abs.

He groaned when he saw me running my eyes all over him, bringing his knuckles to his mouth and sinking his teeth into them. The sight made another rush of heat sweep through me and I beckoned to him, curling my fingers and then pretending to reel him to me.

I’d never done anything like this before, but with him, it was easy to be playful. To have fun with it.

Sterling laughed, coming back to me willingly and capturing my face in his hands. Then he kissed me deeply.

Covering his hands with my own, I brought them to the hem of my shirt and he obeyed, lifting it off and pulling it over my head. Once he’d tossed it away, he slid his arms around me, unhooking my bra before ridding me of my pants and panties.

I couldn’t believe how fast he’d worked to get me naked, but when I reached for the waistband of his pants in turn, he shook his head and dragged his lips across my cheeks, neck, and shoulders before moving lower down. Threading my fingers into his hair, I held on for the ride as he kissed every exposed inch of my skin, making me vibrate with need before he was standing on his knees between my legs.

Very much aware that I was more exposed to him than I’d ever been to anyone, I tried closing my legs but he glanced at me, all the humor now gone from his eyes and leaving only a burning heat behind. “Don’t hide from me, Daph.”

“You’re level with my⁠—”

“I know. That’s the point.” He ran his flat palms over my thighs, his eyes locked on mine. “You’re gorgeous. Every inch of you. I’ve been dying to see you like this, so just let go and trust me, okay?”

Trust him. Right.

I exhaled a shaky breath but nodded and closed my eyes, relaxing the muscles in my legs so he could spread them apart a little further once more. So nervous that I could barely breathe, the first lash of his tongue against the most sensitive part of me came as such a surprise that a soft shout escaped me. Then I felt him flexing his fingers on my thighs, blowing hot air over my folds before he kissed me there again.

I moaned, my pulse spiking and my breathing picking up speed. Peter had never been a fan of this and I hadn’t trusted any of the boys I’d fooled around with before him enough to let them go there, so this was my first real experience with receiving oral sex.

It was terrifying and electrifying all at the same time. Sterling took it slowly, as if he knew how nervous I was, but soon, under the skillful touches of his fingers and tongue, I started relaxing. Blissful heat spread through me and my muscles tightened.

“Oh, that feels good.” My voice came out as some kind of sultry, husky whimper, but I braced my palms behind myself on the counter and ignored what a hussy I’d just sounded like.

My hips were rolling, moving with the pace he was setting, and pleasure was starting to build deep inside me. Sterling was frighteningly good at this, and before I could even wrap my head around what was happening, stars exploded behind my eyes and an orgasm raced through me.

I shuddered, moaning as I lost control of my senses and rode his face through it. Sterling groaned as he licked me clean, hovering for a moment before he straightened up and smashed his mouth into mine. I could taste myself on his lips, but strangely, it wasn’t as off-putting as I’d thought it would be.

In the moment before his lips had met my own, I’d seen the desperate need in his eyes, and when I reached for his fly again, he didn’t shake his head. He let me open it, freeing him from the confines of his clothes as I pushed down his jeans and boxer-briefs at the same time.

Suddenly wrenching his mouth away from my own, he bent over and pulled his wallet out of his pocket. “We’re going to need this.”

He pulled a condom out and tore it open with his teeth, but my eyes weren’t on that. I just kind of caught it in my periphery. My gaze, however, was stuck to that part of him I’d never seen before.

As I’d thought, he was very well endowed, his cock long and almost elegant as it hugged the contours of his body and curved just before it reached his belly button. When he groaned again, I glanced up into his eyes and blushed beet red when I realized I’d been caught staring.

To my surprise, Sterling didn’t smirk or even make some cliched, smart-ass comment about it. Instead, one of his hands came up to cradle my cheek while the other started working at covering himself in the condom.

“Look all you want, Daph. Do you see now why you didn’t have to be embarrassed earlier? I’m not. I like you looking at me, but I also think it’s natural to want to.”

I held his gaze for another beat, then slowly lowered my eyes away from his, feeling bold and brave enough after what he’d said to watch closely as he rolled the condom over his length. My mouth was practically watering by the time he was done, but then he pushed his tip against my entrance and I cried out when he thrust home.

He wasn’t gentle about it, but he didn’t hurt me. Taking a firm grip on my hips, his eyes burned into mine as he thrust into me again and again until my eyes were crossing and my entire world was reduced to sensation and pleasure.

It turned out that the counter really was the perfect height and his shaft rubbed against every part of my insides as he sank into me and pulled out again. I’d never felt anything like it, but it was setting me on fire.

Another orgasm crashed into me way too soon, but I kissed Sterling through it, my muscles encouraging him to follow me after. Instead, he got acrobatic about it, lifting me off the counter without sliding out of me and kneeling to lay me down on the floor.

My brain was still too foggy with the post-orgasmic bliss to compute how impossible that would’ve seemed to me, but then he was moving in and out of me again and the bliss sucked me in once more. I held on to him, feeling like this was the first time I was actually experiencing sex the way it was meant to be, and it was incredible.

When I felt him tensing above me, I opened my eyes, needing to see the moment that he went over the edge. It didn’t disappoint.

Sterling always had been a beautiful man, but with his dark eyebrows knitted together in concentration and his eyes screwed shut so tight, he was also the sexiest person I’d ever seen. I moaned. Feeling him swell inside me triggered a little aftershock orgasm of my own, and I just about mewled, my fingernails digging into his back before it finally subsided.

Out of breath, sated, and trembling, I went with him when he rolled over and pulled me into his arms. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

“Stay with me tonight at the farmhouse,” he murmured against my ear, his lips moving down to press a few more kisses to the column of my throat. “My dad won’t care. He probably won’t even know. He’ll be asleep by now and he’ll be long gone in the morning by the time we wake up.”

Everything in me longed to take him up on the offer. I wanted to sleep next to him more than anything in the world. To repeat the experience of waking up in his arms, but not be interrupted by my brother this time.

As soon as that thought hit, I remembered his suspicion about us, and immediately, I glanced up into Sterling’s eyes and gave my head a slow, reluctant shake. “I want to, but it might not be a good idea. Eric…”

I trailed off, but I didn’t need to say anything else. Sterling seemed to understand, nodding as he pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. “As long as you know that I want you to, and that I’m not trying to get away from you after.”

I smiled, cuddling into him for just one more minute before I knew I’d have to head home. His heartbeat evened out under my ear as I rested my head against his chest, and I sighed. My fingers danced across the blocks of his abs as I lay there, trying to absorb this moment to the fullest extent possible.

Sterling’s fingertips traced the ridges of my spine, and he was holding me like this was more than just some casual fun before he headed back to New York. I was still really trying not to get my hopes up, but I just didn’t know how long I would be able to do that anymore.
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STERLING


The fall festival spanned from the farm all the way through town. Today was the first day, and at the end, there would be a big parade that was taking place this coming Sunday. The day after the reunion.

In just a few hours, Northfield Farms would be swarming with people, droves of them coming out from Allisburg and the surrounding towns to get their pumpkins, tour the old farm, and visit the bakery.

Daphne had been working nonstop to get it ready and Dad and I had been out in the fields since hours before dawn, trying to get through the finishing touches so we would be ready for the visitors once they arrived.

There was a biting chill in the air this morning, the cold really starting to sink in into the ground during the night now that winter was creeping closer. I worked side by side with my dad as the sun rose above the mountains and created a soft glow in the fog that clung heavily to the earth.

Breathing in deep, I grinned even as the cold burned my lungs and I couldn’t feel my nose anymore. These last few days, I’d been helping out on the farm as much as I ever had, and I had to admit, it felt better than I’d ever known it could.

It was even easy for me to understand now why my dad hadn’t been able to leave it behind after all. He might not have thought that he was cut out for this life, but combined with Mom’s enthusiasm, I could see why he’d changed his mind.

“I’m headed over to the pond to clear the benches of leaves one last time,” Dad called a little while later.

I glanced over at him, pleased that the old man was looking a little better these days. After our talk, I’d taken to having groceries delivered and some ready-made meals as well. He was actually eating with me, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and already, his cheeks were a tiny bit fuller and the color had returned to them.

“Sure thing. I’ll hang around here and direct the cars once they start arriving,” I said, unexpectedly happy to be working so well with him.

At this point, I’d all but forgotten about my life back in New York City. I hadn’t given it much more than a fleeting thought for weeks now, and even when I spoke about it, it was Allisburg my brain kept focusing on.

Only a minute or so later, I heard the purr of an expensive engine ripping into the driveway, and after pulling off my work gloves, I dusted off my hands against my jeans. Stepping into the top of the drive, I flashed whoever was inside the car a welcoming grin and pointed in the direction of the nearest parking area.

We’d put up signs, but from experience, we knew that at least the first few cars needed to be directed. Once they were parked, other people seemed more confident in where to go.

To my surprise though, the fancy Maserati didn’t follow my directions. It squealed to a stop right beside me, and when the tinted window rolled down to reveal who was inside, my knees nearly gave in from the shock.

“Henry? What the hell are you doing here?”

My coworker from back in Manhattan shrugged, smirking at me from behind a pair of obnoxiously large sunglasses. “I came to see you, man. Coffee?”

“Sure,” I said, but I still couldn’t quite believe he was here. “Just back up and park over there in front of the house. I’ll put a pot on.”

“No need,” he said happily. “I brought some.”

The window slid shut again and he drove to where I’d told him to park, shut off the engine, and then leaned against the car as he waited for me. More than surprised to see him, I waved him in and noticed the branding on the coffee cups he was carrying.

“Northfield Farms bakery, huh? I didn’t know they were open yet.”

“They weren’t,” he said offhandedly, sliding off his sunglasses as he followed me into the house. He looked completely out of place in our dated kitchen, wearing one of the salmon-colored, collared shirts he seemed to favor, a pair of beige slacks, and polished shoes on his feet.

Just a few weeks ago, I’d arrived here wearing a suit, and I couldn’t believe how much of a joke Daphne, Eric, and even my dad must’ve thought I looked like. Henry certainly looked like one, with his strawberry blond hair styled as neatly as if he was on his way to the office and his coat so fitted it practically outlined his biceps.

I led him to our kitchen table and waved him into a seat, taking one across from him before accepting the coffee he’d brought me. My heart pounded when I realized Daphne had made this. “If they weren’t open yet, how did you manage to buy these?”

“I badgered that hot barista at the bakery for it.” He smirked and leaned back in his chair, taking a not-so-discreet look around the outdated kitchen. “Eventually, she gave in. No one can resist my charm.”

That may just be true. I’d never admit it out loud, though. Instead, I simply chuckled and nodded, raising my eyebrows as I stared across the table at him and wondered if I was having a nightmare. “What are you really doing here, Henry?”

“I was curious about your life back home, bro,” he said easily. “I wouldn’t have imagined you growing up like this, though. Can I have a tour? The sign on the road said you were offering tours for the fall festival?”

Begrudgingly, I nodded and got up. “Sure, but we’re going to have to make it a quick one. This is the busiest time of year on the farm and I promised my dad I’d help.”

“No problem,” he said, standing up and following me out the kitchen door. His coat definitely didn’t stand up to the cold out here, though.

Within minutes, his teeth were chattering so much that he couldn’t keep up the small talk he’d been trying to make about my childhood, and soon after, he was pretty happy when I sent him on his way. Once he was back in his Maserati with the heat blasting on full, he finally grinned at me again.

“I’m staying for a few days,” he said. “There’s a luxury B&B just a few miles from here. I got a suite. It has a hot tub on the balcony. If you want to pop in for a drink, give me a shout. I really am curious about you and this place, bro.”

“I’ll do that,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely sure it was true. “Like I mentioned before, we’re pretty busy around here this time of year, but I’ll try. I still don’t understand why you came all the way out here, though.”

He chuckled, sliding his sunglasses back on before he shrugged. “You’ve been a mystery to us for years, man. It’s about time someone cracked it open and I was just sitting in my office one day, wondering when you were coming back. Then I Googled the town and here I am.”

My eyes narrowed. There was more to this than that. After I grunted out a reply, he gave me a wave and took off, racing back down the driveway and disappearing around the bend. I groaned, feeling completely off-kilter.

A few more cars arrived and I directed them to the lot, but I was more than just a little distracted. Eventually, I called Eric, hoping that some face time with my old friend would help me regain some perspective.

“Hey, man,” I said when he picked up. “What are you up to tonight?”

“Not much,” he replied. “I was thinking of checking out the festival. You game? We can grab a few drinks and walk it?”

“Sure.” I grinned. “Do you think Jake and Rachel would be interested?”

He chuckled. “I doubt it. It’s pretty cold out at night, but Jake might meet us for a few. I’ll find out.”

I’d been planning on asking Daphne to come too, but when Eric made a comment about her, I immediately shut my mouth. “Let’s just leave my sister out of it, okay? I’ll ask Jake, but I’m not even going to ask about Rachel and the baby. If they come, Daph’s going to come and she’s been weird recently. I just want one night off from worrying about what’s going on with her.”

Fuck.

These last few days since we’d hooked up, I’d been walking on sunshine. Obviously, I’d known all the time who she was, but something about hearing him talk about her like that made it sink in.

Eric was my best friend around here and I’d just slept with his little sister. A little sister he’d always been crazy protective over, going so far as to ignore all the most popular girls at our school simply because he hadn’t liked the way they’d treated Daphne.

Plus, Henry’s arrival had reminded me in a very real way that I had to leave. I still had a job back in New York and I was still up for that promotion I’d been busting my ass over for years. While Allisburg and the farm had definitely sucked me in, seeing Henry had made me realize I wasn’t sure if I was ready to give all that up, and it wasn’t like I could take Daphne with me.

I’d stirred some shit up and I was confused as hell because of it, but ultimately, I needed to respect my friend’s wishes. Which meant Daphne wouldn’t be coming with us tonight—no matter how much I’d rather have spent the time with her than anyone else.
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DAPHNE


The first day of the festival had gone off without a hitch. I was mighty proud of myself for getting through so many customers so efficiently today. It set a good tone for the rest of the week.

Closing down the bakery with June, I pressed the basket of baked goods I was carrying tighter against my hip so I wouldn’t accidentally drop it as I turned the key. “Thanks for letting me take these. Rachel’s not heading out tonight, so I thought it would be nice to bring some to her house.”

“She’s going to appreciate that,” June replied, running a hand through her hair as she took a satisfied look around the parking lot. “We knocked it out of the park today, honey. I can’t believe we actually got through it. This place was so full!”

I chuckled, offering my fist for her to bump and converting it to a high-five when she frowned. She smacked her palm into mine, grinning, and we turned and walked to our cars together. When we reached my truck, I gave her a friendly wave.

“See you tomorrow, June. Let’s hope we can keep this up.”

“With you at the helm, we sure will,” she said confidently, returning my wave before she proceeded to her own car.

As I climbed in, I checked my phone again. A few of my other friends had been texting me today, wanting me to join them at the festival tonight. I’d received a few texts from Sterling, but none of them mentioned any plans he wanted to make.

I sighed, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat and turning over my engine. If there was anyone I would’ve wanted to walk the festival with tonight, it would’ve been him. There was a night market selling pumpkin-spice everything, and every year, all the trees downtown were strung with warm, orange twinkle lights.

I was still trying my absolute best not to get ahead of myself with him. Constantly reminding myself that he was leaving soon, I was hellbent on not falling for him, but I’d always wanted to have him by my side for the festival.

It was part of a little fantasy I’d had going when I’d had a crush on him in high school, and every year when I arrived downtown on the first night, I revisited it. It would’ve been nice to make it a reality, but since I hadn’t seen him today and he hadn’t asked me to go with him, I decided I’d go with my friends.

At least that way, I’d still get to be with people I loved to celebrate the beginning of my favorite event in town. Once I arrived at Rachel’s, I returned Aimee’s text, telling our friends that I’d meet them later. Then I picked up the baked goods I’d brought over and strode to the Garrison’s front door.

Letting myself in, I smiled and called out to let her know it was just me. “Rach? Are you here? I brought you something.”

“In the kitchen,” she replied. “Do you want some tea?”

“I’d love some.” I carried my little basket with me, grinning at my friend when I found her with Elizabeth resting in a sling tied to Rachel’s body. “Dear Lord, are you wearing your baby?”

“It’s a thing,” she said laughingly, extending one arm so I could give a sideways hug. “Apparently, wearing her is good for both of us. There’s a ton of benefits to it. I wasn’t sure if I believed it before she was born, but it’s growing on me. Plus, it had the added advantage of freeing up my hands.”

I chuckled. “Well, the hands thing I understand, but you’re going to have to explain the other benefits to me. She doesn’t really look that comfortable.”

“She just got out of my stomach. Trust me, she likes this.” Rachel smiled. “Before you ask anything else about me or her, we’re fine. Everything is good. I need some adult conversation. I’ve had enough of baby talk for now, so let’s focus on you. How are you? What’s going on out there in the world?”

As soon as she asked the question, all I wanted to do was tell her everything about Sterling and me. I so desperately wanted to hear her thoughts and get her opinion, but even as I debated it, I already knew I wouldn’t go through with it.

I trusted Rachel with my life, but I didn’t want to put her in a position where she had to keep something like this from her husband just so I could get it off my chest. It wasn’t fair and I really didn’t want to cause any issues between them.

As we waited for the tea, I decided for the first time in my life not to be completely honest with her. “Well, I mean, you know what it’s like around town once the festival starts. That’s what’s going on out there. Don’t worry. You’re not missing anything really.”

She sighed, sitting down on a chair from their dining room that she must’ve dragged in here before. “That’s a disappointment. There’s nothing new or interesting going on at all? How is that possible?”

I chuckled, shrugging my shoulders as I leaned against the counter. “The bakery was super busy today, if that’s interesting to you. We probably made as much money just today as we usually do in a month.”

“That’s good,” she said with a genuine smile. “Sterling and his dad will be happy. Let’s hope it’s enough to keep the farm afloat for another year, huh?”

I frowned. “Since when do you care? I thought you were still mad at him.”

She shook her head, a slightly far-away look in her eyes all of a sudden. “After all his help the night Lizzy was born, I was already letting go of the past, but it turns out that he also spoke to Jake on their race back to town. He apologized for everything and he took responsibility. What he did still sucks, but we’ve decided it’s time to forgive him. Look to the future instead of the past and all that.”

I swallowed hard, finally folding back the napkin I’d placed over the baked goods I’d brought and grabbing a brownie. Rachel laughed, happily snapping one up too when I pushed it over to her. “Thanks for this, Daph. You have no idea how much I’ve been craving it.”

I managed a smile, but even I knew it looked tight. As Rachel nibbled the tiniest little piece off the side of the brownie, her gaze swept across my face. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been a bit off the last few times I’ve seen you. Eric’s worried too.”

“I’m fine,” I lied, my heart aching about Sterling once more.

While I was really happy that Jake and Rachel had finally decided to bury the hatchet for good, it just felt like they were all moving on as the same tight-knit, happy group they’d always been, while I was stuck on the outside. Again.

To make matters worse, I couldn’t look to the future with him. Because he and I didn’t have one of those.

Trying to push past the hurt, I forced another smile at her. “Jake must be happy that they finally talked, huh?”

“Yeah, he is,” she said quietly, swaying from side to side a little bit when Elizabeth started squirming. “We’re going to miss him when he goes back to New York. That’s for sure. Did you know he came and dropped off a whole mountain of baby stuff for us? I think he had it special ordered from the city because the brands are all fancy and stuff.”

“That’s cool,” I said, but I felt like I’d just received a blow to the chest, confirming what I’d been suspecting all along.

Despite my best efforts not to let my heart get involved with whatever was going on between us, I’d failed. I’d been trying so hard not to get my hopes up, but the truth was that I had been looking at this thing we were having through a haze.

A haze of hopes and what-ifs. No matter the amount of times I’d reminded myself that it could never be serious, hearing Rachel talk about him going back to New York as if it was a matter of fact and bringing up how he’d bought them baby stuff hurt so much that I knew my reminders hadn’t worked.

That night of Lizzy’s birth, he and I had talked about having babies. I’d imagined buying baby stuff for our kids, even if neither of us had actually said out loud that we thought the other might be the right person.

The baby stuff was minor in comparison to him leaving again, though. While I had been daydreaming about us maybe one day buying baby stuff together, we didn’t have a baby to shop for right then. Obviously, he would be shopping for the baby that was already here. I’d shopped pretty extensively for this baby myself.

It was more that hearing that he’d shopped for them had knocked me out of that idle fantasy pretty hard. Because we weren’t ever going to be shopping for baby stuff together. Maybe if he wasn’t leaving, but that had been the part that had really torn me up.

To Rachel’s mind, and to Jake’s, and to Eric’s, there was no possibility of Sterling staying. Probably because he wasn’t. He wasn’t going to choose to move back to Allisburg to be with me. He was going back to New York and they’d miss him, but I’d be heartbroken because I hadn’t freaking listened to myself.

How could I have been so damn stupid?

“Daph?” Rachel asked, her voice breaking me out of my spiraling thoughts. “You’re not okay. What’s going on with you, honey? You look like you’re about to burst into tears.”

That’s exactly how I feel.

Swallowing them down, I cleared my throat and screwed my eyes shut for just a moment. “No. I’m good. Really. I’ve just been working super hard. Actually, I’m pretty beat. I think I’m going to head out. Will that be okay?”

“Of course,” she said, worry shining like a beacon in her eyes. “Jake went to grab a drink with Sterling and Eric. He’s bringing us back some food when he comes home. Are you sure you don’t want to stay? We could always just watch a movie or something? Just us girls. You can eat with us when he gets back and go home after?”

“Thanks, but maybe another time.” I pushed away from the counter, feeling guilty that I hadn’t even stayed long enough for a cup of tea, but I needed to get out of here. “I’ll pop in again later this week. Once I’m a bit more used to the pace of work for the festival.”

“Okay, babe.” She shot me a worried smile and walked me out.

When we reached the door, I turned to give her another quick hug. “Don’t come out. It’s too cold. I’ll see you guys soon.”

I dropped a kiss on baby Lizzy’s head too. Then I took off, deciding to blow off my friends and go home instead of heading over to the festival. I just wasn’t up to it.

I’d lied to my best friend, I’d realized that I had feelings for a guy who would never be my boyfriend, and the future I’d been conjuring up in my mind whenever Sterling made comments about marriage or babies was completely out of the question.

Thinking that this was about as bad as things could get, I headed out to go home—only to run into someone I hoped I would never see again, and then I realized that with him back in town now too, everything was about to get much, much worse.
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STERLING


By the time I shut down the pumpkin patch and closed the farm to visitors, it was late and I really needed a drink. After grabbing a quick shower and changing into warmer clothes, I met up with Eric at Maverick’s, laughing when I saw he had a beer waiting for me—served in one of the very pumpkins I’d been slinging all day.

“I’m not sure whether I should punch you or thank you,” I joked as I slid into a chair across from his. “I would’ve been okay with a glass. Just for future reference.”

He chuckled, looking relaxed and happy as he motioned around the packed bar. “Everyone in here tonight is drinking from one of these. You would’ve looked like a freak drinking out of a normal glass.”

“I’ve been called worse,” I said. “Freak might’ve even been a welcome change.”

“I have no doubt.” He winked at me, leaning forward and taking a sip of his own beer. “How did it go today?”

“Good,” I said, but from the corner of my eye, I was trying to see if I could catch Daphne in my periphery.

I knew she wasn’t a big drinker, but I’d expected to see her out and about this evening. She hadn’t returned my texts all day, and if memory served, she loved the festival. I knew the bakery had been jampacked as well, so I wasn’t too worried or surprised by the lack of response, but I did miss her.

A lot. Maybe too much.

“We had a great first day, actually,” I said as I finally turned my full focus back on my friend. She wasn’t here, which stung more than I’d been expecting. I’d really been looking forward to seeing her, even if it would’ve just been a casual run-in while she was with friends.

Eric grinned at me. “That’s awesome, man. How’s your dad feeling about it?”

His genuine happiness over hearing we’d had a good day made me feel like shit all over again. For the umpteenth time in the last few hours, I bounced back and forth between what I was supposed to do and what I wanted to do. But what it came down to was simple.

I had feelings for his little sister. I’d slept with her, but I had a job in New York and I was leaving soon. I couldn’t give her what she deserved, but I couldn’t bring myself to give her up just yet either.

“I wouldn’t know.” I grimaced. “We’re working really well together, but he’s still not exactly a forthcoming kind of guy. As soon as I told him I’d close up tonight, he went home and he was nowhere to be seen by the time I got there.”

Eric flinched. “Sorry, bro. I thought that was going better. Maybe he was just tired?”

I shrugged. “Probably. This time of year takes an emotional toll on him as well as a physical one.”

“True,” he said. “What he’s going through sounds like hell on earth to me, man. It even makes me happy I don’t feel that way about someone.”

“Same,” I said, but it was only a half-truth because these days, I was starting to feel that way about someone. I just couldn’t tell him about it.

God, this is so much harder than I thought it would be.

Uproarious, grating laughter from the door caught our attention and a group of men around our age stumbled in. A vaguely familiar guy walked in with them and Eric suddenly went rigid, those blue eyes turning into glaciers as they drilled into him from across the room.

I frowned, narrowing my own eyes to take a closer look, but I didn’t know who he was.

“That’s Peter,” Eric hissed. “Daphne’s ex. You remember him, right?”

“Well, I do now.” I tore my gaze away from the guy. He was a prick, and one who’d gotten closer to marrying my girl than I ever would. I couldn’t even stand to look at him, but that made even more guilt eat its way through my gut.

She wasn’t my girl, but I was really damn relieved she wasn’t Peter’s anymore either. After taking another generous sip of my beer, I shook my head, finding Eric still glaring daggers at him. “I wonder what she ever saw in him. He’s always been such an asshole. I couldn’t believe it when you told me she was with him for so long.”

“Yeah,” Eric agreed. “I don’t know what she was thinking either. Don’t get me wrong, I hate all the guys my sister has ever dated, and I don’t think anyone is ever going to be good enough for her, but he was the worst. I nearly vomited every time I saw them together.”

My stomach dropped as those words struck an ugly chord deep within me. I don’t think anyone is ever going to be good enough for her.

“I can’t even imagine,” I mused out loud for lack of anything better to say right then. Since we were talking about Peter, I could completely get behind his hatred of seeing them together, though. I’d never even laid eyes on them as a couple, but I kind of wanted to vomit just thinking about it. “You must’ve been relieved when they ended it.”

“More than,” he agreed before taking a large gulp of his beer. “She got too close for comfort with him, though, bro. Those last couple months, every time we saw them, he was talking about marriage or babies. It was terrifying.”

My heart started pounding, my blood turning to poison in my veins. “At least she came to her senses before that happened.”

“You’re telling me.” He scoffed, shaking his head as his eyes glazed over with thought. “I tried telling her over and over again what a dick he is, but she refused to listen. She just kept saying that I think everyone she’s with is a dick.”

“Yeah, well, she’s all grown up now,” I said. “Honestly, I can’t think of a worse choice than Peter, but if she wants to get married and have those babies, then eventually, she’s going to do it.”

He turned a little green at the gills. “Not if I have anything to say about it. At least not with any of the guys I’ve seen her with so far. She has the worst taste in men, man. I can’t deal with it.”

For a minute, I pondered telling Eric straight up that I had a thing for his sister. At this point, it seemed like the best thing to do. I needed to level with him and take the consequences that would come my way, already knowing he was going to hate me for it once he found out.

What he’d just said had given me an in I hadn’t had before, and now that I had it, I was very tempted to take it. Eric hadn’t liked her with any of the guys she’d been with before, but he’d known me for a long time. Maybe it won’t be as bad as I think. Maybe he’ll even support us.

I doubted it, but Eric loved me. It couldn’t really come as much of a surprise to him to learn that his sister might eventually grow to do the same. I sighed.

Whatever happened, it was time to be honest with him. He’d started this conversation and I was going to see it through.

Just as I opened my mouth to spill the beans though, Jake dropped into the seat beside mine.

He grinned at us. “I promised my wife, who is with my baby at home, that I would have at most two beers with you guys and that I’d bring her food. Remind me to place an order for nachos when we get the next round, and hand me that beer. I’m on the clock tonight.” He suddenly frowned at Eric, the grin melting away. “What’s going on, bro?”

“Peter,” Eric muttered between clenched teeth, inclining his head at where the guy had joined some others at a table. “He must be here for the reunion. I honestly didn’t think he’d have the balls to show up.”

“Fucking dickhead,” Jake grumbled, shaking his head. He took a sip of the beer Eric had already bought him. “I still can’t believe all that shit he did to Daphne. It’s terrible. I didn’t think he’d have the balls either.”

“What shit?” I asked, knowing that he’d told me before to ask Eric or Daphne herself about it, but again, this was an in I’d never had before.

Besides, Eric was here. He could shut down the conversation if he felt like it was invading his sister’s privacy, but he didn’t.

Jake shrugged, glancing back at Peter before looking at me. “It’s not my story to tell really, but while they were together, he kind of alienated her from everyone. She wasn’t allowed to see her friends or her family when she wanted to, and then, when he proposed and she turned him down, he lost it. Roughed her up a little bit as far as I know.”

As soon as he said the words, I realized that Eric hadn’t known the whole story either. His face went completely ashen before it turned blood red, a vein popping underneath his jaw. His muscles tensed and his spine shot straight.

