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To	Jenn,	Karen	and	Ana.

This	surprise	baby	is	for	you.



	

“What	can	I	get	for	you?”	I	asked	the	man	across	the	bar.

He	flashed	me	a	straight,	white	smile.	“Macallan	18,	if	you’ve	got	it.	Double.	Neat.”

I	nodded	and	turned	to	the	shelves	at	my	back,	glad	for	the	task.	I	needed	a	distraction
from	the	heat.	He’d	turned	the	hotel	bar	where	I	worked	into	a	sauna.

For	the	last	three	years,	I	would	have	argued	that	this	room	was	always	cold,	even	at
the	peak	of	summer.	Even	with	the	heat	blasting	through	the	vents,	 like	it	was	now.	But
here	I	stood,	sweating	like	I’d	just	run	to	catch	the	late	train.

From	the	moment	this	handsome	stranger	had	walked	through	the	door,	my	heartrate
had	spiked.	Not	because	of	the	way	his	dark	hair	fell	in	a	soft	wave	around	a	part	above
his	 left	eyebrow.	Not	because	of	 the	expensive	suit	 that	hugged	his	broad	shoulders	and
draped	down	his	long	legs.

My	heart	was	thundering	because	of	the	air.

He	charged	the	atmosphere	with	his	confident	stride.	His	deep-brown	eyes	had	taken
me	in	with	no	more	than	a	blink.	He	exuded	class	and	power	and	heat.

He’d	walked	into	my	bar	and	claimed	it	as	his.

And	I	was	drawn	to	him,	like	shivering	bones	to	a	warm	blanket.

I	guess	that	was	natural.	People	always	wanted	what	was	out	of	their	reach.	And	this
man	was	so	far	out	of	my	reach,	he	might	as	well	be	standing	on	the	moon.

He	drank	whisky	that	cost	twice	my	hourly	wage,	while	I	splurged	on	cab	rides	every
Saturday	night	instead	of	walking	home	at	two	in	the	morning.	If	my	tip	jar	allowed	it,	I
ate	 lunch	 on	 Wednesdays	 at	 the	 corner	 diner	 instead	 of	 nuking	 ramen	 noodles	 in	 my
cramped	apartment.	I	was	just	a	bartender,	surviving	life	one	lick	at	a	time.

He	was	probably	a	corporate	raider	with	the	world	at	his	feet.

Still,	I	couldn’t	resist	pulling	in	a	deep	breath	of	his	Armani	cologne	as	I	reached	for
his	whisky	on	the	top	shelf.

Even	 in	my	mandated	 heels,	 it	was	 a	 stretch	 to	 grab	 the	 bottle	 that	 I’d	 just	 cleaned
yesterday.	 It	 wasn’t	 uncommon	 for	 rich	men	 to	 stroll	 in	 and	 order	 our	most	 expensive
whisky,	but	it	didn’t	happen	often	enough	to	avoid	a	weekly	dusting.

“Quiet	night?”	he	asked	as	I	came	back	to	the	bar	with	the	bottle.

“Mondays	are	always	slow.”	 I	 set	out	a	glass	on	a	black	square	napkin,	 then	poured
him	two	jiggers.



“Lucky	me.”	He	took	the	glass.	“I	get	your	undivided	attention.”

“Yes,	you	do.”	I	set	 the	bottle	aside,	doing	my	best	not	 to	blush.	Hopefully	I	wasn’t
sweating	through	my	cheap	shirt.

Everything	about	 this	man	was	smooth.	Sexy.	Even	his	voice.	Definitely	 the	way	he
licked	his	lips	after	taking	a	sip.

But	despite	him	being	my	only	customer,	I	stayed	quiet	as	he	swirled	the	amber	liquid
in	its	glass.	I’d	been	bartending	since	I	turned	twenty-one,	and	I’d	learned	these	last	three
years	to	let	the	patrons	do	the	talking.	No	one	wanted	a	bartender	who	couldn’t	shut	her
mouth—especially	in	a	classy	hotel	like	this.	Especially	when	I	was	as	far	from	classy	as
you	could	get.

My	black	slacks	and	white	button-up	shirt	didn’t	have	a	stitch	of	natural	fiber—just	a
synthetic	 blend	 that	was	 uncomfortably	 affordable.	My	 tattered	 heels	 had	 gotten	 a	 new
scuff	tonight,	one	I’d	have	to	cover	with	a	Sharpie	later.

He	 swirled	 his	 whisky	 a	 few	 more	 times,	 his	 gold	 cufflink	 peeking	 out	 from
underneath	 his	 suit	 jacket.	 “I’m	 sure	 you	 get	 this	 question	 a	 lot	 in	 your	 line	 of	 work.
What’s	your	drink	of	choice?”

I	smiled.	“I	do	get	that	question	a	lot.	Normally,	I	answer	with	whatever	was	the	first
drink	I	served	that	day.”

The	corner	of	his	mouth	curved	up.	“And	today’s?”

“A	local	IPA.”

His	mouth	split	into	a	full-blown	grin.	“What’s	the	real	answer?”

That	 smile	 made	 my	 heart	 beat	 wildly	 again,	 sending	 my	 temperature	 up	 another
notch.

“It	 depends.”	 I	 pushed	off	 the	bar	 and	walked	down	 to	my	gun,	 filling	 a	glass	with
mostly	ice,	then	water.	“I’ve	always	believed	in	pairing	drinks	with	the	occasion.”

“I’m	intrigued.”

I	took	a	sip	of	my	water.	“Weddings,	obviously	champagne.”

“Obviously.”	He	nodded.	“What	else?”

“Bachelorette	parties	require	anything	fruity.	Beer	always	goes	with	pizza—it’s	one	of
my	drinking	 laws.	Margaritas	 on	Tuesday	 nights	 because	 I	 don’t	work	 on	Wednesdays.
And	tequila	shots	if	anyone	says,	‘We	need	to	talk.’	”

He	chuckled.	“What	about	whisky?”

“I	don’t	drink	whisky.”

“Hmm.”	He	took	a	long,	slow	sip	from	his	glass,	then	set	it	down.	“That’s	a	shame.	A
beautiful	woman	drinking	whisky	is	my	weakness.”

The	water	glass	in	my	hand	bobbled	and	I	nearly	spilled	it	on	my	apron.	I’d	heard	a	lot
of	pickup	lines	standing	behind	this	bar,	and	I’d	mastered	the	art	of	turning	down	a	man
without	bruising	his	ego—or	losing	his	tip.	But	I’d	be	a	fool	to	dodge	that	line.



“Then	maybe	I’ll	give	it	another	try.”

“I’d	like	that.”	He	smiled	wider	as	he	reached	across	the	bar,	his	long	fingers	leading
the	way.	“I’m	Logan.”

I	placed	my	hand	in	his,	already	lost	in	the	fairy	tale.	“Thea.”



	

Six	years	later	.	.	.

	

“I	hate	Montana.”

Nolan	 rolled	his	 eyes.	 “How	can	you	 say	 that	when	you’re	 standing	 in	 front	of	 that
view?”

I	gazed	past	the	tree	trunks	to	the	lake	on	the	other	side	of	the	forest.	I	hated	to	admit
it,	but	the	view	was	rather	stunning.	The	deep	blue	water	had	a	glassy	sheen.	The	summer
sunlight	 bounced	 off	 its	 gentle,	 rolling	 waves.	 In	 the	 distance,	 the	 mountains	 still	 had
white	snowcaps.	There	was	even	a	bald	eagle	circling	the	shoreline	across	the	bay.

But	I	wouldn’t	give	Nolan	the	satisfaction	of	admitting	the	truth.

“What	is	that	smell?”	My	nostrils	flared	as	I	sucked	in	a	long	breath.

Nolan	chuckled.	“That	would	be	earth.	Dirt.	Trees.	Wind.	Also	known	as	clean	air.	It’s
what	air	is	supposed	to	smell	like	without	all	the	carbon	emissions.”

“Always	with	the	sarcasm.”

“I	 save	 it	 all	 for	 you.”	 Nolan	 Fennessy,	 my	 friend	 and	 the	 CEO	 of	 my	 family’s
charitable	foundation,	loved	to	give	me	shit.

“Lucky	me,”	I	deadpanned,	turning	away	from	Flathead	Lake	so	he	wouldn’t	see	my
grin.	 Then	 I	 scanned	 the	 camp,	 giving	 it	 a	 more	 thorough	 inspection	 than	 the	 cursory
glance	I’d	taken	when	we’d	arrived	ten	minutes	ago.

Beneath	the	evergreens,	six	small	log	cabins	were	scattered	throughout	the	forest.	Next
to	them	was	a	building	marked	SHOWERS	with	a	separate	wing	for	boys	and	girls.	The
main	lodge	sat	at	the	back,	closest	to	the	road	and	the	gravel	parking	area.	And	as	it	was
the	hub	for	most	camp	activities,	the	lodge	was	as	big	as	the	six	cabins	combined.

It	was	a	child’s	paradise.

In	Nowhere,	Montana.

Personal	experience	had	tainted	the	state	for	me,	but	I	couldn’t	deny	this	camp	had	a
certain	appeal.	And	it	would	be	a	perfect	addition	to	the	Kendrick	Foundation.



“Five	million?”	I	asked	Nolan,	confirming	the	purchase	price.

“Yes.”	 He	 turned	 away	 from	 the	 lake,	 stepping	 to	 my	 side.	 “The	 price	 includes
everything.	Buildings.	Furniture.	Appliances.	Though	the	bulk	of	the	value	is	in	the	land.”

“Okay.”	I	nodded.	“I’ve	seen	enough.	Let’s	go.”

“Logan,	we	can’t	go	until	we	meet	with	the	director	and	hear	her	pitch.”

At	 the	mention	of	 the	director,	a	 flash	of	 long,	blond	hair	caught	my	eye.	She	came
scurrying	out	of	the	lodge	with	a	handful	of	pamphlets	and	a	manila	folder	tucked	under
her	 arm.	 I	 knew	 without	 seeing	 that	 it	 contained	 the	 proposal	 she’d	 sent	 into	 the
foundation	three	months	ago.

“I	 don’t	 need	 to	 hear	 her	 pitch.	 I’ll	 approve	 the	 purchase	 and	 kick	 in	 another	 fifty
thousand	for	improvements.”	I	glanced	at	my	Bulgari	watch.	“It’s	only	two.	Let’s	say	our
hellos,	give	her	the	good	news	and	head	back	to	the	airport.”	We’d	be	back	in	New	York
tonight.

Nolan	chuckled.	“As	much	as	I’d	like	to	sleep	in	my	own	bed	tonight,	we	can’t	leave.”

“Why?”

He	stepped	past	me—hand	extended—ready	 to	greet	 the	director,	 then	smirked	over
his	shoulder.	“It’s	rude.”

Damn.	“Well	played,	Fennessy,”	I	muttered.

Nolan	knew	 I’d	 never	 let	my	personal	 hang-up	 about	 being	 in	Montana	 impede	my
reputation	as	a	philanthropist.	As	my	father	had	taught	me	years	ago,	just	as	his	father	had
taught	 him,	 the	 Kendricks—above	 all	 else—took	 the	 utmost	 care	 to	 preserve	 our
appearance.

Which	meant	I	was	in	Montana	for	the	night.

I	sloughed	off	my	mood	and	gave	the	camp	director,	Willa	Doon,	a	pleasant	smile.

“Mr.	Fennessy.”	Willa’s	smile	widened	as	she	shook	Nolan’s	hand.	“Thank	you	so,	so
much	 for	 coming	 out	 here.	 I	 couldn’t	 believe	 it	 when	 you	 called.	 I’m	 just	 .	 .	 .	 it’s	 so
awesome	you	even	read	my	proposal	in	the	first	place.”

“The	 pleasure	 was	 mine.	 Your	 proposal	 was	 one	 of	 the	 best	 I’ve	 read	 in	 months.”
Nolan	released	her	hand	and	gestured	toward	me.	“Let	me	introduce	you	to	the	chairman
of	the	board	for	the	Kendrick	Foundation.	This	is	Logan	Kendrick.”

“Ms.	Doon.”	I	extended	my	hand.	“Nice	to	meet	you.”

She	blushed	scarlet	as	our	hands	connected.	“Mr.	Kendrick.”

“Please,	call	me	Logan.	We’re	looking	forward	to	learning	more	about	your	camp.”

“Thank	 you.”	Her	 smile	was	 confident	 but	 her	 fingers	were	 trembling	with	 nerves.
“I’m	 not	 sure,	 um	 .	 .	 .	 should	 I	 just	 go	 through	 the	 proposal	 again?”	 She	 fumbled	 the
brochures	in	one	hand	as	she	went	for	the	file	folder.	“I	don’t	know	if	you’ve	had	a	chance
to	read	it	or	have	questions.	I,	um—shoot.”	A	pamphlet	dropped	to	the	dirt.

“How	about	a	tour?”	Nolan	bent	to	retrieve	the	paper	for	her.	“We’ve	both	read	your



proposal,	 so	 if	 it’s	 all	 right	 with	 you,	 we’ll	 keep	 this	 informal	 and	 just	 ask	 you	 any
questions	as	we	walk.”

Willa	nodded.	“That	sounds	great.”

Five	minutes	into	the	tour,	the	nerves	began	to	leave	her	voice.	Once	she	began	telling
us	 stories	 from	 past	 camps	 and	 the	 children	 who’d	 spent	 countless	 summers	 here,	 her
confidence	rallied.

While	Willa’s	stories	were	endearing,	they	didn’t	keep	my	mind	from	wandering	back
to	my	last	visit	to	Montana.	The	visit	where	I’d	come	to	surprise	my	then	girlfriend—the
one	I’d	proposed	to	twice	without	a	yes	in	return.

I’d	come	to	Montana	to	surprise	Emmeline	for	a	Thanksgiving	weekend.	The	ring	I’d
bought	for	her	had	been	in	my	coat	pocket.	My	plan	had	been	to	propose	and	convince	her
to	move	home	after	she	finished	a	year	teaching	kindergarten.	Instead,	I	ended	a	five-year
relationship	when	I	learned	she	was	still	in	love	with	a	man	from	her	past.

Her	husband.

After	 our	 breakup,	 I’d	 gotten	 the	 hell	 out	 of	 Montana,	 flying	 back	 to	 New	 York
without	delay.	The	second	the	plane’s	wheels	had	touched	down,	I’d	ordered	a	courier	to
return	Emmeline’s	ring	to	the	jewelry	store.

It	had	been	over	six	months	since	we’d	broken	up,	and	I’d	spent	that	time	working	my
ass	off.	Not	only	was	I	more	involved	than	ever	in	the	Kendrick	Foundation,	but	I	was	also
overseeing	 a	 large	 clientele	 as	 a	managing	partner	 at	my	 law	 firm,	Stone,	Richards	 and
Abergel.

I	didn’t	think	of	Emmeline	much	these	days—there	just	wasn’t	time.	But	being	back	in
Montana	dredged	up	a	slew	of	unwelcome	memories.	Memories	of	what	I’d	lost.

And	I	hated	losing.

“Have	you	ever	been	to	a	camp	like	this?”	Willa	asked	me	as	we	stood	outside	one	of
the	smaller	cabins.

“No,	I	haven’t.”	I	peered	through	the	cabin	door,	 taking	in	the	wooden	bunks	inside.
“Where	are	all	the	kids?”	Sleeping	bags	were	laid	out	neatly	on	the	beds,	backpacks	on	the
floors,	but	no	campers.

“Oh,	they’re	all	on	a	hike	today.	We	bussed	them	out	early	this	morning.	They’ll	have
a	picnic	lunch	and	then	be	back	before	the	dinner	bell.”

“I	see.”	I	stepped	away	from	the	cabin	and	gestured	toward	the	lodge.	“Can	we	see	the
main	building	next?”

“Of	course.”

I	took	a	step	to	follow	Willa	just	as	a	streak	of	dark	hair	and	skinny	limbs	went	flying
past	the	cabin.

The	young	girl	didn’t	slow	down	a	bit	as	she	sprinted	for	the	lodge.	She	looked	over
her	shoulder,	giving	Willa	a	huge	smile,	but	kept	on	running.

Willa	waved.	“Hey,	Charlie!”



“Did	she	miss	the	bus?”	Nolan	teased.

“No,	that’s	Charlie.”	Willa	laughed.	“Her	grandmother	volunteers	in	the	kitchen	so	she
spends	her	mornings	and	afternoons	here.”