I saw red as soon as Jake told us, but apparently, so did Eric. He twisted to glare at our friend. “Why the fuck didn’t you ever say anything to me?”

“I thought you knew, man,” Jake said, his cheeks growing pale as Eric shot up out of his seat. “Oh, shit.”

My fists clenched at my sides and my teeth ground. Before I could think the better of it, I got up too, already marching over to Peter’s table while Eric scrambled to catch up.

I knew it was going to look suspicious later that I’d reacted as violently—if not more so—as her brother upon finding out the truth, but I didn’t give a shit. I’d lost control and I had zero interest in regaining it.

After that talk I’d had with Daphne about him at the cabin, I’d suspected something bad had gone down between them, but alienation and roughing her up wasn’t just bad. That was fucking abuse.

There was no way—no way—I was letting that stand. I didn’t give a shit that it wasn’t technically any of my business. I’d like to think that I’d have reacted the same way to finding out he’d done this to any woman, but the fact that it had been Daphne was like a shot to the motherfucking heart.

I couldn’t take it.

Pushing my way through the crowd, I ignored the shouts of protest and the glares I got along the way. Nothing and no one were going to stop me right then, and besides, it wasn’t like I’d pushed anyone over.

Peter already seemed to be drunk when I drew to a stop next to his table, running his mouth to his friends about seeing his “ex-piece” earlier. Whatever chance I had at stopping myself evaporated and I grabbed him around the collar, my fingers tightening on his cheap shirt. Then I hauled him to his feet and dragged him outside.

I’d caught him completely off guard, but the fucker had the nerve to smirk at me until he saw whatever look I had on my face. Struggling in vain against the grip I had on him, his feet scrambled across the ground, his arms flailing.

“What the hell are you doing, Sterling?”

“Giving you a taste of your own medicine,” I growled.

I didn’t look around to check, but I could feel Eric hot on my heels. This complete asshole had roughed her up for saying no?

I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what he’d been thinking, doing something like that, but he was about to learn that he hadn’t gotten away with it. Even if vengeance might have taken a while to reach him.
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DAPHNE


Back at my house, I was reeling. Rattled.

No matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to get warm. I was so cold, my teeth were clenched but I’d already lit a fire in my fireplace and I was sitting in front of it, drinking a cup of hot tea under a pile of soft blankets.

Still, I knew why I couldn’t warm up. This cold was coming from inside me. It wouldn’t go away until I managed to get a hold of my feelings, but nothing I did was working for that either.

I’d been to a few therapy sessions after I’d ended things with Peter. In them, I’d learned some coping mechanisms but no amount of breathing, visualizing, or anything else could ease the shock of seeing him so unexpectedly.

I’d been so caught up in my Sterling-haze that I hadn’t spared a thought for the possibility of Peter coming back to town for the reunion in weeks. Before Sterling had shown up, I’d been sufficiently nervous.

I’d been mentally preparing myself for Peter’s appearance for months, trying to brace for impact. I hadn’t known if he would come back for the reunion, but I’d figured it was better to be prepared than to be caught off guard.

Then Sterling had shown up and reminded me of a time before Peter. A time when my young heart had longed for Sterling North and only Sterling North. All that nastiness that had happened after he’d left had kind of disappeared.

My focus had shifted to that rosy, innocent time before. I’d gotten caught up in those memories instead, even allowing myself to believe that maybe I could have something with The One Who Had Never Been An Option.

In the midst of all that, I’d shoved Peter all the way to the back of my mind and I’d hoped he would stay there, but nope. That guy had always had a way of disappointing me.

Two loud bangs suddenly came from my door and I jumped, biting back a scream as all the blood left my head in a rush and my heart started fluttering nervously, my stomach heavy with dread. I swallowed hard, reminding myself that Peter couldn’t get back here.

He and I had lived together for the last year or so we’d dated, and once I’d left him, I’d fled home. I’d been too scared to get a place of my own and my parents had been so understanding even though they hadn’t even had the whole story.

Eventually, my mother had offered me the guest house. Not only did Peter not know about any of that, but he couldn’t get into the property. I’d locked the garden gate just to be sure. The only way in now was through my parents’ house, or if you knew where the spare key for the gate was hidden.

My parents would never let Peter back here and he certainly didn’t know where that spare key was, so I let out a long, deep exhale and got up, cautiously making my way to the door. With the immediate shock and fear of those bangs now subsiding, I had a pretty good feeling I knew who was waiting on the other side of that door.

Eric.

He’d probably found out about Sterling and me somehow and had come to kill me. Resigning myself to my fate, I gripped the cool metal handle of my front door and called through it. “Who is it?”

“It’s me,” Sterling’s voice rang out and I frowned, surprised, but pleasantly so.

Once again, he’d come after me, and once again, I hadn’t encouraged him to do so. Maybe there’s hope for us after all.

I opened the door, and all that naive hope crashed and burned. Sterling’s knuckles were bloody, his clothes disheveled and murder shone from his eyes. “Oh, my god. What happened?”

Stepping aside, I waved him in, locking the door behind us before I raced to the kitchen to grab a cloth to clean him up. He stalked inside but didn’t say anything. There was a kind of a dazed look in his eyes and his teeth were grinding, his muscles practically vibrating with tension.

“Did you kill him?” I asked, only half-teasing as I wet the cloth and squeezed out the excess water. The only thing I could think of that might have happened was that he and Eric had gotten into a fight after my brother had found out the truth about us.

I wasn’t seriously worried that Sterling had killed him, though. He loved him way too much, but it sure looked like it’d gotten a little out of hand.

“I want to know the truth about you and Peter,” Sterling said, striding with purpose toward the kitchen and his eyes burning into mine as he came to stand in front of me. “Did he hurt you?”

My stomach rolled, the color that had returned to my cheeks draining all over again. My eyelids broke, blinking much too fast and much too often as my jaw went slack. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Daph,” he said dully, his tone too blunt and too haunted. “Did he hurt you?”

“Physically or emotionally?” I asked, wondering where the hell this was coming from. “It was a long time ag⁠—”

“Did he hit you?” I saw the column of Sterling’s throat move up and down, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard.

The only light in his eyes seemed to be powered by righteous fury, and in that moment, I knew that he knew. My heart sank to my feet, but I nodded. “It only happened once, and I got out of the relationship immediately after that.”

A soft, pained groan escaped him and his eyes slammed shut, his features contorting as if he was in absolute agony. I didn’t know what the heck was going on or how he’d found out, but I definitely didn’t know why he was reacting this way.

“Sterling? I⁠—”

“Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?” As he asked the question, he opened his arms and closed the distance between us, wrapping me up in a giant, tight embrace that made me feel safer and more protected than I ever had.

For the moment, I ignored the question, simply allowing the comfort of his gesture to finally warm me back up. I’d never noticed it before, but I fit perfectly against him, my head sliding neatly under his chin and my body slotting in between his arms like it’d been made for his.

As if we were two pieces of a puzzle that had finally been snapped into place.

I rested my head against his chest, sliding my arms around his waist and suddenly feeling my lungs expanding properly for the first time since I’d run into Peter. “I needed this, Sterling. Thank you.”

He grunted, resting his head on top of mine and holding me closer, but his heart was pounding so hard that I could feel it. I sighed, still not quite understanding where this was coming from but somehow feeling exactly how on edge he was.

“I never told anyone,” I finally murmured. “Rachel eventually deduced what happened from the bits and pieces I shared with her after I left him, but it was no one else’s business.”

Tensing against me, he huffed out a breath, and when I felt his head shaking above my own, I frowned, releasing him so I could step back and see his face. The level of incredulity and the anger on his features surprised me, but before I could ask about it, he scoffed.

“No one else’s business?” he repeated disbelievingly. “Tell me you don’t actually think that’s true. You could’ve pressed charges, Daphne. You should’ve pressed charges. He assaulted you. He belongs in prison.”

My frown deepened, my eyebrows creeping up. “I think you’re the one who should be telling me that you don’t actually believe that’s true. First, I didn’t have any proof, and second, you don’t honestly think men go to prison for roughing up their girlfriends a little bit, do you? I agree with you that they should, but the system just doesn’t work that way.”

“Fine, maybe it doesn’t, but you wouldn’t know if it would’ve worked that way for you because you never even went to the cops. You didn’t tell Eric either. There are people who love you, Daph. They would’ve helped you.”

“The people who love me did help me,” I said, so completely confused but also getting a little annoyed by the direction this conversation was going. “Look, I don’t know how you think this is any of your business or how you found out, but whose blood is that and where did it come from?”

“It’s Peter’s,” he said, shrugging as he folded his arms in front of his chest. “We ran into him at Maverick’s and things kind of escalated from there. How is this not my business, Daph? It’s about you, and you’re my business.”

I scoffed, taking another big step back and dropping the wet cloth he wasn’t interested in on the counter with a plop. Those dark eyes were still burning with hurt, indignation, and anger, and while my head was spinning about the fact that he’d apparently beaten up my ex, I couldn’t focus on that right then.

“I’m not your business, Sterling. Why do you even care about any of this? About me? You’re going back to your life in New York next week and Peter will go back to whatever hole he crawled out of, and then what? Everyone in town is going to know that you went a few rounds with your old teammate, but Eric? He’s going to know what it was about, but you’ll be gone and I’ll be the one who has to clean up this mess you’ve made.”

“Why do I care about you?” He blinked hard, like he couldn’t even believe I’d asked the question. Then he dropped his arms back to his sides and stared into my eyes like he was trying to see into my soul. “You are the only thing that has ever felt real to me, Daphne LaSalle. Ever. I’ve felt that way since the night I walked you home from that party, and if I’d stayed here instead of running off to college chasing my parents’ dreams, you and I would be together. We’d be married by now and we might’ve even had a couple kids running around.”

Today had been long and really freaking hard. After working double-time at the bakery, going to Rachel’s, and then seeing Peter, I wondered if I’d fallen asleep on the couch. If Sterling being here at all was just a dream.

But the longer I stared at him, the more certain I became that it wasn’t. I was awake. His knuckles really were bloody and his dark hair was tousled, his shirt half hanging out of his pants, and that look in his eyes?

The one that was so intense that there could be no doubt that he truly believed everything he’d just said? That was real too.

I didn’t know what to say, but I slowly drifted back to him, step by slow step, those eyes were drawing me closer like they were magnets.

So many questions spun through my mind, but none of the answers seemed important right then. I already knew that he’d meant what he’d said, and really, that was the only thing that mattered. All this time, he’d felt the exact same way I had.

Like that party had been the start of something that could’ve been great, and now? We finally had the chance to make it happen.

As I reached him, I looped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer, pushing my fingers into his hair and tipping my head back. His lips touched mine in a gentle kiss, but it was one that made my world ignite.

What he and I had might be complicated, but it was so, so real. We belonged together, and after tonight, I didn’t think there could be any getting away from it anymore.
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STERLING


Eric was going to kill me and I was going straight to hell, but as I wrapped my fingers around Daphne’s hips and kissed her like I was trying to pour a part of my soul into her, I didn’t fucking care about any of that.

He could exile me from Allisburg and banish me to the seventh circle of hell for all eternity. As long as I got to be with her until all that happened, I would take the punishment coming my way.

The fact was that I’d always been attracted to her. Ever since her boobs had come in and her body had started taking the shape of a woman’s, she’d turned my head. She’d been so different from us back in the day, so bookish and arty, and yet, I’d always felt intrigued by her.

That night of the party had been the first time I’d gotten a glimpse of who she really was underneath the curves and behind the books she always used to clutch so close to her chest. I’d learned that she had a core of steel and a strong belief system, and she was willing to stand up for herself regardless of how intimidated she was by whoever she was facing.

And I’d liked it.

Walking her home that night, we’d had our first real conversation and our chemistry had been off the charts. We’d known each other for a long time by then, but that night, I’d found out that talking to her was as easy as having an internal dialog with myself.

I’d never laughed as much with a woman in such a short period of time as I had with her on that walk home. For years after, I’d regretted not kissing her, but ultimately, I had still been with Fiona at the time and it would’ve amounted to cheating, so I’d refrained for many reasons, but that hadn’t stopped me from wondering what might have been.

All through college, I’d focused on my studies. Getting the best grades possible so that I might have a life that meant something. Fiona had broken up with me and I hadn’t even flinched. I’d barely even remembered her name by the next month.

But Daphne?

That name had never left my mind. Not through all those years when I’d spent all those long, lonely nights in the library or when I’d gone to parties to unwind as soon as our class schedule allowed it—and only then.

Not after I’d graduated from college and got a job in the city. Not ever.

Sure, at times, it’d faded into the background. The last few years, I’d hardly even thought about her at all, but I’d never forgotten her. Because through it all, she was the person it’d always come back to.

When I met a woman, the vibe I’d felt with Daphne that night had always been what I’d hoped to find again, but I hadn’t. I’d never met anyone that I could speak to as naturally as I had spoken to her for just those few minutes on that walk home. I’d never met anyone who had made me laugh so very effortlessly as she had.

Eventually, I’d realized that kind of thing wasn’t something a person found every day. I, myself, had found it only once and only for a few minutes when I’d been eighteen years old, and it’d gotten me wondering if it had even been all that I remembered it being.

So I’d moved on, carried on with my life knowing how rare that kind of interaction was, but also half convinced that it hadn’t been all that. And then I’d come home.

To Allisburg. To Daphne.

As my tongue stroked hers and she let out a little moan, my heart went wild, beating so fast and so hard that I could hear it. My entire body felt like it’d been electrified, my muscles rippling with the energy ripping through me.

This was more than just a spark. This was a current. A whole fucking grid that could power an entire country.

So Eric could kill me and I would go to hell, and do it all with a smile on my face because I finally knew what had been missing all this time. I’d finally figured out why I’d never been truly happy and why I’d always felt like I needed to keep searching.

It was her. It was Daphne.

Running my hands along her sides, I cupped the backs of her thighs and lifted her against me, not breaking the kiss once as I carried her to her bed. Her house was small and there wasn’t much clutter, so there was really nothing for it.

Not that I’d have minded buying a new lamp or whatever else I’d have had to replace. The only thing that mattered to me was her.

She clung to me as I carried her, her fingers toying with my hair and her lips curved into a smile against my own. My heart clenched when I realized it was because she was happy. Happy about what I had said and happy to be in my arms, and it made me feel like Superman.

All I wanted to do for the rest of my life was to keep making her happy. To keep putting a smile on her face. To protect her and to keep her safe from assholes like Peter—and from the fallout that would come once her brother found out.

As I lowered her to her bed, I laid her down gently, only breaking our kiss for a second to pull my shirt off over my head. The lights were off in her bedroom, but there was enough ambient light coming in from outside that I could see her looking at me, her eyes heated but also filled with something so much softer.

I didn’t say a word as I kicked off my shoes, dropping my shirt on top of them. Staring into her eyes, I undid my pants and lifted them and my underwear over my achingly hard cock. Then I spread her legs with my knees and crawled onto the bed with her.

She smiled as she wrapped her arms around me again, moaning as I pressed my lips to hers. I licked the seam of her mouth, letting out a loud groan when she opened for me, her tongue darting out to play with my own.

As I kissed her, I heard her shoes when they thudded on the floor and I reached for the hem of her sweatshirt, our lips parting only for the time it took me to lift it off. She was naked underneath, obviously having gotten ready to get into bed before I’d arrived.

I growled and lowered my eyes away from hers to take in those full, round breasts and her hard pink nipples even as I pushed her pants and panties from her hips. She lifted for them to pass behind her butt, and as she did, her pelvis brushed against the tip of my dick.

I nearly lost it right then, slamming my mouth back to hers and drinking from her like I’d never get enough, but I was pretty sure I wouldn’t. Daphne gasped under the force of my kisses, sliding her tongue into my mouth and kissing me back the exact same way.

With both of us now naked, the soft heat of her skin was driving me nuts, and I broke away from the kiss to press my lips to her eyes, her cheeks, and her chin. I moved down lower, peppering her throat with kisses next and sliding down the length of her body to give the rest of her the same treatment.

Soft moans and sighs from her filled the air, and my cock pulsed at the sound of them. I needed her so bad it literally hurt, and yet, I wasn’t about to rush this. To me, this wasn’t about fucking her.

It was about proving to her that I cared and how much. It was about us finally being together while knowing how long we’d both been wanting this. More than anything, it was about convincing her to just give me a fucking chance.

There was so much for me to figure out and I didn’t have the brain power to come up with any answers right then, but I just needed a chance. As I spread her thighs apart and breathed her in, my lips pressing kisses to the insides of both of her legs, my heart was as desperate as my dick.

I’d never felt anything like it.

Licking through her folds, I wasn’t interested in teasing her tonight. I sucked her clit into my mouth, drawing circles around the hard little bud with my tongue, and I pressed a finger into her slick channel. Her hips came off the bed, her body taut, and I kept going.

With her fingers in my hair and her moans in my ears, I almost came apart with her. Then her sweet release filled my mouth, my name a soft sigh falling from her lips. God, I really will never get enough of this.

Her body vibrated against me as the orgasm overtook her, but almost as soon as it was over, she reached for me. Wrapping her hands around my shoulders, she urged me up and I went willingly, so close to exploding that I felt the first frisson of pleasure as soon as she pressed her lips to my own.

“Fuck, Daph. I’m not going to last.”

“Don’t,” she commanded, speaking quietly against my lips. She reached for the nightstand. Both of us had stocked up with condoms after that first time, but I took the package from her to roll it on my myself, scared that I was going to lose it if her fingers so much as brushed against me. “Why are you shaking?”

I blinked at her as I covered myself, getting into position with my tip against her entrance. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re shaking. Like shivering.” She wrapped her legs around my hips and her arms around my neck, pressing her lips to mine and hanging onto me like she was hoping that completely surrounding me with her would bring me some kind of comfort.

I thrust into her, not really knowing why I was shivering, but I had a few guesses. Her body welcomed me home with soft, slick heat and fluttering muscles, and I groaned, kissing her hard as my hips fell into a steady rhythm. I lost all sense of self.

There was only her. This. Now.

I felt her spasming around me, and fireworks shot down my spine. I didn’t even try to stop it. She’d wanted me to let go and I did, shooting my release deep inside and seriously wishing there hadn’t been a condom between us.

I wanted it all with her. The life. The marriage. The babies. I screwed my eyes shut as I came and kept coming, moaning into her mouth as she followed me over the edge.

It took me a few minutes after before I even became aware enough again to know that I was still breathing, and I pulled back to look at her, even the elbow I was propped up on kind of numb.

“We’ll figure it out, Daph,” I promised on a breathless whisper. “Together, you and I are going to figure it all out.”

I meant it too, and as she fell asleep in my arms a little while later, I realized that tomorrow was the start of a whole new chapter for me. For the first time in a long time, it was really one I could hardly fucking wait to get started on.
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DAPHNE


Dreaming about finally getting to walk through the festival with Sterling, I knew it wasn’t real because he and I were holding hands and no one was even looking twice. Like it was something they were all used to seeing.

I could’ve sworn I heard my brother calling my name, but I was having too much fun with his best friend to look around and see where his voice was coming from. Sterling let go of my hand to snake his arm around my shoulders, laughing about something before pressing an affectionate kiss to my temple.

I leaned into him, smiling as I slid my free hand into his where it was hanging over my shoulder. Even though I knew it was just a dream, it felt so good to be able to be like this with him in public. I felt so free, so safe and secure, and as we looked around at all the lights strung up in the trees and fed each other pumpkin-spice treats from every sample tray we could find, I wondered if perhaps it wasn’t just a dream.

It almost felt like heaven to me.

Eric’s voice drifted into my consciousness again, and he seemed closer this time. As I frowned, I suddenly woke up.

Panting as I sat up in my bed, I blinked hard, the dream still clinging to the edges of my consciousness and my eyes still heavy with sleep. As my bedroom slowly came into focus though, the color drained from my cheeks and my heart started pounding.

Right. I’ll just go back to that dream now. Thanks.

In the space of just a few seconds, I’d gone from blissful joy in it to living my worst nightmare—and the wrong scenario was the real one. Sterling stood next to my bed, half-dressed and calmly sliding his arms through the sleeves of his long-sleeved T-shirt, but I could see the tension radiating through him.

His muscles were taut, his jaw set as he faced off with someone. My gaze darted to my door, tracking the direction he was glaring in, and my stomach dropped. Right there, not ten feet away from me, was my brother.

Standing in the doorway, he was vibrating with rage, hands clenched in fists at his side as his nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed to the thinnest of slits. Every last vestige of my dream evaporated and I was suddenly wide awake—and on high alert.

At which point, I realized I was naked.

Thankfully, I’d brought the sheet with me when I’d sat up, so I wasn’t flashing my brother a full-frontal view of myself, but I grabbed the pillow Sterling had slept on and hurled it at the door. “Get the fuck out! What is wrong with you? It’s called privacy, Eric. I’m entitled to it. Get. Out.”

My brother looked positively murderous, and the only sign that he’d even heard me was that his jaw ticked. He lifted his chin before taking a few steps back, his eyes locked on Sterling’s as he made his retreat.

“We need to talk. Now.”

Without even glancing my way, he spun on his heels and disappeared from my view. I groaned, hanging my head and dropping my face into my hands. This is bad. This is really, really bad.

As the reality of my situation dawned, tears stung the backs of my eyes and I tried to swallow them, but my throat was starting to hurt and my chest felt like it was being cracked right open. Last night, during Sterling’s inquisition, he’d said that we had run into Peter at Maverick’s. He’d also somehow known that I hadn’t told Eric about what Peter had done to me.

The only logical conclusion was that Eric had been with Sterling when they’d beaten up my ex and that my brother had found out two new things about me in the last twenty-four hours, neither of which he was going to be happy about.

If it had been two small things, I wouldn’t have been feeling like I was about to lose him, but these were two huge bombshells that would’ve shaken him to the core of his being. Finding out about Peter would’ve devastated him, making him blame himself for not protecting me from his former teammate and question why I hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him.

By itself, that would’ve shaken our bond, tested it at a level we hadn’t been tested at before. We would’ve passed that test—eventually. I was sure of it. A few deep, open, painful conversations later, he would’ve understood, and with time, he would’ve forgiven me for keeping the truth from him.

Coulda. Woulda. Shoulda.

The second bombshell, however, had the potential to break us. Eric finding me literally in bed with his best friend was the worst possible way in which he could’ve found out about us. If we’d told him, then maybe we could’ve gotten him onboard. It wouldn’t have been easy and it wouldn’t have happened overnight, but it would’ve been infinitely better than him finding out this way.

He was never going to forgive me for this, and on top of it sat the first bombshell, which now was also worse. I knew my brother well enough to know that he’d spent last night beating himself up over the fact that he hadn’t been there for me—even if he had been. He would already have been confused about why I hadn’t trusted him—even if it hadn’t been about trust for me at all.

Walking in to find me in bed with Sterling had to have come as a massive blow when he’d already been questioning where he and I stood with each other. Our relationship was strong and we were closer than most, but I didn’t know if that was still true and it killed me.

The mattress dipped beside me and Sterling slid an arm around my shoulders, pressing his forehead to my temple and murmuring close to my ear. “It’ll be alright, Daph. I’m going to go talk to him, but I’ll speak to you later, okay? Don’t worry. I’ll fix this.”

Before I could even lift my head to tell him it wasn’t fixable, he was gone. By the time I mustered enough strength to even look up, he was striding out of my bedroom with his head held high, but that tension still radiated from the rigid set of his shoulders.

Once he was gone, my chest caved in and another pained groan slid out of me. This was terrible. Awful.

And it was my fault.

Sterling had just gotten back to town and my brother finally had both his best friends back at his side. Jake and Sterling had made up, and while I knew Sterling was still going back to New York, I had a feeling he would keep in touch this time.

The tripod had finally been back on its legs—and then I knocked it right over. Smashed it to pieces.

I’d shattered my brother’s trust not once but twice, and I’d irreparably damaged a bond of friendship he’d had and had cherished for most of his life. I swallowed hard, a burning coal lodged in my throat, and I tried to fight the tears that were threatening to overwhelm me.

As much as I was completely uncertain about where this left my situation with Sterling, I couldn’t be selfish. If I’d kept my hands to myself and my fantasies in the past where they belonged, none of this would be happening.

This wasn’t Sterling’s mess to clean up. It was mine.

Moving so fast that I got the sheets wrapped around my legs and almost fell out of bed, I grabbed for the nearest clothes and hurriedly got dressed. I pulled on some socks while I ran, not bothering with the time it would take to put on shoes.

Grabbing a coat that was hanging over one of my dining-room chairs, I slid it on, raced to the door, and threw it open. I had to stop them. Whatever was happening between them, I couldn’t let them fight it out by themselves.

Eric had to hear from me. Blame me.

Icy wind sliced through me as I stepped outside, immediately making my fingers sore and numb. It gathered my loose hair and whipped it out behind my head, but I ignored it all, chasing across the garden to the gate, but they were gone.

“Daphne? What’s wrong? What’s going on?” Mom asked from the back porch of the main house. “What just happened? Dad and I saw Eric and Sterling storming out of here like they were on fire.”

I spun to face her, my eyes wide and my heart breaking as it hammered against my ribs. As I stared at her standing there in her robe, her fingers wrapped around a mug of coffee and her brow knitted in concern, I broke down, deciding that I would tell her everything.

“I messed up, Mom. I messed up so bad and Eric is going to hate me for it.” As the words came out, the tears finally broke free and a sob caught in my throat.

My mom sighed, but then she smiled softly and motioned toward the door leading into their house. “Come on, baby. It’s too cold out here. Let me make you something warm to drink and we’ll talk. I don’t know for sure what this is about, but I have a sneaking suspicion, and if I’m right, it’s not really so bad at all. It’s just going to take some time to work itself out.”

I wished I could believe her, but as I folded my arms around myself and trudged into the house after her, I wasn’t so sure. My chest was aching and my heart was heavy. Each breath I pulled in felt like it would be the one that would obliterate me.
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STERLING


My feet pounded across the flagstones that made up the path through the LaSalles’ garden. For a guy who’d said he wanted to talk, Eric wasn’t giving me the opportunity to catch up. He was storming away, shoulders pulled up almost to his ears and his arms stiff at his sides.

It had been a while since I’d known him almost as well as I knew myself, but from the way he’d been looking at me in Daphne’s bedroom, I knew that he was livid. Beyond livid, even. I’d never seen a look like that from him—and certainly not aimed at me.

I raced after him, my heart constricted as if it’d shrunk in on itself. It wasn’t even hammering. The sensation was more like a thrumming as my fingertips tingled and my cheeks grew hot. Shit. What is wrong with me?

This felt like more than just shock, but I knew it was just that. I’d felt it this intensely once before—the morning I’d gotten the call about my mom having been in an accident.

This was the feeling I’d had when I’d lost one of the people who had been the most important to me, and it wasn’t completely unexpected that I was feeling it again now. As I ran to catch up to my best friend, it felt like my head was detached from my body and my eyes were swelling.

Memories of Eric and me as kids played through my head, like a highlight reel reminding me of what I had just lost. Working backward from our days running out on the football field at Allisburg High together, I remembered the fishing. Taking our bicycles out at six a.m. in the summer and not coming home until the streetlights came on. Late nights building forts out of blankets and the secret clubhouse we’d made in the hayloft of Dad’s barn.

I wasn’t an easy guy to get along with. Notoriously closed off, naturally prickly, and abrupt, I had allowed very few people to get close to me over the years.

So few that I could count them on one hand. My mom. Eric. Jake. My dad, until he and I had started drifting apart. And Daphne.

That was it. Those were the only people I’d ever truly let in, and my mom was gone. My dad and I were on shaky ground. Jake had recently forgiven me, but when he found out about this, there was no doubt that he’d take Eric’s side.

Daphne? I didn’t really know what I was going to do there. And Eric? I was pretty sure he was never going to trust me again.

A heavy weight wrapped itself around my shoulders, like a grizzly bear trying to force me to my knees, but I couldn’t surrender. I needed to catch up with Eric, have it out with him, and hope like hell that he and I could eventually get past this.

All the years I’d had away from here had dulled me to what it felt like to be close to people, but Eric and even Jake had pulled me back. They’d reminded me that there was more to life than being alone and guarded all the time.

These last few weeks, I’d been laughing and joking. I’d remembered camaraderie and goofing off existed and how damn good it felt to break out of my mental cage. It’d given me hope for a future in which I might be happy—because I’d forgotten what that even felt like.

Eric had reached the end of his parents’ drive when he finally spun around to glare at me, glacial ice where there used to be warmth and laughter in his blue eyes. I slowed before I stopped only a couple feet away from him.

“I can explain,” I started, but he sneered, scoffing as he cut me off.

“Do me a favor and don’t tell me that wasn’t what it looked like.” He tossed a hand out in the direction of his parents’ house. “You slept with her. The other morning when I was here, you were here too, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Jesus.” He groaned and scrubbed his palms over his face repeatedly, his head shaking before he squared his shoulders and looked at me again. “How long?”

“Not long,” I said, doing my best to remain calm and keep my eyes on his. “We reconnected after I got back and one thing led to another.”

He snorted. “Yeah, I got that part. Thing is, she’s my little sister, North. I thought you were my best friend. I thought I could trust you with her. What the fuck happened to the bro code? What happened to all the unspoken rules about going after anyone in the whole fucking world except for your friend’s baby sister?”

“Daphne is an adult, Eric. She has the right to make her own decisions and so do I. I’m pretty sure that part of the bro code was invented to keep your friends from screwing with your sister while they’re all just raging hormones as teenagers. This isn’t that.”

His head reared back. “What is it, then? You’re headed back to New York next week, Sterling. It’s not like you’re staying in town and trying to build a life with her.”

“Would that have been better?” I asked. “I get that you’re pissed about this, but it’s not like I was putting the moves on just to get into her pants. I wasn’t using her and I wasn’t just trying to pass the time, but can you really tell me you’d have been less angry right now if you’d walked in on me proposing to her?”

“No, but if your relationship had progressed to the point of you proposing to her without me knowing about it, at least I’d have known for sure that you’re not just going to hurt her. It would’ve hurt me a hell of a lot more, but obviously, you don’t really care about that anyway. What I care about is my sister and the fact that you’re walking away from her in less than a week’s time. Unless that’s changing?”

As his head tilted and his teeth ground, I felt like someone had switched on a spotlight in the sky and they were pointing it directly at me. What he wanted to know was the exact same thing I’d been wrestling with for weeks.

I wasn’t sure if that was changing. I had a job and a life back in New York. I had some friends there—sort of. But this place was home and I hadn’t even realized it until I’d gotten back.

Eric was really ripping into me though, tearing at the fabric of my being for not only focusing on the fact that I was sleeping with his sister, but because he felt like I was toying with her heart—and I was. I was toying with my own too, but that wasn’t really what we were talking about.

Indecision rocketed through me. I wanted to tell him that I was staying here. That my mind was made up and that I was quitting my job at the firm, but I couldn’t do it. Before Henry’s unexpected visit, I might have, but now, having been reminded of how long and how hard I’d worked for this, I just didn’t know if I could toss it all away.

If I left that job now to become a farmer, none of what I’d done in my life so far would have mattered. Not all the hours I’d put into my studies. Not all the nights I’d spent in the office. Not all the days I’d missed out on life because I’d chosen work every single time.

As those thoughts tumbled through my mind, Eric nodded. “Exactly, Sterling. That’s not changing. Not only did you fuck her, but you’re going to break her heart and you knew you were going to. The first time you even looked at her as more than just my little sister, you accepted that you were going to hurt her and you did it anyway.”

“No, I⁠—”

He shook his head, those eyes still ice cold where they rested firmly on mine. His arms were crossed now, his eyebrows arched. “It’s decision time, North. Either you’re committed to staying and trying with her, or you’re leaving and you’re taking her heart with you.”

“It’s not like that,” I argued. “Daphne is all grown up now. She knew I was leaving. It’s not like I lied to her about it.”

“Sure, but she isn’t just something fun to play with until you go home, if that’s what’s happening. Unless you can tell me that you’re serious enough about this to stay, I want you to leave. Today.”

“What if I do stay?” I countered. “Is that suddenly going to make you okay with this?”

“No, but I’ve already told you that this isn’t about me. Clearly, my feelings about this don’t matter to either of you. I’m fucking furious and I’m hurt, and it’s not going to change anytime soon, but right now, this is about protecting my sister from yet another asshole who’s just going to break her fucking heart.”

My eyebrows shot up. “You’re not seriously comparing me to Peter.”

“So what if I am?” he retorted. “Hurting her is hurting her. Sure, one is criminal and the other isn’t, but from where I’m standing, neither of you deserve her and neither of you can be trusted with her heart.”

My own heart was tearing itself apart, the indecision more intense than it’d ever been before. Not only that, but I was having a really hard time conveying my feelings and that just wasn’t going to cut it.

What I felt for Daphne was so different from anything I’d ever felt before. My past relationships had been nothing compared to this and it scared the shit out of me.

Torn between defending myself and trying to explain to him that I hadn’t intended to hurt her, I opened my mouth, but what came out didn’t really help my case. “Who she gives her heart to is none of your business. Daphne knows what she got into with me, and she and I will figure it out. We’ve talked about it and we agreed to work it out together.”

He scoffed, his head shaking again as a cruel smile spread on his lips. It was as ice cold as his eyes as he narrowed them on mine once more. “Do you love her?”

Fuck.

“I can’t answer that.” And he knew I wouldn’t be able to. “It’s early days and⁠—”

“Get off my parents’ property,” he snapped, lifting a hand that was trembling with rage and pointing it at my chest. “If I catch you talking to my sister again or coming anywhere near her or here, we’re going to have problems.”

His voice rang with finality and my chin dropped, defeat racing through me. I didn’t want to get between her and her family, but I also didn’t want to let her go. At the same time, I knew that he’d just dropped the ax on whatever had been left of our friendship and it fucking hurt.

Everything suddenly just hurt. I wanted to fight for her. I didn’t want to leave things like this with either of the LaSalles, but until I sorted through my own feelings, anything I said was only going to make it worse.

Sometimes, you had to concede the battle to win the war, and that was what I did. I threw my hands up and nodded, walking away. I would figure all this out. I just hoped I wouldn’t have lost them both for good by the time I did.
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DAPHNE


It had been a full day since Eric had found out about Sterling and me, and neither of them had spoken to me again since. Feeling like my heart had gone through a shredder, I slung coffee and pastries all day, as busy as ever now that the festival was in full swing.

I definitely wasn’t feeling it today, though. I went through the motions, but my mind was on my brother and his best friend, split fairly evenly between my worry about both. My mother had assured me that they would work it out, but I hated the situation we were in and the role I had played in landing us here.

Logically, I knew I had to give it time. Sterling had been busy on the farm since before the festival had even started, and judging by the amount of cars coming and going from the bakery, they were busier than ever up there.

Similarly, Eric had a lot on his plate. The garage was also usually pretty busy this time of year, with all sorts of minor repairs having to be made to tourists’ cars on top of his regular workload. While I knew they were probably both throwing themselves into work so they wouldn’t have to deal with their feelings, I just wished I could talk to them.

I’d texted my brother, but I hadn’t called or messaged Sterling. I knew I could, but to my mind, the distance he was keeping was because of Eric scaring him away. When I’d come out to my mother with the whole sordid tale, she hadn’t been surprised at all that Sterling and I had developed feelings for one another—her crafty way of not referencing the fact that we’d been caught in bed together.

She’d told me that once the shock wore off, Eric would be more understanding as well, but I just wasn’t sure. It didn’t feel like that to me right then.

To me, it felt like the world was ending. Like I’d lost Eric and Sterling in one fell swoop and like that meant I would lose Jake and possibly even Rachel as well. Her husband would stand by my brother, and while I knew she’d try to fight for me, she was the mother of a newborn baby.

She had way more important things to worry about and I wouldn’t want her getting in a fight with Jake on my behalf anyway. They were a parental unit now. I wouldn’t dream of getting between them.

So lost in thought that customers were coming, being served, and leaving again without me even seeing their faces, I didn’t realize the same guy that had badgered me the other morning was back until he snapped his fingers in front of my face. I started, blinking rapidly as I tried to figure out what was going on.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he said smoothly, not skipping a beat as he delivered the cringy line. “How are you doing today? It looks like something’s bothering you. Want to tell Henry what it is?”

“Who’s Henry?” I asked dumbly, finally managing to focus on the face only a few feet away from mine, which was when I recognized him.

The guy had come in a few days ago to buy a couple coffees before we’d even opened. June and I had been inside, preparing the bakery for the day, and he’d knocked incessantly at the door. Eventually, I’d gone over to tell him we weren’t open yet, but he refused to take no for an answer.

In the end, I’d realized I was wasting more time trying to get rid of him than it would take me to make the darn coffees. Seeing him again, my stomach rolled. I really wasn’t in the mood to deal with a guy like him.

He was too cocky. With reddish blond hair and chiseled features, he was good looking but not sweltering hot, yet he acted like he was God’s gift to women. There seemed to be a permanent smirk etched onto his thin lips and the way he ran his eyes all over me like he was trying to develop x-ray vision made my skin crawl.

Simultaneously, there was a certain charm about him. Like he could be a real nice, real genuine guy if you could look past those lascivious stares and the cliched come-ons. I just really wasn’t in the right headspace to appreciate any of it.

He smiled at me when I asked the question, lowering his chin a little and peering at me from between thick, strawberry blond lashes. “I’m Henry, obviously. Didn’t I tell you that the other day? I’m sure I told you. What I still don’t know, however, is your name.”

“Right,” I said, forcing a smile as I canted my head at the coffee machine. “What can I get you?”

“An Americano and your phone number,” he said, once again without even flinching. “Your name too if you don’t mind. I’ve been calling you the Hot Barista in my head, but a name would be better if we’re going to go out.”

“One Americano coming right up,” I said, ignoring everything else he’d said.

June walked out of the kitchen to replenish the pastry baskets, and she paused to glance between the two of us. I gave her a discreet roll of my eyes, but Henry clearly hadn’t noticed her standing right there because he went on as if I hadn’t even spoken at all.

“I’m in town for a few more days and I’d really like to take you to dinner,” he said. “We can check out the festival together, and if you’re lucky, I’ll let you lick pumpkin-spice sprinkles off me.”

Even June blushed at that one, but he was laying on the charm much too hard for my liking. Plus, I just really wasn’t in the mood.

“Thanks,” I said, trying to be as gracious as I could about turning him down. “I really hope you enjoy the festival and your visit to Allisburg, but I’m not dating right now.”

“Of course, you’re not,” he said easily. “Because you haven’t agreed to go out with me yet. Come on, beautiful girl. We’ll have fun. Guaranteed.”

“I’m sure we would, but I’m really busy at the moment. If you’re feeling lonely traveling by yourself, you should check out the craft gin garden at the festival. It’s a really popular hangout this time of year and there are always loads of people around.”

Henry didn’t seem like the type who got told no very often, and he didn’t seem to recognize that I really didn’t want to go out with him. Instead, he sent me what I guessed was supposed to have been a coy smile.

“I’m not lonely, baby. I just want to go out with you. We could visit the craft gin garden together, though I’m more of a vodka guy myself.”

Of course, he is. Probably the expensive kind made on glaciers in New Zealand or some other pretentious bullshit.

The man was dressed like one of those big-money city-dwellers who spent more time on their skincare routine than I did and wouldn’t be caught dead in any garment that didn’t come with a designer label. Actually, he kind of reminded me of Sterling when he’d first come back to town with that polished look that oozed sophistication, money, and refinement.

I sighed, my heart throbbing as soon as Sterling’s name popped up in my head. My eyes closed as pain seared through me and June finally had to step in, giving Henry his Americano and shooing him away like an errant child.

“There you go, young man,” she said sternly as she handed over the coffee. “The lady said no. That’s enough now. Thank you for choosing Northfield Farms and we hope you enjoy your order. Somewhere else.”

I opened my eyes to see him roll his own, but he backed away from the counter and left. A small dose of guilt shot through me. Glancing at June, I grimaced. “Thanks for that. I feel so bad, but I just really didn’t want to go out with him and he didn’t seem to be getting it.”

She smiled, reaching out to squeeze my shoulder. “You don’t need to thank me, honey. You also shouldn’t feel bad. A real man knows how to accept a refusal gracefully. Clearly, he needs to learn a thing or two.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said, my gaze darting to the door as it shut behind him. “How’re you doing back there?”

I jerked my head at the kitchen and June grinned. “We’re all out for the day. Once these pastries are gone, we’ll have sold out again. I saved a few for Rachel, though. I thought you might want to take her some again. How is she?”

More guilt shot through me. “She’s fine, but I haven’t spent much time with her since the baby was born. I’ve been trying to stay out of their way.”

June chuckled. “That’s very thoughtful of you, honey, but trust me. She doesn’t want you to stay out of her way at this point. She’ll be dying for some real conversation and a connection to the outside world.”

Is that true? She had asked me to stay the other night, but part of me had thought she’d only done it because she’d seen something was bothering me and she felt bad that I’d be going home alone.

On the other hand, June had four kids. I trusted her judgment on this way more than I did my own, so I nodded. “Then I suppose I should just say thank you for setting aside some pastries. I’ll take them over there later.”

She smiled. “Attagirl. Good luck for the last stretch.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You too.”

I turned my attention to another customer that had just come in and June went back to the kitchen for the last hour or so of our shift. Then we locked up together and I went over to Rachel and Jake’s, armed with pastries June had packed for them.

Since she was laid up with the baby, I knew she would be home, but I sent her a text anyway, letting her know I was on my way over. It was the polite thing to do. While I was trying to navigate these new waters of my best friend’s motherhood, I missed the heck out of her.

If June was right, she missed me too and maybe she and I could actually spend some time together today. I still didn’t want to overstay my welcome or burden her with what had been going on with me, but it was tough, not really knowing what to do or how much to say to the girl who had always been my confidante.

Jake let me in. As I walked into her bedroom, she was ready for me. Dressed and sitting in her bed with the baby sleeping soundly beside her, she cocked her head and gave me a raised eyebrow that I knew meant business. Jake went into another room to let us talk.

“Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong yet?” she asked without even a greeting. “You’ve been crying and you took off like a bat out of hell when you left here the other night. I’ve been trying to wait for you to come to me about it, but I’m not a patient woman.”

I bit my upper lip, so surprised that I’d stopped walking as soon as I’d crossed into their bedroom, but then I sighed. “How do you know I’ve been crying?”

“Please,” she said, a slight smile touching the corners of her lips as she patted their bed. “How long have I known you? I always know when you’ve been crying. Your eyelids kind of just look different. They’re more swollen and they stay that way for longer than you obviously realize. No amount of makeup could hide that from me.”

With another loud sigh, I finally remembered how my feet worked and strode over to the bed, sitting down on the edge of their mattress and shaking my head at her. “I’m fine, Rach. You just had a baby. You shouldn’t be worrying about me.”

She held my gaze steadily. “Exactly. I had a baby, but that’s all. I’m still me. I’m still here and it’s driving me crazy that everyone is suddenly treating me like I’m made out of glass.”

As I looked into those eyes that had always held only love, respect, and support for me and saw the frustration in them, I swallowed hard. “That sounds terrible. It must be really annoying. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she said firmly. “Just tell me what the hell has been going on with you.”

Exhaling through my nostrils, I remembered the promise I’d made about not getting between her and Jake, but at this point, he would probably find out sooner or later from one of his own friends. Either Sterling or Eric would tell him the truth and then Rachel would feel like I didn’t trust her anymore either.

God, when did my life become so complicated?

At least this, however, I could still control. I could still be honest with my best friend before she found out from somebody else, and besides, I’d been dying to tell her since the very beginning. Now that it wasn’t just Sterling and me who knew anymore, I also didn’t feel like telling her would put her in that same impossible position where she’d have to keep something from her husband.

“I might be in love with Sterling,” I said suddenly, just blurting it out before I lost my nerve. “We kissed the day of the fire, and things have kind of been progressing from there, but what’s the point? He’s going back to New York soon, and once he does, it will all be over.”

Her eyelids dropped on a slow blink. Then her lips parted and she stared at me blankly for a long moment. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” I said unhappily. “I think I might be in love with him and I even think he feels the same way, but Eric walked in on us yesterday and now he hates me. Sterling is leaving and you have a baby and⁠—”

“Whoa,” she said quickly, holding up her hands as an understanding, soft smile spread on her lips. “I need to process the first thing first before we go spiraling into everything else, okay? You’re in love? With Sterling?”

Footsteps sounded from the hall outside their bedroom, drawing closer until Jake appeared a few seconds later. My cheeks flooded with heat even if I didn’t know if he’d overheard us, but as he walked in and saw us talking, he smiled.

“I’m going to take Lizzy to walk around the festival for a while,” he said as he strode over to the bed and gently scooped her up into his arms. “You guys can catch up and have some alone time together. We’ll be back later.”

When he came around to her side of the bed, Rachel kissed him goodbye, murmuring a thank you against his lips before pressing a soft kiss to the top of Lizzy’s head as well. Jake left and she turned back to me, her eyes wide and her upper body suddenly angling forward.

“Okay,” she said decisively. “They’re gone. Speak. Start at the very beginning and don’t you dare hold back any details, Daph. I want to know everything and I’m not letting you leave here again until I do.”
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STERLING


As Dad and I had been getting closer again, I’d brought up the idea of hiring some help again. On the first day of the festival, he’d finally agreed that we probably wouldn’t be able to keep up by ourselves and he’d given me the go-ahead.

In the days since, I’d employed several locals to help with the pumpkins and the new hires were definitely making the event run much more smoothly than we’d have managed without them. Delivery trucks were also loading pumpkins to take to other towns, and after I’d gotten in touch with some shop owners in our neighboring counties, we had more orders to fill than ever.

All in all, the farm was doing well and I was enjoying seeing how all my dad’s hard work in the patch was paying off. Thanks to him, we had more than enough product to fill our orders and still supply our own bakery and town, and for the first time since I’d been home, I was starting to see that Northfield Farms could thrive again.

It would take money and work, but we weren’t dead in the water just yet. It was a massive relief, knowing that there was still something to be saved here, and while I still didn’t know just how involved I would be in the rescue, at least I knew there were ways to get it done.

I suddenly saw potential in the property again, no matter how rundown it had become. There was opportunity here. All I needed to do was sit down and get it all on paper. A bunch of new ideas had popped into my head since the festival had started, and even if I could only convince my dad to keep on the help I’d already hired, I knew things would be better once I left.

A few of the men who were working here now had told me they were available for more permanent positions and I was tempted to tell them they were hired, but I needed to make that final push with my dad before I’d be able to do that. Since he and I were in a good place though, I was simply waiting for the right time to bring it up.

On the farm front, things were finally starting to fall into place. Before I’d come here, making a plan for the future of my family farm and my dad had been on the top of my list of things to get done, and while there had been a time when I’d thought it would never happen, it was looking like I might just be able to get it done after all.

The rest of my life, however, was pretty much in shambles. Eric hadn’t spoken to me again, but I hadn’t reached out to him either. I hadn’t seen or heard from Jake, and Daphne had gone radio silent as well.

I’d been doing a lot of thinking about New York and my promotion, and I’d been bouncing back and forth on a decision more than a tennis ball at Wimbledon. One minute, I’d decide for sure that I was going back, and then the next, I’d decide without a doubt that I was staying.

No one could make this decision for me and I wouldn’t have let them anyway, but it really wasn’t easy. I’d given so much of myself to get to where I was professionally that it seemed almost impossible to even imagine sending in a letter of resignation.

The part of me that had given his all to get out of this town refused to believe that I was seriously considering giving it all up to come back here. On the other hand, there was a large part of me that now knew this was where I belonged.

And around and around we go.

Meanwhile, Henry was still in town, a living, breathing reminder that he and a hundred of others would line up around the block for my job if I didn’t go back. The promotion would put me in a highly sought-after position and I hated the thought of being just another guy who’d wasted time when really he hadn’t been able to hack it in the big city.

I’d known a few guys like that in my day and I’d heard of many more. A couple years into my career, those guys had been the bane of my existence. They occupied so many of the offices I’d righteously felt should belong to those of us who were in it for the long haul instead.

The thought that I might be one of those guys myself now made me feel sick. I had my dream job all lined up and now I was seriously considering not showing up for it. I just couldn’t get past the mental block I’d formed about doing that.

Giving up.

Being just another one of the countless masses who went to New York, worked tirelessly for a few years, and then what? Simply decide, nah, I don’t want it anymore?

That wasn’t me. Or at least, it never had been. I’d never given up on anything in my life. Whenever the chips were down, I rolled up my sleeves and put my damn back into it.

Now, the only thing I wanted to do that for, however, was Daphne. I wanted to roll up my sleeves and put my back into fighting for her. I wanted to glove up and go a few rounds with her brother, until not even he could deny that she and I had something worth fighting for.

Doing that meant turning my back on the promotion, though, and that was where I got tripped up. I couldn’t have both my dream job and my dream girl. Life had never felt more unfair.

Somehow, I’d gotten roped into driving the truck taking a group of tourists around the farm, but while I was talking about the place, my mind was a million miles away. Constantly weighing up the pros and cons of the options available to me, I wasn’t really focusing on the sea of faces eager to learn more about the farm where I’d grown up, but I was doing my best not to appear too out of it.

I dropped the first group off in front of the barn, and irritation zapped through me when I saw Fiona standing in line to get on. Looking sexy as hell in a pair of skintight, black leather pants and high heels with soles as red as her lips, she smiled at me and climbed on, sitting next to the rear window so she could talk to me during the ride.

If it hadn’t been for Daphne, the outfit might’ve had some kind of effect on me, but even though I knew that objectively she looked great, I just didn’t feel anything. Not in my heart or my cock. Neither wanted anyone else, which was unfortunate.

Life would’ve been a lot simpler if I could just want Fiona again.

I sighed.

With her long red hair tied up in a sleek ponytail and a necklace on that I’d given her in a previous lifetime, she’d clearly made an effort to look good for me today. I wonder what she’d think if she knew I’d bought that thing at the dollar store.

It was a cute little silver butterfly pendant on a thin chain that I’d gotten her for her birthday while she’d been considering getting a butterfly tattoo. She toyed with it while we waited for all the other tourists to get on, letting out a wistful sigh as she shot me another smile.

“I’ve missed this place,” she said, surprising me with how true it sounded even if I knew how much she’d always hated being out here. “Where have you been, baby? I haven’t seen much of you around town.”

Instantly irritated, I felt my eyebrows knitting as I stared at her in the rearview. “I’ve been here, Fi. You and I haven’t been together for a decade. Let’s refrain from using nicknames like baby that make it sound like we’re something more than we are.”

I glanced at the tourists to make sure they’d all taken their seats. Once I was satisfied, I nodded and called out to those waiting in line. “We’ll be back soon, folks. Thanks for being patient.”

One of the guys I’d hired went back to organizing them into groups that would fit on the truck and I glanced at Fiona. “Why did you want a tour? You know everything there is to know about this place.”

“Yeah, but like I said, I missed it.” She batted her lashes at me. “And I missed you. I’ve barely seen you since I got here.”

“Good thing you didn’t come here for me,” I ground out, turning my attention to the road and the tour. “Alright, folks. Welcome to Northfield Farms. We’re very happy to have most of you here today, on a farm that has been in my family for three generations. My name is Sterling North, and I’m looking forward to showing you around today.”

It was the same spiel I’d been giving every year since I was a kid, and it was pretty routine, but at the same time, there was something stirring about saying it again after so long. Fiona leaned forward, putting her face in the window and flashing me a sweet smile.

“I never thought I’d hear any of that from you again. How does it feel?”

“Fine.”

“Oh, come on, Sterlo. Talk to me. Let’s catch up. I really do miss you, you know.”

I bit my teeth. “No, you don’t. You just miss the life you used to have.”

She frowned, shaking her head. Her hand snaked in through the window and her fingers curled around my shoulder. “That’s not true. You and I had some good times together. Do you remember that time when we⁠—”

“Not now, Fi. I’m giving a tour.” Throughout which, she took every opportunity to flirt with me, but no matter how deep I went looking, I just couldn’t find any shred of interest or attraction for her.

I finally dropped off her group back at the barn, and one of the new employees took over the tours. Fiona followed me around the patch like dog shit stuck to my shoe. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Look, Fiona, no offense, but we’re busy. What is it you want exactly?”

Her long eyelashes fluttered again. “Get a drink with me later. Please?”

“I can’t tonight,” I said immediately. “I’ve got work to do, and that also means that you need to get going. Thank you for coming. See you around.”

With that, I waved and walked away, making sure she wasn’t following me again. At the time, I had no idea that she’d taken my response as the door still being open. I hadn’t meant it that way, but with hindsight being twenty-twenty, I found out later why it was important to be firm when dealing with an ex.

Especially when dealing with one as tenacious and determined as Fiona Marksmith.
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DAPHNE


After talking to Rachel, I decided it was time to confront my brother. It was amazing how one talk with my friend always changed my perspective on things, and once the initial surprise had worn off, she’d been adamant about me standing up for myself.

According to her, Eric had no right to be mad at me about who I spent my time with romantically or who I chose to get in bed with. While he could feel betrayed as much as he wanted, he shouldn’t have been taking it out on me, and at the very least, the situation required a mature conversation in which I reminded him that I wasn’t a child anymore.

I liked it. I agreed with everything that she’d said and hearing it from her had given me the courage I needed to head over to the auto shop once I left her house.

Before I had though, I’d apologized profusely for treating her like she was made of glass, but it turned out that now that she knew what I’d been keeping from her, she was pretty grateful Eric already knew.

She wasn’t a fan of me hiding stuff from her, but she definitely agreed that it would’ve put her in an awkward position with Jake. Having caught up properly, she’d finally also opened up a little about being a new mother, and then Jake and Lizzy had gotten home.

It had been a good talk, and I was filled with the courage of my convictions as I parked in front of Eric’s garage. I parked in one of the demarcated bays for visitors, but I’d only just opened my door when one of his guys broke the news to me.

“Hey, Daph,” he said, smiling as he pocketed a set of car keys from the vehicle he’d just moved out front from the work floor. “If you’re looking for Eric, he’s not here”

Damn.

That knocked the wind out of my sails a bit, but I managed to return his smile. “Thanks. I was looking for him, but I guess I’ll just have to keep looking. Is he done for the day, or is he out for a collection?”

“He said he was done and went out back, but then I saw him leave about twenty minutes ago.” Which meant he wasn’t at home either.

After saying goodbye, I headed to Maverick’s. If he wasn’t at work or at home, it was a pretty good bet my brother was at the local watering hole.

Walking into the crowded space, I scanned the faces I could see, saying hi to a few people on my way in. Upbeat country music flowed from the speakers and most of the patrons were drinking beer out of pumpkins, which made my heart ache.

Maverick’s got their pumpkins exclusively from Northfield Farms, so all these pumpkins used to belong to Sterling. He might even have brought them here himself.

I dragged in a deep breath, trying to fight the wave of tears rising up from deep within. It had only been a couple days and one night since I’d last seen him, but I already missed him. It’s going to be so much worse once he goes back to New York.

A whimper almost escaped me, but it died a quiet death on my tongue when Fiona suddenly stepped into my path. With those cunning eyes blazing, she ran her fingers through her gorgeous hair and smiled at me.

“Daphne! It’s good to see you.”

“Really? How many pumpkins have you had?”

“A lot,” she said.

I motioned vaguely at the bar. “You haven’t seen my brother around here somewhere, have you?”

“Nope, but I hope you mentioned to him that it wasn’t Agatha who said it was cute that he was still in town the other day. She’s been on my back about it ever since. So annoying, but I promised her I’d clear it up with you.”

“No need,” I said. “I haven’t even told him that I ran into you, so Agatha has nothing to worry about. We’re square.”

“That’s a relief,” she said, but her expression remained unchanged, and there was no flicker of either relief or remorse in her eyes. “Where has he been? All those boys have been so elusive since we’ve been back in town.”

All those boys, huh? It didn’t take a rocket scientist to deduce that Sterling was one of them, but if he was being elusive, then that was a good sign as far as I was concerned. Losing Sterling was bad enough, but losing him to her would have gutted me.

“I, uh, I’m not sure. I think he’s probably just busy.” And I’m willing to bet he’s been actively avoiding you. “He’ll definitely be at the reunion, though.”

She sniffed. “Yes, of course. I was just hoping we’d all be able to catch up before then. At least I’ll be getting drinks with Sterling soon. I’m considering a job offer in New York that he and I need to discuss. He’s excited. He’s just so busy on the farm today, or else he’d have been here with me tonight.”

It felt like I’d been kicked in the chest by a horse. They were getting drinks together? He would’ve been here with her? Wait, does that mean she’s seen him?

Every breath I inhaled hurt like one of my lungs had collapsed. I nodded at her, unable to muster even a fake smile. “That’s nice. I should get going. I was just trying to find Eric.”

But he would have to wait. I had no idea where he was anyway and calling him wouldn’t help since I doubted he would pick up the phone for me.

Fiona gave me a sweet smile, but I saw the possessive satisfaction brimming in her eyes. She always had been like a dog that had marked her territory with Sterling, and it looked like that hadn’t changed. I was still Eric’s sister, and as a result, it seemed she still didn’t like the fact that it meant I was in Sterling’s proximity so often.

If only she knew.

Not that it mattered.

If he was getting drinks with her, it meant he’d changed the tune he’d been singing the last time I’d asked about the two of them. With tears suddenly rushing to my eyes, I gave her a quick wave and spun around, dodging bodies and keeping my head down as I hurried toward the exit.

My insides felt heavier than they should’ve on my way home. These last few days, I’d been feeling like I was being held together by spit and tape and those flimsy bonds were coming undone. This was all too much for me. I was going to fall apart unless I could do something about this feeling inside.

I just didn’t know how to fix it.

Why, oh why did I allow myself to get into this mess with Sterling?

I collapsed into the driver’s seat of my truck. Wrapping my fingers around the steering wheel, I fought the sobs rising up and screwed my eyes shut against the tears. It had been so stupid to get involved with a man I knew wouldn’t be sticking around, and even more so to let my heart into the mix.

I hadn’t been able to help it, but it really had been reckless. As I drove home, my vision slightly blurry with the tears I was desperately trying to swallow, I felt like a complete fool.

I’d been perfectly happy before. There had been no reason to jump into something this complicated and I’d known it all along.