Charlie’s	 long	 hair	 streamed	 behind	 her	 as	 she	 ran,	 only	 trapped	 by	 the	 backward
baseball	cap	on	her	head.	Her	sneakers	were	covered	in	dirt,	just	like	the	seat	of	her	shorts.
“Cute	kid.”

“She’s	adorable.”	Willa	smiled.	“Should	we	continue	the	tour?”

“Actually,”	I	said,	“I	think	I’ve	seen	enough.”

Willa’s	feet	stilled	and	her	shoulders	fell.	“Oh.	I	see.”

“From	what	I’ve	seen	and	read	in	your	proposal,	this	camp	would	make	a	wonderful
addition	to	the	Kendrick	Foundation.”

Willa	blinked	twice	before	her	entire	face	lit	up.	“Really?”

I	nodded.	“Really.”

“Gosh.”	Her	hands	flew	to	her	cheeks.	Pamphlets	and	her	manila	envelope	dropped	to
the	ground.	“I	can’t	believe	it.	I	just—oh	my	goodness.”

Nolan	grinned	at	me	as	we	gave	Willa	a	moment	to	let	it	all	sink	in.

She	was	young,	 likely	 in	her	midtwenties,	with	a	delicate	face.	Her	wavy	blond	hair
fell	nearly	to	her	waist.	Her	hands	were	constantly	fiddling	with	something—the	tie	on	her
simple	navy	sundress	or	her	papers.	But	despite	her	timid	demeanor,	it	was	clear	that	Willa
loved	this	camp.

A	camp	we’d	just	saved	from	closure.

The	 local	 church	 that	 currently	 owned	 the	 camp	was	 letting	 it	 go	 due	 to	 increased
overhead	 and	 maintenance	 costs.	 Luckily	 for	 us,	 the	 church	 wasn’t	 looking	 to	 make	 a
payday	on	the	property;	otherwise	they’d	be	selling	it	off	for	private	development.	Instead,
they	just	wanted	to	recoup	their	investment	and	find	new	owners	who	would	continue	it	as
a	children’s	summer	camp.	The	only	problem	was,	they	hadn’t	had	any	offers	in	a	year	and
were	looking	at	closing	it	down	permanently.

Now	it	would	be	part	of	the	Kendrick	Foundation.

We’d	keep	the	original	charter	intact	but	come	in	with	fresh	eyes	and	a	bigger	wallet.
The	foundation	would	make	a	few	overdue	improvements	and	teach	Willa	how	to	better
manage	expenses	while	increasing	attendance.	We’d	ensure	this	children’s	paradise	would
be	around	for	many	more	years	to	come.

“Thank	you,”	Willa	whispered	as	tears	filled	her	eyes.	“Thank	you	so	much.”

“You’re	welcome.”	I	looked	to	Nolan.	“Anything	you	want	to	add?”

“I	think	you	covered	it	all,”	the	corners	of	his	mouth	turned	up,	“boss.”

Smug	bastard.	As	CEO,	he	had	 just	as	much	authority	 to	approve	 this	purchase	as	 I
did.	He	just	liked	to	toss	that	word	around	to	remind	me	who	was	really	in	charge	here.



“I’ll	 have	 the	 attorneys	 contact	 the	 church	 and	 start	 drafting	 a	 contract,”	 he	 said.
“We’ll	 get	 everything	 transferred	 over	 to	 the	 foundation	 as	 soon	 as	 possible.	 And	Ms.
Doon,	we’ll	expect	you	to	stay	on	as	director.”

Willa	 gasped.	 “You	 don’t	 have	 to	 do	 that.	 I	mean,	 I’m	 grateful,	 but	 it	wasn’t	 about
keeping	my	job.”

Nolan	 smiled.	 “We	 know.	That’s	why	 you’re	 the	 best	 choice	 for	 our	 camp	 director.
And	as	long	as	things	are	going	well,	the	job	is	yours.”

“I	just—I	can’t	believe	this	is	happening.	It	was	a	long	shot,	sending	that	proposal.	I
never	.	.	.”	She	pressed	her	hands	to	her	cheeks	again.	“Thank	you.”

“Congratulations.	 Let’s	 celebrate.”	 Nolan	 clapped	me	 on	 the	 shoulder.	 “Willa,	 now
that	we’ve	got	business	out	of	the	way,	would	you	mind	giving	us	the	rest	of	the	tour?”

She	nodded,	composing	herself	once	again.	“I’d	love	to.”

“And	afterward,	would	you	mind	showing	us	around	town	a	bit?”	I	asked.	“We’d	love
a	recommendation	for	dinner	and	drinks.”

Willa	nodded	again,	her	face	beaming.	“I	know	just	the	place.”

“Then	 lead	 the	way.”	Nolan	waved	her	on,	 then	 leaned	close	as	we	 followed.	“Now
aren’t	you	glad	we	stayed?”

Days	 like	 today	were	 the	 reason	 I	 stayed	 so	 in	 tune	with	 the	 foundation’s	 activities.
Outside	of	the	countless	hours	I	put	in	at	the	firm,	I	didn’t	have	hobbies	like	my	friends
did.	I	didn’t	golf	or	own	a	yacht.

I	worked.

Hard.

Nolan	didn’t	need	me	along	for	these	foundation	trips,	but	the	truth	was,	I	didn’t	want
to	miss	out.	I	didn’t	want	to	miss	the	chance	to	make	someone’s	dream	come	true.	Or	the
opportunity	to	put	my	family’s	fortune	to	a	better	use	than	buying	my	mother	diamonds	or
my	sister	divorces.

“Fine.	I’ll	admit,	this	place	isn’t	so	bad.	Once	you	get	past	the	smell.”

An	hour	later—after	we’d	finished	touring	the	camp	and	Willa	had	driven	us	around	town
—Nolan	and	I	followed	her	through	the	steel	door	of	the	Lark	Cove	Bar.

“This	is	.	.	.	quaint,”	I	muttered.	Were	those	peanut	shells	all	over	the	floor?

“They	have	the	best	drinks	in	the	area	and	their	pizzas	are	amazing.”	Willa	smiled	over
her	shoulder	but	it	fell	when	she	took	in	my	grimace.	“But	there’s	a	fancier	place	up	the
road	in	Kalispell.	It’s	about	forty-five	minutes,	but	we	can	go	there.	I’m	sorry,	I	didn’t—”

“This	place	 is	perfect.”	Nolan	placed	his	hand	on	my	shoulder,	his	dark	skin	a	stark
contrast	to	my	white	shirt.	“We	don’t	need	fancy.”

“Okay.	Good.”	Willa	relaxed	and	walked	over	to	a	table.



“We	don’t	need	fancy,”	I	whispered	to	Nolan.	“Just	sanitary.”

“Shut	up.”

“You’re	fired.”

He	chuckled	and	looked	at	his	Rolex.	“That’s	the	first	time	you’ve	fired	me	today,	and
it’s	 past	 four.	 Usually	 you	 fire	me	 before	 noon	 on	 these	 trips.	Maybe	 the	Montana	 air
agrees	with	you.”

I	huffed.	“I	can’t	wait	to	say	‘I	told	you	so’	after	we	get	food	poisoning.”

“Let’s	get	you	a	drink.”

“Finally,	he	says	something	intelligent.”

We	were	both	grinning	as	we	joined	Willa	at	a	tall,	square	table	in	the	middle	of	the
bar.

“Is	this	okay?”	she	asked.

“Great.”	I	smiled	as	the	wooden	stool	creaked	under	my	weight.	With	my	back	to	the
door,	I	studied	the	room.

The	 ceiling	was	 high,	with	 exposed	 iron	 beams	 running	 from	one	 side	 to	 the	 other.
Much	like	the	floors,	the	walls	were	paneled	with	battered	wood.	Though	instead	of	being
covered	in	peanut	shells,	they	were	filled	with	signs	and	pictures.	It	reminded	me	of	those
chain	restaurants—the	ones	all	ending	in	an	apostrophe	s.	Applebee’s.	Chili’s.	Bennigan’s.
Except	this	decor	hadn’t	been	staged	but	pieced	together	naturally	over	the	years.

The	L-shaped	bar	was	long,	running	across	both	of	the	back	walls.	There	had	to	be	at
least	twenty	stools	along	its	path,	and	judging	by	the	wear	and	tear	on	the	foot	rail,	it	was
the	place	most	people	chose	to	sit.

Including	the	five	patrons	seated	near	the	bartender.

“Welcome,	folks.	Be	right	there.”

Willa	 looked	over	her	shoulder,	giving	 the	guy	a	shy	wave.	As	she	spun	back	 to	 the
table,	her	fingers	tugged	at	her	hair	in	an	attempt	to	hide	her	red	cheeks.

Nolan	 and	 I	 shared	 a	 grin,	 then	 each	 continued	 silently	 scrutinizing	 the	 bar	 as	 we
waited	to	place	our	order.

Neon	 signs	 advertising	 various	 beers	 and	 liquors	 littered	 the	 windows	 facing	 the
parking	 lot.	Next	 to	a	 large	 flat-screen	on	one	wall,	 a	 set	of	antlers	was	adorned	with	a
bunch	of	hats.	Wait.	Is	that	a	bra?

The	Fourth	of	July	was	over	a	week	ago,	but	the	decorations	were	still	up.	A	red,	white
and	blue	banner	hung	above	the	jukebox,	and	a	handful	of	 tiny	flags	sat	 in	a	cup	on	the
bar.

This	place	was	as	far	removed	from	my	favorite	bar	in	the	city	as	you	could	get,	but	at
least	they	had	alcohol.	Though,	I	doubted	the	Lark	Cove	Bar	carried	my	preference.

“Gentlemen.	Willow.”	The	bartender	appeared	at	our	table,	depositing	three	cardboard
coasters	and	a	paper	boat	of	peanuts.



“It’s	Willa.	Actually.”	She	tucked	her	hair	behind	an	ear,	sitting	taller.	“With	an	a.”

“Damn.	Sorry.”	He	 shrugged	off	his	mistake—one	 I	had	a	 feeling	he’d	make	again.
“What	can	I	get	for	you?”

“I	don’t	suppose	you	have	Macallan	18,”	I	said.

It	 had	 been	 a	 long	 day,	 flying	 out	 early	 this	morning	 and	 then	 being	 assaulted	with
reminders	 of	 Emmeline	 once	 my	 feet	 had	 touched	 the	Montana	 soil.	 Today	 called	 for
whisky.

The	bartender	grinned,	then	ran	a	hand	over	his	blond	buzz-cut	hair.	“As	a	matter	of
fact,	I	do.”

“Nice.”	The	Lark	Cove	Bar	might	not	be	pretty,	but	whoever	stocked	their	shelves	had
good	taste.	“I’ll	have	a	double.	Neat.”

“I’ll	have	the	same,”	Nolan	said.

“You	got	it.”	The	bartender	smiled	at	Willa.	“And	for	you?”

“Just,	um,	a	beer.	Anything	is	fine,”	she	stuttered,	blushing	again	as	she	stared	at	the
stubble	on	his	jaw.	“Thanks,	Jackson.”

“Be	back.”	He	tapped	his	knuckles	on	the	table,	then	ambled	back	behind	the	bar.

“How	long	do	you	think	that	bottle	has	been	up	there?”	Nolan	leaned	over	and	asked
as	Jackson	stretched	to	pull	down	the	Macallan	from	the	highest	shelf.

I	opened	my	mouth	to	comment	on	the	cobwebs	in	the	upper	corner,	but	stopped	when
a	swish	of	dark	hair	caught	my	eye.

From	out	of	a	back	room,	a	woman	emerged	and	smiled	at	Jackson,	then	at	one	of	the
regulars	as	she	set	down	a	pizza	pan.

Her	simple	black	tank	molded	to	her	breasts	and	flat	stomach,	leaving	her	tanned	arms
bare.	Her	jeans	sat	low	on	her	hips,	cinched	tight	with	a	black	leather	belt	that	was	just	a
shade	darker	than	her	long,	thick	hair.	Her	white	smile	was	full	of	straight	teeth,	except	for
one	in	the	middle	of	the	bottom	row	that	sat	slightly	off-center.

It	 had	 been	 over	 six	 years—nearly	 seven—since	 I’d	 spent	 the	 night	with	my	 hands
wrapped	up	in	that	hair.	Since	I’d	memorized	that	smile	while	I’d	held	Thea	in	my	arms.

Years,	and	she	looked	exactly	the	same.

“Logan,	do	you	want	pizza?”

I	shook	my	head,	sliding	off	my	creaking	stool.	“Excuse	me	for	a	moment.”

At	my	movement,	Thea’s	dark	eyes—nearly	black,	like	her	hair—swept	the	room.	She
smiled	at	me	for	a	second,	but	the	expression	fell	away	and	the	color	in	her	face	drained	as
recognition	dawned.

She	remembers	me.	Thank	god,	she	remembered	me.	I	was	man	enough	to	admit	that	it
would	have	crushed	my	ego	if	she	hadn’t	remembered	me.	Remembered	that	night.

I	 still	 thought	 about	 it	 now	 and	 then—whenever	 I	was	 in	 the	 neighborhood	 of	 that



hotel.	Did	she	ever	think	about	it?	About	me?

I’d	gone	back	to	her	hotel	bar	once,	months	after	we’d	hooked	up.	But	she	hadn’t	been
there.	 The	 staff	 had	 told	 me	 that	 Thea	 had	 quit	 and	 moved	 out	 of	 the	 city.	 I’d	 been
disappointed	and	pissed	at	myself	 for	waiting	 too	 long—I’d	been	busy	with	work.	Then
life	had	moved	on.	Not	long	after	I’d	tried	to	find	Thea	again,	I’d	met	Emmeline.

Still,	I’d	never	forgotten	Thea,	even	after	all	these	years.

I’d	 never	 forgotten	 how	 those	 dark	 eyes	 had	 lulled	 me	 under	 her	 spell.	 How	 her
amazing	body—the	perfect	balance	of	 toned,	 lean	muscle	 to	 soft,	 feminine	curves—had
felt	beneath	mine.

As	I	crossed	the	room,	I	held	her	wide,	unblinking	stare.	“Thea.”

Her	body	jolted	at	my	voice.	“Lo-Logan.”

“It’s	been	a	long	time.	How	are	you?”

She	opened	her	mouth,	then	closed	it	without	a	word.

“Hey,	 Thea,”	 Jackson	 called.	 “We’re	 finally	 cracking	 that	 bottle	 of	 Macallan	 you
insisted	on	buying.”

I	 grinned.	 That	 was	 why	 the	 Lark	 Cove	 Bar	 carried	 Macallan.	 She’d	 bought	 my
favorite	whisky	for	her	bar,	even	if	it	had	never	been	served.

“I	 .	 .	 .”	Thea	 took	 a	 long	 breath,	 shaking	 her	 head	 and	 closing	 her	 eyes.	When	 she
opened	them,	the	shock	of	seeing	my	face	was	gone.

But	 instead	of	 the	 confident,	 sexy	woman	 I’d	 expected	 to	 see	once	 the	 surprise	had
faded,	I	saw	fear.

Why	would	Thea	be	afraid	of	me?	I’d	treated	her	with	nothing	but	respect	during	the
night	we’d	shared.	Hadn’t	I?

Before	 I	 could	 say	 anything	 else,	 she	 sprang	 into	 action,	 grabbing	 a	 shot	 glass	 and
slamming	 it	on	 the	bar.	Then	she	reached	behind	her,	swiping	a	bottle	of	 tequila	 from	a
middle	shelf.	With	a	flick	of	her	wrist,	she	poured	the	shot,	not	spilling	a	drop.

“Drink	that,”	she	ordered.	“We	need	to	talk.”



	

My	heart	was	bouncing	like	a	ping-pong	ball	between	my	sternum	and	spine.	I	couldn’t
believe	Logan	was	standing	right	in	front	of	me.

Logan.

How	many	hours	had	I	spent	 looking	for	him	in	New	York?	How	many	 times	had	I
searched	 for	 his	 face	 in	 the	 crowds?	How	many	nights	 had	 I	 laid	 in	 bed,	 replaying	our
night	 together,	hoping	I’d	be	able	 to	recall	something—anything—that	might	 lead	me	to
this	moment?

Eventually,	 I’d	 given	 up	 hope	 that	 I’d	 ever	 see	 him	 again.	 I’d	made	 peace	with	my
situation.