Parking in front of our house, I sniffed and wiped my eyes, practically feeling the tape starting to come loose around my heart.

Any minute now, I was going to start crying and not be able to stop, so I jumped out of the truck, needing to make it to the privacy of my house before that happened. Valiantly making it out around the house, through the garden gate, and to my parents’ patio before the tears started falling, I didn’t even see my mom sitting out there until she spoke.

“Daphne, honey? What happened?”

My head jerked in the direction of the patio, and there was she was, lounging in an armchair with a book open in her lap. Her brow was furrowed, her kind eyes sweeping across my face before she closed the book and got up.

“Did Eric say something to you?” she asked gently as she approached me, her arms already open to pull me into them. “Or was it Sterling?”

I shook my head. “Neither. It was Fiona. She says she and Sterling are having drinks and I just…” I trailed off, the lump in my throat so big that it was making my voice crackly and wobbly. “I can’t, Mom. This is all just way too much drama for me.”

She hugged me tightly, enveloping me in her warmth and understanding, and held me for a long time while I wept. Rubbing my back in a circular motion with the flat of her palm just like she used to when I was a kid, she shushed me gently, just comforting me until I finally stepped out of her embrace.

When I did, she ran her hands up my arms and rested them firmly on my shoulders, looking right into my eyes as she spoke. “If Sterling is what you want, then you know I’m supportive of you two, but you can’t walk away at the first sign of trouble, darling. Relationships are hard.”

“I know, but I don’t think that really matters anymore anyway. I haven’t heard a peep from him since he ran after Eric, and if he’s agreed to a date with Fiona, then I’m pretty sure I have my answer.”

Mom’s gaze held mine. “You don’t know that it’s a date. You don’t even know if it’s true. Just breathe, baby. Fiona was always a nasty little witch.”

“Mom!”

She shrugged. “What? I said witch.”

I dragged in a deep breath through my nostrils, holding it in for a moment before I shook my head. “I don’t have time to worry about this kind of thing. I have another shift at the bakery tomorrow and we’re too busy for me to be dealing with personal crap. Then it’s all hands on deck to help get ready for the reunion and the parade. I need to focus on that.”

“Whatever you need, baby girl. Just don’t give up, okay? Take a break. Maybe take a bath. But don’t give up. If you want to be with Sterling, then you need to keep your chin up and your wits about you. None of this so-called drama is between you two. It’s Eric, and it’s Fiona, and it’s logistics, but only you know what you guys have. It’s up to you to decide whether you’re going to fight for it.”

With those parting words, she let go of me and I nodded, sniffling some more. I trudged to my house and decided to take her advice about that bath. If it was up to me, I would’ve fought for us. I just didn’t know if there was anything left worth fighting for.


45


STERLING


Henry had been texting me every day since he’d arrived in town and I’d been blowing him off every time, but he was leaving soon and he’d come all the way out here, so I’d finally agreed to meet him for lunch.

I felt obligated, like I owed it to both him and myself to give a real conversation with him a chance. Ever since we’d started working on the same floor, he’d been the closest thing I had to a friend in New York.

He really was a dude-bro and I barely tolerated him most days, but if I’d learned anything from being back home, it was that alone wasn’t the way to go through life. For his part, Henry had tried time and again to include me in whatever the others were doing.

Whenever they went out, he invited me with them, and while I took him up on it on occasion, I hadn’t exactly been friendly about it. Now that he was here and he’d already seen where I’d come from and how I’d grown up, I wondered if perhaps we might become friends if I decided on going back.

We were meeting at a cafe on one of my neighboring farms, and Henry was already there when I arrived. Sitting at a table next to a roaring fireplace inside, he nursed a pumpkin-colored drink, a grin spreading on his face when he saw me walk in.

“It’s about time we did something together,” he said, getting to his feet and extending a hand to shake mine. “I was happy you called. It’s been getting pretty boring around here by myself.”

I shook with him before I pulled out the chair across from his and sat down. “Yeah. Sorry about that. If you had let me know you were coming, I would’ve told you how busy it gets around here during the festival.”

“If I’d tried to let you know I was coming, you wouldn’t have let me,” he said, and while his tone was light, I could tell he wasn’t joking.

On the other hand, he wasn’t wrong either. I managed a sheepish grin. “I figured you would’ve made a few friends around here by now. It’s not like you to stick to yourself.”

“I’ve been trying, man.” He laughed, dragging a hand through his hair as he shook his head at me. “People around here aren’t like us. They’re all so wholesome and polite, but when you try to get too close, they get all antsy about it.”

I chuckled. “Most of us have known each other for years. They’re not getting antsy. They’re just not used to people being quite as pushy as New Yorkers can be. It’s not about instant gratification or results here. It’s about genuine connection and appreciating the beauty of everything around you.”

“I like results,” he said, grinning as he pumped his eyebrows at me. “This town is really slow, you know? I walked around the festival the other day and people are just meandering about. Just strolling and stopping to look at this or that. That must be the ‘appreciating the beauty thing’ you were talking about.”

I nodded, taking everything he was saying in stride, but realistically, I was feeling a greater disconnect from him now than I ever had. The entire crowd I’d fallen in with in the city were like him.

They worked hard. They played hard. They went balls to the wall on everything they did and they were all go, all the time.

Thinking about it that way now made me wonder if I had ever fit in there. When I’d first arrived in Manhattan, I’d been so starry eyed and excited about getting to live there that I’d embraced the fast-paced culture.

It was known as the city that never slept for a reason, and everyone was always doing something. There was no such thing as just driving around a farm or sitting at the pond, watching the sunset. At least, there hadn’t been for me.

I didn’t know if other people there did stuff like that, but I sure hadn’t met any.

Henry didn’t seem to notice that I’d become a little contemplative, still rattling on about everything and everyone in town. When he mentioned the bakery again though, I snapped back to attention just in time to see him give me a cocky grin.

“That hot barista girl is the only person around here that has really caught my attention, but she’s playing hard to get. When I went there the other day, I asked her out and she pretended like she was too busy, but it’s Allisburg, you know? How busy can she really be?”

“She turned you down?” Relief shot through me. “You should just let it go, man. Daphne’s not playing hard to get. If she was interested, you’d have known about it.”

He smirked. “She was interested. I could see it in her eyes, but I think she’s one of those sweet, hometown girls who gets a little flustered when she’s approached by someone like me. So flustered that she couldn’t come up with a better excuse than being busy while all she wanted to do was say yes. I think the poor thing might be intimidated by me.”

“That’s not it,” I said immediately, my possessive urges racing up from wherever they’d been hiding. “Trust me, man. She’s not interested.”

Henry paused for a beat. Then a slow grin spread on his face and he started nodding. “Oh, I get it. She’s your hometown hookup, huh? That’s why you’re getting all territorial.”

“It’s not like that,” I replied, deciding against giving a real conversation with him a chance after all. All he’d done since we’d sat down was talk shit about my town and its people, and now, he was talking about Daphne like she was nothing more than a hole to stick his dick in.

“It’s not like that?” he repeated, scoffing down laughter. He waved a hand in the air like he was telling me to slow down. “It’s exactly like that, bro. If you could see the look on your face right now, you’d know why I’m not buying what you’re selling. So how does it work, then? You guys get together whenever you’re in town for a little dip in the hometown hottie? Shit, I’m jealous.”

“You know what? I’ll see you back in New York, Henry. Enjoy your visit.” I shoved my chair back and stood, ignoring his protests as I walked out.

It wasn’t lost on me that I was leaving before I’d even ordered a drink. My attempt to give Henry a chance in the hopes that he might make me look forward to going back had backfired miserably, and I was uncertain where that left me in the decision-making process.

Either way, he’d also made me realize that friendship wasn’t hidden inside every person you met. Having people in your life that got you, brought out the best in you, and stuck by you when you were at your worst was a fucking blessing.

I was done giving Eric time to process and I was done taking that time myself. This wasn’t some game of strategy where either of us would come up with a way to win as long as we outsmarted each other.

These were our lives and we were being idiots about it. Before I went back to the farm, I drove to Eric’s garage. We hadn’t spoken since we’d had that fight a couple days ago, and it was about time we cleared the air.

He was in his office when I walked in, sorting through some paperwork on his desk. I strode right in without knocking, shutting the door with a firm click behind me. He looked up, his features dropping into a scowl when he saw me.

“What do you want?”

“To talk.” I pulled his visitors’ chair out and flipped it around, sinking down with my front pressed against the backrest. “We’ve been friends a long time, Eric. I know you’re hurt. I know you’re disappointed, and that you’re feeling betrayed, and that you might even hate me a little bit right now, but we’ve gotten through worse than this. We can get through this as well.”

“Since you seem to think you know exactly how I feel, what makes you think we can get through this?” He folded his arms across his chest and glared at me. “We’ve never gotten through you sleeping with my sister, friend. That’s about as bad as it gets, but I suppose you wouldn’t know. How could you?”

Ouch. “That was a cheap shot, but I’ll take it. You’re right. I can’t know what it’s like, but I do know that people generally want what’s best for those they love.”

“And you think you’re what’s best for my sister?” He scoffed, shaking his head at me. “I beg to differ.”

“That’s why I’m here. So we can talk. Hopefully work through our differences.”

He lifted an eyebrow at me. “Does that mean you’re staying?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. I have a lot of shit to figure out, but I’m really trying to do that. For now, the most important thing you should know is that I really do feel something for her, Eric. This goes beyond a fun distraction while I’m home.”

“It can’t go beyond that unless you’re staying, and since you don’t know if that’s what’s happening, I need to get back to work. You know where the fucking door is.”

I stood and showed him my palms. “Alright. Do what you need to do, but I’m still here and I’m not going anywhere right now. I realize that you’re not convinced, but I came to let you know that I’m still in this. I might not have everything completely figured out and I might not be able to give you the answers you want, but I do have feelings for her and I’m not just going to give up. So think about it. Let me know when you’re ready to actually talk.”

Having said my piece, I held his gaze for another moment, then turned and walked away, satisfied that I’d given him enough to think about for now.
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DAPHNE


While helping to set up the gym at the high school for the reunion, I couldn’t help but notice the glaring absence of most members of the student government of Eric’s class. It was like none of them cared at all and they were simply expecting things to be done—even if they couldn’t be bothered to do it themselves.

A couple of them were with us, but the vast majority were nowhere to be found—and I wasn’t the only person here who’d noticed. Lacey-Lee, another volunteer who had been in the year behind me and had moved back to town straight after college too, looked annoyed as she glanced around.

“Seriously? I think this class has the laziest student government who has ever come through Allisburg High. I volunteer every year and I’ve never seen anything like this.”

I nodded my agreement. “Yeah, I know. It’s my brother’s class, so I hate ragging on them, but they definitely could be doing better.”

“I’ve seen so many of them around town these last few days, but where are they?” She took another pointed look around before accepting a balloon from me for the arch we were constructing. “Do they even realize that the rest of us are all volunteers who can just walk away?”

I shrugged. “Personally, I wouldn’t do that to the faculty, but you’re not wrong. I just hope they’re appreciating the effort being put in on their behalf.”

“I doubt it,” she said wistfully. “All the people I’ve run into from their group have been terribly self-important. Like those of us who stayed in town should fall at their feet for getting out.”

I chuckled, thinking back to Fiona’s comment about all the rest of them moving on to better things. “Amen to that, sister. That’s also probably why they’re not here. They’re too busy being important to help with a little thing like the reunion they all came back to town for.”

“Strutting around town bragging about how great their lives are and the cities they moved to.” She winked at me. “I can actually see them doing that, though. Except your brother, of course. Jake Garrison’s okay as well. It’s the rest of them that are assholes.”

As she hung the balloon and reached off the ladder she was standing on for another, her gaze locked on the door and her cheeks flushed. “Oh, boy. Let’s hope he didn’t hear us. That’s Sterling North, isn’t it? It’s about damn time their president showed up.”

I spun around, immediately finding him as he strode into the gym. Those dark eyes of his had already zeroed in on me. His long legs ate up the distance between us. My mouth went dry and my voice came out a little squeaky.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s him.”

“I hope he brought reinforcements,” she muttered as she took the balloon from me, staring at him openly for a beat until she seemed to catch herself and went back to work.

I struggled to do the same thing, especially because he was still striding directly toward me. Our eyes locked and for a moment, the gym faded into the background and I forgot all about the fact that we were apparently not talking to each other.

Sterling was looking at me like I was the only person in the room, his head not even cocking as people called his name and tried to get his input on what they were doing. I was only vaguely aware of it myself, but it wasn’t my name they were saying.

He ignored them, though.

If I hadn’t known any better, I would’ve thought he’d only come here for me, but that couldn’t be true. We were setting up for their reunion and he was the class president, so he was probably only going to do the polite thing and say hi before he got to work.

As soon as he reached me, he wrapped his fingers around my arm and took me aside. “Can we talk for a minute? Somewhere private?”

I nodded and followed as he led me out of the gym and into a quiet hallway beyond. My heart was pounding. I turned to face him, missing the heat of his hand on my skin as soon as he dropped it back to his side.

We were only standing about a foot or so apart, and my entire body was tingling with having him so near again after not seeing him for what felt like an eternity. I kept my distance, though, crossing my arms to keep myself from reaching for him.

“Hi,” I said, still too squeaky.

“Hey, Daph.” His voice was hard and low, and there was no smile on his lips as he looked at me.

In fact, it seemed he’d reverted to that cold, distant guy he’d been when he’d first arrived, which hurt like hell. I wanted to throw my arms around his neck and beg him to tell me what was going on, but I didn’t. “What’s up?”

“We need to talk.”

“So you said, but you’ve had a few days to reach out and you haven’t, so I’m not quite sure what you suddenly want to talk to me about now.”

“Eric has an issue with us seeing each other,” he murmured, eyes still fixed on my own.

His black hair was a little messy, like he’d been fidgeting with it on his way over, but that couldn’t be true. Sterling North wasn’t the type to fidget. I sighed. “Yes, I know that, but that’s his problem. Not mine and not yours.”

“It is my problem and yours if it’s going to cause issues in your family, Daphne. That’s not what I want. I don’t want to be responsible for a rift between you guys. You’ve always been so close.”

“Again, if there is a rift, it’s because Eric can’t accept that I can make my own decisions,” I said, keeping my arms crossed even tighter against my chest as I fought against the urge to touch him. To coax out the guy he was inside. “Is that all you wanted to say?”

“No.” His lids slid shut for just a moment as he inhaled. Then he opened his eyes again and looked right at me. “I have to go back to New York. After the reunion, I’ll be leaving and I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone else.”

“Right.” All that spit and tape around my heart started coming loose all over again. I could practically feel the fissures as they turned into cracks, but I refused to let him see it. “Wasn’t that always the plan?”

“Yeah.” He dragged a hand through his hair, averting his gaze for a moment to look at the trophy cabinet. “I just wanted to make sure you knew it was still happening. Don’t fight with Eric, Daph. He loves you. He’s just trying to protect you, is all.”

So many things raced through my head, one of which was that I didn’t need Eric’s protection and another was that Sterling had no right to tell me who to fight with. I wanted to rant and rave. To demand an explanation about why he’d disappeared on me as soon as my brother had found out, when not twelve hours before, he’d been promising me that we were going to figure it out together.

I wanted to cry and beg him to stay. I wanted to know why he was telling me this in the first place when I hadn’t known there was a chance he wouldn’t be leaving.

Ultimately, though, I’d made enough of a fool of myself recently. I’d allowed myself to get sucked into my teenage fantasies and to believe that something might actually come of hooking up with him.

Meanwhile, it had probably never even crossed his mind that I was falling for him while he’d been having fun at home. Besides, he had Fiona waiting in the wings, probably chomping at the bit for a second chance with her high school sweetheart.

I couldn’t compete with her or with his glitzy life back in New York, and it had been naive of me to think I could. Staring into those deep brown eyes, I made a mental note of every golden fleck and darker ring in his irises, knowing I would be torturing myself by thinking back to this moment often but also needing the detail to be able to do it properly.

If I’m going down, I’m going down in flames. I wasn’t going to get over him fast anyway. It just felt right to have him as clear as possible in my memories. At least that way, I would remember exactly what I was sobbing about.

At the same time, I had to be strong in this moment. Falling apart was meant to happen in the privacy of my own home, on my own time. This wasn’t a surprise and I refused to let him know how much it hurt me.

“Sure. Yeah. Eric’s trying to protect me. This has nothing to do with his ego being bruised because he didn’t catch on about us earlier. It’s not about his immature sense of ick from knowing that his best friend is getting it on with his sister. It’s absolutely just about protecting me. I’ll be sure to remember that when you’re gone.”

Sterling exhaled a deep breath through his nostrils, his lips twisting like he was pained. “Just don’t give him too much grief about it? Please? I’ll be gone, so what’s the point of fighting with him? He’s your brother. Your family. You guys are lucky to have each other. Don’t let this ruin your relationship.”

He won’t even talk to me, so it’s hardly me doing the relationship ruining. “Of course. Eric and I will work it out, Sterling. Anything else?”

He swiped his tongue across his lips, searching my eyes like he was waiting for me to say something else, but I didn’t really know what else I could offer. Since I was intent on putting on a brave face for all this, though, I finally shrugged.

“We should probably just be friends, then,” I said, looking deep into his eyes for even a flicker of something that wasn’t just cool distance.

“Right. We should be friends,” he repeated after me, but he didn’t sound particularly excited about it either.

I swore I saw something like turmoil behind those eyes then, but it was only for a moment and then it was gone. The fact of the matter was that Sterling and I had never been friends and I doubted we’d be able to do it moving forward.

I, for one, would have a really hard time being just friends with him. As I stared at him, he nodded slowly, but then he slid his hands into his pockets and started backing away from me. “Alright, then. I’ll see you around, Daphne.”

“See you around.” He started turning to leave, and before I could even stop myself, just a little bit of the confusion and spite rolling around inside me bubbled out. “Have fun with Fiona.”

He froze, twisting so he was facing me again. With his brow furrowed and his head slightly cocked, he seemed genuinely puzzled, but he was probably just not sure how I’d found out. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing.” I’d said it out of anger, but as of about thirty seconds ago, it really had nothing to do with me who he chose to spend his time with.

Sterling had broken it off between us even if he hadn’t said the words, and we were just friends now. Determined to keep my mouth shut, I gave him a quick wave and took off, rushing back down the hallway to the gym.

Maybe this distance would be a good thing. I’d never been mean or spiteful in my life, and I’d definitely never felt like my heart had been ripped clean out of my chest. I almost checked for a trail of blood dripping from me, though.

Naive, foolish Daphne LaSalle had fallen for the golden god of Allisburg High, the North Star who had so often guided his team to victory. It’d been stupid all along, but when I thought about it now, fully aware of how much hope I’d ended up having that we really would work things out, it was hands down the dumbest thing I’d ever done.

Unfortunately, I’d already gone and done it. I’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for Sterling North, and he just really didn’t give a damn.
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STERLING


The last night of the fall festival was usually a huge party, but this year, it seemed to be lacking. There was nothing overtly wrong, but the atmosphere wasn’t nearly as festive, and everything about it just felt off.

At least I was getting to spend some time with Jake before I left. He’d finally gotten Rachel out of the house to enjoy the festival with the baby, and the three of us had found a cozy corner inside a tent that had been decked out as a bar and bistro.

Rachel had taken Lizzy to meet a few of the locals and Jake and I were at our table, him staring at me with wide eyes after I’d admitted I was going back to New York. He frowned deeply, quiet for another beat before he finally found his voice again.

“Why?” he asked. “Is this about your Dad?”

“Surprisingly, it’s not.” I sipped my beer and enjoyed the scent of pumpkin spice and fall in Allisburg while I still could. “Dad and I have been doing better every day.”

“I noticed the last time I was there that you won the fight about hiring more help,” he said. “That doesn’t explain why you’re leaving, though. If you and your dad are getting along and the farm is doing better with you here, then why the hell would you go?”

I shrugged, but there was nothing nonchalant about the way I felt about the decision I’d made. “It’s time for me to go home.”

“This is home,” he said, still frowning and inclining his head to one side as he regarded me thoughtfully. “I miss having you around and this is where you belong. I mean, look around. I remember how the farm used to draw massive crowds for the festival when we were younger, but it’s different now. It’s getting worse every year. You could change that. Restore it to its former glory.”

I chuckled. “I’m not so sure about that. Downtown isn’t doing too bad.”

He arched both eyebrows at me. “Really? Because the vibe just isn’t the same here, man. Besides, I saw how hard those guys were working on the farm. You can’t tell me you haven’t thought about ways to make it thrive again now that you’ve got more hands on deck to help.”

“Of course, I have, but I’d need to get my dad onboard, too. Things are better with us, but they’re not that good yet.”

He sighed. “Do you really think they’re going to get better if you leave again? You only just started getting onto the right track with him.”

“I know,” I admitted, glancing around the tent decorated with foliage and twinkle lights.

Round tables dotted the space and giant heaters had been placed in intervals around it. On the outskirts, fires roared and people were merry, drinking and dancing to the tune being played by a local band up on the makeshift stage.

It was the exact scene we used to have on the farm back when my mom had still been in charge of the festival, but Jake was right. Something really was different.

In a way, it felt like the festival had taken on a life of its own. It now had an entire planning committee instead of just my mom and a few of her friends lending a hand. The committee had done a good job of it and I couldn’t put my finger on what was bothering me, but it really just wasn’t the same.

Jake picked at the label of his beer, his eyes searching the crowd until they came to rest on his wife. He smiled.

“She’s not going to be happy with you, you know,” he said before glancing back at me. “Daphne finally told her what’s been going on and she’s super excited. She thinks you’re going to put a ring on it and give Lizzy a whole bunch of kids to play with when she’s a little bit older.”

My heart gave a dull pang. “You know then?”

“Please.” He rolled his eyes. “My wife tells me everything, but I’m good at keeping secrets. I’m not so sure I’d have been good at keeping this from Eric, but I would’ve tried. For you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Eric,” I said. “I didn’t want to ask you to lie to him on my behalf. It just didn’t feel right. I’ve been gone a decade and you guys have been as tight as ever for all that time. To get between you when I didn’t even really know what was going on between us would’ve been a dick move.”

“Fair enough,” he said after thinking it over for a beat. “What happens with that now, though? You’re just leaving?”

My chin dropped in a nod, but my heart was rebelling against it. It had been that way ever since I’d made the decision. I’d chosen to let my brain lead the way instead of following my heart, and the useless organ in my chest wasn’t enjoying the ride.

“There’s no point staying here, man,” I finally said. “Daphne has never pushed me for more. Never even mentioned a relationship. It’s always just been about me going back.”

“Did you ask her if she wants you to stay?”

I shook my head. “Again, there’s no point. I can’t stay even if she wants me to. Eric would probably rent a crowd to run me out of town with burning pitchforks.”

He snorted. “I doubt it. He missed you too, North. I know you guys aren’t seeing eye to eye on this, but he’d come around if you would stick around for long enough that he could get his head wrapped around it. No one even knew you two had a thing for each other.”

“We weren’t exactly advertising it,” I said, shrugging. “Both of us knew that Eric would lose his shit, and besides, it was new. There wasn’t much to say at first.”

“And now?” he asked. “What is there to say now?”

“It’s not going to work out.”

As much as it killed me to say it out loud, it was the truth.

The LaSalles were close. Closer than any other family unit I knew personally. They still had a weekly family dinner and they ate together on Sundays too. Daphne lived on her parents’ property and Eric was just down the street.

They were that perfect family everyone strove to create for their children. The one people like me would always be jealous of. They told each other everything, had family game nights, and truly enjoyed each other’s company.

As far as I knew, this was the first time ever that Daphne and Eric weren’t talking to each other and I hated—no, I loathed—being responsible for that. From what Eric had told me, they’d had their arguments about her boyfriends in the past, but this seemed more serious than that.

And it was all because I hadn’t been able to keep my hands to myself.

Plus, it didn’t seem fair to abandon all the hard work I’d put into getting where I was.

It was better this way. I was just still struggling to accept the truth of that.

Jake seemed to be struggling too. He scoffed at me. “How do you know it’s not going to work out? Has the time you’ve spent together been bad?”

“No.” I screwed my eyes shut as memories of her suddenly started playing through my mind.

Walking into the kitchen that night to find her covered in flour. Her easy laughter that day I’d nearly cracked her forehead. Talking to her on the pier.

Jake made a frustrated noise at the back of his throat. “If it hasn’t been bad, then how do you know it’s not going to work out?”

“I don’t want to get between her and Eric. He and I are on the outs. Stuff like that, so early in a relationship? It just doesn’t bode well. Besides, I love the LaSalles. I don’t want to cause friction there, man.”

“I hear you, but I don’t think you would be.” He held my gaze as he sipped his drink. “They’re an amazing family. Marty and Janet would probably be thrilled if you got serious with Daphne and Eric would learn to accept it too.”

“Or it could go the other way and I’d be the one alienating her from them this time. Maybe not me directly, but the situation, I mean,” I said, arching an eyebrow at him. “You ever think about it like that? If Eric refuses to have me around them, Daphne would dig in her heels as well. They’re both damn stubborn people, and eventually, she would become distant from her own family. All because she would be with me.”

“I don’t see it playing out that way, but I guess it’s not impossible.” He paused for a beat, his eyes slowly moving back to his wife and daughter as they traveled around the space. “Take it from me. Getting to be with the person you’re meant to be with is worth a little bit of discomfort at the beginning. Do you think it was easy for me, choosing Rachel above anyone in Fiona’s crew? Rach was a nerd. Always buried in her books or painting landscapes with Daphne after school.”

I chuckled. “I remember that, but you guys have always worked.”

He snorted. “Tell that to her dad. I was older. A football player with a bit of a reputation. It wasn’t as easy as you seem to think.” Shaking his head, he switched things up again. “Ultimately, my decision to stay after graduation came down to wanting to help my dad with the family business and knowing that this was where I belonged. With Rachel by my side.”

He looked right at me and I could see how much he meant all this, his eyes blazing with sincerity. “You belong here too. You could move back home and work with your dad full-time. Work things out with Eric and take Daphne on a real date. See where it goes.”

I did belong here. I knew that now. But I felt like a burden on the LaSalles and I’d spent so much of my life working toward where I was now that I couldn’t just give up on it.

The way I saw it, Northfield Farms would always be here. Before I left, I would convince my dad to hire those guys to help him on the farm permanently, and even when I got back to Manhattan, I’d keep an eye on things from afar.

Jake was also going to keep going with the upgrades, and neither he, my dad, or the farm hands needed me physically present to do their jobs. The farm would survive, and at the first sign of trouble, I could be back to help.

Being on Wall Street would allow me to keep making the money Northfield Farms needed to start thriving on its own again.

It was a win-win—except that I wouldn’t have Daphne—but this was a win for her family as well. A win-win-win for everyone but me. And I was okay with that. I was falling on my sword for the sake of the greater good.

I nearly snorted out loud at the thought.

Jake stood up when Rachel and Lizzy arrived back at our table. She smiled at both of us, cuddling the now sleeping baby close to her chest. “We should go, honey. Are you boys about done?”

He nodded, sliding an arm around her shoulders before giving me a final, meaningful look. “Think about what I said. I missed you, bro. So did Eric. We could find a way to make it all okay. We’ll see you at the reunion tomorrow.”

Rachel frowned but waved goodbye as he turned her around, and they left. I drained the last of my beer, planning on leaving myself until Daphne walked in. With her long locks pulled into a high ponytail and a big smile on her face, she looked gorgeous.

I groaned and sat back down. Even if all I could do was watch her from a distance and make sure she was okay, at least I would still be protecting her. Peter was probably around here somewhere, which meant I couldn’t be far.

Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that’s all it’s about. I leaned back in my chair and signaled my waiter for another beer. If she was here, I wasn’t going anywhere quite yet.


48


DAPHNE


After closing up the bakery with June, I’d decided to head downtown to enjoy the last night of the festival. It was my favorite event of the year at my favorite time of year, and I wasn’t missing the grand finale for the world.

Okay, so it’s not grand. But still. It’s the last night, and then I’ll have to wait another whole year before I get to enjoy it again.

My heart was heavy, but I loved everything fall and festival related and I was on a mission to make the best of the last little bit of the festivities. Lacey-Lee and a few of the other volunteers were sitting at the long bar at the far end of the tent, and I walked in with my head held high, not even looking around as I strode toward them.

I didn’t want to know if Eric or Sterling were here. I had a feeling they were, though. Rachel had mentioned that she and Jake were meeting Sterling for a drink and my brother wouldn’t miss this for the world either.

Even so, I’d come here for me, and the other volunteers were nice people. I was going to have a good, drama-free night with them.

Lacey-Lee smiled when she saw me, waving me onto the barstool beside hers. “Daphne! I’m so glad you came. What are you drinking?”

I surveyed the options written on a chalkboard menu behind the bar. “I’ll have a Pumpkin Caramel Martini, I think.”

She lifted her own drink and I chuckled when I saw she was having the same. “Good choice. It’s so sweet this year, it’ll make your teeth hurt, but it’s really good.”

One of the volunteers was behind the bar and he nodded at us, leaving to mix my drink while Lacey-Lee and I got caught up. We chatted a little bit about the reunion, but I got distracted when I saw Sterling sitting at a table not far away.

My heart leaped before it sank. Alone with his beer, he sat with his long legs stretched out under the table, his body angled so he could see most of the room without having to look around too much. Not that he seemed to be enjoying his vantage point, though.

He appeared lost in thought, absently sipping his beer and staring off into the distance, his head moving slightly to the beat of the music. Everything in me was so drawn to him that even my hair stood on end a little bit, my insides reaching toward him.

I wonder what he’s thinking about. What’s going on in that big brain of his?

“Daphne?” Lacey-Lee’s voice snapped me out it, bringing my attention back to her.

I smiled, blinking fast in an effort to rid myself of all thoughts about him. It didn’t work, but I did my best to forget he was there. “Sorry. I must’ve zoned out for a minute. What did you say?”

She giggled, taking another sip of her drink, and I tried to relax. Sterling was here, but I’d known he might be and I’d come anyway. I wouldn’t let his presence throw me off. I couldn’t. Soon enough, he’d be gone and I needed to learn how to not care about where he was or what he was doing.

Intensely aware of him nonetheless, I chatted to my friend until Peter showed up. My blood turned to ice in my veins at the sight of him striding into the tent, laughing with some of his old teammates. He hadn’t seen me yet, and I angled my body to face the bar more, wishing I’d kept my hair down so that I could’ve hidden behind it.

Unfortunately, with the way I was sitting, I could see the far entrance at the back of the tent, and Fiona had appeared in that doorway, looking like a supermodel as she and her minions marched in. Dear Lord, Peter and Fiona in the space of a minute?

Everyone I’d wanted to avoid was suddenly around, with even Eric walking in not long after Fiona and her girls. With him, Sterling, Fiona, and Peter now in attendance, I immediately started looking for an out.

I’d been prepared to deal with one or two of them, but not all four and certainly not all in the same place at the same time. Lacey-Lee had struck up a conversation with another of the volunteers, and as I looked around, trying to determine which exit I could use that wouldn’t involve crossing paths with any of them, I saw Fiona approaching Sterling.

My heart gave a painful pulse when she leaned down to whisper in his ear. Sterling had spotted me while I hadn’t been looking at him though, and he was watching me the entire time she was speaking to him.

With my heart racing out of my chest as those eyes hooked on mine, I didn’t even notice my brother coming up to me until he stepped into my line of sight. Putting himself firmly between Sterling and me, he crossed his arms and waited for me to look at him.

I sighed, my gaze slowly moving up until it met his. “What do you want?”

“To talk,” he said, but his jaw was hard and cool fire danced in his eyes. “This thing with you and Sterling⁠—”

“You know what, just leave me alone,” I snapped, sliding off the stool I’d been sitting on as all the tumultuous emotions of the last few days boiled over. I met his gaze head on, needing him to see that he’d pushed me over the edge. “I don’t need your protection and you don’t get to have a say in who I love.”

The L-word slipped out before I could stop it and my cheeks flushed, but I clenched my teeth, stubbornly refusing to take it back. Despite everything that had happened, I knew it was true. I was in love with Sterling.

Surprise flickered across my brother’s features, his lips parting and his eyes flaring wide open. “Do you? Do you love him?”

I couldn’t answer that question because I didn’t want to say it out loud again—especially not to Eric. “Just leave me alone. Thank you and goodbye.”

I left him standing at the bar, turning and practically running for the nearest exit. It felt like I couldn’t breathe, like my lungs weren’t absorbing the oxygen I was gulping in. I love Sterling North. I do. I love him. And he’s leaving. And then it’ll be years before I see him again. He’ll probably be married by the time he comes back here. He’s probably going to marry Fiona. He⁠—

“Daphne!” Peter called as I made it to the sidewalk that would lead me home.

At the sound of his voice, my spiraling thoughts slammed to an abrupt halt and the only thing that mattered was getting away from him. I picked up my pace, my footsteps falling quickly on the pavement. My breathing sped up too, making little puffs of mist in the chilly night air.

“Daphne, wait!” he called again, but I ignored him, keeping my head down as I raced across the street, hoping he wouldn’t follow me to the other side.

Obviously, he did. Peter didn’t give up easily and he caught up with me faster than I’d been expecting. “Just wait, would you?”

Although phrased as a question, it came out as a harsh command. The hairs at the back of my neck stood up and I felt like my extremities had suddenly been encased in ice. Fear raced through me, taking control of even my heartbeat as his footsteps echoed from right behind me.

“I know you can hear me,” he snapped. “Just fucking stop.”

“No, I’d rather not. Leave me alone, Peter.”

He scoffed. “Your brother and his fucking friend jumped me the other night. They didn’t leave me alone. Why should I let you go?”

I glanced at him when I felt him move in beside me. His jaw was bruised, and I winced. Clearly, it was still hurting, and while it did, his ego would be bruised too. I finally lifted my chin, digging deep for the courage to look into his eyes.

“Yeah, well, you deserved it,” I said, picking up my pace even more. “Consider us even now and back off before you give them a reason to jump you again.”

“I deserved it?” He emphasized every word, the incredulity dripping from his voice before he scoffed down disbelieving laughter. “How did I deserve it, Daph? You’re a liar and a slut. I know you’re fucking Sterling now. He wouldn’t have come after me otherwise, so what did you do? Did you whisper in his ear that I hurt you? Did you turn them against me with your poisonous lies?”

“What are you even talking about right now?” I snapped as an ominous drizzle started falling from the sky.

I glanced up, seeing dark clouds moving in, creating a thick blanket that blocked out the light from the moon. Well, that’s comforting. Thanks, universe.

“I’m talking about you talking shit behind my back.” His voice dropped a few decibels to that dangerous, warning tone that had always sent shivers skating down my spine. “What happened between you and me should’ve stayed between you and me, Daphne.”

“Why?” I spat, shoving down the fear as I turned another corner to my house. The rain was starting to fall faster and harder, and we were getting soaked but the anger tearing through me banished the cold. “Did you really expect me to protect you? To not tell the truth just to spare you the humiliation? I’m not sorry, Peter. You deserve everything that comes your way.”

“You’re a bitch, Daphne LaSalle. A sneaky, lying bitch who uses her pussy to get what she wants.”

My eyebrows shot up. “You can call me whatever you want. It doesn’t change what you did.”

He sneered, his arm coming up and shooting toward me, but at that moment, as the heavens opened up with sheets of heavy rain, Sterling stepped out of the darkness. I had no idea where he’d come from, but he didn’t say a word as he gave Peter a look that made the other man slink away.

I couldn’t see Sterling’s face since he’d put his back to me, but Peter deflated like a balloon, sending me one last, narrow-eyed glare before he turned and stormed away. Sterling reached for me then, wordlessly dragging me to a truck I recognized from their farm and opening the door.

“Get in. I’ll take you home.”
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STERLING


Daphne was livid, practically shaking with rage, but I wasn’t convinced it was directed entirely at me. “What the hell are you doing? What gave you the right to intervene like that? I was finally standing up to him, Sterling. I was finally getting to have my say.”

“I’m pretty sure he was about to hit you again,” I ground out, purposely turning off before their house.

I would take her home, but I planned on taking my time doing it. She scoffed, apparently too angry to even realize we were going the wrong way all of a sudden. “What business is that of yours? I saw it coming. I would’ve dodged it.”

“That’s really not the point, Daph. I wasn’t going to stand by and watch him trying to hurt you. Besides, it seemed to me like you’d had your say.”

“It seemed to you,” she grumbled. “That doesn’t make it true. Where did you even come from?”

“I saw him following you when you left. I figured it was prudent to keep an eye on him.”

That was putting it mildly.

As soon as Eric had arrived at the festival, I’d felt the trouble brewing. Fiona had been trying to distract me with all sorts of dirty promises of what she was going to do to me later, but I’d hardly even heard her.

I’d seen Daphne get into it with her brother. Then I’d watched as she’d stormed out. Unfortunately, she’d blown right past Peter’s table and he’d noticed her, leaning in to talk to his friends before he’d taken off after her.

At that point, my heart had been thudding and my muscles had tensed, every fiber of my being bracing itself for another fight if that was what it had come to. I’d left Fiona behind without saying a single word and then I’d heard the thunder, so I’d opted for the truck instead of going after them on foot.

Since I knew Daphne well enough to know she’d be trying to go straight home, it hadn’t been hard to find them. I’d returned Eric’s truck a couple days ago, leaving it at his shop and borrowing this old scrapheap from my dad instead.

Thankfully, the thing had started tonight without giving me much trouble and I’d kept the lights off, sticking close in case Daphne needed me but not wanting to interrupt if she didn’t. With my window rolled down, I’d heard some of their fight, and when it started sounding like it was reaching its peak, I’d decided to park and get closer just in case.

All the while, I’d had bloody murder coursing through my veins. I fucking hated having to hang back, and while I knew she hadn’t necessarily needed me, I just hadn’t been able to stay out of it completely.

Daphne blew out a harsh breath. “You thought it was prudent to keep an eye on him? Why? Do you really think this is going to get you back in my brother’s good books? Unite with him against Peter as a common enemy?”

“Eric had nothing to do with this,” I said. “Think about it. If he knew I’d come after you, he would’ve been right behind us, ready to knock Peter’s dick in the dirt, too, if he tried something while you were vulnerable.”

“I’m not vulnerable,” she snapped. “I’m frustrated and angry, but I’m not vulnerable and I’m also not some innocent, naive little flower who needs to have her life controlled by men. Where are we going, anyway?”

“To your place,” I said vaguely. “Eventually.”

She spun in her seat to face me, and though I was focused on getting us around safe in the sleeting rain, I felt her narrowing her eyes and spitting daggers at me from them. “This isn’t the way to my house.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“So where are we going? I’m sure Fiona is waiting for you somewhere. Just take me home and then you can go back to her.”

Fiona again? I sighed. “Seriously? What is it with you and her? There’s nothing going on between her and I anymore and there hasn’t been for a decade, but you keep throwing her name at me like it’s a weapon.”

She snorted. “Nothing going on between you? Right.” Folding her arms, she slammed back against her seat and averted her gaze to the window instead. “Just take me home, Sterling. Please. You made me get in this truck with you and I very much don’t want to be here anymore.”

Driving out of town, I headed toward the farm. “No can do. I will take you home, but not until this is settled. Just talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

“What’s going on is that you’ve basically kidnapped me,” she said, exasperation lacing every word. “I don’t want to settle whatever you think we need to settle. I’m very clear on where we’re at at the moment, Sterling. Couldn’t be clearer.”

“Okay. Enlighten me, then. Where are we at?”

“Do you really need a recap?” She shook her head. “Why did you even come after me? You and I aren’t anything anymore.”

“That’s weird. I thought we were friends.” I nearly vomited at having to say it, but technically, that was what she’d said we were.

Truth be told, I’d rather have hot wax poured on my ass crack than to be just friends with this girl, but that was where I’d thought we were at. As it turned out, she didn’t believe it either, scoffing as soon as the word left my lips.

“I was trying to be nice. We’ve never been friends and we never will be, so just tell me why you followed us and take me home. Thank you.”

I heaved out a long breath, my heart thudding against my ribs. “You wanted us to be friends, Daph.”

“Oh, that’s what I wanted?” she snapped. “Last I checked, you were the one who broke things off. I was just trying to come up with something to say.”

“So you don’t want be friends?” I’m so fucking confused. “What do you want, then?”

“I want to go home,” she spat just as I turned onto the road that led up to our farm. “Please just take me home, Sterling. I can’t do this. I’m done with the drama, and the uncertainty, and having my life dictated by my brother, and I just can’t. I definitely don’t want to be the other woman.”

“Okay, what are you talking about? How are you the other woman?”

“Fiona.”

She said the name like it was akin to Voldemort. I kind of got it, but what I didn’t understand was why my ex kept coming up.

“What about her?” I asked, my irritation about our conversations always coming back around to this creeping into my tone. “I dated her in high school, Daphne. For fuck’s sake, let it go already. Or at least tell me why you keep using her against me.”

“Let it go? Gee, thanks. I would’ve let it go, except that I know you’re having drinks with her. I know she’s thinking of taking a job in New York to be with you. I know you’re excited about it, and I also know she was whispering sweet nothings to you less than an hour ago, so I’m sorry if it’s just a little bit difficult not to be thinking that you guys are probably getting back together.”

“What?” My head spun as I tried to figure out just where the hell she was getting all this bullshit from. “I’m not having drinks with her. She told me she had a job offer in New York, but I have nothing to do with that. I’m definitely not excited, and sure, she came to talk to me back at the festival, but she wasn’t whispering sweet nothings. Why would you even think any of that?”

“You’re not having drinks with her?” she asked, but it didn’t sound like she believed me at all.

“Hell no,” I said emphatically, driving to one of the barns once we were on Northfield Farms.

I didn’t want to keep driving in this weather, but my dad was at the house and the new hires had been using this particular barn recently, so I knew it had some blankets in it we could use to dry off. Plus, Dad had taken a heater in there for them to use when they were on break.

“Are you going to see her when you get back to New York?”

“Not if I can help it,” I said, slowing to a stop as close as I could to the half-open barn doors. I turned to face her and reached for her hands. “Why do you think there’s still something going on between Fiona and me, Daph?”

Tears shimmered in her eyes as she shook her head at me, looking so miserable that it broke my heart all over again. “She’s perfect for you. She always has been and now she’s even going to New York. Where you’ll be.”

I shook my head. “Daphne, there are about four million women in New York, and I would date all of them first before letting Fiona back into my life. And even then, no thank you.”

“But she⁠—”

“There’s only one woman who’s perfect for me, and that’s you.” Wrapping my fingers around hers, I tugged her closer, leaning in to slant my lips over hers.

I hadn’t been planning on doing it, but I hadn’t tried to stop it when I felt the urge either. My heart was going wild in my chest, ecstatic about finally being in the driver’s seat again, and my brain went on the fritz as soon as her soft lips met my own.

Right then, I didn’t give a fuck about Eric or Fiona. I didn’t care that I was leaving in just a few days or about the wedge I’d been so worried about driving between her and her brother. All the work I’d done to get my career on track faded into irrelevance and my nerve endings ignited. My cock immediately strained against my zipper. It hadn’t even moved when Fiona had come sniffing around again.

Somewhere in the back of my glitchy brain, I knew I shouldn’t be doing this, but I ignored all the warnings blaring at me that this would only make it worse. Daphne was like a drug to me, and I was completely addicted.

As her lips finally parted underneath mine and my tongue swept into her mouth, I groaned, lowered my hands to her hips, and pulled her closer. Whatever else happened after this, I didn’t want to leave a single doubt in her mind that she was who I belonged to.

Maybe we weren’t destined to be together. I could accept the uncertainty of the future. Sort of, but I couldn’t accept her thinking that it was about another woman. To my mind, there was and only ever would be one woman for me, and it was Daphne.

My ex best friend’s little sister. I was wholeheartedly prepared to accept the consequences for it, but I refused to pretend for even one minute longer that I would ever be able to move on from her.
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DAPHNE


My heart was racing a million miles a minute, my body already raring to go. The adrenaline from my argument with Peter and Sterling’s sudden appearance was still coursing through me like lava, making me feel like I was on fire for him.

It spurred me on even though I knew I should pump the brakes. The simple fact was that I didn’t want to stop. Sterling pulled me into his lap and I went eagerly.

Whatever issues we had, it wasn’t that we weren’t compatible. It wasn’t that there were no feelings involved or that we’d gotten each other out of our systems.

If anything, I wanted him now more than ever, this man who kept showing up exactly when I didn’t even know I needed him. He seemed to have an uncanny ability to be there for me, whether I wanted him to be or not.

It made me feel more supported than I ever had been by anyone, like he was the wind I needed in my sails. No matter how annoyed I was with him, that didn’t change the way he—and what he’d done—made me feel.

Not even to mention what it did to me when he said things like “there’s only one woman who’s perfect for me, and that’s you.” What was more was that as his tongue slid into my mouth and he pulled me into his lap, lowering his seat back with his free hand to give us more space to move, I felt like he genuinely meant it.

I’d never felt as out of control while knowing that I had all the power I needed. If I said stop, there was no doubt in my mind that he would, but I didn’t say it and he didn’t do it. The fact was that things between us were a mess, and yet, I needed to be with him.

Sterling grounded me while he also gave me wings to fly. He made me feel safe even when faced with an ex who I knew had been about to take a swing at me. All the bravado in the world couldn’t change how much I appreciated that he’d intervened when he had.

I didn’t want to care, but I did. Peter had been the biggest threat I’d ever faced, not only tonight, but for all the years we’d been together. I wanted to be strong and independent and I was, but standing on that sidewalk with our argument coming to a head and not knowing if anyone would ever even know what had happened to me if Peter took things too far?

My heart lurched and I wound my arms around Sterling’s neck, allowing myself to take comfort in his passionate embrace. I moaned into his mouth as his tongue swept into mine once more, giving myself over to that moment instead of worrying about what had come before.

I’d finally stood up to Peter and Fiona had been making moves on Sterling, but he and I were here. Together. With neither of them anywhere close by. Even Eric couldn’t come between us here, and I recognized that we needed to take advantage of this opportunity, possibly our last to be together.

Breaking the kiss, I slid my nose along the length of his and closed my eyes, just taking a moment to breathe it in. Outside, the storm was still raging, rain coming down in sheets that made me feel like we were in our own little bubble in here.

In here, nothing could touch us. With that thought in mind, I kissed him again, but deeper this time, slowing it down even as I pushed his jacket off his shoulders. Sterling moved with me, drawing his arms out of his sleeves before starting on my clothes in turn.

Elbows bumped against the emergency brake and the side of the truck, everything seemingly in our way but none of it stopped us. Getting him out of his pants with me still on top of him proved to be a challenge, but we managed.

As I lifted myself up on my knees to peel off my own pants, he turned up the heat in the cab, jets of hot air washing over the naked skin of my back and making goosebumps rise all over me. Sterling’s eyelids were heavy, his gaze hooded as he watched me kick my jeans aside. He pulled me back to him, capturing one of my nipples in his hot mouth.

“God, Daph. I missed you,” he groaned as he nibbled on my sensitive flesh.

Sparks of pleasure shot through me and I shifted forward, sliding his hard shaft through my folds and moaning again at the sensation of having him there. “I missed you too.”

I ran my fingers through his hair. Raising his chin, he looked into my eyes and leaned into my touch. Then he slanted his lips over mine once more and only stopped what he was doing when he reached for a condom. I watched as he covered himself, my muscles already spasming with the anticipation of it all.

I tucked my hair behind my ears and lifted myself over him, almost banging my head against the roof. Sterling’s gaze caught mine. His lips parted as he moved his hands to my hips, gripping them and guiding me down.

With his smoldering eyes burning into mine, he thrust into me and I sank onto him at the same time. His breath caught in his chest. I pushed my fingers into his hair again, my breathing ragged. I stared at him, still for just a beat, and adjusted to having him inside me.

My body pulsed around his shaft, my heart hammered, and my cheeks flushed with heat. Sterling’s fingers flexed on my hips and he started moving again, slowly rolling his hips. He kept looking into my eyes.

Neither of us said a word but we sped up. Our mouths crashed together as our bodies fused and did the talking for us. We might not have known what to do about these feelings we had for each other, but it was clear in each furious, passionate kiss and every desperate moan and thrust that they existed—and that neither of us wanted it to end.

Inevitably though, it did end—in spectacular fashion. Pleasure pooled in my core, tightening my muscles until it erupted. The orgasm raced through me like the lightning streaking across the sky outside. Sterling’s thrusts became less rhythmic and more urgent, and he crushed me to him when I felt him swell deep inside me.

“I lied earlier,” he murmured against my hair, his chest still heaving as he tried to catch his breath.

Still trembling in the aftermath, I rested my head on his shoulder and waited for my heartrate to return to normal. My lips curled into a smile against the crook of his neck. “Yeah? About what?”

“I’m not taking you home. When I said it, it wasn’t a lie. I really was planning on driving you back there, but the only place I want to drive you right now is to my house.”

“What about your dad?” I whispered, my voice barely audible against the rain thundering against the roof. “Isn’t he there?”

“I’m sure he is, but he’ll be sleeping by now. Besides, I don’t care if he knows you’re there. I want you in my bed tonight.”

My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to be in his bed tonight just as much as he wanted me to be there, but he and I hadn’t really worked anything out. Aside from my suspicion that Fiona had either been lying or greatly exaggerating the truth, nothing had really changed between Sterling and me.

Yet, our days together were coming to an end, and if I could have one last night with him, I’d take it. Even if I knew I would only be subjecting myself to even more intense heartbreak once he finally left.

I found myself nodding anyway, deciding that heartbreak was heartbreak. At least this way, I’d have another memory to look back on when he was gone. “Take me to bed, then.”

Sterling grinned and offered his hand to help me keep my balance as I climbed back over to my side of the truck. “Are you sure?”

“It’ll be our last hurrah,” I murmured as I reached for my shirt, hiding the pain in my eyes with the fabric as I pulled it on.

He didn’t respond, simply gathering his own clothes and hurriedly getting dressed himself. When we were decent, he started the truck, reached for my hand, and twined his fingers through my own. We stayed that way as he drove to the house.

As we approached, an attached garage I’d never actually been inside opened, and I glanced at him questioningly. He chuckled, squeezing my hand. He drove in once it was all the way open. “I don’t want you getting even wetter than you already are, and I don’t mean that in the dirty way.”

I gave him a playful shove as he parked in the dusty dark depths of the garage, climbed out, and walked around to open the passenger door for me. Looking around, I accepted his hand once more. I saw all sorts of old farming equipment, ATVs covered in thick blankets of dust, and shelves full of tools.

“Someone needs to tidy up in here,” I murmured as he led me to the kitchen door. “Think John will let me sort it out for him?”

Sterling smiled as we walked into his house. “I doubt it, but you could try. You’d probably have a better shot than anyone else.”

I added it to my mental to-do list immediately. Once Sterling left, I would have to keep busy and this was another way I could serve Northfield Farms and my community.

After silently following him up the stairs, I paused when he shut his bedroom door behind us. For obvious reasons, I’d never spent much time in here, but I had seen it before.

I remembered the last time I’d been in here as if it was yesterday. “It hasn’t changed at all since your senior year.”

The same navy blue curtains hung in the windows, the bedding the same hunter green, deep red, and navy blue. His antique wooden bookshelf even still held his old books, but his desk now had a sleek laptop sitting on top of it instead of a writing pad.

Trophies lined the tops of his shelves and posters of NFL players from back in the day peppered his walls. It was nice and toasty in here. An old fireplace lit the corner of his room. If memory served, it had been the main bedroom before the Norths had expanded the house.

Sterling smiled as he brought me with him to his bed. I ran my fingers through his hair. He sighed and closed his eyes. “I forgot you even knew what it looked like back then, but yeah. I haven’t touched it. Does it weird you out?”

I shook my head, stepped back to pull my damp shirt off, and dropped it on the floor beside me. “It doesn’t weird me out at all. In fact, it’s kind of exciting, like we’re getting to travel back in time and be together despite all the odds stacked against us.”

“I like the sound of that.” He yanked the comforter back, slid an arm around my hips, rolled me onto the bed, and climbed in it with me. He pulled the comforter over both of us and sealed his lips over mine.

This was just a continuation of the fantasy that we would somehow get to be together forever, but just for tonight, I decided to indulge. Just one last time. And then I would find a way to get over him—even if it didn’t feel like that was possible.

Not ever.

Not in the slightest.

Not at all.
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STERLING


At six a.m. the next day, I sat across from my father at the breakfast table. It had become something of a habit for us to eat together in the mornings, and for the last few days, I hadn’t even needed to set an alarm for it.

My body clock was on farm time, and at five thirty a.m., I’d been wide awake. After grabbing a quick shower, I’d dressed and come downstairs, getting a pot of coffee on just before my dad had appeared.

Neither of us were morning people, and we hadn’t spoken at all since he’d walked in. After silently making our toast and pouring our coffee, we settled down at the kitchen table. I glanced at the ceiling, picturing Daphne in my bed up there.

Just before I’d left my bedroom, I’d taken a moment to drink in the sight of her there. Lying on her stomach with her long brown hair fanned out across the pillow, her arm had been stretched out to my side of the bed, as if she’d been reaching for me in her sleep.

Her features had been relaxed and smooth, a soft smile on her lips that had done things to my heart—and my cock. All I’d wanted was to climb back into that bed with her, pull her into my arms, and never leave, but I’d known Dad would be waking up and that I needed to have a conversation with him before she appeared.

Dad was munching on his toast, an actual newspaper open in front of him and a cup of coffee in his other hand. I cleared my throat. My fingers wrapped around my own coffee as I looked at him from across the table.

“So, I, uh, I have a girl upstairs.”

Daphne might still have been sleeping when I’d crept out of bed, but I was sure she would be awake soon. I didn’t want her to be embarrassed if she came downstairs and he made a scene—in his own way—about her being here. I knew he loved her, but I also knew he could be quite gruff when he was caught off guard. This way, at least he would be prepared. Hopefully, he’d take seeing her in stride now.

Dad grunted, nodding his acknowledgment that he’d heard me, but his eyes didn’t leave the paper until I spoke again. “It’s Daphne LaSalle.”

He finally glanced up at me, his eyebrows lifting. His eyes searched mine. He didn’t say anything for a moment, just staring at me and blinking hard. “Daphne LaSalle, huh? She’s a good girl. You two together now?”

I shrugged. “We’re something.”

“Just something?” He frowned. “She’s not the kind of girl you’re ‘just something’ with. I thought I’d taught you better than that.”

“You did, but it’s a bit of dilemma.”

To my surprise, he didn’t return to the newspaper. Setting it down instead, he picked up his coffee and focused on me. “Everyone always thinks it’s a bit of a dilemma when they start dating, son. That’s why so many relationships never get off the ground. What’s going on?”

It was my turn to just blink and stare for a long beat. I couldn’t actually believe he was interested in knowing about this. Interested enough that he was even deviating from his morning routine for it. No one got between Dad and his paper in the mornings, so this was huge.

Feeling like we’d taken another big step forward, I decided to open up to him about it. For all his faults, my father was a pretty wise man. A man of few words, sure, but sometimes, he just had a different take on things. It’d happened often when I’d been growing up that his take had been exactly what I needed to hear.

It was weird talking to him about a girl, though. He’d always had zero interest in my dating life. Mom used to ask questions about my relationships but Dad? He’d run as soon as she’d started asking questions.

Now, however, his gaze was firmly fixed on mine. His posture relaxed as he waited for me to come out with it. I dragged in a breath, running my free hand through my hair, and tried to figure out where to even start.

“Honestly? I would love for my relationship with her to have a chance of getting off the ground, but Eric would have my balls if he knew she was here.”

Dad took a moment to think it over, then shrugged. Fucking shrugged.

“Eric is her brother,” he said as if that explained it all. “He would have the balls of any man who was messing around with her. I wouldn’t take it personally.”

My eyebrows jumped up. “How do I not take it personally? I know he’s not a fan of her dating. Don’t get me wrong, I realize that it’s not easy for him to watch her grow up, but she’s an adult now.”

“Yes, an adult with feelings and a heart. And her brother doesn’t want anyone breaking that heart and making her cry.”

“I’m not trying to do that.” I grimaced. “He only seems to have gotten worse, if I’m being honest. I mean, I love the guy, but he’s completely irrational about it.”

Dad frowned. “Two grownups are allowed to have fun however they want together, but I bet Eric’s real issue is the idea of anyone jerking his baby sister around. You’re leaving at some point, and if it’s anything like last time, you’ll be a ghost again. It has to be hard on him, having to stand by and watch her making questionable choices when all he wants is to protect her.”

“So I’m a questionable choice?” I asked.

He rolled his eyes at me and shook his head. “That Peter was definitely a questionable choice. You’re better, but you’re another guy who is going to hurt her.”

“I would never⁠—”

Dad cut me off. “Emotionally, son. Just by leaving, you’re gonna hurt her.”

“I know.”

“And look, Eric only knows you from back in the day. He only knows your history with women back then. He’s never seen you serious, and he has no reason to think anything has changed. Try to put yourself in his shoes for a minute. Would you have trusted you with his sister?”

I paused for a beat, my mind racing back to those early days when we’d first discovered girls didn’t have cooties. “Yeah, I guess I see what you mean. I got around a little bit before I got with Fiona. It’s not like that with Daphne, though.”

He held up his palms. “I didn’t think it was, but if you really do want a chance of getting this relationship off the ground, you need to let him see that it’s not like that with her. Better yet, you need to show him.”

“Well, I mean, I would have, but I’m going back to New York,” I said.

My dad folded his hands in front of him and sighed. “And there you go. See? Eric is right to be concerned.”

“I would ask her to come with me, but she won’t do it and I don’t want to ask her to give up everything she knows and loves for me. Especially because once I get back to the city, I’m hardly ever even going to be home. I practically live in my office.”

“That’s no way to live, son,” he said. “It’s your choice, of course, but you need to ask yourself what will make you happy. The girl or the job.”

I sighed and scrubbed my hands over my face. “Tonight is the reunion and I leave on Monday, the day after the fall parade. She’s helping out with that, so this is probably going to be the last time I see her for a while. From where I’m sitting right now, there’s just no way to make a go of this thing.”

Dad didn’t say anything for a long minute. Leaning back in his chair and sipping his coffee, he just stared into the middle distance—or he was looking at the stove. I couldn’t quite tell if he was seeing it or not, but that was where he was looking—Mom’s domain.