Logan	Whatever-His-Name-Is	was	the	best,	and	only,	one-night	stand	of	my	life.

He	was	just	another	person	I’d	left	behind	in	New	York.	He	was	a	memory,	one	of	the
few	good	ones	from	back	then.

Yet	here	he	was,	standing	in	my	dingy,	happy	bar,	staring	at	the	tequila	shot	I’d	poured
him.

A	shot	he	really	needed	to	drink	before	I	took	it	myself.

“Please,”	I	whispered.	“Take	it.”

His	gaze	snapped	back	to	mine	and	my	heart	pounded	even	faster.	Confidence	radiated
off	 his	 tall	 body	 in	waves.	He	was	 just	 as	 intimidating	 now	 as	 he	 had	 been	 years	 ago,
except	 instead	 of	 being	 alluring	 and	 charming,	 today	 it	 was	 terrifying.	 His	 frame	 was
locked	tight	and	his	brown	eyes	were	narrowed,	silently	demanding	me	to	speak.

Did	he	know	what	I	was	going	to	tell	him?	Did	he	know	that	I	was	about	to	change	his
life?

I	swallowed	the	lump	in	the	back	of	my	throat	and	sucked	in	some	oxygen	so	I	didn’t
topple	over.	Then	I	gripped	the	edge	of	the	bar	to	keep	myself	upright.

Do	it.	Say	it,	Thea.	Tell	him.

If	 I	 didn’t	 tell	 him	 today,	 I	 might	 not	 ever	 have	 the	 chance.	 And	 for	 her	 sake,	 he
needed	to	know.



“I	had	a	.	.	.”	God,	I	was	dizzy.	Why	couldn’t	I	find	the	words?	“You,	I	mean	we,	have
a—”

“Mommy,	look.”	A	little	hand	tugged	on	my	jeans.

I	jumped,	clutching	a	hand	to	my	thundering	heart.	So	shocked	by	Logan’s	presence,	I
hadn’t	heard	Charlie	come	 into	 the	bar.	Maybe	 it	would	be	easier	with	her	here.	Maybe
he’d	take	one	look	at	her	and	know	what	I’d	been	trying	to	say.

“Charlie.”	 I	 turned	and	bent	at	 the	waist,	 ready	 to	ask	her	 to	wait	 in	 the	office	 for	a
minute.	 But	 instead	 of	 looking	 into	 my	 daughter’s	 brown	 eyes,	 I	 stared	 at	 two	 slimy
eyeballs.

“Ah!”	I	screamed	as	she	thrust	the	thing	right	at	me.

“I	found	a	frog.”

“Eww!”	 Its	 slippery	 nose	 touched	mine	 and	 I	 jerked	 away,	 swatting	 the	 frog	 away
from	my	face.	Except	in	my	hurry	to	put	some	distance	between	me	and	the	creature,	I	hit
Charlie’s	hands.	The	contact	was	 just	 enough	 that	her	grip	 faltered	and	 the	 frog	 slipped
loose.	It	springboarded	off	her	palm	into	my	chest,	leaving	a	wet	spot,	then	landed	on	the
floor	with	a	thud.

“No!”	Charlie	screeched,	scrambling	around	me	to	capture	the	frog.	But	its	legs	were	a
blur	of	motion,	propelling	it	farther	and	farther	out	of	her	reach.

“Damn,”	 I	 hissed	 and	 sprang	 into	 action,	 dropping	 to	 the	 floor	 beside	 Charlie.	My
hands	and	knees	thumped	on	the	hard	floor	as	I	tried	to	keep	up,	but	the	frog	was	leaping
too	fast.

“Get	that	frog!”

Chaos	erupted	at	my	back.	Stools	scraped	as	a	couple	of	the	regulars	abandoned	their
seats.	 Someone	 knocked	 over	 a	 glass	 because	 I	 heard	 the	 unmistakable	 sound	 of	 beer
splattering	 on	 the	 floor	 in	 between	 a	 slur	 of	 curse	words.	And	 Jackson	 started	 howling
with	laughter.

“Jackson,	help,”	I	barked	over	my	shoulder,	only	to	make	him	roar	louder.

“What	 is	 happening?”	 Hazel’s	 voice	 floated	 above	 all	 the	 other	 noise.	 “Oh,	 no.
Charlie,	what	did	I	tell	you	about	that	frog?”

“But	Gran,	I	had	to	show	Mommy,”	she	said,	abandoning	her	pursuit	to	defend	herself.

“You	can’t	bring	frogs	inside,”	Hazel	said.

“But—”

“Could	I	get	some	help	here?”	I	shouted,	bringing	the	frog	back	to	focus.

“Jackson	Page,”	Hazel	scolded.	“Stop	laughing	and	catch	that	frog.”

“Yes,	ma’am.”	He	chuckled	as	the	thud	of	his	boots	echoed	on	the	floor.

I	kept	chasing	the	frog,	right	to	the	corner	of	the	bar.	It	had	stopped	by	the	edge,	so	I
swiped	fast,	gripping	one	of	the	frog’s	back	legs.	“Gotcha!”



Relief	washed	over	my	shoulders,	but	 as	 I	 tried	 to	pick	 the	 frog	up,	 the	damn	 thing
squirmed	hard	and	got	free.

“Shit!”	I	yelled	as	it	landed	on	the	floor	and	bounded	away.

“That’s	a	bad	word,”	Charlie	chastised.

“Shoot!”

Still	on	my	hands	and	knees,	I	rounded	the	corner	of	the	bar,	hustling	to	catch	the	frog
before	it	could	disappear	into	a	nook	or	cranny.	I	stretched	to	reach	for	it	again	but	lost	my
balance	when	one	of	my	palms	skidded	on	a	peanut	shell.

Damn	it!	This	wasn’t	happening.

My	daughter	hadn’t	just	brought	a	frog	into	my	bar,	violating	every	health	code	in	the
book.	 I	wasn’t	 on	my	 hands	 and	 knees,	 chasing	 an	 amphibian	 through	 peanut	 shells	 in
front	 of	 the	 classiest	 man	 I’d	 ever	 met.	 I	 wasn’t	 about	 to	 make	 the	 most	 difficult
confession	of	my	life	with	frog	slime	on	my	shirt.

This	could	not	be	happening.

I	 regained	my	 balance	 and	 looked	 up,	 but	 instead	 of	 seeing	 a	 frog,	 I	 saw	 a	 pair	 of
camel	wingtips.

My	 eyes	 ran	 up	 the	 shoes,	 over	 their	 laces,	 to	 the	 crisp	 denim	 that	 covered	 long,
powerful	legs.	As	I	stood,	my	gaze	continued	up	past	the	leather	belt	that	wrapped	around
hipbones	 I’d	 once	 tasted	 on	 my	 tongue.	 Then	 up	 a	 starched,	 white	 polo	 that	 covered
Logan’s	washboard	abs.

Steady	on	my	 feet,	 I	 avoided	 looking	at	his	 face	 in	 favor	of	his	muscled	arm.	Veins
snaked	over	his	bicep	and	down	to	his	tanned	forearm.	His	wristwatch	cost	more	than	my
car.	And	his	fingers	.	.	.	held	a	squirming	frog.

“You	got	him.”	Charlie	appeared	at	my	side,	smiling	up	at	Logan	as	she	reached	for
her	latest	captive.	But	before	they	could	make	the	transfer,	her	hands	froze	and	her	head
cocked	 to	 the	 side.	 Under	 the	 backward	 band	 of	 her	 baseball	 cap,	 her	 eyebrows	 were
furrowed.

Oh,	god.	Did	she	recognize	Logan?	Charlie	had	asked	me	a	couple	of	years	ago	about
her	dad,	and	since	I	hadn’t	been	able	to	tell	her	much,	I’d	drawn	her	a	picture	of	him.	Did
she	see	the	resemblance	to	my	sketch?	This	was	going	to	turn	into	a	cluster—well,	more
of	a	cluster—if	she	started	asking	questions	before	I	had	a	chance	to	tell	Logan	about	her.

My	 head	was	 swirling	 and	my	 breaths	 came	 in	 hard	 pants	 as	 I	 tore	my	 eyes	 from
Charlie’s	puzzled	face	to	look	up	at	Logan.

But	he	wasn’t	paying	me	any	mind.	His	attention	was	entirely	on	Charlie.

“Your	pinky	has	 the	 same	bend	as	mine.”	Charlie	 touched	his	 finger,	 then	 lifted	her
hand,	wriggling	her	fifth	finger.

The	 chaos	 and	 noise	 from	 moments	 ago	 was	 gone.	 The	 bar	 was	 deathly	 silent	 as
Charlie’s	words	rang	in	the	air.	I	could	feel	everyone’s	eyes	on	me.	Jackson.	Hazel.	Wayne
and	Ronny,	a	couple	of	our	regulars.	All	I	could	do	was	stand	frozen,	waiting	for	Logan’s



response.

“Um,	Charlie.”	Hazel’s	voice	broke	the	quiet.	“Let’s	get	that	thing	outside.”

“Okay,	Gran.”	My	daughter	 reached	up	 to	collect	her	 latest	pet	 from	Logan’s	hands,
just	as	Hazel	came	around	the	bar	to	shuffle	her	away.

“Thea,	we’ll	see	you	at	home.”

“Bye,	Mommy.”

I	nodded	but	didn’t	glance	away	from	Logan’s	clenched	jaw.

I	waited	until	Hazel’s	and	Charlie’s	footsteps	disappeared	and	the	back	door	closed.	I
waited	until	the	silence	returned.	I	waited	for	Logan	because	I	didn’t	have	the	courage	to
speak	first.

“How	old	is	she?”	In	front	of	my	nose,	his	broad	chest	was	heaving.

I	 blinked	 and	 cleared	my	 impossibly	 dry	 throat	 before	meeting	 his	 dark	 glare.	 “She
turns	six	in	a	month.”

It	didn’t	take	long	for	Logan	to	do	the	math.	He’d	come	into	the	hotel	bar	at	the	end	of
October,	not	quite	six	years	and	nine	months	ago.

“I’m	sorry,”	I	whispered,	hoping	to	calm	the	angry	waves	rolling	off	his	body.	“I	tried
to—”

He	didn’t	let	me	finish.	Spinning	on	the	heel	of	his	fancy	shoes,	he	stormed	out	of	my
bar.

I	didn’t	follow.

Instead,	I	took	a	deep	breath,	squared	my	shoulders	and	walked	over	to	the	table	where
Logan’s	friend	sat	stunned	next	to	an	equally	shocked	Willa.

Then,	six	years	and	many	months	 too	 late,	 I	asked	for	Logan’s	 last	name	and	phone
number.

“Is	she	asleep?”	Hazel	asked.

“Yeah.	Chasing	frogs	all	day	wore	her	out.”	I	collapsed	into	a	padded	wicker	loveseat
across	from	where	Hazel	sat	on	the	white	railing	of	our	back	porch.

“That	girl.	She’s	not	happy	unless	there’s	dirt	under	her	fingernails.”	Hazel	smiled	and
took	a	long	drag	of	her	menthol	cigarette.	Her	wrinkled	hands	shook	a	bit	as	she	lifted	it	to
her	lips.

She	wasn’t	as	steady	as	she	used	to	be,	 though	I	guess	 that	was	 to	be	expected	after
you	 reached	sixty-five.	But	 I	kept	my	observations	quiet.	Reminding	Hazel	Rhodes	 that
she	was	not	as	young	as	she	pretended	to	be	was	just	asking	for	an	ass	chewing.

“Is	she	still	mad	that	you	made	her	set	the	frog	loose?”

I	nodded.	“She	told	me	she’d	just	find	another	one	tomorrow.”



Hazel	laughed	and	shook	her	head.	“Oh,	Charlie.”

Her	laugh	was	more	of	a	cackle	these	days.	Her	voice	held	a	permanent	rasp	from	all
those	Virginia	 Slims.	But	 as	 rough	 as	 it	was,	 that	 sound	 had	 soothed	my	worries	more
times	than	I	could	count.

And	tonight,	I	could	use	some	soothing.

With	thoughts	of	Logan	running	through	my	mind,	I	propped	my	head	into	my	hand
and	stared	blankly	across	the	yard.

The	 house	 where	 Hazel,	 Charlie	 and	 I	 lived	 wasn’t	 much,	 just	 a	 cramped	 three-
bedroom	cottage	that	barely	fit	us	all.	But	it	was	home,	and	the	backyard	was	a	sliver	of
heaven.

The	 lawn	 was	 wide	 with	 thick	 green	 grass	 that	 spread	 between	 two	 groves	 of
evergreens.	The	trees	stood	as	tall	posts	on	both	sides	of	our	gravel	shoreline.	And	in	the
center	of	our	rocky	beach,	was	a	long,	battered	dock	that	stretched	out	twenty	feet	into	the
lake’s	rippled	water.

It	was	no	wonder	that	Hazel’s	little	cottage	with	the	sage-green	siding	and	aqua	door
was	worth	millions.

Land	prices	in	Lark	Cove	had	skyrocketed	in	the	last	two	decades.	I’d	asked	Hazel	to
consider	selling	this	place	a	year	ago	so	she’d	have	some	money	for	retirement,	but	she’d
refused.	I	hadn’t	been	surprised.

Not	only	did	 this	cottage	hold	sentimental	value	from	her	own	childhood,	but	 it	was
the	only	home	Charlie	had	ever	known.	Which	meant	Hazel	would	live	here	for	the	rest	of
her	life.

She’d	grown	up	in	this	house	before	setting	off	for	New	York	City	after	high	school.
She’d	worked	for	years	at	various	places	in	the	city,	mostly	at	animal	shelters	or	children’s
centers.	One	day,	 she	 came	 to	work	 at	 the	home	where	 I	was	being	 raised.	She	 arrived
when	 I	 was	 eight	 and	 stayed	 until	 I	 turned	 eighteen.	 Not	 long	 after	 my	 birthday,	 her
parents	both	passed	in	the	span	of	two	months	and	she	returned	home	to	Montana	to	run
their	bar.

Eventually,	I	followed.

When	 I	 rolled	 into	 town	on	a	Greyhound	bus,	 six	months	pregnant,	 she	 took	me	 in.
She	 moved	 me	 into	 this	 house,	 gave	 me	 a	 job	 and	 assumed	 the	 role	 of	 Charlie’s
grandmother.

Because	that’s	what	Hazel	did.

She	collected	strays.

Lucky	for	me,	I	was	one	of	her	strays.	So	was	Jackson.	Together,	we	ran	her	bar	after
she	decided	to	retire.	Now	she	spent	her	days	chasing	Charlie	around	and	volunteering	in
the	kitchen	at	the	Flathead	Summer	Camp.

A	camp,	I’d	learned,	that	had	just	been	purchased	by	Charlie’s	father.

“How	are	you	doing?”	Hazel	asked.



“Shocked,”	 I	 muttered,	 taking	 a	 deep	 breath	 of	 the	 smoky	 air.	 “I	 really	 want	 a
cigarette.”

“Too	bad	you	quit.”	She	took	a	drag.	“And	I	don’t	share.”

I	smiled.	“Yeah.	Too	bad.”

Hazel	had	told	me	on	more	than	one	occasion	to	cremate	her	with	a	pack	of	cigarettes.
Her	dedication	to	the	habit	was	legendary.	But	she’d	never	condoned	smoking	as	one	of
my	vices.

My	 first	 cigarette	 had	 been	 at	 sixteen.	 I	 hadn’t	 even	 been	 old	 enough	 to	 buy	 them
myself.	But	once	I’d	learned	I	was	pregnant	with	Charlie,	I’d	quit	cold	turkey.

At	 times,	 I’d	 pretend	 to	 smoke.	 I’d	 hold	 one,	 unlit,	 between	my	 fingers,	 letting	 the
little	white	 stick	 calm	 some	 nerves.	 I	 had	 a	 pack	 in	my	 underwear	 drawer	 for	 just	 that
reason.	 But	 tonight,	 I	 wanted	 more	 than	 just	 to	 pretend.	 Seeing	 Logan	 again	 had	 me
itching	for	a	puff.

“I	can’t	believe	he	came	into	the	bar.”

Hazel	hummed	and	turned	toward	the	lake.	“Yeah.	It’s,	um	.	.	.	crazy.”

Why	did	she	sound	guilty?	Her	tone	was	a	lot	like	Charlie’s	had	been	earlier	when	I’d
found	that	nasty	frog	in	the	bathroom	after	she’d	promised	to	keep	it	outside.

My	eyes	narrowed	as	Hazel	picked	at	the	wood	railing.	“What	did	you	do?”

“Me?”	she	gasped.	“Nothing.”

What	a	terrible	liar.	“Hazel,”	I	warned.

She	 took	 two	more	drags	before	 finally	 stubbing	out	her	cigarette	 in	 the	ashtray	she
left	out	here.	Then	she	slipped	off	 the	 railing	and	came	 to	sit	 in	 the	wicker	chair	across
from	my	love	seat.	“It	might	not	have	been	just	a	coincidence	that	he	came	to	Montana.”

My	jaw	slackened.	“What?”

Hazel	had	known	how	to	find	Logan?	How	long	had	she	known?	Why	hadn’t	she	told
me	sooner?	I	trusted	her	more	than	any	other	person	on	the	planet.	We	didn’t	keep	secrets
from	each	other.	She’d	let	him	walk	into	the	bar	today	and	surprise	me	completely.	How
could	she	keep	something	this	important	from	me?

“I	can	hear	those	gears	turning	in	your	pretty	head	from	over	here,	so	before	you	make
yourself	dizzy,	let	me	explain.”

“Fast.”	 I	 sat	 on	my	 hands	 so	 I	wouldn’t	 rip	 a	 cigarette	 out	 of	 her	 pack	 and	 suck	 it
down.

“Remember	I	told	you	that	I	was	helping	Willa	try	and	find	a	buyer	for	the	camp?”

“Yeah.”	 It	 had	 been	 a	 few	 months	 ago,	 but	 Hazel	 had	 spent	 a	 lot	 of	 long	 nights
hovering	over	her	laptop	as	she	researched	charitable	foundations.

“Well,	while	I	was	researching,	I	stumbled	across	the	Kendrick	Foundation.”

The	Kendrick	Foundation.



Logan	Kendrick.

I’d	 guessed	 a	 hundred	potential	 last	 names	 for	Logan,	 but	 never	Kendrick.	 It	 suited
him	though.	Much	like	the	man	himself,	it	was	classy	and	strong.	It	was	a	name	not	easily
forgotten.

Too	bad	he	hadn’t	mentioned	it	years	ago.

“His	family	is	wealthy.”

“Obviously,”	I	deadpanned.	“Anyone	with	two	eyes	can	take	one	look	at	him	and	see
that’s	true.	How	about	we	get	to	the	point	where	you	kept	a	secret	from	me	for	months	that
involves	Charlie’s	father?”

“Don’t	get	pissy	with	me,	young	lady.	You	know	I	always	think	of	you	first.	Just	give
me	a	minute	to	explain.”

“Fine,”	I	grumbled,	then	clamped	my	mouth	shut	so	she’d	continue.

“I	 was	 shocked	 when	 I	 saw	 his	 face	 on	 that	 foundation	 website.	 I	 recognized	 him
immediately	from	the	drawing	in	Charlie’s	room	but	wanted	to	be	sure.	So	I	snuck	in	and
got	it	to	double-check.	Sure	enough,	I	put	that	drawing	side	by	side	with	the	computer	and
knew	I’d	found	him.”

The	drawing	did	 look	a	 lot	 like	him,	probably	because	I’d	poured	my	heart	 into	 that
sketch.

He	was	 just	as	handsome	as	 I	 remembered,	 though	he	had	changed	some.	 In	a	good
way.	Time	was	 kind	 to	men	 like	Logan.	The	 color	 of	 his	 eyes	was	 deeper	 than	 before,
more	mesmerizing.	His	jaw	seemed	stronger	and	more	refined.	His	hair	was	a	bit	shorter
but	still	tamed	around	the	inch-long	part	on	the	left.

But	one	thing	hadn’t	changed.	He	still	had	the	ability	to	capture	the	room.	Ten	minutes
in	the	Lark	Cove	Bar	and	I’d	been	completely	off-kilter	in	the	one	place	I	felt	completely
at	ease.

“I	don’t	think	Charlie	recognized	him	today.”

I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 keep	 her	 from	Logan,	 but	 until	 I	 knew	 exactly	what	was	 going	 to
happen,	I	didn’t	want	her	in	the	middle.	I	wanted	the	introduction	to	her	father	to	be	one
she’d	remember	with	a	smile,	not	some	chaotic	memory	that	would	scar	her	for	life.

“I	 don’t	 think	 so	 either,”	Hazel	 said.	 “She	was	more	worried	 about	 her	 frog	 than	 a
stranger	in	her	gran’s	bar.	But	trust	me,	if	you	give	her	a	quiet	minute	to	really	look	at	his
face,	she’ll	recognize	him	right	away.”

My	daughter	wouldn’t	need	much	to	put	it	all	together.

She	didn’t	ask	about	her	dad	much.	After	I’d	given	her	that	sketch,	she’d	asked	about
him	once	or	twice	a	year,	usually	around	her	birthday.	I	liked	to	think	she	didn’t	ask	about
Logan	because	she	didn’t	feel	like	a	part	of	her	family	was	missing.

“Never	mind	Charlie,”	I	said.	“Let’s	get	back	to	how	you	came	across	his	identity	and
didn’t	share.”

Hazel	took	out	another	cigarette	from	her	pack	and	stood,	going	back	to	the	railing	and



her	ashtray.	After	she	lit	it	up	and	took	the	first	drag,	she	blew	out	a	long	stream	of	smoke
before	continuing.	“It	shocked	me	to	the	middle	when	I	came	across	his	face.	I	didn’t	sleep
a	wink	that	night,	wondering	what	to	do.”

“You	could	have	talked	to	me.”

“I	know.”	Her	shoulders	slumped.	“But	I	love	you	and	Charlie	like	you	are	my	own.
The	 last	 thing	I	wanted	was	someone	coming	 in	and	causing	you	problems.	You’ve	had
enough	of	 those	 in	your	 life.	So,	 right	or	wrong,	 I	decided	 to	keep	 it	quiet	until	 I	could
learn	more	about	the	guy.”

“You	 should	 ha—”	 I	 stopped	 my	 retort.	 Snapping	 at	 her	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 change
anything.	 And	 I	 couldn’t	 be	mad	 at	 Hazel	 when	 her	 heart	 had	 been	 in	 the	 right	 place.
“Well,	it’s	done	now.	Tell	me	what	else	you	know.”

“He’s	a	lawyer	in	New	York.	He	works	for	some	fancy	firm.	He	went	to	college	and
law	school	at	Columbia.	He’s	thirty-two.	Not	married.	And	he	doesn’t	have	other	children,
from	what	I	can	tell.”

A	lawyer.	Thirty-two.	Not	married.	I	soaked	up	these	tidbits	like	a	dry	sponge,	craving
any	information	about	Logan.	I’d	spent	too	long	guessing	about	his	life.

After	our	night	together,	I	spent	a	month	working	at	that	hotel	bar	with	one	eye	on	the
door,	willing	Logan	to	walk	through.	I	craved	him	more	than	I	ever	had	nicotine.	The	five
months	 after	 that,	 I	watched	 the	 door,	 praying	 he’d	 come	 back	 for	 an	 entirely	 different
reason.

But	when	my	sixth	month	of	pregnancy	rolled	around	and	I	still	had	no	earthly	clue
how	to	find	Logan,	I	gave	up	hope.	The	manager	of	the	hotel	bar	had	downgraded	me	to
day	shifts,	and	when	I	complained	about	needing	 the	better	evening	 tips,	he	encouraged
me	to	look	elsewhere	for	employment.	Apparently,	pregnant	bartenders	weren’t	part	of	the
image	they	were	trying	to	convey	in	their	high-class	establishment.	I	could	have	refused
and	found	a	cheap	lawyer	to	fight	back,	but	instead,	I	decided	to	quit	and	leave	New	York.

I	called	Hazel	and	confessed	my	troubles.	She	told	me	to	“get	my	ass	to	Montana	and
we’ll	figure	it	out	from	there.”	Two	days	later,	I	hopped	on	a	bus	with	the	entire	contents
of	my	life	packed	in	one	large	suitcase	and	a	backpack	I’d	bought	secondhand.

I	left	knowing	I’d	never	find	Logan,	and	that	Charlie	would	never	know	much	about
her	father.	The	only	things	I	could	tell	her	were	that	he’d	been	sweet	and	kind.	I	could	tell
her	that	he’d	treasured	me,	if	only	for	one	night.

I	guess	Charlie	could	learn	a	lot	more	about	her	dad	now.

All	she	had	to	do	was	ask	Hazel.

“You	found	all	this	out	on	the	internet?”

She	shrugged.	“No	such	things	as	secrets	in	a	world	with	Facebook.”

I	shook	my	head.	“I	still	don’t	understand	why	you	didn’t	tell	me.	After	you	learned	all
of	this.	How	could	you	let	him	ambush	me	like	that?”

“I’m	sorry.”	Her	face	fell	with	her	apology.	“I	was	going	to	tell	you	but	then	decided	to
wait	and	see	how	Willa’s	pitch	played	out.	I	 thought	 it	would	be	easier	 if	you	could	see



him	in	person	and	explain	face-to-face.”

“Did	you	know	he	was	coming	here	today?”

“No.”	She	held	up	her	hands.	“I	promise.	With	 the	Fourth	 last	week	and	no	camp,	 I
hadn’t	seen	Willa	in	over	a	week.	I	was	running	late	today	and	by	the	time	I	showed	up	in
the	kitchen,	she	was	already	out	of	the	office,	meeting	with	them.	I	guess	they	called	a	few
days	ago	for	an	impromptu	visit.	When	she	brought	them	into	the	kitchen	on	their	tour,	I
almost	dropped	a	pan	of	sloppy	joes	when	I	saw	his	face.”

“A	warning	would	still	have	been	nice	before	they	showed	at	the	bar.”

“I	tried	to	call	your	cell	five	times,	and	the	bar	phone	four,	but	it	was	busy.”

Goddamn	it.	“I	was	on	the	phone	with	the	distributor.”

The	company	we	got	our	liquor	from	was	old-school,	so	instead	of	online	ordering,	I
had	to	call	it	in	each	month.	It	took	me	over	an	hour	to	dictate	my	order	and	negotiate	on
price	to	get	the	best	deal.

“Thea,	when	I	couldn’t	reach	you,	I	came	down	as	soon	as	I	could.	But	I	had	to	finish
up	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 then	 hunt	 down	 Charlie.	 She	 insisted	 on	 bringing	 that	 damn	 frog.	 I
hustled,	but	they	beat	us	to	the	bar	by	a	minute.”

“Okay.”	I	sagged	into	the	seat,	trying	to	process	everything	she’d	told	me.	“Anything
else?”

“No,	that’s	it.	I’m	sorry,	sweetheart.	I	was	just	trying	to	help.”

“I	get	it.”	I	gave	her	a	sad	smile.	“I’m	just	.	.	.	scared.”

My	 emotions	 were	 spinning	 faster	 than	 a	 tornado,	 but	 the	 one	 that	 stood	 out	 the
strongest	was	fear.

Charlie	was	the	light	of	my	life.	She	was	all	that	mattered.

I	couldn’t	lose	her.

“What	if	he	tries	to	take	her	from	me?”

“Then	we’ll	fight,”	Hazel	declared.

Fight.	Just	the	idea	of	a	custody	battle	made	me	queasy.	It	made	me	wish	Logan	were
still	a	stranger	and	that	Charlie	would	stay	mine	and	mine	alone.	It	made	me	wish	that	the
simple	and	happy	life	I’d	built	for	her	wouldn’t	change.

It	wasn’t	right.	I	wasn’t	proud	of	feeling	that	way.	But	she	was	my	entire	world.

I	had	no	clue	how	to	share	her	with	a	father.

That	was	if	Logan	hadn’t	already	run	back	to	New	York	City.



	

I’m	a	dad.
A	father.

I	couldn’t	get	the	concept	to	sink	in.

Did	other	fathers	feel	this	whiplashed?	Or	dumbfounded?

Maybe	other	men	got	used	to	 the	concept	of	fatherhood	during	pregnancy.	They	had
time	 to	adjust	 to	 the	fact	a	kid	was	coming.	But	 I	hadn’t	gotten	nine	months.	 I’d	gotten
ninety	seconds	for	all	the	puzzle	pieces	to	fit	together.

I	had	a	child.

Charlie.

I	had	a	daughter	who	was	five,	almost	six,	and	had	my	crooked	pinky.

Shit.	 I	should	have	 taken	 that	shot	Thea	had	poured	me.	Maybe	I	wouldn’t	have	run
out	of	the	bar	like	a	coward.

Though	in	my	defense,	I’d	been	in	dire	need	of	some	air.	The	cluttered	walls	of	the	bar
had	closed	in	on	me	and	I	hadn’t	been	able	to	breathe.

So	I’d	stormed	out,	leaving	Thea	and	a	million	unanswered	questions	behind.	Then	I’d
wandered	aimlessly	around	Lark	Cove,	trying	to	understand	how	I’d	come	to	Montana	this
morning	for	business	and	had	my	entire	personal	life	turned	upside	down	by	evening.

I	didn’t	know	how	long	I’d	been	walking	or	where.	I’d	found	myself	on	a	small,	two-
lane	gravel	road	that	ran	along	the	lake.	Rather	than	stop	and	get	my	bearings,	I’d	just	kept
walking.	I’d	followed	the	road	until	it	curved	around	a	point,	and	finally	stopped	walking
to	sit	on	a	large	rock	overlooking	the	water.

I	didn’t	know	how	long	I’d	been	sitting	here	either.

When	my	 stomach	 grumbled,	 I	 blinked	 and	 focused	my	 vision	 to	 check	my	watch.
Four	hours.	It	had	been	four	hours	since	I’d	walked	out	of	the	Lark	Cove	Bar.	Four	hours
since	I’d	become	a	father.

I	ran	a	hand	through	my	hair	and	got	off	the	rock,	brushing	off	the	seat	of	my	jeans.
The	sun	was	beginning	to	set	and	it	cast	an	orange	glow	across	the	lake.



“What	the	hell	am	I	going	to	do?”	The	water	didn’t	answer.

I	hated	being	out	of	control.	I	was	always	in	control.	I	was	the	man	in	charge.	There
was	surety	in	my	every	move.

Today	had	knocked	that	confidence	down	a	peg	or	twenty.	I’d	never	felt	so	helpless	in
my	life.

I	had	no	idea	what	to	do	with	a	daughter.	I	didn’t	know	how	to	braid	hair,	buy	dresses
or	go	to	tea	parties.	Would	she	even	want	me	around?	What	if	Charlie	didn’t	like	me?

The	trees	at	my	back	were	growing	closer	and	the	clouds	above	were	closing	in.	I	bent
and	gripped	my	knees,	forcing	air	into	my	lungs	before	I	fell	over.

Fuck.	I	was	going	to	pass	out.	I	had	no	idea	what	I	was	doing.

But	I	had	to	figure	it	out.	I	wasn’t	the	type	of	man	to	shirk	responsibility,	and	the	fact
was,	that	little	girl	was	mine.	I’d	been	part	of	creating	her.

I	had	to	pull	my	shit	together.

When	my	 feet	were	 steady	 again,	 I	 took	 another	 slow	breath	 and	 stood	 tall.	 Then	 I
turned	away	from	the	lake	and	headed	back	down	the	gravel	road.	I	still	had	no	idea	what	I
was	going	 to	do,	but	hiding	out	here	wasn’t	going	 to	help.	 I	needed	 to	get	back	 to	Lark
Cove	and	to	Thea	so	we	could	make	a	plan.

And	so	she	could	explain	how	this	had	happened.

Thea	and	I	had	been	safe.	Hadn’t	we?	I’d	used	a	condom	the	night	we	were	together.	A
lot	of	condoms.	So	how	had	our	one-night	stand	turned	me	into	a	dad?

Thea	had	charmed	me	instantly	that	night.	I	came	into	that	hotel	bar	having	escaped	a
fundraiser	 in	 the	ballroom.	My	mother	 had	been	 relentlessly	 trying	 to	 set	me	up	with	 a
friend’s	 daughter.	 I’d	 gotten	 so	 fed	 up	with	 the	matchmaking	 that	 I’d	 ducked	 out	 for	 a
breather	and	wandered	into	the	hotel’s	bar.

There,	I	found	Thea.