Something about the way the lines on his face deepened told me he was thinking really hard about this, but he’d known I was going back and when. I had no idea what he was mulling over so intensely, but it made a little more sense when he finally spoke again.

“I thought you hated your life in the city,” he said, tilting his head slowly to one side as he looked at me like he was trying to find something on my face. “If that was true, then why do you want to go back there? Why leave at all?”

That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

I’d been kind of hurt when I’d told him I’d be getting on that plane for my flight out after all, and he had just accepted it. But now, I realized that he’d been working up to asking me these questions. It felt like he’d simply been waiting for the right time, and since he and I were talking openly now, I supposed he had found it.

“I don’t really want to go back, but I have to, right? Just logically.” I shrugged. “I’ve got a great job at a firm that’s almost impossible to get into. I’m first in line for a promotion most people would give their left nut for. I have my apartment and my cars. It seems crazy to turn my back on all that, but I’m not going to turn my back on you either. Even when I leave, Dad, I need you to know that I’m still going to be there.”

“What do you mean by that?” he asked cautiously.

It seemed I’d also found the time I’d been waiting for to broach this with him. “I’ve got a few ideas about the farm. If you’re willing to hear me out.”

“Alright,” he said finally. “Let’s have it. You want to hire these guys, don’t you?”

“I do,” I replied confidently. “You need help around here and these new hires have already gotten the lay of the land. I think they handled themselves really well at our busiest time of year, which means it could only get better now that things will start slowing down again. The farm can get ahead instead of trying play catch-up all the time.”

Dad didn’t turn me down immediately, which was a pleasant surprise. Deciding to keep going now that I had the ball rolling, I laid it all out for him. “Jake and his team have agreed to keep working on the maintenance and repairs. They’ll be fitting us in between other jobs, so they’ll probably be coming and going for a few months, if that’s okay with you?”

“As long as they stay out of my way,” he said after considering it for a moment. “Jake does good work, but he’s not coming into the house.”

“The gutters⁠—”

“They can clean the outside, but I don’t want people traipsing in and out of here as they please. The only other person I want in here is you. And I suppose your girlfriend, for as long as you can call her that.”

“Deal,” I said, ignoring that last bit. “I’ve also reached out to⁠—”

Daphne came creeping down the stairs, her eyes wide and panicked when they met mine. Dad must’ve heard the creak of one of the old floorboards because he suddenly smiled.

“I already know you’re here, Daphne. There’s coffee.” He stood up and nodded good morning to her when she joined us in the kitchen. “Maybe my son will show I raised him right by making you a cup. Well, I’m off to work. Good to see you, Daphne.”

With that, he turned and walked out. I grinned and filled a mug from the cabinet. I brought it to her at the table, along with cream and sugar. I didn’t know how she took it.

We drank coffee together like we hadn’t gone back on our agreement to be just friends. Between that and the fact that I was leaving in a couple days, I wondered just what the hell happened next?

In a little over forty-eight more hours, I would be buckling up my seatbelt and taking off to settle back into a life over four hundred miles away.

It wasn’t that far, but it sure was far enough to make a romantic relationship damn near impossible.
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DAPHNE


The Allisburg High reunion was happening tonight, and I was getting dressed for the event with Rachel. My friend had nearly bailed on being her husband’s date, but in the end, Jake’s mom had shown up to look after Lizzy for the night and Rachel had finally agreed to go—for an hour.

Personally, I was hopeful that she would stick it out for a little bit longer, but Jake had just been happy that she would be on his arm at all. He had even taken his clothes to the guest bedroom to get ready there when it was almost time to leave, giving Rachel and me complete privacy in their bedroom. His mom was in the living room with the baby.

“How are you feeling about tonight?” I asked as I zipped up the back of her shimmering, golden dress. She looked like Glam Barbie in it, her shiny blonde hair cascading in carefully constructed waves over one shoulder. I grinned at her in the reflection of the floor-length mirror we were standing in front of. “God, you’re gorgeous. Jake is going to give Lizzy a little brother when he sees you.”

“Oh, stop.” She ran those wide blue eyes over herself in the mirror, then flicked them back up to mine. I saw the nerves shining in her eyes, so brightly that it made them look almost glassy. “Are you sure this isn’t a mistake? Lizzy has never been away from me from me for so long.”

“It’s only an hour or two,” I said soothingly, running my hands up to her shoulders and giving them a comforting squeeze. “Lizzy will be just fine. Mrs. Garrison will call if she needs you and the school is only a few minutes away. You could be here in a flash if there’s a problem.”

She inhaled deeply, her chest rising and falling slowly. She closed her eyes and nodded. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It just feels like I’m going to have a panic attack when I even think about leaving her for the night, but she’s with her Grammy. She’s going to be fine. Her grandpa is coming over later too.”

“Exactly. She’s in the best possible hands. They’ve raised three kids already, and Jake and his brothers are all fine. Lizzy will be too. In fact, I think they’re going to spoil her rotten. A little girl after all those boys? They’re going to be doting on her all night.”

Finally, a slow smile spread on her lips and she nodded again. “I think they’ve been looking forward to this, actually. Getting to spend some quality time with her without us panicking every time she makes a sound.”

“Oh, I know they’ve been looking forward to it.” I winked at her in the mirror. “Mrs. Garrison told my mom all about it. They’re in the book club together, and according to my mom, Mrs. Garrison couldn’t stop talking about it at their meeting yesterday.”

Rachel giggled, but I finally saw some of the nervousness leaving her eyes and excitement sparking to life in them instead. “Honestly, it’ll be nice to have a little bit of time alone with Jake. I think he’s been feeling pretty neglected.”

I shrugged. “He wanted to put a baby in you. This comes with the territory.”

“Fair enough.” She laughed before she spun around to face me. “Let’s keep making me beautiful.”

“Okay, let’s finish your makeup so we can get you out there to your husband for your first post-baby date.”

“What about you?” she asked, taking a pointed look at my dress. The back still needed to be done up and I hadn’t touched my hair yet. “Want me to get those buttons for you?”

I shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. I’m going with Eric. It’s not like I have to look good.”

She arched an eyebrow and propped a hand on her hip as she shook her head. “You’re going with Eric, but Sterling is going to be there. What’s happening with that now anyway? Jake told me that he’s going back to New York. What the heck? Does he have rocks in his head?”

I’d been mum about my situation with him so far today, and I didn’t plan on making this evening about Sterling and me. Last night had been amazing, and having coffee and breakfast with him this morning had been just as good, but he was still leaving the day after tomorrow and I had no idea where he and I stood anymore. It hurt to think about it at all.

“Tonight is supposed to be a fun party, not a pity party,” I reminded her. “Sterling is going to be there and I’m excited to see him, but at the same time, he’ll be gone soon. So let’s save the teary, deep, meaningful conversation for then.”

Worry crept into her eyes, but I smacked her shoulder playfully and pointed at the dresser. “Go on. Put the final touches on your makeup. I know you’re dying to see your husband.”

Reluctantly turning to do what I’d said, she cast a few more glances at me but I pretended not to notice. I took the spot she’d just vacated in front of the mirror and quickly brushed my hair. Then I pulled it into a quick, loose braid and touched up my own very light makeup.

With that done, Rachel finally buttoned me up. Then we headed out. I hung back as we walked into the living room, enjoying being a witness to the moment Jake turned around and saw her.

As always, he instantly looked absolutely smitten. His cheeks flushed, his jaw practically hitting the floor before he cleared his throat and strode up to her. Mrs. Garrison giggled and snapped a few shots of them on her phone as he pulled Rachel into his arms and murmured something against her ear.

It was such a joyous, beautiful moment that it brought tears to my eyes. Jake and Rachel were my couple goals, I swore. Even after so many years, the way he looked at her was the exact way I wanted to be looked at someday.

Preferably by Sterling, but that’s just not going to happen.

With a soft sigh, I gathered my dress, waved goodbye, and headed outside just as Eric parked at the curb to pick me up. I really wasn’t in the mood to get into it with my brother tonight, and yet, as soon as I climbed into the truck and looked at him, I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Why do you have a problem with me dating Sterling?” I asked without any prelude. I’d been surprised when he’d texted earlier to ask if I’d still come with him tonight, but he had to have known this was going to come up. “He’s been one of your best friends since forever. I know all guys are weird about their sisters hooking up with their friends, but out of all the men in the world, surely he should be one of the guys you trust most?”

Eric snorted. “It’s exactly because he was one of my best friends that I don’t trust him with you.”

I noticed his subtle use of the past tense there, but I didn’t bring it up. Somewhere deep inside, I genuinely believed they would be friends again one day. There was just too much history between them to write each other off completely.

“Okay,” I said slowly, dragging out the word as I desperately tried to figure out what he meant. “Why, though? You know that he’s a good guy. You wouldn’t have been friends with him for so long if he wasn’t, so why don’t you trust him with me when you’d normally trust him with your life?”

“I have trusted him with my life,” Eric muttered. “It’s not my life we’re talking about, though. It’s your heart, and when it comes to women, he’s not a good guy, Daph. He never has been. He’s a charmer. A playboy. He goes with whatever feels right in the moment and he never takes it seriously.”

“I don’t believe that’s true anymore,” I said after taking his concerns into consideration. “I get that he might’ve been like that before, but so were you. All of you were, yet look at Jake and Rachel now. Look how happy they are. Think about how long it’s been since you’ve just randomly fallen from one woman to the next. You can’t tell me that you believe you and Jake have changed so much, but Sterling hasn’t.”

“I don’t know what to think about him,” he finally admitted. “It’s been a long time since he and I have talked about this kind of thing, and honestly, I did think he’d grown up, but then I saw him with you and it occurred to me that he’s probably still single for a reason.”

“You’re single too,” I said. “Both of us know that you don’t have to be. You’re simply refusing to settle for just anyone. Maybe Sterling feels the same way.”

Eric shrugged. “Or maybe he’s still the same slutty dick he’s always been.”

I scoffed. “How was he a slutty dick when he was with Fiona? He was committed to her from day one. He never strayed.”

“Not that we know about.” Eric snorted and glanced at me. “Unless something happened between you⁠—”

“Don’t be a jerk,” I said, my voice a low warning. “Nothing happened between us back then and you know it. That only started a couple weeks after he got back, and he’s been great. Really great, Eric. He’s made me feel secure in his feelings for me and I have real feelings for him too.”

“That’s what I’m talking about, though,” he snapped. “You have real feelings for him and he’s fucking leaving.”

“Yes, he is, but I knew that was going to happen. He never made me any promises that he hasn’t kept. He didn’t fool me into thinking he was going to stay. Whatever happens between us, it’s between us and you really need to get over it. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

My brother grunted, white-knuckling the steering wheel as he pulled into the parking lot outside of the high school. People from Eric’s class swarmed around us, shouts of laughter ringing in the air. They hugged and chatted while making their way to the doors.

“Are you ready for this?” I asked as he opened his door. “Remember, I’m just here to make sure things run smoothly, so don’t worry about me tonight, okay? Just try to relax and have fun.”

And if you see Sterling, please don’t get in a fight with him, I added silently as Eric hopped out of the truck and came around to open my door.

I accepted his hand and linked my elbow with his, then scanned the crowd gathered outside, searching for one person above all others. I didn’t see Sterling yet, but I knew he would be here eventually. While I hoped he and my brother would make up, I also hoped I would get the chance to at least speak to him tonight.

Eric glanced at me as we walked through the wide doors and joined the throng of people moving slowly toward the gym. “I’m ready for this, Daph. I really just hope you are too.”
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STERLING


“Iheard you were in New York now,” Cameron Adams said as he and I ended up next to one another at the bar. “How’s it going there? I was surprised when someone told me you didn’t go pro. Did you seriously go to business school instead, you big nerd?”

I shrugged and flashed him an easygoing smile. Cameron had been part of our larger circle of friends in high school. He and I had never been super close, but we’d played ball together and he was a decent guy. It just so happened he’d also been one of the people who had only ever gotten to know the front I’d put up—and that was all I was willing to show him now, too.

I wasn’t here to reestablish deep connections with anyone. I had already done that with Daphne and it was tearing my soul apart.

“Yeah, man. Stanford. As soon as I got accepted, that was it for me and football. It was great and I loved it. Still do, but it was going to take too long to start paying the kind of bills I wanted to be racking up.”

He laughed. “Let me guess. A penthouse with a view and a couple fancy cars?”

I dropped my chin in a nod and smirked. “Wall Street got me there faster and without so much risk of a career-ending injury.”

“I never knew you to be afraid of taking risks.”

“I’m in finance,” I said, shrugging. “Every move I make is a risk. And this way, my knees still work.”

He laughed and nodded. “I hear that. Every time it rains, my wrist still throbs like a bastard.”

Bryan, another of our old teammates, joined our conversation with his wife. “Are you still talking about that wrist injury?” he asked with a smile. “You’ve been milking that story for years.”

Cameron laughed. “Oh, whatever. Did you ever get that hernia fixed, Three-Balled Bryan?”

His wife, Lana, widened her eyes and looked at her husband. “Have I missed something all these years?”

Bryan groaned. “No, honey, it wasn’t a third testicle. It was just my guts poking out. But I got it fixed before we met.” He turned to look at Sterling. “Hey, North. The farm is looking pretty good these days. Lana and I took our kids out there during the festival. It’s a hell of improvement from the way things were looking last year.”

“Thanks, Three-Ball,” I said, smacking my palm into his when he offered me his hand to shake.

He rolled his eyes and chuckled. “I didn’t miss you pricks at all.”

I gave his wife a smile. “Good to you see you, too, Lana. You keeping this joker in line?”

She smiled. “Hello, Sterling. Thanks for opening up the farm for the festival. Our boys love it every year, even if Bryan wasn’t so eloquent about it.”

I laughed. “It’s no problem. I know it’s been getting a bit rundown, but we’re fixing all that. It’s going to look even better by next year.”

“We’re looking forward to it,” Bryan said. “Are there still fish in the pond? The boys have been nagging at me to find out.”

“Not at the moment, but that’s a damn good idea, actually.”

Restocking the pond and opening it up to local kids as a fishing opportunity would be a good way to draw people in during the spring and summer.

“Do you know if your dad is thinking about converting one of the barns into an events venue?” Cameron asked. “My girlfriend is on my ass about a ring, and she wants to get married on a farm. She’s been going to the festival since she was a baby and now she’s got it in her head that she’d love to get married on your farm.”

“It’s an idea I’ve thought about,” I admitted, suddenly realizing that while everyone I’d spoken to tonight had asked about New York and what I did there, most people were more interested in the farm.

Their feelings about it so far seemed mixed. A few had mentioned how bad it’d been looking these last few years while others were only interested in our plans for it going forward.

I’d only been here for about thirty minutes, but I’d already added a bunch of new ideas to my mental list. The more I was talking to others about it, the more I saw an opportunity to turn it into something new and up with the times.

“Our boys have also asked if you have a campground,” Lana said, her voice as soft and shy as always. “Do you think that might be something that’s on the cards for next year? The entire baseball team wants to camp out there for a night or two. Someone told them there are some pretty nice hikes on the property and lots of space for them to practice.”

“I’ll bring it up with my dad,” I said. “It’s a good idea. Campouts are fun and the farm is close enough to town that it should be easy for the kids to get there.”

“What about the bakery?” another voice asked from behind me and I twisted to see Sheryl, a girl who had obviously been in our year but I’d never spoken to before.

I only knew her name because it was on a sticker stuck to her dress, but I smiled like I knew exactly who she was, stepping into the role of charming marketer once more. “What about the bakery?”

As she looked back at me, she seemed surprised that I was addressing her at all, but she blinked rapidly past it and then cleared her throat. “I was, uh, we were wondering if perhaps the space would be available for classes? I run a little pottery workshop twice a month and we used to use the cafe next door to you, but they’re getting pretty busy and it’s been a struggle to find enough space for fifteen ladies every second weekend.”

“Just call either Daphne LaSalle or June Gracen,” I said, confident that this would work without even having to talk to my dad about it. “I’ll tell them to wait by the phone. We’d love to host you.”

I knew both June and Daphne would go for this in a heartbeat. First, because they were both creative people. They’d probably end up joining the workshops, but moreover, this put fifteen asses in seats in the bakery twice a month.

After I excused myself from the group, I got pulled into another conversation that ended up going in the exact same direction. Henley Cooper smiled at me, batting her lashes when she found out I was in New York.

“I’m there too,” she said excitedly. “Not on Wall Street like you, but I work in Tribeca. It’s funny though, I always thought your family were generational farmers.”

“We are,” I said, forcing the smile I gave her in return. “I’ve never been much of a follower, though. I broke the mold.”

“I suppose you have,” she said easily, still smiling as sympathy filled her eyes. “It must be hard on your dad, though. My family and I haven’t been out there for a couple years because it was in such bad shape the last time we visited. It’s a real shame. It used to be a great place for a family outing.”

“It will be again,” I promised instead of bristling at the comment. The fact of the matter was that I wasn’t sure I’d feel safe letting my own kids run amok there—and I didn’t even have kids yet. I had no idea what it felt like to be worried for their safety. “Do yourself a favor and visit again next year. It’ll be amazing.”

Her smile widened. “I’m sure it will be. My parents still live in town and my son and I visit a few times a year. We’ll be sure to check it out when we come again.”

“Please do.” I was moving on to greet some more of my former classmates when I caught Daphne and Eric from the corner of my eye.

They walked in with Daphne on Eric’s arm, but it wasn’t my friend I was focused on. It was my girl. She looked like a dream, wearing a flowing red dress that wrapped around her chest, hips, and waist as if it’d been painted onto her curves. From there, it flared out slowly, sparkles on the skirt catching the light as she moved.

I couldn’t tear my eyes off her. She was radiant. Stunning.

With her hair in a braid and loose tendrils framing her face, some kind of shiny gloss on her lips, and her curves so perfectly showcased in that dress, she was so beautiful that it made my entire body ache. I was about to make a beeline for her when an announcer stepped onstage.

“Can I have your attention please?” she said into the microphone and I turned along with the rest of the crowd to see one of the volunteers smiling at us. She waited until everyone had quieted before she leaned in to speak again. “Welcome, guys. It’s so good to see all these familiar faces back at Allisburg High. My name is Lacey-Lee and I’m going to be your emcee for the evening.”

A smattering of applause broke out. She curtsied, chuckling before she cleared her throat. “To kick the night off, we decided it might be fun to recreate the king and queen dance from your senior prom, so could we have Sterling North and Fiona Marksmith on the dance floor, please?”

I groaned. Could the timing be any worse?

I considered ignoring the request, but a few people had already turned to start shooing me toward the stage. I could practically feel Daphne’s eyes on me as I went, and I silently cursed whoever had come up with this godforsaken idea.

I really should’ve paid more attention to the planning of this thing.

Fiona was already at the center of the dance floor when I broke through the last of the crowd. Smiling, she opened her arms. Objectively, the girl looked stunning. With a skintight black dress and her hair loose and hanging in a sleek red curtain to her waist, she looked like sex on a stick, but even as I hooked my arm around her slender waist, I couldn’t find a shred of attraction toward her.

I sighed as I slid my palm into hers. “Hey, Fi. What’s up?”

“Sterlo,” she murmured against my ear, wrapping her manicured fingers around the back of my neck and holding me closer than necessary. “When are we going to have that drink? I’ve been waiting for your call.”

Irritation crept through me. “We’re not going to have a drink, Fiona. I turned you down, remember?”

“No, you said you were busy that day. You never said it wasn’t going to happen.”

I pulled back so that I could look her in the eyes this time while I said it. “It’s not going to happen.”

“We could get back together, baby,” she purred, smiling as her gaze met mine. “That’s what I wanted to get drinks to talk about. My offer in New York is solid and I could be there as soon as the end of next month.”

“That’s great for you, Fiona, but it has nothing to do with me,” I said firmly, making sure she really understood me this time. “I’m not sure where all this stuff about us getting back together is coming from, but that’s not happening either. What we had was fun when we were kids, but that’s where it ended. When we were kids.”

As I spun her out and away from me, my eyes landed on Daphne’s and got stuck there. She was watching with Rachel and Jake, uncertainty splashed all over her expression, with her brow slightly furrowed and her lips parted.

Fiona smiled at the crowd as she twirled, even working in a little shimmy, but her eyes hardened when she pressed up against me once more. “Why are you being so stubborn about this? We’re a match made in heaven. We were good together. It’s not going to hurt to give it another shot.”

“Yes, it will.” Others started joining us on the dance floor and I let go of Fiona, striding purposely toward Daphne and extending my hand when I reached her. “May I have this dance?”

She hesitated for a beat before she nodded, then put her hand in mine and allowed me to lead her onto the dance floor. I knew Eric was around here somewhere and I knew he was probably really not going to like this, but my father’s words from this morning repeated over and over in my head.

I needed him to see that I was different with her. Even if might make him want to gouge out his own eyes.
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DAPHNE


Sterling held me close, the masculine scent of his cologne enveloping me as he led me gracefully around the dance floor. I relaxed into his arms, still amazed at how perfectly I fit against him. My eyes closed as I rested my head against his strong chest, intent on just relishing the moment while it lasted.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he murmured, his arm banding tighter around my waist. “I wasn’t expecting you to be.”

“I came with Eric,” I explained. “He got a few offers from women back when the date was first announced, but he didn’t want to accept any of them, so he told everyone he was bringing me instead. Mom was thrilled since it meant I could keep an eye on the proceedings tonight at the same time.”

A low chuckle rumbled in his chest. “That sounds about right. How was the drive over?”

“Awkward, but good,” I replied, tilting my head back to look into his eyes. “I told him to back off and get over it.”

Sterling’s eyebrows inched up. “How did he take it?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. We got here before he could say much of anything, but I think the message went through. He knows now that I won’t have him making my decisions for me.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s going to accept them.” He exhaled heavily as he navigated us around the crowded dance floor, not once easing his grip on me.

I held his gaze intently. “It doesn’t matter what he accepts. He doesn’t ask my permission to date someone and I don’t expect him to. The least he can do is extend the same courtesy to me.”

“That seems fair, but I don’t blame him for being protective of you. I haven’t exactly always been a model boyfriend.”

“Neither has he,” I said, lowering my head back down to his chest.

With the steady beat of his heart against my ear, I allowed my eyes to flutter closed once more. One song melted into another, and we stayed on the dance floor until finally, dinner was served. He released me reluctantly, but when we checked the seating chart, we found out we were at the same table.

With Rachel and Jake—and Eric. Some others were with us too, Cameron Adams with his girlfriend and a couple more people who used to be on the football team. Thankfully, they carried the conversation at dinner, not even picking up on the tension between Eric and Sterling.

I was seated between them, and I felt the glares my brother was sending at us as he tore into his dry chicken. Sterling chatted to the others while Eric glowered, and Jake and Rachel seemed to be torn between joining the conversation and trying to appease my brother.

Dinner felt like it lasted an age, but when it was done, it didn’t take long at all for people to start mingling once more. The Garrisons took off to go home, but not before Rachel gave me a tight squeeze. “You guys looked good together on the dance floor before. Get his ass back out there and don’t let your brother stop you from doing whatever it is you want to do tonight.”

I nodded against her hair and smiled as I released her. “I’m going to do my best. Bye, babe. Give Lizzy a kiss from me.”

“Will do,” she promised, sliding her hand into Jake’s and leading him to the exit.

Once they were gone, I looked around for Eric, but he’d practically run to the bar and Sterling came to stand next to me. Those dark eyes blazed into mine when I looked up at him. “Would you like to dance some more, or should we just get out of here?”

“Let’s get out here,” I said without even giving it a second thought. “As long as you’re sure you’re ready to leave?”

“I came. I mingled. I’m done.” He slid his hand into mine and held it firmly. “There’s no one here that I’d rather spend time with than you. Do you want to go tell Eric that we’re leaving?”

My heart skipped a beat. Sterling was willing to leave the reunion he’d come home for, for me. To spend time with me. I nearly swooned, but I managed to smile up at him. “Have you always been such a smooth talker?”

He winked. “It’s one of the things I do best with my mouth.”

Heat raced through me, making my breasts feel heavy and everything south of my hips ache, but I shook it off as I glanced at my brother at the bar. He’d struck up a conversation with a cute little blonde and I shook my head as I looked back at Sterling.

“I’ll text him. At this point, I think it’s better if I just get out of his hair. The formalities are done, so I can tell my mom that it went well and leave him to enjoy the party.”

He nodded, and it was a welcome change when he started leading me to the door without arguing that I should at least go talk to my brother. “He’s going to think that I’m just taking you home to have sex with you.”

“Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing?” I asked playfully, wishing I had at least one demure bone in my body.

Sterling didn’t seem to mind, though. He chuckled and tightened his fingers around mine as we reached the exit. “Actually, I was thinking we could just go for a drive and see where the night takes us, but I wouldn’t complain if you just wanted me to take you home.”

“A drive sounds nice,” I said.

Someone called his name as we left, but neither of us even turned to find out who it had been. Sterling only seemed to have eyes for me, and he grinned as the doors swung shut behind us. “A drive does sound nice, but does it sound nicer than going to bed?”

“Never,” I joked, relishing the heat of him so close to my side and that spicy scent of his cologne on every breath I took. “What about Fiona, though? She seemed pretty angry at you while you guys were dancing?”

He groaned. “This again? She was angry with me, Daph, but she was angry because I told her that I didn’t want to give our relationship another shot. She was never right for me, and deep down, I think she knows I’m not right for her either, but she just got divorced and I suspect she was just after something familiar and comfortable.”

As we walked into the cool night air, I felt bad for her for the first time in my life. “Is she still moving to New York?”

“I doubt it, but I don’t know and I don’t care. I don’t hold the keys to the city, so I can’t keep her out. If that job offer is as good as she’s been saying it is and she takes it, it has nothing to do with me and she knows that now.”

“Would you see her?” I asked quietly, hating myself for the jealousy that flashed through me when I thought about the two of them going out for drinks or dinner at some ritzy, big-city restaurant with romantic lighting and people proposing all around.

God, I’ve watched too many rom-coms.

We’d reached the old farm truck and he opened the passenger door for me, helping me in and then sliding both of his hands onto my thighs before I could turn. His eyes locked on mine, intensity coming off him in waves as he held my gaze.

“I can’t promise that I won’t run into her if she does move. I can’t promise that she won’t reach out to me or even that we might end up having drinks at the same place, but I need you to hear me when I tell you that I do not want her, Daph. All I want is you.”

My heart stammered in my chest. As I looked into his eyes, I really believed him, and I reached out, lacing my fingers together at the nape of his neck and drawing him to me. His lips brushed against mine in a gentle kiss and I moaned, closing my eyes as the whiskey and mint taste of him infused my senses.

“Let’s go to my place,” I murmured into the kiss. “We can take a drive tomorrow.”

“Can’t argue with that.” He lingered for a moment before he groaned and pushed himself away, shutting my door before jogging around to his own.

Climbing in, he turned over the engine and reached for my hand, holding it all the way to my house and only letting go for the time it took to get out of the truck. He took it again as I let us in, spinning me into him as soon as my front door shut behind us.

He didn’t kiss me immediately, though. I tilted my head back, my hands on his chest, and we stared at each other. He slid his arms around my hips and brought his forehead down to mine, breathing in for a minute before he finally slanted his lips over mine.

My fingers curled into his shirt, my thoughts scattering from the feel of his soft lips against my own juxtaposed with the hardness of his body as he pressed into me. Walking us back, I led him to my bedroom, praying that my brother wouldn’t barge in on us again tomorrow morning.

Sterling groaned when I pushed his jacket off his shoulders, my fingers making quick work of the buttons on his shirt. He reached for my back, cursing when he felt the hard nubs of all the buttons holding my dress in place.

“Damn it. This thing is going to take way too long to get off,” he murmured against my lips as I slid his shirt off.

Smiling, I broke the kiss and strode over to my dresser. Even though it was dark in my room, I found what I’d been looking for fast enough. I walked back to him, smacking the scissors into his open palm. “Cut it off.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly.” I gave him my back, a shiver of anticipation running through me as he sliced carefully through the fabric. “I’ve always wanted to have someone do that because they just wanted me too bad to wait.”

He pushed the dress past my hips, grabbing my hand and spinning me around again when it hit the floor. As I landed against him, he picked me up and carried me to my bed, then jumped in with me.

“Happy to oblige,” he murmured. His hands started tearing at my panties. “I want you bad enough to do a lot more than that.”

As he said it, he rolled his hips against mine and I moaned at the rock-hard bulge grinding against my sensitive core. Winding my legs around him, I reached for the waistband of his slacks. Whenever I was with him like this, I tended to lose track of all logical thought and reasoning, and it was no different tonight.

I gave myself to him wholeheartedly and without reservation, despite knowing that he would be gone soon. We got each other naked within seconds, and then he slowed us right down, kissing me everywhere and sliding his hand between my legs when I couldn’t wait any longer.

As he pushed his fingers into me, a keening cry left my lips and my hips came off the bed. “More. I need more.”

He smiled, his head hovering right above mine. He dragged his thumb across my clit. “Anything, Daph. I’d give you anything.”

Sparks of pleasure shot through me and I moaned. Kissing him, I rode his hand. I’d never been so brazen with anyone before, but he wasn’t just anyone and he made me feel free to chase whatever I needed to get to where I wanted to go.