I	 skipped	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 fundraiser	 so	 I	 could	 sit	 and	 talk	with	 her.	 Those	 hours	 of
talking	and	laughing	about	nothing	were	so	refreshing.	Thea	didn’t	care	that	my	last	name
was	Kendrick.	Hell,	she	didn’t	even	ask.	She	didn’t	care	about	my	money	or	my	family’s
status.

And	because	she	didn’t	care,	I	didn’t	offer	it	up.	Intentionally.	We	were	just	Logan	and
Thea,	two	strangers	with	chemistry	off	the	charts.

I	 stayed	 until	 the	 end	 of	 her	 shift.	 I	 stacked	 chairs	 on	 tables	while	 she	 cleaned	 and
closed	the	till.	And	then	I	walked	her	out.

Three	 feet	out	 the	door,	 I	kissed	her.	And	 that	kiss	 lasted	until	dawn.	The	attraction
that	had	been	building	between	us	for	hours	combusted	like	a	lit	match.

I	 whisked	 Thea	 upstairs	 to	 my	 hotel	 room,	 the	 one	 registered	 under	 my	 assistant’s
name,	where	 I	worshiped	 her	 body	 until	 the	 next	morning.	Where	 one	 of	 the	 condoms
hadn’t	worked.



“Goddamn	it,”	I	muttered	as	my	strides	got	longer.

I’d	been	so	desperate	for	some	anonymity	that	I	hadn’t	mentioned	my	last	name.	What
a	fucking	mistake.	Just	like	it	had	been	a	mistake	not	to	go	back	to	that	bar	sooner.

Thea	and	I	had	agreed	on	just	one	night.	One	incredible	night.	The	next	morning,	we’d
walked	away	 from	each	other	with	no	 strings	attached.	She’d	gone	back	 to	her	 life.	 I’d
gone	back	to	my	hectic	work	and	social	schedule,	just	glad	that	I’d	had	the	chance	to	meet
her.

What	I	hadn’t	expected	was	for	Thea	to	pop	into	my	thoughts	so	often	after	that	night.
I’d	think	of	her	smile	whenever	I	was	at	a	hotel	bar.	I’d	think	of	her	laugh	when	I	was	at	a
boring	fundraiser.	I’d	think	of	her	whenever	I	saw	a	woman	with	long,	sleek	dark	hair.

After	months	of	her	on	my	mind,	I’d	finally	given	in.	I’d	gone	back	to	the	bar	to	see
her	one	more	time.

Except	she’d	been	gone.

With	my	child.

I’d	waited	too	long.

Mistakes	weren’t	 something	 I	made	often,	 especially	monumental	ones.	The	knot	 in
my	gut	told	me	that	waiting	to	see	Thea	had	been	the	biggest	mistake	of	my	life.	And	there
wasn’t	a	damn	thing	I	could	do	about	it	now.	There	was	no	going	backward.

All	I	could	do	was	figure	out	where	to	go	from	here,	and	for	that,	I	needed	to	talk	to
her.

I	slowed	my	pace	and	looked	around,	hoping	to	find	some	sort	of	landmark	to	help	me
figure	out	where	I	was.

The	homes	 here	were	 larger	 along	 this	 road,	much	 larger	 than	 anything	 I’d	 seen	 on
Willa’s	tour	through	Lark	Cove.	All	of	these	houses	had	a	beach-cottage	vibe,	with	cedar
shakes	and	white	trim.	Except	they	were	anything	but	cottages.

The	one	I	was	standing	in	front	of	looked	almost	as	large	as	my	parents’	place	in	the
Hamptons.	 The	 front	 was	 covered	with	 large	windows	 overlooking	 the	 lake.	 The	 front
lawn	was	green	and	cut	short,	like	the	fairways	at	my	family’s	country	club	golf	course.

The	gravel	road	separated	the	main	house	from	the	boathouse	built	right	on	the	water.
Next	 to	 it	 was	 a	 private	 dock	 and	 graveled	 beach	 area.	 I’d	 blindly	 walked	 to	 the	 one
neighborhood	in	Lark	Cove	that	screamed	money.

There	wasn’t	much	to	the	town	of	Lark	Cove.	A	diner	and	Thea’s	bar.	A	tiny	grocery
store	next	to	a	four-pump	gas	station.	Two	churches	and	a	ten-room	motel.	There	was	one
school	for	kids	of	all	ages,	from	kindergarten	through	high	school.

And	a	whole	lot	of	lake.

During	 her	 tour,	Willa	 had	 told	 us	 all	 about	 this	 area	 of	 northwest	Montana.	 Small
towns	 like	 Lark	 Cove	 were	 spotted	 all	 around	 Flathead	 Lake.	 They	 all	 had	 the	 same
necessities,	 like	 a	 convenience	 store/market	 with	 the	 essentials.	 But	 major	 stores	 and
anything	of	real	size	were	found	in	Kalispell	on	the	north	end	of	the	lake.



Lark	Cove	was	 basically	 a	 cluster	 of	 homes	 along	 the	 highway.	 Local	 people	 lived
here	 to	 escape	 the	 city	 limits.	 “Out-of-staters”	 built	 here	 for	 two-weeks-a-year	 vacation
homes.	 This	 road	 had	 lakefront	 properties	 most	 of	 my	 colleagues	 in	 New	York	 would
salivate	over.

Especially	this	one.	I’d	buy	this	place	in	a	heartbeat	if	it	weren’t	in	Montana.

Except	I	wasn’t	allowed	to	hate	Montana	anymore.

Like	it	or	not,	I’d	have	a	tie	here	for	the	rest	of	my	life.

To	my	daughter.

Maybe	Thea	would	be	willing	to	move	back	to	New	York.	If	she’d	be	open	to	a	cross-
country	move,	it	would	make	life	a	hell	of	a	lot	easier.

My	phone	vibrated	in	my	pocket,	interrupting	my	thoughts.	I	dug	it	out	of	my	jeans,
assuming	it	was	Nolan,	but	frowned	when	I	saw	the	name	Alice	Leys.

“I	can’t	deal	with	this	right	now,”	I	muttered,	declining	her	call.

Alice	had	been	one	of	Emmeline’s	friends	from	college.	She	also	happened	to	organize
charitable	fundraisers	around	the	city,	so	we	crossed	paths	occasionally.	For	years,	I	hadn’t
paid	 Alice	 much	 attention,	 not	 only	 because	 I’d	 been	 dating	 Emmeline,	 but	 because
whenever	Alice	looked	at	me,	there	were	dollar	signs	and	sexual	positions	in	her	eyes.

But	about	six	months	ago,	after	Emmeline	and	I	had	broken	up,	I’d	been	in	need	of	a
release.	Alice	had	been	more	than	willing	to	take	my	cock.

We’d	met	for	drinks	and	to	fuck	a	few	times,	but	I’d	ended	it	months	ago.	Her	affinity
for	childish	drama	had	grated	on	my	nerves,	as	well	as	the	unrelenting	pressure	to	commit
to	a	relationship.	But	she	still	hadn’t	gotten	the	message,	no	matter	how	often	I’d	spelled	it
out.

A	 voicemail	 popped	 up	 on	 the	 screen,	 but	 I	 deleted	 it	 without	 listening.	 Then	 I	 hit
Nolan’s	name.

“I	was	starting	to	get	worried	that	you	left	me	here,”	he	answered.

“I’ll	admit,	it	crossed	my	mind.”	If	I’d	had	the	car	keys,	I	probably	would	have	made	it
halfway	to	the	airport	before	turning	around.

“Where	are	you?”	Nolan	asked.

I	 spun	around,	 searching	 for	a	 street	 sign,	but	all	 I	 could	 see	were	homes	and	 trees.
“I’m	not	really	sure.	I’m	standing	on	some	dinky	road	by	the	lake.”

“That	narrows	it	down,”	he	muttered.	“Do	you	want	me	to	come	and	get	you?”

“No.”	I	sighed.	“I’ll	pull	up	my	GPS	and	find	my	way	back	to	the	highway.	It	can’t	be
too	far.	Where	are	you?”

“Back	at	 the	motel.	I	wasn’t	sure	what	to	do	when	you	ran	out	of	the	bar,	so	I	came
back	here	to	wait.”

I	was	in	no	hurry	to	get	to	the	Lark	Cove	Motel.	We’d	driven	by	on	our	tour,	and	while
it	looked	nice	enough,	I	didn’t	need	to	step	inside	a	room	to	know	that	it	held	only	the	bare



essentials.	Bed.	Bathroom.	TV.	I	doubted	there	was	a	minibar	or	room	service.	I	could	use
some	dinner	followed	by	a	plethora	of	alcohol.

“I	apologize	for	bailing	on	you	earlier,”	I	told	Nolan.

“It’s	not	me	who	needs	the	apology.	I	mean,	it	wasn’t	me	who	tried	to	tell	you	that	you
had	a	secret	daughter,	only	to	have	you	disappear	before	I	could	explain.”

Shit.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	blew	out	a	breath.	“How	bad	is	it?”

Nolan	 chuckled.	 “Lucky	 for	 you,	 she	 seemed	 just	 as	 shocked	 as	 you	were.	 I’d	 say
you’ll	be	able	to	recover.	Just	use	that	Kendrick	charm.”

“What	a	fucking	mess.”

“You	had	no	idea?”	he	asked.

“None.	I	haven’t	seen	Thea	in	six	years.	It	was	just	a	one-night	thing.”

“Damn.	That’s	tough.	What’s	your	plan?”

“I	don’t	know.”	I	started	walking	again.	“I	need	to	find	Thea.”

Except	I’d	been	in	such	a	rush	to	leave	the	bar,	I	hadn’t	gotten	anything	from	her.	Not
a	phone	number.	A	last	name.	Anything.

For	all	I	knew,	she	was	at	home	with	her	husband.	Maybe	she	had	other	kids.	Maybe
Charlie	wouldn’t	want	a	thing	to	do	with	me	because	she	already	had	a	dad	and	a	family.

My	stomach	twisted	at	the	thought	of	losing	something	I’d	just	found.

I	might	have	only	become	a	dad	four	hours	ago,	but	that	didn’t	mean	I	was	going	to
walk	away.	Charlie	was	my	daughter	and	I	wanted	to	get	to	know	her.

I	just	hoped	she	wanted	to	get	to	know	me	too.

“I	don’t	know	what	 to	do,	Nolan,”	 I	confessed.	“What	 if	 she	hates	me?	What	 if	 she
says	she	doesn’t	want	anything	to	do	with	me?	What	if	she’s	already	got	a	dad?”

“Don’t	start	on	the	what-ifs	just	yet.”	His	gentle	voice	helped	calm	some	nerves.	“Start
by	talking	this	out	with	Thea.”

“I	don’t	suppose	she—”

“Gave	me	her	phone	number?	Yeah.	I’ve	got	it	and	her	address.”

“Thanks.”	 I	 was	 glad	 my	 levelheaded	 friend	 and	 coworker	 had	 been	 there	 when	 I
hadn’t.	“I	owe	you	one.”

“Don’t	worry	about	it.”

“What	else	happened?”

“Not	 much.	 We	 were	 all	 pretty	 stunned,	 to	 say	 the	 least.	 Thea	 came	 over	 and
introduced	herself.	 I	 told	her	your	 last	 name	and	gave	her	your	number.	She	 said	 she’d
give	you	some	time	before	calling.	But	if	I	could	give	you	some	advice,	don’t	make	her
wait.	She’s	just	as	anxious	as	you	to	talk	this	through.”

I	nodded	even	though	he	couldn’t	see	me.	“I’ll	call	her	soon.	Just	text	me	her	info.”



“Okay.	What	else	do	you	need	me	to	do?	I’ve	already	called	the	hospital	in	Kalispell
and	they	told	me	they	could	arrange	for	a	paternity	test	to	be	taken	tomorrow.	The	results
will	take	a	week	or	so,	but	you	could	leave	your	sample	before	we	head	back	to	the	city.”

During	 the	 first	 part	 of	 my	 walk	 around	 Lark	 Cove,	 I’d	 contemplated	 getting	 a
paternity	test.	If	not	for	Charlie’s	pinky	and	the	fact	that	she	looked	just	like	a	Kendrick,	I
probably	would	have	insisted	on	one.

But	I’d	decided	against	it.	Thea	wasn’t	lying.	I’d	made	a	career	out	of	reading	people
and	spotting	lies.	An	Oscar-winning	actress	couldn’t	have	pulled	off	Thea’s	reaction.

“Thanks,	but	I	don’t	think	the	paternity	test	is	necessary.”

“Logan,	I	don’t	think	that’s	a	good—”

“You	saw	her.	You	saw	Charlie.	You	had	to	see	the	resemblance.”

“Yeah,	 I	 saw	 it	 the	moment	 she	 took	 that	 frog	 from	 your	 hands.	 She’s	 the	 tomboy
version	of	your	sister.	But	your	family	is	going	to	insist	on	proof.	You	might	as	well	get	it
over	with	soon.”

I	 ran	 a	 hand	 through	 my	 hair	 again.	 Nolan	 was	 right.	 My	 family	 and	 our	 lawyers
believed	in	test	results	to	prove	paternity.	They’d	insist	on	a	test	and	to	know	everything
about	Thea’s	life.	It	was	the	only	way	to	ensure	she	wasn’t	a	threat	to	the	family.

The	idea	of	fielding	their	questions	and	demands	was	already	more	than	I	could	deal
with	right	now.	Until	I	had	some	answers,	they	couldn’t	know	about	Charlie.

“I	need	 to	ask	a	 favor.”	 I	 took	a	deep	breath,	hating	 that	 I	was	putting	Nolan	 in	 this
position.	He	worked	for	the	entire	Kendrick	family,	not	just	me.	“Would	you	mind	keeping
this	all	a	secret	for	now?”

“If	that’s	what	you	want,	then	my	lips	are	sealed.”

My	shoulders	relaxed.	“Thanks.	I’ll	tell	them	soon,	but	I	need	to	work	some	things	out
here	first.”

“Here?	You’re	going	to	stay?”

“I	don’t	think	I	can	go	yet.	Not	until	Thea	and	I	work	some	things	out.	That’s	all	going
to	be	easier	if	I’m	here.”

“And	if	someone	asks	why	you’re	still	in	Montana?	What	do	I	tell	them?”

My	mind	jumped	right	into	planning	mode	and	plotting	logistics.	“That	I’m	here	for	a
vacation.”

I	could	spend	a	week	here,	working	from	my	phone	and	laptop.	Today	was	Monday,	so
I’d	only	have	four	days	of	meetings	to	reschedule.	Unplanned	absences	weren’t	ideal,	but	I
could	coordinate	my	paralegal	and	associate	team	remotely.

From	my	career’s	standpoint,	finding	out	I	had	a	child	in	Montana	couldn’t	have	come
at	a	worse	time.	I	was	busy	as	hell	at	work	right	now.	We’d	just	onboarded	two	new	clients
to	my	team,	both	of	whom	were	in	the	middle	of	complex	mergers.

My	firm	specialized	in	corporate	law,	mostly	for	prominent	businesses	in	New	York.



We	had	a	large	partnership,	with	the	senior	partners	focused	mostly	on	the	financial	well-
being	of	the	entire	firm	and	human	resources.	My	role	as	a	partner	was	simple:	marketing.
I	brought	in	the	clients.

It	 wasn’t	 hard.	With	 the	 last	 name	 Kendrick,	 I	 could	 get	 into	 meetings	 most	 other
attorneys	 couldn’t.	Add	 to	 that	my	unparalleled	 reputation	 for	 negotiating	 contracts	 and
closing	 loopholes,	 and	 I’d	 brought	more	 clients	 to	 the	 firm	 in	 the	 past	 year	 than	 other
partners	had	in	the	last	five.

But	I	couldn’t	be	at	work	this	week.	For	the	first	time,	my	team	would	have	to	pick	up
my	slack.

“A	week,”	I	told	him.	“I	need	a	week	and	I’ll	have	this	all	sorted.”

Nolan	chuckled.	“You’re	going	to	need	more	than	that.”

I	didn’t	have	longer	than	that.	I	had	to	get	back	to	work.

Ahead	of	me,	 I	 saw	 the	 intersection	 to	 the	highway.	 I	must	have	walked	 in	a	zigzag
while	I’d	wandered,	because	I	could	see	the	sign	for	the	gas	station.	Which	meant	I	was
just	blocks	from	the	bar.

“I	found	my	way	back	to	the	highway.	Just	text	me	Thea’s	info,	and	I’ll	catch	up	with
you	in	the	morning.”

“Okay.	Good	luck.”

Luck.	I	never	relied	on	luck.	I	put	my	mind	to	something	and	made	it	happen.

The	next	week	would	be	no	different.

I’d	 spend	 the	 week	 getting	 to	 know	 my	 daughter.	 Thea	 and	 I	 would	 figure	 out	 a
custody	arrangement.

I’d	spend	this	week	in	Montana	and	then	things	would	go	back	to	normal.



	

“Goddamn	it!”	My	pliers	slipped	from	my	padded	glove	and	clanked	on	my	worktable.	I
shook	off	my	glove,	then	switched	off	the	blowtorch	in	my	other	hand,	setting	it	down	to
cool	next	to	the	spoon	I’d	just	ruined.

Not	long	after	Hazel’s	confession	on	our	back	porch,	she’d	headed	inside	to	read	and
I’d	escaped	 to	my	art	workshop	 in	an	attempt	 to	get	my	mind	off	Logan.	But	no	matter
how	much	I	tried	to	focus	on	my	project,	all	I	could	think	about	were	his	angry	eyes	as	he
stormed	out	of	the	bar.

My	 fears	were	getting	 the	best	of	me.	Every	minute	 that	passed	without	a	call	 from
him,	I	got	more	and	more	scared.

What	 if	 he	 wanted	 Charlie?	 What	 if	 he	 forced	 me	 to	 split	 custody?	 What	 if	 he
demanded	she	live	in	New	York?

I	couldn’t	go	back	to	the	city,	not	after	I’d	escaped.	Not	after	I’d	come	here	and	found
the	peace	I’d	craved	my	entire	life.

But	the	bottom	line	was,	I	couldn’t	live	without	my	daughter.	I	needed	to	see	her	every
single	day,	and	if	Logan	had	her	in	New	York,	then	I’d	have	to	go	too.

I’d	be	back	to	living	paycheck	to	paycheck,	hoping	my	Saturday-night	tips	would	be
enough	to	make	up	for	what	my	hourly	wage	lacked.	Charlie	would	have	to	go	to	a	school
named	after	a	number—P.S.	Whatever,	Whatever,	Whatever—instead	of	our	beloved	Lark
Cove	School.	And	I’d	be	in	the	city	where	life	hadn’t	been	all	that	kind.

My	 memories	 of	 New	 York	 were	 full	 of	 loneliness,	 insecurity	 and	 powerlessness.
When	I’d	left,	I’d	found	courage	and	confidence	and	control	to	build	the	life	I	wanted.	A
life	I	was	proud	of.	Moving	back	to	the	city	would	be	like	taking	an	eraser	to	half	of	my
accomplishments.	I	didn’t	have	many	on	the	list.

Bracing	my	hands	on	my	workshop	table,	I	breathed	through	the	waves	rolling	in	my
stomach.

Please,	Logan.	Please	don’t	make	me	go	back	there.

I’d	do	it	if	I	had	to.	Unlike	my	own	mother,	I’d	sacrifice	anything	to	be	with	my	child.

“Snap	out	of	it,”	I	scolded	myself.	There	was	no	use	jumping	to	conclusions	until	I	had
a	chance	to	talk	to	Logan.



I	refocused	on	my	work,	surveying	the	mess	on	my	table.	I’d	been	using	the	torch	to
heat	 a	 spoon	 so	 it	would	bend,	but	 I’d	been	 so	distracted	 that	 it	 had	gotten	 too	hot	 and
broken	in	half.	Turning	around	to	the	back	wall	in	my	workshop,	I	rifled	through	the	mess
on	one	of	my	shelves.

With	a	new	spoon	in	hand,	I	checked	my	phone	for	the	fiftieth	time	in	an	hour.

“Come	on,”	I	whispered.	“Ring.”

I	waited	a	few	seconds,	but	a	New	York	number	didn’t	flash	on	the	screen.	Charlie’s
face	on	my	screensaver	just	looked	up	at	me	with	a	smile.

I	huffed	and	set	down	my	phone.	Then	I	took	my	spoon	back	to	my	blowtorch.	With	it
burning	hot	and	my	hand	regloved,	I	fit	the	spoon	into	my	pliers.

“Okay,	spoon.	Cooperate.”

The	 stem	was	 just	 starting	 to	 soften	under	my	 torch	when	 someone	knocked	on	 the
open	shed	door	behind	me.

“One	second!”	I	shouted,	not	bothering	to	turn.

Hazel	 had	 learned	 ages	 ago	 to	 knock	 before	 saying	 anything.	 Once,	 she’d	 come	 in
jabbering	about	something	and	had	scared	me	to	death.	I	hadn’t	been	handling	a	blowtorch
that	day,	but	I	had	ended	up	covering	a	good	portion	of	the	floor	in	yellow	paint.

I	raked	the	torch’s	flame	back	and	forth	over	the	metal	a	few	more	times	until	it	was
perfectly	 pliable.	Quickly,	 I	 set	 the	 torch	 aside	 and	 grabbed	 another	 pair	 of	 pliers,	 then
carefully	bent	the	metal	so	it	had	just	the	right	curve.

“Got	 it,”	I	said	 triumphantly	 to	myself	before	dunking	the	spoon	in	a	bucket	of	cold
water	to	set	the	arch.	I	shut	off	the	torch	and	yanked	off	my	glove	as	I	turned	around	to
Hazel.	“What’s	up?”

But	it	wasn’t	Hazel	leaning	on	the	doorjamb.

It	was	Logan.

“Oh,”	I	gasped.	“Hi.”

“Hi,”	he	greeted.

A	 bead	 of	 sweat	 dripped	 down	 my	 side.	 Even	 though	 I	 wanted	 to	 have	 this
conversation	 with	 Logan,	 I	 was	 dreading	 it	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 “Please,	 come	 in.”	 I
motioned	him	inside	and	went	to	my	water	bottle	for	a	drink.

He	pushed	off	the	door	and	stepped	inside.	“Sorry	to	interrupt.”

“It’s	no	problem.”	I	swallowed	a	huge	gulp,	then	set	down	the	water.

Logan	inspected	the	workshop	as	he	eased	inside.	His	eyes	ran	over	the	many	hooks
and	 tools	hanging	on	 the	walls	as	he	avoided	making	eye	contact.	And	even	 though	his
hands	were	casually	resting	in	his	pockets,	his	frame	was	stiff	and	tense.

With	every	passing	second	of	him	looking	anywhere	but	at	me,	my	heart	raced	faster.
This	was	agony.	Was	he	still	mad?	Was	he	here	to	tell	me	he	didn’t	want	anything	to	do
with	Charlie?	Or	was	he	here	to	deliver	my	worst	nightmare?



“Please,	don’t	take	her	away	from	me,”	I	blurted.

Logan’s	 head	 whipped	 around	 and	 his	 eyes	 snapped	 to	 mine.	 His	 straight	 posture
relaxed	and	the	cool	façade	he’d	put	on	fell	away.	“I’d	never	do	that	to	you.	To	her.”

“Thank	you,”	I	whispered,	sagging	against	the	table.	If	that	was	all	he	said	the	rest	of
the	night,	it	would	be	enough.

Logan	resumed	his	inspection	of	my	workshop,	taking	his	time	as	he	studied	the	small
space.

My	workshop	was	my	 special,	 albeit	 disorderly,	 space.	 It	was	 just	 an	 old	 gardening
shed	 that	 Hazel’s	 father	 had	 built	 decades	 ago.	 The	walls	 were	 crooked.	 The	windows
were	tiny	and	did	little	to	keep	out	the	elements.	And	the	floor	wasn’t	even	a	floor,	but	dirt
that	had	been	worn	to	a	semismooth	and	hard	surface	over	the	years.

But	it	was	my	place.	Here,	I	could	tinker	without	fear	of	burning	down	the	house	or
spilling	paint	on	the	carpet.

There	were	some	old	shelves	on	the	walls	that	I’d	crammed	full	of	my	raw	materials
just	waiting	until	the	time	was	right	and	inspiration	hit.	Like	my	spoons.	They	were	rejects
from	the	school	cafeteria,	so	I’d	taken	them	two	years	ago	before	they	could	be	trashed.

Last	week,	I’d	finally	had	an	idea	for	how	to	use	them.

“So,	you’re	an	artist?”	he	asked.

“No,	I’m	a	bartender.	This	is	all	just	a	hobby.”

He	 nodded,	 coming	 closer	 to	 my	 table	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 shed.	 “What	 are	 you
making?”

“It’s	going	 to	be	 a	bird’s	nest	made	out	of	 spoons.”	 I’d	welded	 the	base	of	 the	nest
together	 already,	 but	 it	 just	 looked	 like	 a	 mishmash	 of	 broken	 spoons	 at	 the	 moment.
When	it	was	done,	it	would	be	a	cool	piece	to	hold	jewelry	or	other	small	trinkets.

“I’ll	look	forward	to	seeing	it	when	you’re	finished.”

I	smiled.	“Thank	you.”

Logan	was	 just	 being	 polite,	 but	 I	 liked	 it	 nonetheless.	 There	were	 far	 fewer	 polite
people	in	the	world	than	one	would	hope.

“Nolan,	 my	 business	 associate,	 gave	 me	 your	 address.	 I	 hope	 you	 don’t	 mind	 me
stopping	by.”

“Not	at	all.	I’m	glad	you’re	here.	We’ve	got	a	lot	to	talk	about.”

He	 sighed	 and	 ran	 a	 hand	 through	his	 hair.	 “I’m	 sorry	 for	 running	off	 earlier.	 I	 just
needed—”

“It’s	okay.	You	don’t	need	to	apologize.	I	get	it.”

“I	should	have	taken	that	shot.”

I	laughed.	“Probably.”

He	grinned	and	moved	away	from	the	table,	leaning	back	against	a	row	of	cabinets	on



one	of	the	walls.	“I	have	a	kid.”

I	nodded.	“You	have	a	kid.”

Of	that,	I	had	no	doubt.

Charlie	had	always	taken	after	Logan.	They	had	the	same	part	in	their	hair,	the	one	that
I	couldn’t	get	to	move	on	her	head	no	matter	how	hard	I	tried.	They	had	the	same	color
eyes,	a	shade	of	brown	similar	to	my	own.	Dark.	The	same	shape	of	their	mouth	and	nose.

And	that	crooked	pinky.

“I	don’t	even	know	where	to	start.”	He	held	up	a	finger.	“Actually,	that’s	not	true.	We
used	condoms.”

“A	lot	of	them,”	I	agreed,	hopping	up	on	the	table.	With	my	feet	swinging,	I	shook	my
head.	“Except	in	the	shower.”

“The	shower.”	He	closed	his	eyes	and	tipped	his	head	back.	His	Adam’s	apple	bobbed
as	he	swallowed,	letting	the	memory	come	rushing	back.	“I	forgot	about	the	shower.”

Not	surprising.	The	sex	we’d	had	in	the	shower	had	been	amazing,	just	not	as	good	as
we’d	had	everywhere	else	in	his	hotel	suite.	Still,	I	hadn’t	forgotten.

Logan	had	carried	me	into	the	shower	after	hours	in	bed.	We’d	both	wanted	to	cool	off
and	wash	away	the	sweat	and	sex.	But	after	he’d	carefully	lathered	up	my	skin,	I	hadn’t
been	 able	 to	 resist	 a	 long	 kiss.	 He’d	 hoisted	me	 up	 against	 the	 tile	 and	 plunged	 deep,
fucking	me	with	abandon	until	he’d	pulled	out	and	shot	his	release	all	over	my	stomach.
Soap	and	water	and	Logan	all	mixed	together.

Except	he	hadn’t	pulled	out	soon	enough.

“I	assume	you’ll	want	a	paternity	test	to	be	sure,”	I	said.	“We	can	go	up	to	Kalispell
tomorrow	if	you	want.	I	don’t	need	to	tell	Charlie	anything	until	it’s	done.”

He	stared	at	me	for	a	long	moment.	“You’re	sure	she’s	mine?”

“She’s	yours.”

“Then	that’s	good	enough.”

“I—really?”	I	blinked.	He	didn’t	want	to	verify	paternity?	He	just	.	.	.	trusted	me?

He	nodded.	“Really.”

“I	swear,	I	tried	to	find	you,	Logan.	On	my	life,	I	swear	it.	But	the	hotel	wouldn’t	give
me	your	name	no	matter	how	much	I	begged.	And	you	paid	cash	for	your	drinks	and	never
mentioned	your	last	name.	I	tried,	but	I	just	.	.	.	didn’t	know	where	to	start.”

“It’s	not	your	fault.	I	believe	you.”

The	sincerity	in	his	voice	made	my	throat	burn.	Goddamn	it.	I	was	going	to	cry.

I’d	worked	so	hard	not	to	cry	today.	I’d	fought	to	keep	my	emotions	in	check	and	my
head	from	spinning	out	of	control.	But	this	was	going	to	make	me	break.

I	 wanted	 so	 badly	 for	 Logan	 to	 believe	 that	 I	 hadn’t	 kept	 Charlie	 from	 him
intentionally.	 The	 fact	 that	 a	man	 like	 him	would	 trust	 someone	 like	me	without	 proof



meant	more	than	he’d	ever	know.

“Thank	you,”	I	choked	out	past	the	lump	in	my	throat.

“So,	um,	is	Charlie	inside	with	your	husband?	Or	boyfriend?”

The	urge	to	cry	disappeared	and	I	barked	out	a	laugh.	“Smooth.”

He	chuckled.	“It’s	been	a	long	day	for	me.	Give	me	a	break,	will	you?	This	morning	I
was	 in	 New	 York,	 then	 I	 came	 to	 Montana	 for	 a	 business	 meeting	 and	 discovered	 a
daughter.	I’m	off	my	game.”

“Fair	enough.	And	no,	I’m	not	married	or	dating.	Charlie	is	inside	asleep.	We	live	with
a	friend	who	Charlie	calls	Gran.”

“Do	you	have	other	kids?”

I	quirked	an	eyebrow.	“Twenty	questions?”

“More	like	a	hundred.	Do	you	mind?”

“Not	at	all.	Ask	away.”

As	much	as	I	would	like	to	learn	more	about	Logan,	my	questions	could	wait.	I’d	tell
him	about	Hazel’s	“research”	later	and	then	ask	the	questions	I	had	for	myself.

“Let’s	start	with	the	basics.	What’s	your	last	name?”

“Landry.”

“Thea	Landry.”	His	deep	voice	saying	my	name	sent	a	shudder	down	my	back.

He	 took	 his	 hands	 from	 his	 pockets	 and	 crossed	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest.	 The	 short
sleeves	 of	 his	 polo	 stretched	 tight	 across	 his	 biceps.	 His	 jeans	 contoured	 around	 his
bulging	thighs.

God,	he	is	hot.	He’d	brought	a	heat	wave	into	my	workshop.

Over	the	years,	whenever	I’d	pictured	Logan,	he	was	always	in	a	suit.	Whether	he	was
walking	down	the	sidewalk	or	climbing	into	a	limo,	my	mental	image	always	had	him	in
an	Italian	suit.

It	was	different	seeing	him	in	casual	clothes,	but	he	was	just	as	handsome.	Though	his
suit	 held	 so	much	power,	 his	 jeans	 and	 simple	white	 shirt	 showcased	his	muscled	body
better.

And	in	jeans,	Logan	didn’t	seem	so	far	out	of	reach.

Not	that	I	had	any	intention	of	starting	something	romantic	with	Logan	again.	But	for
Charlie’s	sake,	he’d	be	easier	to	accept	in	jeans.	I	doubted	she’d	ever	seen	a	man	in	a	suit
who	wasn’t	on	television.

Logan	cleared	his	throat	before	his	next	question.	Did	he	think	it	was	as	hot	in	here	as
I	did?	“My	grandmother	would	cringe	that	I’m	asking,	but	how	old	are	you?”

“Thirty-one.	You?”

“Thirty-three.	And	when	is	her	birthday?”



“August	fifth.”	I	smiled.	“She	was	ten	days	late	in	the	heat	of	summer.	I’d	never	been
so	 miserable	 in	 my	 entire	 life.	 Hazel,	 Charlie’s	 Gran,	 rented	 me	 a	 room	 at	 the	 motel
because	I	wouldn’t	stop	snapping	at	her	to	get	air	conditioning.”

He	smiled	back.	“Charlie.	That’s	a	unique	name	for	a	girl.”