Watching me closely, he gave me exactly what I needed and I came apart around his fingers, the orgasm powerful but only leaving me wanting more. I was always like this with him. Insatiable. It was never over for me until I’d felt him lose it deep, deep inside my body. I reached for him, waiting impatiently as he rolled on a condom. Then he positioned himself between my legs.

Looking deep into my eyes, he pushed into me, his brow furrowing and his lids slamming shut. I wrapped my legs around him, feeling like I was bringing him home. In that moment, it felt impossible to believe that he was leaving and even more impossible to imagine letting him go.


55


STERLING


Waking up with Daphne in bed with me had fast become one of my favorite things ever—and this was probably going to be the last time it happened. Today was the fall parade and tomorrow was D-day, the day of my departure.

Holding her in my arms now with her back pressed to my front, her head resting on my arm and my lips pressed to her shoulder blade, I wondered for the umpteenth time if I’d made a mistake. I’d never been as happy as I was when I was with her.

She made me feel like I didn’t have to be a guarded asshole, and yet, her brother would never forgive me if I stayed. I let out a soft sigh, inhaling the sweet vanilla scent of her body lotion on her skin with my next breath.

Everything in me wanted to stay exactly where I was, except for my brain, which was telling me that it was about time to go. I didn’t move, though. I couldn’t. My dick was as hard as concrete, nestled against her lower back and ass.

It throbbed to slide into her in this position, to wake her up with me inside her and my fingers playing with her clit. I groaned quietly as my heartrate skyrocketed at the thought. My cheeks got hot, my breathing suddenly shaky.

As if she’d sensed the change in me, she stirred, her butt brushing against my shaft as she let out a sleepy moan. My cock twitched and my heart soared when she did a half turn to smile at me. Her eyes were only just beginning to open, but she reached for me lazily, nodding as I became aware of my hips rolling gently into her.

“Do it,” she encouraged on a quiet whisper. “I want you.”

I looked into her sleepy eyes and leaned forward, kissing her hard and fast as my breathing became completely ragged and my hand traveled down to her hip. I didn’t know what it was with her, but it was like she spoke directly to that primal instinct to claim. To mate.

Flexing my fingers on her hip, I felt her upper body move away from mine for a beat as she reached for a condom on her nightstand. She handed it over and I groaned again as I rolled it on, dropping the wrapper somewhere on her bed.

Once it was securely in place, I kissed her again, sliding in between her legs and feeling her wet heat radiating into me. My heartbeat was out of control, my very bones feeling like they would crack if I didn’t get inside her right away.

Daphne moaned into my mouth as I thrust into her, reaching around to slide my hand between her legs as well. Immediately, she started rocking, letting out soft whimpers of my name into the kiss as I took her hard and fast.

As always, she was ready for me, though. Her inner muscles constricted just as I started losing control, and as my orgasm thundered through me, I felt her going over the edge as well. I came so hard that my heart felt like it was about to explode as I emerged on the other side, my fingers still flying across her clit as I saw her through.

Daphne sagged against me when she was done, panting and trembling in my arms. Without saying a word, I pulled her closer, just holding her as our bodies fought to regain basic function. We stayed just like that until my phone rang, the ringtone shrill and loud in the quiet air.

I frowned. “I should probably check who that is.”

She nodded against my chest, her eyes closed when I rolled away from her to grab my phone from her nightstand. When I saw her brother’s name on the screen, I cursed. “Shit, it’s Eric. I have to take it.”

“Take it,” she murmured, her voice lazy and thick with sleep. “I’ll be here. Don’t mind me.”

I chuckled, sat up in bed, and slid my thumb across the green bar before pressing the device against my ear. “Eric? Is everything okay?”

“No,” he muttered, sounding like he’d made the call begrudgingly. “I need your help with the football float. Jake is on his way too. Double time it, Sterling. I don’t like this and we’re going to have to ride this damn thing later.”

“I’ll be right there,” I said, grimacing, and glanced down at Daphne naked beside me. “I hate that I have to do this, but I need to go.”

She blinked her eyes open, and to my surprise, they were filled with understanding and she nodded. “Go. I heard a bit of that. If there’s a problem with a float and it’s big enough that he’s calling for reinforcements, then he must really be worried. I need to get going soon myself anyway. I’ll see you later?”

I bent over, sliding my hand into her hair and kissing her deeply before I straightened up again. “Okay. Yes, I’ll see you later. Bye, baby.”

I nearly added an I love you, but I caught myself just in time, deciding against opening that particular can of worms this morning. Frowning as soon as I was faced away from her, I wondered what the hell those words had been doing on my tongue, but I shook my head and got up. I pulled on my clothes and raced back to the farm to change before I met Eric at the high school.

Daphne was front and center in my mind, but I needed to get my head straight. I was leaving tomorrow and we hadn’t talked about what that meant for us. I wanted us to be together, but practically, I just didn’t know if it was possible and the last thing I wanted was to give her—or myself—false hope.

Focusing on the floats, I climbed out of my truck and weaved between them and all the people around until I found Eric. He was standing next to a float that appeared to be having engine problems, smoking a bit as it took off for a practice run around the parking lot.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I went to join him, deliberately choosing to ignore that we were on the outs and not really speaking.

“I don’t know,” he grumbled, dragging a hand through his hair as he watched the float through narrowed eyes. “I fucking told them to let me check the engines over the last few weeks, but some idiot decided they knew better. Do you see that smoke? That smoke is not good, North. Especially not since we need to ride that thing in a little while.”

“We’ll check it out,” I said confidently, watching as it made its way back to us.

Once it stopped again, I rolled up my sleeves and went with Eric to inspect the engine. It’d been years since I’d done any work on a vehicle of any kind, but I’d done enough of it growing up that it came back to me as I leaned over it with him.

With the thick scent of oil and something charred in my nostrils, I looked over the parts I could see and glanced up at my friend. “What do you think?”

He shook his head, exasperation tightening his features. “I really don’t know. If I had time to strip it, I would’ve found the problem. Guaranteed, but we don’t have that kind of time.”

“Should we try changing the oil?” I asked.

“I already have,” he said, looking up at me from across the compartment. “At this point, the best we can do is pray.”

“Let’s do that, then,” I said. “What’s the worst that can happen? We’re only going to be riding it in the enormously crowded area downtown.”

He grimaced. “I really don’t like this.”

“Same,” I agreed. “Where’s Jake? Maybe he has an idea?”

“He doesn’t,” Eric said. “I called him before I called you and he was already on his way. He checked it out, but he didn’t see anything obvious either. He thinks that maybe it’s just old.”

I sighed and slid my hands into my pockets. “Maybe he’s right.”

“Maybe.” He didn’t look at all convinced though, and neither was I, but we made our way down the line of floats to the football one, helping to get it ready for the parade.

Eric’s team was there, and I even got a high-five from Asher, who grinned like a loon as he winked at me. “Thanks for all your help, Sterling. You were right. I just needed to get out of my head.”

I dipped my chin in a nod. “No problem, bud. Next time, listen to Eric when he tells you something, okay? I’m not going to be around, but Eric knows what he’s doing. You just need to trust him.”

My friend was standing nearby with his arms crossed tight over his chest as he chatted to a couple of his other players, but as his gaze met mine, I knew he’d heard me. He gave me a slight nod, then he turned when another player called him over.

The morning passed in a blur of final touches to the floats, all the volunteers swirling around to make sure everything was in place for us to get started. I didn’t see Daphne, though. My heart gave a pang when I was told to take my place and I still hadn’t seen her.

I missed her, which I was loathe to admit. The woman had gotten under my skin and into my head, and I couldn’t seem to shake her.

Eric climbed onto the smoky float with me, taking his place beside me at the railing. Jake was supposed to have been with us, but he’d begged off on account of it being Lizzy’s first parade. He’d wanted to watch it with her and his wife.

A buffer between Eric and me would’ve been nice, though. As we took off, waving at the crowd once we left the parking lot, I decided I may as well use this opportunity when he couldn’t get away from me to talk to him.

“I’m not using her, you know,” I said with a giant smile on my face aimed at the crowd, but my insides felt like they were in a cement mixer. “I wish there was a way to let you see into my head right now, but I really do mean it, Eric. I wouldn’t have touched her if I didn’t have actual feelings for her.”

“You sure about that?” he ground out, also grinning and waving at the crowd, but I could hear the resentment in his voice. “Tell me something, Sterling. Why are you still single?”

“I’ve never found anyone I wanted to get serious with,” I said. “I also spend most of my time working and I didn’t make it a priority to get out there and meet people. I don’t think I was ready before. How about you?”

“Pretty much the same,” he said. “Except that I’ve known that I’m ready for a while now. I just haven’t met anyone I’ve wanted to settle down with, but that’s the difference between us. I know I’m ready. You just think you are.”

“What I said was that I didn’t think I was ready before.” I emphasized the word. “I was too focused on my career, and if I’m being brutally honest, I’ve never felt the way I feel about Daphne about anyone else. I know you don’t want to hear it, but when I’m with her, I know it’s right.”

He scoffed. “So right that you’re taking off tomorrow.”

“Going back to New York doesn’t change how I feel about her, Eric,” I said emphatically. “She and I are going to be together.”

“We’ll see,” he grumbled. “We will see, Sterling. Forgive me if I’m not going to start helping her plan the wedding just yet.”

“You will see,” I replied easily, but my heart was bucking in my chest at the idea of a wedding. I just wasn’t sure if it was because I wanted it to be a possibility or because I was so shit scared of the fact that, for the first time in my life, I had someone I could imagine being married to. “And I will forgive you, Eric, but there is no wedding to plan just yet. Mark my words though, there might be one day. I just hope you’ll be able to get onboard if there is.”
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DAPHNE


Rachel, Lizzy, Jake, and I were watching the parade from the sidelines, standing among the huge crowd that had gathered downtown. People were waving flags and laughing, phones in the air to take pictures and selfies as the music blared and the festive atmosphere made bubbles of happiness float through my veins.

I genuinely loved everything about this time of year. Every event had a certain magic to it, and not even the chill in the air or the slight breeze could get me down today.

It might also have had something to do with the way I’d woken up, but I was trying very hard not to think about that. There was a baby right next to me, for heaven’s sake. I couldn’t start panting over the memory of hearing Sterling’s breathing hitch just as I’d woken up, or the fact that his heart had been pounding practically out of his chest.

I definitely couldn’t think of how hard he’d been pressed up against me or the drop of wetness I’d felt gathered on his tip. A shiver raced through me when I wound up thinking about it anyway.

Last night and this morning, he’d looked at me like I was the most desirable woman on the planet. Like he’d die if he didn’t get to touch me right away. I’d loved it. I’d never felt so sexy or so wanted in my life, but it wasn’t just that either, it was also the way he’d looked at me after, like he couldn’t stand the thought of going away.

Sterling could be a pretty shut-off person. Those dark eyes of his rarely betrayed anything he didn’t want someone else to see, but these last couple days especially, it was difficult to even think that there had been a time when I hadn’t been able to read him.

It was almost like he’d broken down his own walls to let me see exactly how much and how deeply he felt for me, and my heart fluttered every time I thought about it. I was more convinced than ever that what we had was so real that it might just go the distance—if only he wasn’t leaving tomorrow.

I let out a sigh I’d thought was soft, but Rachel glanced at me immediately, questions mingling with the amusement in her eyes as she spoke up to be heard above the din of the crowd and the music. “What was that all about?”

“Sterling,” I admitted, knowing that she knew that anyway. “We went home together last night after the reunion. I know it was a mistake, but I took your advice and went for what I wanted.”

“Good on you,” she said without a shred of judgment in her tone. “I’m proud of you for it. I’m glad you finally stopped worrying so much about your brother and that you’re putting yourself first.”

“Yeah, well, putting myself first also means that I’m going to have my heart broken all over again tomorrow.”

Jake had obviously been listening to us, and he glanced at me, shrugging before he looked back out at the floats. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I’ll believe that he’s leaving when he’s gone.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “He is leaving, Jake. I don’t want him to and I don’t think you want it to happen either, but it’s happening.”

“So everyone says.” He shrugged again, his eyes locked on the float carrying his two best friends. They were near the front of the parade, waving enthusiastically and smiling, but I saw their lips moving and I knew both of them well enough to know they were having a pretty heated conversation.

“If he’s still leaving, then what’s going on between you guys now?” Rachel asked, bringing my gaze back to hers. “Are you going to go visit him in New York? Is he going to be coming here to visit more often? What are you going to do?”

“No idea,” I admitted openly. “We haven’t talked about it at all. I’m just rolling with the punches at this point. I can’t cope with all the drama and I’ve told Eric to stay out of it, but I don’t think he is.”

“He’ll come around,” Jake said confidently, then blew out a heavy breath. “If there’s still something to come around to in, like, a week’s time.”

“That’s another thing,” I said. “I’m not liking all these ‘what-ifs’ either. I want to be with him, but that’s the only thing I know for sure. I don’t just want to be his friend and I think I would be crushed if he just falls off the face of the earth again like he did last time when he left, but all of that is up to him.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Rachel said after thinking about it for a moment. She glanced at me, pain in her eyes as she gave me a sympathetic look. “You could go with him. I’d hate it, but you could always give New York a try?”

“No,” I said immediately, my head shaking before I’d even begun considering it. “It wouldn’t be fair to either of us. It sounds like his life over there is very much work-driven and I’d be desperately unhappy, just sitting around waiting for him to come home while all he wants is to be in his office.”

“Well, it was worth a mention,” she said, adjusting the strap on the baby carrier and smiling as she looked down at her little girl. “Besides, Lizzy would miss you too much.”

“Oh, Lizzy would, huh?” Jake teased, but I saw a shadow of something clinging to his eyes and I had a pretty good idea I knew what it was.

As unfathomable as living so far away from Rachel was to me, he’d been doing it with Sterling for years. It had to be hurting him too to know that his friend would be leaving again so soon. My heart went out to him, but at the same time, it was already hurting so much for me that there wasn’t much space left for sympathy for him and Eric.

To a certain extent, I even kind of blamed my brother for this. I’d known all along that Sterling would be going back after the reunion, sure, but I couldn’t help wondering if it might’ve made a difference if Eric had accepted us. I sighed, shaking my head at myself at the thought.

No, no more what-ifs, remember? They’re not doing anyone any good. Stop it.

As I refocused on the parade, shouts started ringing through the crowd. I frowned, confused for a moment until I spotted a plume of spoke at the front of the long line of floats. Blinking hard, it took me a moment to make sense of what I was seeing.

Just a minute ago, everything had been fine, but now, as I struggled to process, the crowd around me was thrown into chaos. People started screaming and pushing at each other to get away. Sirens were blaring from somewhere far away.

It was only when I saw the flames through an opening in the crowd that I fully comprehended what was going on. One of the floats had caught fire and an ear-splitting bang rang out as it crashed into the float ahead of it.

My ears rang, my heart suddenly dropping to my toes. Jake grabbed Rachel and I was vaguely aware of him screaming my name as the acrid scent of smoke reached my nostrils. “Daphne! Daph, we need to get out of here.”

“Take Rachel and go,” I yelled as the sound of his voice finally snapped me out of the surreal sense that this was just a dream. A nightmare but a dream nonetheless. “Go, Jake! Get them to safety!”

The people around us had started moving now too, shoulders smacking into me as I pressed forward through the crowd. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I was fighting my way in the opposite direction to the surge, heading toward the fire and the scene of the crash instead of away.

My mind was in a haze, my heart in my throat and my stomach swirling with sick. This can’t be happening. It can’t be happening.

The float that had caught fire had been near the front. Eric and Sterling had been on a float near the front. I bit my teeth, squeezing my eyes shut against the burn of the tears behind them. They’ll be fine. They have to be fine.

Everywhere around me, people were trying to get away. Shouting and screaming, they tried ducking, weaving, and pushing. The sidewalks were emptying out, but thick smoke was filling the air and those sirens didn’t seem to be getting any closer.

Please, let them be okay. Please. Please. Please.

I elbowed and shoved my way to the street, finally spilling into and ducking under the tape that had been spun at the edge of the parade. Those that had been riding on the floats behind the crash were watching the scene unfold with horror in their eyes, some still rooted to their spots while others were already making a run for it.

Knowing they had a better vantage point to see what was going on ahead, I grabbed hold of the float closest to me, hurdled onto the side of it, and put my hand up to my forehead to shield my eyes. What I saw made terror lace itself around my internal organs.

If I’d thought there was chaos around me, it was nothing compared to what was happening around the crash site. The football float was on its side, the players helping each other to get away while some had dashed to the fiery float ahead.

Dirty and covered in dust, grime, and slick sweat, those who had been closest were trying to help, grabbing fire extinguishers from store owners on the main street and the parade officials who had been on patrol.

As I watched, two of the players pulled the pins on the extinguishers they were holding, spraying white froth at the engine compartment of the float, which seemed to be where the fire was concentrated. I looked around wildly, seeking out my brother and his best friend.

I didn’t see them at first, but the smoke and the hurried rush of people around the floats made it hard to see anything at all. Finally, I spotted Sterling emerging from around the front of the float that had caused the carnage.

He pushed up on his toes, his head on a swivel as he scanned the crowd, desperately searching. I threw my arms up, waving as I screamed in an effort to get his attention. “Sterling! Sterling, I’m here. Where’s Eric?”

I knew it was next to impossible that he would hear me, but by some miracle, as I kept shouting, his gaze found my own. My heart stopped as relief rushed through me. He was dirty and his shirt was torn, but he seemed to be okay.

Where’s Eric, though? Where’s my brother?

I launched myself off the float I’d been on, sticking close to the line of them in an effort to reach the crash site as fast as I possibly could. Sterling was in one piece, and I needed to get to him. I ran as fast as my feet could carry me, but with every pounding footstep of my sneakers hitting the asphalt, one question repeated over and over again in my mind.

Where’s Eric? Where’s Eric? Where is he?


57


STERLING


Leaving Eric with the football players on the other side of the float who were trying to clear a path for the firemen to get through, I ran into the chaotic crowd to reach Daphne. I’d never felt fear like I had when I’d realized I didn’t know where in the crowd she’d been.

I’d kept my eyes peeled, but I hadn’t been able to see her as we’d ridden past. With the burning wreck of the faulty float behind me, I didn’t stop running until I’d reached her, wrapped my arms around her, and picked her up.

“You’re okay,” I breathed as I looked up into her eyes, holding her against me. “Eric is fine too. He’s just around the back there.”

I’d known she would need to hear that, and I saw the relief softening her features before she smiled at me. “Thank you. Now kiss me.”

I brought my mouth to hers, kissing her publicly for the first time but too charged to care about who saw us. Daphne didn’t seem bothered about it either as she kissed me back, sweeping her tongue into my mouth and clinging to me like a koala.

My heart was going crazy, racing a million miles a minute as the shock of the fire and the fear of her having been hurt melted into relief so immense that it made my head spin. In those few seconds of utter confusion before the chaos had broken out, I’d realized that I shouldn’t have held back this morning.

Although Eric and I hadn’t been injured, it’d immediately occurred to me how easily it could’ve gone the other way and that, if today had been my last day on earth, I would’ve had only one real regret—not telling her how I felt about her.

“I love you, Daph,” I murmured into her mouth, crushing her to me with my chest feeling like it was being fused to hers.

Or rather, like my heart was trying to melt itself into her body.

That was where it belonged anyway.

It belonged to her.

Fully and completely, and I wasn’t even scared anymore.

I’d never said those words to a woman that wasn’t my mother before, but for as much as I’d always thought it would be petrifying to utter them, all I felt was relief. Relief and a surge of devotion to this girl, who’d always only seen the best in me.

She pulled back to look into my eyes, shock staring back at me from hers. She blinked hard, her lips parted with surprise, but her cheeks were flushed and I swore I saw a smile trying to break free on her lips.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me,” I murmured, grinning as I looked up into those sparkling, clear blues that were locked on me. “I love you, Daphne LaSalle.”

I didn’t even care if she said it back. All my life, I’d thought it would be a complete, humiliating disaster if I said it to someone who didn’t feel the same way, but now, all that really mattered was letting her know how I felt.

I couldn’t force her feelings, but as she stared down into my eyes, she suddenly smiled and touched her lips to mine once more. “I love you too, Sterling. I think I always have, but I definitely do now.”

Before I could respond, Eric ran up to us, his chest heaving and his face streaked with dirt. He bent over, breathing hard as he brought his gaze up to mine. “You’re still alright?”

I nodded, letting Daphne down but sliding my hand into hers and bringing her close to my side. “You?”

“Yeah. Daph?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him immediately, but she didn’t step away from me even when his eyes dropped to our joined hands. “We were way back on the last block when it happened, so Rachel, Jake, and Lizzy are okay too.”

“Good,” he murmured, sighing as he finally straightened up. His eyes darted between the two of us, and I stared back at him unwaveringly. I knew where he stood on this, but I wasn’t backing down anymore.

Daphne seemed to feel the same way. She stayed by my side, both of us waiting to hear what was on his mind as he opened and closed his mouth a few times. To my surprise, when he finally managed to voice his thoughts, it wasn’t to come at us again.

“I’m glad you’re here right now, North.” He didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that I was clutching his sister at all as he tipped his head back at the float. “We need to go and help the boys. I… I knew we shouldn’t have used that stupid float. Let’s go.”

As he said it, firefighters suddenly broke through what remained of the crowd and my eyes slid shut as I realized this meant we could now leave it to trained professionals. Daphne grabbed Eric’s wrist, holding him back and shaking her head when she glanced at him.

“I have a better idea. Let’s go home and make sure Mom and Dad know we’re okay. They’ve got to be out of their minds with worry and the team will be leaving now too. There’s no reason for us to stick around.”

“They’ll want to get our statements,” he said, his voice a little breathy now. As I looked at him again, I realized his eyes had also gone a little glazed over. “The police will be on their way. We’ll need to talk to them. Tell them about the engine. I⁠—”

“You need to come to your parents’ place with us,” I said firmly, keeping hold of Daphne’s hand but putting my other on his shoulder. “Seriously, Eric. I think you may be in shock or something. Let’s go.”

Guiding them through the crowd to my truck back in the high school parking lot, we piled in with Daphne in the middle. Eric did not say a word all the way to their parents’ house. When I parked in front of the garage, both Marty and Janet came running out, racing over to the car.

There were tears in Janet’s eyes when she saw her children were both here. Both safe. Marty stood behind her, pale as a ghost as they waited for their kids to get out. Eric opened the door, still without another word to me, almost collapsing into their arms. Janet started sobbing.

Daphne hung back, waiting for me to join her. She deliberately took my hand again as we approached. “Are you guys okay? I know you were way back at the start of the parade, but I was worried anyway.”

Marty looked up from his wife and son, nodding at her. He smiled as he glanced at our joined hands. “We’re fine, baby. We tried to get to you, but it was just too crazy and we weren’t even sure where to start looking, so we decided to come wait here. None of you have any injuries, right?”

“No, we’re all good,” she replied, releasing me only to give each of her parents a quick hug once they broke away from her brother.

Janet beamed at us, the relief written all over her features as she waved us into the house. “Alright, come on, children. I’m going to get dinner started. You’re going to be starving after all that excitement once the shock wears off.”

I chuckled, but I was still in a little bit of shock myself. Not about the accident or the fire, though. That float had been a death trap and it hadn’t come as a surprise to either Eric or me when the engine had caught fire.

We’d kept everyone clear of that area from the moment we’d stepped onto the thing, and we’d already started evacuating them before we’d even crashed into the football float ahead of us. It’d been a jarring impact, but that was it.

My shock was more about the fact that I was here with the LaSalles now, holding Daphne’s hand in front of her family, and none of them had even skipped a beat. As soon as we were inside, she even turned to me, smiling, and stood up on her toes to press a sweet, chaste kiss to my lips.

“I’m going to help my mom. I’ll be back soon. Make yourself comfortable, and if Eric takes a swing at you, call my mom.”

I’d barely even had time to process that she’d just kissed me when Eric groaned, apparently having seen the whole thing from their living room. Marty had been standing right behind him, but he winked at me when I caught his gaze.

“I don’t need to tell you what I’ll do to you if you hurt her, right?” he asked lightly, making one hand into a fist and smacking it into the open palm of his other hand.

I shook my head. “No, sir. I think I’m pretty clear on that.”

“Excellent.” He grinned. His gaze drifted to his son and he jerked a thumb in the direction of the dining room. “I think I’ll go set the table. Give you boys a minute to talk. Like Daph said though, if he takes a swing at you, call Janet.”

Eric scoffed down a bark of laughter, but when his blue eyes met mine as his father walked away, he sighed and motioned for me to join him. We walked into their living room, sinking down on the couches clustered in front of the TV in the spacious room.

“So this is really happening, huh?” He sat down across from me, his legs spread wide and his elbows resting on them, his eyes not leaving mine. “You and my sister are officially together?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know that it’s official, but yeah. It’s happening.”

“You’re still leaving tomorrow?” he asked.

“I am,” I said. “I’m not just leaving her behind, though. New York is only a plane ride away. I’ll figure it out.”

Eric just stared at me for another long beat. “I still don’t like it, but I won’t stand in your way. That wasn’t really making much of a difference anyway.”

“Does that mean we have your blessing?” I asked, my brow furrowing in disbelief.

He scoffed and shook his head. “Absolutely not, but it does mean you might get it eventually,” he said. “You’re like a brother to me, North. Always have been. I suppose I’m just going to have to learn how to trust you with this.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but it was like everything suddenly felt just a little lighter. A little more colorful. Like there might actually be a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel after all.
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DAPHNE


Ihad never been more surprised than I was when I came out of the kitchen to find Sterling and Eric actually talking. Neither of them looked angry or even annoyed, and if I hadn’t known any better, I’d have thought they’d buried the hatchet.

I doubted that was the case, though. While seeing them locked in conversation gave me hope for their friendship, I knew they’d have a way to go before things would be back to normal. I smiled as I watched them from the door.

“What?” Eric asked, suddenly looking at me like he’d known I was there all along. “What are you smiling about?”

“You two,” I said. “Food’s ready and you’re both still alive, so I’m assuming it’s okay if we all break bread together.”

Eric glanced back at Sterling, then nodded as he stood up. “Yeah, it’s okay. Let’s go, man. My mom was right. I’m starving all of a sudden.”

Sterling chuckled, coming over to take my hand again as we made our way to the dining room. I let Eric go ahead of us, glancing up at his friend and my what? Boyfriend? Is that possible?

“How did it go?” I asked instead of trying to figure out what the heck we were to one another.

He glanced at my family as they took their places around the table. Then he brought his free hand to my face and stroked his thumb across my cheek. “I think he finally got the message. He’s not happy about it, but he’ll live.”

“I’m glad.” I leaned into his touch for a moment, sending up a silent prayer of thanks that they were both okay and that the events of the afternoon seemed to have knocked some sense into my brother to boot.

Sterling brought his forehead to mine like he’d done the other night, smiling and closing his eyes for a beat. Then he finally inclined his head toward the dining room. “We should get in there.”

“We should,” I agreed, suddenly aware when we walked in that my whole family had been able to see the tender exchange between us.

Eric’s gaze lingered on the longest though, and what I saw in his eyes surprised me. It wasn’t quite acceptance, but it might’ve been resignation. I’ll take it.

He didn’t say anything about it as we took our seats side by side, and weirdly, dinner went off without a hitch. Eric even shook Sterling’s hand when he left after, the plea in his voice genuine as they said goodbye. “Keep in touch this time, asshole. Hopefully, it won’t be another five years before we see your ugly face around here again.”

“Nah, four and a half at most. I promise,” Sterling joked, pulling Eric in for one of those back-thumping bro hugs before they parted.

When Eric was gone, I glanced at his friend, drawing patterns of the inside of his forearm where my hand was hooked around it. “Stay with me tonight?”

“Gladly,” he replied, following me to the guest house after we waved goodnight to my parents. He grimaced as we crossed the backyard. “Is it weird that your entire family knows I’m here with you tonight?”

“Nope,” I replied immediately. “Even if it is, I don’t care. This is the last night I’m going to be able to sleep next to you for a while. I’m not letting the opportunity pass me by.”

“We’re definitely on the same page about that.”

Once we were in my house, I led him straight to my bathroom, where I leaned over the tub, opened the faucets, and added some bubble bath to the water. “Join me? I think we could both use it after the day we had.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” he joked, sliding out of his jacket and hanging it on the hook behind the door. “That is the best idea I’ve heard. Ever.”

He started unbuttoning his shirt. My mouth dried up. My gaze dropped to his fingers and followed each one as he deftly slid the plastic nubs through the holes. A dreamy sigh fell out of me when that ladder of abs came into view.

“I’ll never get tired of seeing that,” I murmured, kicking off my boots and peeling my jeans off my hips.

He smirked as he watched me. “Likewise.”

The air between us charged as we undressed. Our eyes ran all over one another with electric intensity burning between us. I didn’t stop looking when he was finally naked, starting at his toes and working my gaze all the way back up to his.

Those powerful thighs and the trim hips. His long, thick shaft that curved just a little bit and always seemed hard and ready when he was around me. The broad chest with just a smattering of dark hair at the center and his strong shoulders.

God, I’m going to miss every inch of this man. Simultaneously, I still couldn’t quite believe that I’d seen Sterling North naked so often recently. I reached for him then, pulling him to me and kissing him deeply until I had to shut off the water.