“It’s	Charlotte.	Charlotte	Faye	Landry.	But	she	hates	 to	be	called	Charlotte.	At	 four,
she	declared	she	was	Charlie	and	that’s	all	she	goes	by	now.	I’m	sure	you	could	tell,	but
she’s	a	bit	of	a	tomboy.	She	loves	nothing	more	than	to	play	in	the	trees	or	around	the	lake.
She’s	always	building	forts	in	the	woods	and	finding	animals	to	bring	home.”

“Hmm.”	His	eyebrows	furrowed	and	his	gaze	drifted	to	the	floor.

I	waited	for	another	question	but	it	never	came.	Instead,	a	heavy	silence	settled	in	the
workshop,	chasing	away	the	heat.	My	arms	broke	out	in	goose	bumps	as	he	stared	at	his
shoes.

What	was	he	thinking?	Did	he	not	like	hearing	about	her?	Charlie	was	my	pride	and
joy,	 so	 I	 talked	 about	 her	 constantly.	 Had	 I	 said	 something	 to	 spook	 him?	Maybe	 I’d
misread	his	questions	 for	 interest	 in	our	daughter.	Maybe	he	was	here	 tonight	 to	 say	he
didn’t	want	to	be	a	part	of	her	life.	That	he	had	no	interest	in	being	a	dad.

How	would	I	ever	explain	that	to	her?

Please,	Logan.	Just	give	her	a	chance.

He	finally	looked	up	and	whispered,	“Do	you	think	she’ll	like	me?”

The	air	whooshed	out	of	my	lungs	and	I	wanted	to	cry	again.	He	wanted	to	know	her.
Logan	wanted	Charlie.	“She’ll	love	you.”

It	would	take	some	time.	Charlie	wasn’t	outgoing	like	most	of	her	friends	and	she	was
shy	when	it	came	to	strangers.	She’d	put	Logan	under	a	microscope,	making	him	prove	he
was	genuine.	But	once	she	got	past	the	initial	hesitation,	she’d	love	him	completely.

It	would	just	take	a	little	time.

“Can	I	meet	her?”

I	nodded.	“Of	course.	How	about	tomorrow	night?	You	can	come	for	dinner.	That	will
give	me	a	chance	to	tell	her	about	you	first.	She	doesn’t	do	great	with	surprises.”	That	was
an	understatement,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	scare	him	away.

“Tomorrow.”	His	face	lit	up,	filling	my	heart	with	hope.	“I’ll	be	here.”



	

I	had	no	idea	what	to	do	with	myself.	Since	leaving	Thea’s	art	studio	last	night,	I’d	been	a
nervous	wreck.	 Sleep	 had	 come	 late	 and	 short.	 I’d	 finally	 gotten	 tired	 of	 staring	 at	 the
ceiling	so	I’d	gotten	up	to	shower.

My	face	was	shaved,	my	hair	combed.	I	was	dressed	and	ready	for	the	day,	but	I	had
no	 idea	 where	 to	 go	 next.	 Now,	 instead	 of	 the	 ceiling,	 I	 was	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 the
bathroom	mirror,	unable	to	look	away.

She’s	going	to	think	I’m	uptight.

Maybe	I	should	just	wear	a	T-shirt.

Would	that	make	me	look	more	like	a	fun	dad?

I	should	have	asked	Thea	more	questions.	I	didn’t	feel	prepared	at	all	to	meet	Charlie.

Last	night,	Thea	had	calmed	a	lot	of	my	nerves.	Whether	she	knew	it	or	not,	the	little
things	she’d	told	me	about	Charlie	had	put	me	at	ease.	There	was	no	mistaking	how	much
she	 adored	 our	 daughter.	 The	 glint	 in	 her	 eyes	 had	 made	 me	 excited	 about	 meeting
Charlie.

But	the	moment	I’d	left	that	garden	shed,	without	Thea	to	reassure	me,	self-doubt	had
crept	back	in.	What	if	Charlie	and	I	had	nothing	in	common?	What	if	she	didn’t	like	me?
What	if	I	was	a	bad	father?

By	 the	 time	 I’d	walked	 the	 five	 blocks	 from	Thea’s	 house	 to	 the	motel,	 I’d	 all	 but
convinced	myself	that	Charlie	was	going	to	hate	me.

In	 the	 last	 decade—hell,	 two—I	 couldn’t	 remember	 being	 this	 nervous.	 Not	 about
starting	college.	Not	about	taking	the	bar	exam.	Not	about	a	date.

I	was	terrified	of	meeting	my	five-year-old.

Talking	 to	 strangers	 came	 easy	 for	 me.	 I	 was	 good	 at	 mingling	 and	 making
conversation.	But	I	had	no	idea	what	to	say	to	my	own	kid.	I	tore	my	eyes	away	from	the
mirror	to	look	at	my	watch.	I	had	until	six	o’clock	tonight	to	figure	it	out.

Eleven	hours	didn’t	seem	like	enough	time.

A	knock	at	the	door	forced	me	out	of	the	bathroom.	I	crossed	the	small	space	and	freed
the	safety	chain,	not	bothering	to	check	the	peephole.



“Morning,”	I	told	Nolan	as	I	swung	the	door	open.

“Morning.”	He	gave	me	a	sideways	glance.	“You	okay?”

I	nodded	but	said,	“No.”

“Here.”	He	handed	me	a	coffee	to-go	cup.	“I	assumed	you	didn’t	sleep	much	so	I	got
you	a	double	mocha	from	the	little	coffee	hut	down	the	road.”

“You’d	be	right	about	that,”	I	muttered	and	took	a	sip.	“Thanks.”

He	leaned	against	the	doorjamb,	studying	me.	His	short,	black	hair	matched	the	color
of	his	suit	jacket	and	slacks.	“So?	What	happened	last	night?	Did	you	talk	to	Thea?”

“Yeah.”	I	sighed,	moving	back	into	the	room	to	sit	on	the	edge	of	the	bed.	“I	stopped
by	her	house	and	we	talked	for	a	while.	I’m	meeting	Charlie	tonight.”

“That’s	good.	Isn’t	it?”

“It	is.	If	I’m	only	here	a	week,	I	can’t	afford	to	waste	any	time.	But	.	.	.”

“You’re	nervous.”

“Terrified.”	I	nodded.	“I	have	no	idea	what	to	say.	Do	I	introduce	myself	as	her	dad?
Or	just	Logan?	Should	I	shake	her	hand?	Or	give	her	a	hug?	And	that’s	just	the	first	five
seconds	we	meet.	What	do	I	do	after	that?	If	I	fuck	this	up,	she’ll	remember	it	forever.”

Other	 dads	 had	 it	 lucky.	 If	 they	 messed	 up	 their	 introduction,	 it	 didn’t	 matter.
Newborns	didn’t	remember	anything.

“You	need	to	relax,	Logan.	I’ve	seen	you	charm	entire	rooms	of	people	before.	Just	be
yourself.	If	you	go	in	there	scared,	she’s	going	to	pick	up	on	that.	Kids	can	smell	fear.”

Then	she	was	going	to	smell	me	coming	from	a	mile	away.

This	would	all	be	so	much	easier	if	they	lived	in	New	York.	I	could	see	Charlie	more
often.	I	wouldn’t	feel	the	immense	pressure	to	make	every	day	this	week	perfect.

I	stood	and	walked	to	the	dresser,	grabbing	my	phone	and	sunglasses.	“We’d	better	get
going.	Are	you	ready?”

Nolan	let	me	change	the	subject.	“Yes.	I’m	hoping	I	can	get	back	in	time	to	squeeze	in
a	few	hours	at	the	office.”

He	was	flying	back	to	New	York	today,	and	I	envied	him	for	it.	Not	that	I	didn’t	want
to	stay	to	meet	my	daughter,	but	I	was	jealous	that	he	knew	exactly	what	his	day	would
entail.	He’d	fly	home,	swing	into	the	foundation	office	for	a	few	hours,	then	go	home	to
his	wife	and	son.

“You	should	take	the	afternoon	off.	Go	home	and	spend	time	with	Kayla	before	Tyler
gets	out	of	school.”

He	chuckled.	“She	wouldn’t	even	be	home.	Her	calendar	is	packed	tighter	than	mine
these	days.”

Kayla,	Nolan’s	wife,	had	invented	an	organic	skincare	line	last	year	and	it	had	recently
been	picked	up	by	two	high-end	department	stores.	“Just	promise	me	that	when	you	quit



to	become	her	personal	assistant,	you’ll	give	me	at	least	a	year’s	notice.”

“Don’t	worry.”	He	 shook	 his	 head.	 “I	 love	my	wife,	 but	we’d	 kill	 each	 other	 if	we
worked	together.	I	think	I’ll	stick	with	the	foundation.”

“Good.	We	wouldn’t	be	the	same	without	you.”

“A	 compliment	 before	 eight?	 Normally	 you	 like	 to	 give	 me	 a	 hard	 time	 in	 the
mornings.	You	really	are	nervous,	aren’t	you?	And	it’s	messing	with	your	head.”

Yes,	it	was.	I	couldn’t	think	of	a	time	when	I’d	wanted	so	badly	for	someone	to	like
me.	I	had	no	confidence.	Zero.	And	that	feeling	was	more	unsettling	than	the	rest.

Nolan’s	face	softened.	“You’ve	got	this,	Logan.”

Do	I?	“Thanks.	We’d	better	get	you	to	the	airport.”

I	appreciated	 that	he	had	 faith	 in	me.	 I	 just	hoped	 that	over	 the	next	eleven	hours,	 I
could	find	some	for	myself.

By	five	o’clock,	I’d	done	everything	I	could	think	of	 to	distract	myself	 through	the	day.
I’d	driven	Nolan	to	Kalispell	and	dropped	him	at	 the	airport.	I’d	stopped	at	a	small	café
for	breakfast,	then	done	something	I	avoided	at	all	costs.

I’d	gone	to	a	mall	and	shopped.

The	last	time	I’d	shopped	for	myself	had	been	in	law	school.	Once	I’d	graduated,	I’d
delegated	all	 shopping	 to	my	assistant.	Whenever	 I	needed	clothes,	 I	 sent	him	an	email
and	 they	were	waiting	 in	my	closet	when	 I	 came	home.	 If	 they	didn’t	 fit,	 a	 tailor	 came
over	to	do	alterations.

But	 shopping	 today	 had	 been	 a	 necessity.	Not	 only	 did	 I	 need	more	 clothes,	 I	 also
needed	to	stay	busy.	The	last	thing	I’d	wanted	to	do	was	to	go	back	to	Lark	Cove	and	sit
alone	 in	 my	 motel	 room.	 So	 I’d	 shopped	 for	 a	 week’s	 worth	 of	 casual	 clothes	 that,
hopefully,	would	make	me	seem	more	approachable	and	dad-ish.

With	a	week’s	wardrobe	in	the	back	of	my	black	rental	SUV,	I’d	finally	driven	back	to
Lark	Cove.	I’d	found	a	parking	lot	that	overlooked	the	lake,	pulled	out	my	briefcase,	set
up	a	hotspot,	and	dived	right	into	the	best	kind	of	distraction.

Work.

From	 the	 driver’s	 seat	 of	 the	 car,	 I	 spent	 a	 few	 hours	 arranging	 for	 my	 unplanned
vacation.	 My	 team	 at	 the	 firm	 had	 marching	 orders	 to	 start	 drafting	 contracts	 for	 an
upcoming	merger.	Both	 of	my	 assistants	 knew	 to	 call	me	with	 urgent	matters.	And	my
parents	had	received	a	note	 informing	them	that	I’d	be	missing	the	dinner	we’d	planned
for	Thursday.

But	as	I	hit	send	on	my	last	email,	I	realized	that	I’d	fucked	up.	I’d	worked	too	fast.
Efficiency,	something	that	had	served	me	so	well,	had	become	enemy	number	one.

I	still	had	an	hour	to	kill.

So	instead	of	sitting	in	my	car,	worrying	for	the	next	hour,	I	went	to	the	one	place	in



Lark	Cove	I	hadn’t	planned	on	frequenting	again.

The	Lark	Cove	Bar.

“Hi.”	I	nodded	to	Jackson	as	I	slid	into	a	stool	at	the	bar.

The	smile	he	had	for	the	two	customers	he’d	been	talking	to	disappeared	as	he	looked
my	way.	“Thea’s	not	here.	She’s	at	home	with	Charlie.”

“That’s	fine.	I	just	came	in	for	a	beer.”

“A	beer?”

“Yeah.”	Why	was	that	surprising?	For	a	bartender,	you’d	think	Jackson	would	be	used
to	people	asking	for	beer.	“Whatever	you	have	on	draft.”

He	scowled	and	picked	up	a	pint	glass.	But	instead	of	going	to	the	row	of	taps	along
the	bar,	he	filled	the	glass	with	ice	water.

“That’s	a	little	lighter	than	I	normally	drink.”

Jackson	didn’t	think	that	was	funny.	The	crease	between	his	eyebrows	deepened	as	he
set	 down	 the	 water	 on	 the	 bar.	 “You’re	 meeting	 your	 kid	 for	 the	 first	 time	 tonight.	 Is
walking	into	Thea’s	house	with	alcohol	on	your	breath	really	the	first	impression	you	want
to	make?”

Shit.	I’d	just	wanted	a	beer	to	settle	my	nerves,	but	he	had	a	good	point.	I	didn’t	want
to	smell	like	beer	when	I	met	my	daughter.

“Jackson,”	a	raspy	voice	snapped	from	behind	him.	“Leave	him	alone.”

From	the	back	hallway	that	disappeared	behind	the	bar,	an	older	woman	emerged.	Her
hair	 hung	 past	 her	 shoulders	 in	 thick	white	 and	 gray	 strands.	Her	 skin	was	 tanned	 and
leathery.	The	wrinkles	around	her	lips	were	more	fissure	than	fine	line.	All	of	the	things
my	mother	despised	about	age,	this	woman	wore	with	pride.	She	was	beautiful,	especially
her	hazel	eyes,	which	were	light	and	full	of	life.

“You	work	at	the	camp.”	I’d	seen	her	yesterday	when	Willa	had	toured	us	around	the
main	 lodge.	 She’d	 been	 working	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 but	 before	 Willa	 had	 been	 able	 to
introduce	us,	she’d	ducked	out	and	disappeared.

“That’s	right.	I’m	Hazel	Rhodes.”	She	extended	a	hand	over	the	bar	and	past	Jackson,
bumping	him	out	of	the	way.

“Logan	Kendrick.”

“You	probably	don’t	remember,	but	I	was	in	here	yesterday	with	Charlie	too.	During
the	Great	Frog	Escape.”

“No,	sorry.	I	was	.	.	.	distracted.”

“Understandable.”	She	grinned	and	patted	Jackson	on	the	arm.	“This	is	Jackson	Page.
I’m	guessing	he	hasn’t	introduced	himself.”

I	held	out	a	hand,	but	rather	than	shake	it,	Jackson	crossed	his	arms	over	his	chest.

He	 had	 an	 inch	 or	 two	 on	my	 six-foot	 frame	 and	 probably	 twenty	 extra	 pounds	 of



bulky	muscle,	 but	 it	 took	much	more	 than	 brawn	 to	 intimidate	me.	 Even	 on	 days	 like
today,	when	the	world	was	spinning	the	wrong	way.

With	 my	 hand	 still	 extended	 between	 us,	 I	 met	 Jackson’s	 stare.	 A	 rush	 of	 familiar
confidence	sped	through	my	veins	as	I	refused	to	break	first.

This.	This	is	what	I’d	needed	all	day.	A	chance	to	put	on	the	face	I	wore	into	intense
negotiations.	A	chance	to	prove	I	couldn’t	be	bested.	A	chance	to	be	the	powerful	man	I
was	in	 the	city.	This	guy	didn’t	know	it,	but	he	was	doing	me	a	huge	favor	by	being	an
asshole.

I	returned	Jackson’s	fiery	glare	with	ice.	To	his	credit,	he	lasted	longer	than	most.	But
when	he	began	shifting	his	weight	from	one	foot	to	the	other,	I	knew	I’d	won.

He	dropped	his	arms	and	held	out	a	meaty	paw.

We	 shook,	 both	 of	 us	 squeezing	 harder	 than	 necessary,	 until	 he	 released	 me	 and	 I
dropped	my	arm.	The	muscles	in	my	shoulder	burned	a	bit	from	holding	out	for	so	long.

“That	was	interesting.”	Hazel	smirked.	“Jackson,	do	me	a	favor.	Hook	up	that	new	keg
of	Miller	Lite	for	me.”