We climbed into the tub together, with him sitting down first and pulling me down to sit between his legs. I wrapped my fingers around his thighs, closing my eyes as I rested my head against his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart under my ear.

“What are we going to do?” I murmured, almost too afraid of hearing the answer but knowing that we couldn’t put this off any longer.

“Well, first,” he replied quietly against my ear. “I’m going to make love to you until I absolutely have to leave tomorrow morning. Then we’re going to talk every day. Call me a hundred times an hour if you want, but just don’t go silent on me, okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed, wondering just how this was going to work. “Are you going to be seeing other people?”

“No,” he said vehemently, sliding his finger under my chin and lifting it until I was looking up into his eyes. “If you decide that you would like to⁠—”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. I stared into those glittering dark orbs that would always fascinate me. “I love you, Sterling. I might not be sure how we’re going to do this, but I love you and I want to try.”

“Same. I love you, too, baby. We’re going to make it work.” Sealing the promise with a kiss, he crushed my lips under his own. He got my hair all wet when he lifted a hand to hold the back of my head.

I didn’t even mind. Right then, I wouldn’t have minded anything other than him breaking away from me. I drank from his lips like he was the only lush, tropical oasis in a desert the size of the whole planet. Eventually I climbed into his lap and sat astride his legs.

He hissed when I lifted myself so my entrance was enveloping the tip of his cock. “We can’t, Daph. Don’t get me wrong, I want to, but if you get pregnant…”

“Are you clean?” I asked genuinely, easing back enough that I was able to see his eyes.

His brow furrowed, but he nodded. “Yeah, but why? Eric will⁠—”

“Let’s not talk about my brother right now.” I caught his face in my hands and slowly pressed myself down on him. “I’m on the pill, Sterling. I’ve always been on it. I had issues with my cycle, so…”

His eyes widened and his breath caught. He lifted his hips and glided into me with one powerful thrust from underneath. A scream lodged in my throat at the heat of him inside me without anything between us.

It felt so good that my head rolled back and I moaned, sliding my fingers into his hair. With my back arched like it was, he had perfect access to my breasts and he took advantage of it, taking one in each hand and teasing my nipples as we moved together.

My breathing sped up, my heart racing as pleasure sparked through me, my muscles already tightening. In the past, it’d been hard for me to achieve orgasm with a man, but with Sterling, it was like our bodies had been made for the pleasure of the other.

Even the way I fit against his pelvis in this position was perfect, the friction on my clit exactly right even if his hands were on my breasts. He teased my nipples, working me into a state of suspended bliss until I finally couldn’t hold back anymore.

It was so much more intense now that he was bare inside me, the heat of him making it feel so much more real. My toes curled and my head dropped forward as the orgasm approached. Then I let go, not even ashamed of letting him see my face while it happened.

Sterling moaned. His thighs tensed underneath mine and his cock swelled inside me. As the waves of bliss dragged me under, I hung onto him. My entire body shook with the pleasure that ratcheted through me.

He came, shooting hot shots deep into my body for the first time. My eyes flew open and I watched with rapt attention as his beautiful features contorted. His hips jerked against mine. It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, and when it was over, I pressed a gentle kiss to his lips.

“I love you. Let’s do that again. As often as we can until you have to leave.” My voice was hoarse and breathless, but I made it.

Making love to him had been an unrivaled experience, and since he was leaving tomorrow, I wanted to make the most of the time we had left together. Sterling smiled against my lips. “God, I love you too, Daph. Let’s get cleaned up. Then we’re going to bed. That was amazing. We’re definitely doing it again.”

The rest of the night went by much too fast, passing in a blur of moans and sighs, pleasure and moments of brevity in between, where he promised me mounds of dirty texts and suggested other ways of keeping the passion alive. We fell asleep together not long before the sun rose, and when morning came, I woke up to him kissing me goodbye.

“I love you, baby. I have to go get packed and ready for my flight, but I’m going to call you all the time, okay?”

I nodded. My eyes filled with tears as I kissed him back. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

“Same,” he promised, kissing me one last time, then tucking the blankets tightly around my still naked body. He was already dressed, sitting on top of the bedding. Those eyes hooked on mine once more. “Stay in bed. It’s freezing outside today. I’ll call you when I land. Love you.”

“Love you,” I replied, taking his hand and squeezing it. He held on to me for as long as he could, Then he moved as far away from me as either of our arms would allow before he dropped my hand, blew me a kiss, and left.

A sob rose up from deep within my soul as he disappeared. I choked it back, not wanting him to hear it and feel even worse about leaving. I loved him and he loved me, but my life was here and his was in New York.

This sucked for us, but it just was the way it was. He was flying out this evening, going back to work, and tomorrow, I had to do the same thing. While our lives had changed irrevocably in some ways, the basics were still the same.

As soon as I heard the front door shut behind him though, I stopped fighting the tears, letting them flow freely. I buried my head in the pillow and pulled the covers over me. I sobbed until my stomach hurt and my head was throbbing, but the tears still hadn’t dried up.

Eventually, my phone started ringing and I considered ignoring it, but at the last moment, it occurred to me it might be him. I grabbed the device blindly, my vision too blurry to bother checking who it was. “Hello?”

“Hey, you,” Rachel said from the other end of the line. “You sound terrible. I’m assuming that means he’s gone?”

“Yeah, he’s flying out tonight.”

“You’re letting him go?” she asked after a brief pause. “That’s a surprise.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my throat sore after last night and all the crying I’d done this morning. “Why is it a surprise? We all knew he was leaving today.”

“Yeah, but I kind of thought one of you would change your minds.”

I sighed. “I wish, but no.”

“You’re really going to stay here when the only guy you’ve ever loved is in another city?” When she asked the question, it was like she’d pried open that part of me that contained all my hidden desires.

The answer to that question was simple. I couldn’t stay here when Sterling was in another city. I’d never wanted to leave Allisburg and I still didn’t, but I was willing to make sacrifices for him. At the very least, I was willing to give it a try.

“You’re right,” I said. “I can’t do it. I can’t let him go, but I also can’t ask him to stay. So I’m going.”

She shrieked. “I hate it, but I love you and I’m so excited for you. Let me know how it goes?”

“Of course.” My heart was hammering in my chest and my hands were shaking. I ended the call, opened up my web browser, and found a seat on the red-eye to New York tonight.

I held my breath as my finger hovered above the Book Now button. I closed my eyes and hit it. I’d never been in a city anywhere close to the size of New York and I had no idea what to expect, but if it allowed me to be with him, it would be worth it.

Now all I had to do was hope that he’d be happy when I showed up at his door.
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STERLING


Isat at the gate waiting for my flight, the events of the last few weeks playing on an endless loop through my mind. Every fiber of my being rebelled against the thought of boarding that plane and the more I thought about home, the more convinced I was that I shouldn’t be leaving.

But I have to, or do I?

I’d spent half my life to get to where I was. But the real question is whether I want to spend the rest of it in the place I got to.

As the question echoed from the deepest recesses of my mind, I frowned. The truth was that regardless of how hard I’d worked, I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life working sixteen-hour days in Manhattan.

I wanted to spend them on the farm, helping my dad and going home to Daphne at night. I wanted to be there when the farm became everything it could be again, and I wanted to have been part of making it happen instead of just being the money behind the transformation.

More than that, I didn’t want to do this thing with Daphne from over four hundred miles away. I didn’t want to spend a weekend with her every couple months when I could get away and only see her for a few days over the holidays.

I wanted to decorate the house with her for said holidays. I wanted to spend the entire weekend, every weekend with her, doing whatever it was happy couples did with their time off. On the other hand, farmers didn’t get weekends off, but even that didn’t matter to me.

“Something the matter, son?” an elderly man in the first-class waiting area asked, his voice kind and gentle.

When I looked up, I found him and his wife staring at me from the other side of the little coffee table. Their eyes were kind, interest splashed across their faces. I tried to force a smile, but it didn’t work.

“Why am I on this flight if the girl I love is in Vermont?” I asked, not really sure why I was explaining my dilemma to these folks, but I genuinely didn’t know what I was doing here anymore.

The older man frowned at me, his hair silver and his skin wrinkled and wispy, like it might split if he moved too fast. He reached for his wife’s hand, both of their golden wedding bands looking like they’d grown onto their fingers, which meant they’d been married for a long time.

Probably the right kind of people to ask for this advice.

“Why are you on this flight if the girl you love is in Vermont?” he repeated the question slowly, his bushy white eyebrows rising. “I don’t know, son, but you shouldn’t be.”

“I’m starting to think that too,” I said miserably. Sighing, I shook my head. “It felt like I had to, but do I?”

“No,” the woman said easily, her kind eyes fixed on my own. “What is your gut telling you?”

“That leaving is wrong.” I didn’t even have to think about it. “That I should get my ass back to Allisburg and tell her that I’m staying.”

“Then that’s what you should do,” she said as if it was the simplest thing in the world. “Do you really love her?”

“Yes.” I didn’t have to think about that either. “I’ve known her for most of my life, but she’s my best friend’s sister, so I spent most of that time ignoring her existence. Things have changed now, though. I’ve never felt this way before.”

“You definitely shouldn’t be here, son,” the man said, jerking his head at the exit. “Go to her. If you don’t, you’ll regret it forever.”

“You think?”

He sniffed, glancing at his wife before he nodded at me, his expression suddenly a little grave. “I don’t think, I know. Love doesn’t come around every day, and if you ignore it when the time is right, you might never get a second bite at the apple.”

My teeth sank into my lip. “We’re going to try long distance. It could work. Maybe I’ve just been here too long. Maybe all this indecisiveness will melt away when we land in New York.”

The older woman tilted her head, a thoughtful look in her eyes as she ran them over me. “You don’t seem like the indecisive type.”

“I’m not. Not usually, anyway. Lately though, I don’t seem to know anything for sure.”

Her eyes widened. “You seem rather confident that you love this girl.”

“Well, yeah. I do. I love her more than anything.” Wholeheartedly. Without reservation. “Okay, so that’s one thing I know for sure.”

The man chuckled. “The indecisiveness isn’t going to melt away when we land, son.”

My nose wrinkled. “Why not? It could.”

He shook his head slowly from one side to the other. “It’s not going to happen because it’s not indecisiveness. It’s your gut telling you that you don’t belong there. You just said so yourself.”

“I know,” I admitted on a quiet mutter as I ran my hands over my face. “I’m just not sure what to do about it.”

“Why on earth not?” the woman asked, sounding genuinely confused. She blinked a couple times, glancing at her husband before frowning at me. “That’s the problem, darling. Ernie is right. You’re not indecisive. You’re at war.”

“I know that too,” I said as I moved my gaze between them. “What do I do about it, though?”

“You said you had to go, but do you really?” she asked, her brow furrowing as she stared at me. “What’s in New York that could possibly be more important than love?”

“My job. My apartment. My—” As I said it, I realized how little I cared about any of those things anymore. In fact, just rattling it off like that made me feel like a superficial, materialistic asshole. “Nothing. Nothing there is more important than love.”

The woman smiled. “Well, then. There you have it. Where are you from, boy?”

“Allisburg,” I said.

She chuckled. “The love of your life lives in your hometown. Your home. What on God’s green earth are you doing at the airport?”

“You know what? I honestly have no idea.” It felt like mental shackles fell off as soon as I finally said it out loud. “I shouldn’t be here.”

As if I’d been struck by a bolt of clarity, all that bullshit indecisiveness I’d been feeling for so many months just disappeared. Fuck the job. Fuck the firm. So what if I worked hard to get there?

I’d done it to make money, and I’d made it. A lot of it. Sure, I’d splurged a lot too, but I was only one person. I hadn’t lived a particularly lavish lifestyle. I’d worked too hard to jet around the world or eat expensive dinners every night.

Besides, I could sell the apartment and the cars, and I’d make a profit on the real estate and I wouldn’t have lost on the vehicles, which meant that my greatest expenses so far wouldn’t really have counted.

With every thought, I felt lighter and lighter. I’d been letting myself be held back by shit that didn’t really matter. I’d left Allisburg for money. To lift my family out of our constant struggle. If we were smart with what I’d already made, I’d have achieved that goal. Even as things stood now, we’d be able to survive for a few years without another penny coming in.

I wasn’t failing by leaving the firm. I’d simply done what I’d gone to New York to do. I was free to leave now, simply moving on to bigger and better things.

Gathering my stuff, I shot up and grinned at the elderly couple who were watching me like I was some long-lost son they were exceptionally proud of. “Right. I’m going now. Thank you.”

They smiled at me, the woman even reaching out to squeeze my hand before I turned and strode away. It caused a bit of a commotion when I tried to leave just before boarding, but the older woman cheered me on. “Let him go, ladies. He’s not going to hold up our flight. He’s going to go get his girl.”

The airline staff who had been telling me that I needed to stay put finally stepped aside, and then a few more people started cheering. I raced out of the waiting area and clear out of the airport, fumbling around on my phone to get an Uber as I ran.

Thankfully, there were a few waiting at the airport and my ride request was accepted instantly, the driver waiting for me right outside the terminal doors. I practically leaped into the backseat, leaning forward before I buckled up.

“Could you step on it? This is pretty urgent.”

“You got it, sir.” The guy pulled away from the curb immediately, muttering under his breath for cars to move as we made our way out of the parking area.

Once we hit the road, he pressed his foot down on the gas, apparently happy to be driving like a race car driver. Thank you, universe.

I grinned as I leaned back in my seat. If I was the kind who was constantly searching for sign, I would have taken getting the speediest of all Uber drivers as a positive one.

Before I even knew it, we were pulling up outside Daphne’s house. I patted the driver on the shoulder. “Thank you, man. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“Good luck,” he said. I got out and his tires squealed as he drove away.

Opening the app, I added a generous tip while simultaneously dropping all my stuff on the sidewalk in my rush to get to the LaSalles front door. The squealing tires must’ve tipped Janet off that something was happening outside. She opened the door before I’d even knocked, blinking hard when she found herself looking at me.

“Sterling?” Her brow puckered. “Daphne’s not here, honey.”

“Where is she?” I asked urgently.

Janet arched an eyebrow at me, a slow smile spreading on her lips. “Why, she’s at the airport. She got herself on the red-eye to New York.”

Fuck. No. Fuck. “Thanks, Janet.”

I spun around, frantically re-opening the Uber app, but this time, there were no cars simply waiting. Eric walked out of the house as I was trying to get a ride. Frowning, he came to stand next to me. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m not leaving. I love her, Eric. I can’t go while she’s here, but now, it sounds like she’s on her way to New York and I’m stuck in Allisburg. How did my driver disappear so fast?”

Logically, I knew the answer to that question, but shit. Eric groaned, pulling his keys out of his pocket and inclining his head toward his truck, which was parked on the other side of the street. “Let’s go, bro. I can’t actually believe I’m saying this, but let’s go get her.”

“Are you serious?”

“Just get in the fucking truck,” he grumbled before jumping into action, sprinting across the street with me hot on his heels. Once we were racing back to the airport, he glanced at me. “You’re really going to stay in Allisburg?”

“I am.” With confidence in my decision surging through me, I turned to look at him. “I love her, I love Allisburg, and I love Northfield Farms. I had my reasons for leaving, but I’m back now. For good. I hope you can accept that, but if you can’t, then so be it. I’m not changing my mind and I’m not letting her go.”

He paused for a beat, then started laughing and finally put an arm out to clap me on the shoulder. “There he is. I’ve been waiting for you to show up, Sterling. Shit. It’s taken you long enough. If you love her enough to stay, then I can accept it. As long as you really are committed enough to her to stick around and give it a real shot.”

Relief flooded me, but I couldn’t focus on that. I would speak to Eric later. For now, I just nodded, my jaw tight. We sped toward the airport. If we missed her and her flight had already taken off by the time we arrived, I was screwed.

The next flight out was tomorrow morning.

“Here we are,” Eric said as he came to an abrupt stop in front the departures terminal. “Good luck getting through security.”

“Shit. I hadn’t even thought of that.” I jumped out of the car, flat out running through the airport in search of my girl.

She was nowhere to be found, though. Eventually, I checked the board and saw that the last flight to New York was leaving in an hour, which meant she would already be at her gate, waiting to board.

Rushing to the security point, I eyed the burly guards and decided to simply throw myself at their mercy—and show them my ticket. My flight had already left, but this would help make sense of my situation.

“I know this is out of the ordinary, but I need your help,” I said as soon as I reached them. Then I explained what had happened as fast as I could, causing a hold up and a scene, but eventually, they let me through—with one of them as an escort to make sure I was really there to do what I’d said I needed to do.

As he and I ran to her gate, I finally saw her, nervously sitting on one of the seats in the waiting area. Her spine was ramrod straight, her documentation clasped in her hands and her head swiveling back and forth.

She hasn’t boarded yet! Thank God.

She looked around, though I wasn’t really sure what for, but she spotted me racing toward her, and when she did, time seemed to stop. Her eyebrows slowly inched up. Her lips parted as she blinked like she didn’t trust what she was seeing.

“Sterling?” she mouthed as she stood up, but she didn’t move away from her chair.

It was like she was still too confused, her head slowly tilting as she watched us hurry toward her. When I reached her, I grabbed her hands and pulled her to me, lowering my lips to hers. Relief unlike anything I’d ever felt sped through me.

“I’m not leaving,” I murmured against her lips, my heart pounding. I looked into her misty blue eyes. “I’m staying in Allisburg. I’m moving home, and if you’ll have me, I want you by my side.”

“You’re staying?” she whispered, her eyes bouncing from one of mine to the other. “Are you really moving back?”

“I am.” I smiled and tucked a loose hair behind her ears. “I love you, Daphne. I’m not going anywhere. It was stupid of me to even try. I knew what I wanted and where I wanted to be, and I knew that it wasn’t New York. I guess I just needed to almost leave to realize that it was the most idiotic things I could ever possibly do.”

Hope lit her eyes and she looped her arms around my neck, grinning radiantly. She pushed herself up on her tiptoes. “I guess it’s a good thing I’ve always found you adorable when you’re doing silly things.”

I groaned but then she pressed her lips to mine and I decided to just leave it be. As we kissed again, the people around who had been watching the scene go down burst into cheers and applause, and I grinned against her mouth.

There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that I was doing the right thing. Allisburg was my past and my future. New York had simply been a stop along the way.


EPILOGUE
DAPHNE


A Few Months Later

Colors exploded across the sky, lighting up with inky darkness with a fireworks display the likes of which Allisburg had never seen before. As they went off, the familiar strands of Auld Lang Syne filled the air, the local band ringing in the new year in spectacular, traditional style.

Tears stung the back of my eyes where I stood against Sterling’s side, his arm draped around my shoulders and both of our heads tipped toward the sky. All around us, locals and tourists alike whooped, singing along with the band. They raised their glasses with whoever they’d come out to the farm with for the party.

Meanwhile, gasps of delight rang out from children who oohed and aahed at the fireworks, most of them perched on their parents’ shoulders. The atmosphere was so jovial and festive. Food trucks, mobile bars, and coffee vendors were set up around the perimeter.

We’d strung lights up in the trees just like Mrs. North used to do for the fall festival, and we’d hired some local entertainers for the kids as well. An entire inflatable obstacle course had kept them busy for the hours leading up to this point, and we were surrounded by fairies, unicorns, and tigers, the face-painters having excelled at their task.

Northfield Farms was lit up and alive in a way the property hadn’t been for years. It was icy cold, but there wasn’t so much as a breeze. With the bonfires we’d lit scattered across the area where we were hosting the party, the cold didn’t seem to be bothering many.

All things considered, I felt like our first attempt at turning the farm into a destination again had been successful.

“We should do this every year,” I murmured as I glanced up at my boyfriend, admiring his handsome profile just like I always did.

Over the last few months, Sterling had grown a bit of a beard. He kept it neat and short, but I thought the dark scruff on his jaw was beyond sexy.

He moved his eyes to mine, and I smiled at the soft expression in them. Happiness danced across his features, as relaxed as I’d ever seen them. He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Yeah, I think maybe we should. It turned out to be a bigger party than I thought it would, though. It feels like the whole town came out.”

“And most of the residents of our neighboring towns,” I agreed. Sighing happily, I looked around. “This is the start of a new tradition, my love. I can feel it. It’s going to be amazing.”

He winked at me. “You’re amazing. None of it would be happening if it wasn’t for you.”

“Nonsense. It was a team effort.” I leaned into him once more, resting my head on his shoulder. The last of the fireworks raced across the sky to the roaring delight of the crowd. The grand finale was everything we’d promised it would be.

Best of all was that this really had been a team effort. Sterling was in the process of starting a Christmas tree farm in the next field over, and while speaking to Rachel about it a month or so ago, she’d mentioned that good quality Christmas trees right here in town would be great, but a true New Year’s Eve party would be better.

Allisburg had never had anything like it. So, I’d started putting out some feelers. The band had volunteered to perform and the various food and drink vendors had been excited for the opportunity. We’d hired an entertainment company for the kids’ stuff, but the face-painters were volunteers as well.

Everyone I’d mentioned it to had said they would be here and that they would help with whatever we needed.

Because the town banded together, we’d managed to get it all organized in a couple weeks. So far, it was going down without a hitch—and it really wasn’t breaking the bank to put it on. Sterling had bought the fireworks and paid for the kids’ stuff, but outside of that, the party hadn’t cost us much at all.

I’d been worried about the expense, but Sterling hadn’t been, insisting that it would be worth it.

He’d been right.

I grinned at him. “Now that it’s officially a new year, do you have any regrets?”

He arched a steep eyebrow at me and planted a fat kiss right on the tip of my nose. “Regrets? About?”

“Moving home. Becoming a farm manager instead of an investment banker. I don’t know. Perhaps saying no to your high school sweetheart?”

“Welllll,” he teased, dragging out the word before he grinned and rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have any regrets. You?”

“None whatsoever,” I said, searching the crowd until my gaze landed upon my brother. Eric had been talking to a woman for the better part of the party, and I was curious about her, but mostly, I’d just been checking to make sure he wasn’t within earshot. “I’m glad about everything that happened last year, but I’m happiest that Eric finally pulled his head out of his ass.”

Once that had happened, it’d been smooth sailing for Sterling and me. He laughed, shaking his head at me. “That’s what made you the happiest? Not when you saw me running toward you at the airport?”

I shrugged, giggling as I pretended to think about it. “Well, now that you mention it, that made me pretty happy too.” I dropped the act, cupped his face in my hands, and looked up into those gorgeous, sparkling eyes. “I love you. Nothing and no one have ever made me happier than I was when I saw you that day, but I also know how much it meant to you when Eric bought you that beer after.”

“Fair enough. I still can’t believe that he’s finally onboard.”

It turned out that all it had taken for my brother to support our relationship was for Sterling to give up absolutely everything for me and move back to Allisburg. Personally, I felt like it’d been a bit much to expect, but Eric insisted that it was the only thing that could’ve proven to him how serious his friend was about me.

Either way, I was deliriously happy with my life at the moment and Sterling seemed to feel the same way. Eric had even asked him to help coach football this year too, finally giving him back that one final piece of himself that I knew he’d missed so much.

He now had his family, his friends, his farm, and the game he’d always loved in his life, and it had turned him into the most joyful person around. I couldn’t get enough of him.

“Can we go for a walk?” he asked suddenly.

“Sure.” I slid my hand into his, only too happy to get away with him for a few minutes alone.

All night until the fireworks display, we’d been rushing around trying to make sure everything was on track. People kept coming up and pulling us aside, and I knew we were about to get swarmed again now that the show was over.

Since I’d hardly had any time with him on our first New Year’s Eve as a couple, I would have taken any excuse, but a walk really did sound good. I was always up for one of those, but even more so when I was going for a walk with him.

The last few months had been the best of my life, even if it had taken me this long to accept that he might just really be staying. It was finally starting to feel like he was, though. He was putting down roots, agreeing to coach the team with Eric and starting all sorts of new ventures on the farm.

I’d been afraid to believe that it could be true, still constantly wondering what was going to happen next, but I was slowly coming to accept that he was not only back, but that he was ecstatic about being here. In our small, simple town. As a farm manager on his family’s property.

It boggled my mind, but there was no denying that the bitter, closed-off, big-city prick who’d landed in Allisburg a few months ago was gone. The guy he was now was undoubtedly happy, whereas that guy had radiated misery.

“I have a surprise for you,” he said as he led me out onto the property.

My eyebrows shot up. “You do?”

He squeezed my hand. “I do. I wanted to do something special for you.”

“Really?” I asked, beyond confused. “Why? The party is plenty special enough.”

“Nah.” He wound his arm around my shoulders once more, keeping me close. We ventured into a copse of trees behind the barn farthest from the house. “I wanted to do something a little more special than that. That’s for the town. This is for you.”

“Okay, but why?”

“Why? Because I love you, that’s why,” he murmured, sure footed despite the fact that we were moving into the pitch dark. “I also love seeing how you’ve put your whole heart into turning Northfield Farms into something beautiful and prosperous, and it made me realize something.”

“Yeah? What’s that?” I looked around, knowing I was safe with him, but it was getting real dark and real cold, real fast. “Where are we going?”

He lifted a hand to point at something a little to our left. In the distance, I saw the fairy lights first. Then I saw what appeared to be a makeshift tent, soft white sides surrounding something glowing on the inside.

My eyebrows jumped as I looked back at him. “What’s this?”

“It’s your surprise.” He led me into the clearing that had been made to look like something out of a fairy tale.

What I’d thought was a makeshift tent turned out to be a real tent, a beautifully decorated, utterly romantic, bohemian-style glamping setup with rugs and blankets covering the floor. Heaters inside emitted that glowing light I’d seen before, and a picnic basket sat in the center of the space. The top of a bottle of champagne peeked out from under a checkered red and white napkin.

“Sterling…” I trailed off when I turned to look at him again, but he wasn’t standing beside me anymore.

He was down on one knee.

My heart catapulted itself into my throat, banging like a drum. I sucked in a sharp breath, my hand flying to my mouth. He smiled as my gaze hooked on his.

“It made me realize that you should be a North,” he started as he reached for my free hand—my left hand. “You’re loving, and dedicated, and kind, and compassionate. I’m crazy about you and I want to spend the rest of my life watching you work your magic and doing everything in my power to help.”

He inhaled through his nostrils. “When we were kids, I thought that loving you was wrong. I never even let myself consider asking you out, but I was always drawn to you. I always knew that you were incredible. That you were different.”

He stared into my eyes like I was the only person on the entire planet. “You were always the girl who stole my eye, even when I knew I absolutely should not be looking at you, but I couldn’t help it. Now I finally know why. Somehow, I think my soul has known all along that you are its one true mate. I just wasn’t ready to accept it back then. I know that this is sudden and I know that we could wait, but I don’t want to and I’m really hoping you don’t either.”

He reached into his back pocket and came out with only a ring. There was no box, only a gorgeous golden ring, light refracting from the many diamonds laid into the band. It looked vaguely familiar as he pinched it between his fingers and offered it to me.

“This was my mother’s,” he said, his voice a little breathy now. “Years ago, my dad gave it to me and told me that one day, he hoped I would give it to the woman who would be my everything. My very own North Star, as it were.”

An unexpected giggle tore out of me when he smirked, but I didn’t interrupt any further than that. Tears were streaming down my cheeks, my fingers clinging to his. He tightened his grip on me before positioning the ring at the bottom of my finger.

“Will you marry me, Daphne LaSalle?”

“Yes!” I nodded enthusiastically. A sob tore through me when he slid the ring onto my finger. I crashed to my knees on the ground in front of him, kissing him passionately before he picked me up and carried me into the beautiful tent he’d set up for us.

I couldn’t believe that this was happening, that Sterling North had asked me to be his wife, but the warm weight of the ring on my finger confirmed it. I loved him more than life itself and I was going to get to spend the rest of mine with him.

It was the best feeling in the world, and I already knew it would only get better from here.

***

Did you just love Daphne and Sterling?

Do you wish you had more of them? Get YOUR extended epilogue RIGHT. HERE.
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If you loved this book, don’t miss out…

Check out book 1 in A Wedding Bells Alpha Novel called Say You Do.
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My brother is an idiot—he’s getting married.

And I’m in charge of getting things together since our folks are gone.

Lucky me. The guy who thinks love is for the birds and worn-out 80s songs.

I honestly don’t have time for this drama. I run a billion-dollar company, have women to entertain, and am working on my plans to rule the world.

No, seriously.

And yet, when you least expect it, life kicks you in the balls.

The beautiful, snarky woman that runs the flower shop is perfect to help me pull off this wedding.

Just seeing her sends my head spinning with possibilities.

She’s perfect. To play my fake wife for an event I have coming up as a side deal.

My ex-wife will be at the event, and I sure could use someone to show her how well I’ve done since she ripped out my soul.

So my curvy new friend gets my ring and a chunk of my wallet before agreeing to the deal.

Funny thing is, I’m not so interested in taking it back by the end of the adventure.

I’m willing to go all in on what might be the best decision of my life.

And I’m demanding the same of her. No maybes. No I-don’t-knows.

No fear of what might be or might not be.

Open your pretty pink lips and utter the words.

Say you do.

I gotta have THIS
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[image: ]


Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE
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Hey there. I'm Weston.

Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, my daughter, two dogs, three cats, and a turtle.

Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.
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