“Sure.”	He	grunted	 and	 turned.	But	 before	 he	 took	 a	 step,	 he	 spun	back.	With	 both
hands	placed	on	 the	bar,	bracketing	my	water,	he	 leaned	 forward	 to	 speak	 low.	“I	don’t
care	how	much	money	you	have.	Hurt	them	and	you’re	dead.”

I	nodded.	“Understood.”

Jackson	pushed	off	the	bar,	then	disappeared	down	the	hallway	and	out	of	sight.

“Don’t	mind	him,”	Hazel	said,	propping	a	hip	up	against	the	bar.	“He’s	just	protective
of	Thea.”

With	one	sentence,	 I	was	back	on	edge.	Except	now,	my	nerves	were	muddled	with
jealousy.	A	bitter	taste	spread	across	my	tongue	and	I	took	a	sip	of	water.

Thea	had	 told	me	 last	 night	 she	wasn’t	 in	 a	 relationship,	 but	 did	 she	have	 a	 history
with	Jackson?	I	loathed	the	idea	of	Thea	with	another	man.	My	primal	instincts	reared	up
and	I	swallowed	the	urge	to	tell	Jackson,	I	had	her	first.

But	Thea	wasn’t	mine.	I	didn’t	have	a	claim	over	her.	Still,	I	liked	her.

A	lot.

Being	with	her	all	those	years	ago	had	been	uncomplicated	and	freeing.	Visiting	with
her	last	night	in	that	old	shed	had	brought	it	all	back.

I	 liked	how	she	didn’t	expect	anything	from	me.	She	didn’t	have	a	hidden	agenda.	 I
liked	how	she	quirked	her	eyebrow	when	she	asked	questions.

I	 liked	that,	above	all	else,	she	was	a	good	mother.	She	thought	about	our	child	first
and	foremost.

Something	 I	 needed	 to	 do	 too,	 instead	 of	 worrying	 about	 Jackson	 and	 Thea.	With
another	 sip	 of	 water,	 I	 swallowed	 down	 my	 jealousy.	 It	 would	 likely	 surface	 again—
Jackson	wasn’t	the	only	one	possessive	of	Thea—but	not	today.



“I’m	not	here	to	hurt	Thea	or	Charlie,”	I	told	Hazel.

“I	 know	 that,”	 she	 said,	 getting	 her	 own	 glass	 of	 water.	 “Like	 I	 said.	 Don’t	 mind
Jackson.	We’re	all	just	looking	out	for	Thea.”

My	 spine	 stiffened.	 What	 had	 happened	 in	 Thea’s	 life	 that	 she	 had	 such	 fierce
protectors?	Was	it	her	childhood?	Or	a	man?	Could	she,	or	my	daughter,	be	in	danger?

“Is	 there	something	 I	 should	know?	She’s	not	 in	 trouble,	 is	 she?”	Because	whatever
the	problem,	I’d	make	it	disappear.

“No.”	Hazel	shook	her	head.	“She’s	not	in	trouble.	But	Thea	has	spent	her	whole	life
fighting.	Don’t	make	her	fight	you.”

“Why	would	she	need	to	fight	me?”

She	sipped	her	water.	“For	Charlie.”

“Ah.	I	see.”	Everyone	here	was	worried	I	would	start	a	custody	battle.	“I	won’t	 take
Charlie	from	Thea.	I	told	her	the	same	last	night.”

“Good.”	Hazel	nodded.	“Don’t	get	me	wrong.	If	you	do	want	a	fight,	my	money	is	on
Thea.	You	might	have	a	bigger	bank	account,	but	 that	woman	 is	 fierce.	She’ll	wipe	 the
floor	with	you	if	it’s	for	Charlie.	But	she’s	fought	enough.”

She’s	fought	enough?	What	did	that	mean?	My	concern	for	Thea	grew	with	every	one
of	Hazel’s	 vague	 hints.	A	 litany	 of	 questions	 ran	 through	my	mind,	 but	 they	would	 go
unanswered.	 There	would	 be	 no	 prying	 information	 from	Hazel	 Rhodes.	 She	might	 be
here,	talking	to	me,	but	her	loyalties	were	clear.

If	I	wanted	to	learn	about	Thea’s	past,	I	wouldn’t	get	those	secrets	from	Hazel.

“Who	are	you,	exactly?”

She	 laughed,	 her	 hoarse	 bark	 ringing	 through	 the	 air.	 “I’m	Charlie’s	 gran.	 And	 the
closest	thing	to	a	mother	Thea’s	ever	had.”

“So	you	look	out	for	Thea?”

“And	Charlie.”

Charlie.

“What’s	she	like?	Charlie?”

“She’s	a	sparkle.”	Hazel’s	face	softened.	“Her	smile	is	the	best	part	of	my	day.	You’ll
see.”	She	glanced	over	her	shoulder	 to	 the	clock	on	 the	wall.	“Want	something	stronger
before	you	head	over?”

I	shook	my	head.	“No,	thank	you.”

“Smart	man.”

Jackson	 came	 back	 into	 the	 room	 at	 that	moment	 and	 shot	me	 another	 glare	 before
resuming	his	conversation	with	the	customers	at	 the	other	end	of	the	bar.	When	I	turned
back	to	Hazel,	she	was	walking	around	the	end	of	the	bar	to	sit	by	my	side.

“I	 think	you	should	post	more	photos	on	your	Facebook	page,”	Hazel	announced	as



the	legs	of	her	stool	scraped	on	the	floor.

“Excuse	me?”

“Your	Facebook	page.”	She	set	down	a	paper	boat	of	peanuts	between	us.	“You	don’t
have	many	photos.”

I	 blinked	 at	 her.	 Where	 was	 she	 going	 with	 this?	 “I	 don’t	 manage	 that	 page.	 My
assistant	does.”

“Hmm.”	She	cracked	a	peanut	shell	and	tossed	it	on	the	floor.	“Tell	your	assistant	that
people	like	to	see	pictures.”

I	 chuckled,	 amused	 that	 in	 the	 last	 twenty-four	hours,	Hazel	had	clearly	 spent	 some
time	looking	me	up.	“I’ll	send	him	a	note.”

Her	peanut	cracking	continued,	though	she	hadn’t	actually	eaten	a	nut	yet.	“Before	you
go	over	to	Thea’s,	I	think	I’d	better	come	clean.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve	been—what	do	they	call	it?—cyber	stalking	you.”

I	 grinned.	 “I	 don’t	 think	 it’s	 considered	 stalking	 if	 you’ve	 only	 been	 doing	 it	 for	 a
day.”

“I	 might	 have	 known	 you	 for	 longer	 than	 a	 day.”	 She	 shied	 away	 an	 inch	 as	 she
finished	her	sentence.

My	smile	vanished	and	my	jaw	clenched.	“You	might	have	known	me	longer	 than	a
day?”

Finally,	Hazel	ate	a	peanut	and	washed	it	down	with	her	water.	“We	need	to	talk.”

Four	words	I	hadn’t	dreaded	much	before	yesterday.

Four	words	that	now	made	me	crave	tequila.



	

Everything	will	be	fine.
This	is	a	good	thing.

Tonight	will	be	fun.

I	was	sweeping	the	back	porch,	attempting	to	convince	myself	with	every	swish	of	the
broom	that	introducing	Charlie	and	Logan	tonight	was	going	to	go	well.

It	wasn’t	working.

Ever	since	Logan	had	walked	out	of	my	workshop	last	night,	I’d	guessed	at	how	this
would	go.	I’d	imagined	every	likely	scenario.	None	of	them	ended	with	hugs	and	kisses.

Logan	wanted	so	badly	for	Charlie	to	like	him.	I’d	seen	the	desperation	in	his	eyes.	It
would	crush	him	if	she	didn’t	run	into	his	arms	and	call	him	Daddy.

But	I	knew	my	daughter.	She	wasn’t	as	easygoing	as	other	children.	She	was	a	thinker.
She	pondered	change.	And	a	life-altering	one	like	this	would	take	her	time	to	accept.

She	would	eventually.	Someday,	hopefully	not	 too	far	 in	the	future,	she	would	adore
Logan.	But	the	chances	of	her	embracing	him	tonight	were	slim	to	none.	If	she	wasn’t	all
smiles	tonight,	I	didn’t	want	him	to	give	up	on	her.

I’d	 been	 given	 up	 on	more	 times	 than	 I	 could	 count,	 and	 I	 didn’t	want	 that	 for	my
precious	girl.

I	 poured	 my	 nerves	 into	 the	 broomstick,	 sweeping	 hard	 to	 clear	 the	 dust	 from	 the
porch.	I	held	it	back	for	one	last	strong	push	but	stopped	the	bristles	midstroke.	The	hairs
on	the	back	of	my	neck	stood.

There	were	eyes	on	me.	I	could	feel	them.

But	 the	 yard	 was	 empty.	 Hazel	 was	 at	 the	 bar	 to	 pester	 Jackson	 and	 make	 herself
scarce.	Charlie	wasn’t	anywhere	 in	sight,	probably	off	 in	 the	 trees	 to	play	 in	her	 fort	or
find	 some	other	 creature	 to	 try	 and	 sneak	 into	 the	 house.	Logan’s	 face	 popped	 into	my
mind	but	I	dismissed	it	immediately.	It	was	way	too	early	for	him	to	be	here.

So	who	was	looking	at	me?

I	set	aside	the	broom	and	walked	down	the	porch	steps	toward	the	middle	of	the	yard.	I



turned	in	a	circle,	looking	for	a	neighbor	close	by	or	someone	in	a	boat	out	on	the	lake.

There	was	no	one.

Strange.

“Charlie!”	I	called	loud.	“Time	to	come	inside!”

“Okay!”	she	called	back	from	the	trees.

I	went	back	up	 to	 the	porch,	 scanning	 the	yard	again	as	 I	walked.	Then	 I	 shook	my
head,	giving	myself	a	good	eye	roll.	The	nerves	for	this	dinner	were	making	me	crazy.

I	went	inside	and	put	away	the	broom	just	as	Charlie	rushed	inside.	“Hi,	Mommy,”	she
said,	out	of	breath.

“Hello,	my	love.	Did	you	have	fun	playing?”

She	nodded.	“Yeah.	I’m	thirsty.”

“I’ll	get	you	some	water.”	 I	 took	down	one	of	her	plastic	cups	 from	the	cabinet	and
filled	it	from	the	sink.

She	gulped	down	the	water	and	set	the	empty	cup	on	the	counter.	Then	she	smiled	up
at	me	from	underneath	her	favorite	baseball	cap.

The	hat	had	once	been	black	but	was	now	faded	to	a	dirty	brown.	The	stitched	logo	for
the	Lark	Cove	Bar	had	started	out	white	but	that	hadn’t	lasted	longer	than	a	day.

Some	Lark	Cove	parents	 frowned	at	me	 for	 letting	Charlie	wear	a	cap	advertising	a
bar.	But	Jackson	had	given	this	hat	to	her	and	she	adored	it	almost	as	much	as	her	pseudo
uncle.	Since	I	was	used	to	getting	looks	of	disapproval,	I	shrugged	it	off	and	let	her	keep
the	hat.

The	bill	was	too	large,	but	Jackson	had	curved	it	to	cover	her	face.	And	he’d	cinched
the	 back	 tight	 so	 it	 would	 fit	 around	 her	 small	 head.	 Other	 than	 those	 differences,	 it
matched	his	own	faded	bar	hat.

To	Charlie,	that	was	all	that	mattered.

“Let’s	get	your	hat	and	shoes	off.”

“	 ‘Kay.”	She	used	my	shoulder	 for	balance	as	she	kicked	off	her	 tennis	shoes.	They
were	black	with	neon-green	stripes	and	matching	 lights	 in	 the	 soles.	She’d	picked	 them
out	of	the	boys’	section	at	the	shoe	store.	When	I’d	offered	her	the	same	style	but	in	pink,
she’d	looked	at	me	like	I’d	grown	two	heads.

Off	came	her	shoes	and	dirt	bits	went	flying	across	the	scuffed	hardwoods.	The	socks
she	stripped	off	were	rimmed	with	dust.	I	didn’t	know	why	I	always	bought	white	socks.
Even	bleach	couldn’t	keep	them	from	turning	brown.

“Okay,	now	let’s	go	wash	your	hands.”

“Fine.”	She	frowned	and	trudged	past	me	in	her	bare	feet	to	the	half	bathroom	off	the
living	room.

I	 followed,	 leaning	 against	 the	 door	 as	 she	washed.	As	 the	water	 ran,	 I	 took	 a	 few



calming	breaths,	reassuring	myself	with	each	one.

She	would	get	through	this.	We	both	would.	We’d	find	a	way	to	work	Logan	into	our
lives.

This	is	a	good	thing.

With	her	hands	kind	of	clean,	Charlie	shut	off	the	water.	Her	cuticles	were	still	dirty,
but	that	was	normal.	I’d	bought	a	vegetable	scrubber	that	was	permanently	located	in	the
bathtub	 upstairs.	 Tonight,	 just	 like	 every	 night,	 I’d	 give	 her	 a	 thorough	 scrubbing	 and
rejoice	in	her	cleanliness	until	morning	rolled	around	and	she	made	a	break	for	the	yard.

“So,”	 I	 said	 as	 she	 dried	 off	 her	 hands.	 “I	 wanted	 to	 talk	 to	 you	 about	 something
exciting.”

She	froze.	“What?”

Damn.	She’d	 seen	 right	 through	my	 fake,	 cheery	voice.	 I	 should	have	known	better
than	 to	 try	 and	 spin	 this	 as	 an	 exciting	 surprise.	Most	 kids	 loved	 surprises,	 but	 not	my
Charlie.	She	hated	them	almost	as	much	as	cleanliness.

So	I	dropped	the	act	and	walked	over	to	one	of	the	couches	in	the	living	room.	“Come
and	sit	with	me.”

“Are	you	going	to	make	me	get	rid	of	my	fort?”	Her	forehead	was	creased	with	worry
as	she	climbed	up	next	to	me	on	the	sofa.

The	last	time	I’d	had	a	sit-down	talk	with	her,	I’d	told	her	that	I	was	going	to	be	taking
down	 the	makeshift	 tree	house	 she’d	 constructed	out	of	 cardboard	boxes	 and	duct	 tape.
She’d	cried	over	it	for	days	until	Jackson	had	come	over	and	built	her	a	tiny	fort	between
two	trees.

It	was	her	 sanctuary.	While	 I	escaped	 to	my	workshop,	 she	 ran	 to	her	 fort	 to	doctor
animals	or	fight	bad	guys	or	hide	away	from	monsters.

“No,	honey.	You	can	keep	your	fort.”

Her	entire	body	relaxed	as	she	sank	into	my	side.

“I	want	to	talk	to	you	about	something	else.”

“Something	good?”

“Yeah.	Something	great.”	I	wiped	at	a	smudge	of	dirt	on	her	forehead.

No	matter	 how	 scuffed	 she	 was,	my	 Charlie	 was	 gorgeous.	 Her	 hair	 was	 long	 and
thick,	 a	 shade	 closer	 to	 Logan’s	 than	my	 own.	 She	 had	 beautiful	 skin	 that	was	 always
bright	 and	 flawless.	And	 her	 dark	 eyelashes	were	 like	mine.	 She’d	 only	 ever	 need	 one
swipe	of	mascara.

“I	want	to	talk	about	your	dad.”

“My	dad?”

I	 nodded.	 “Remember	 how	 I	 told	 you	 about	 him	 and	 drew	 you	 a	 picture?	 That	 his
name	is	Logan	and	he	lives	far	away?”



She	sat	still,	waiting	for	me	to	continue.	While	most	kids	were	a	million	questions	a
minute	 at	 this	 age,	 Charlie	 was	 the	 opposite.	 She	 soaked	 things	 in.	 She	 absorbed.	 The
questions	came	later.

“Well,	he’s	here,	and	he	wants	to	meet	you.”

She	blinked	her	big	brown	eyes.

“I	told	him	he	could	come	over	for	dinner	tonight.”

Her	eyebrows	came	together	and	she	dropped	her	gaze	to	her	lap.

There	was	 a	woodpecker	 outside,	 hammering	 into	 a	 tree.	The	 sound	 echoed	outside
and	funneled	through	the	kitchen	window	I’d	left	open,	hoping	for	a	slight	breeze	to	cool
down	the	house.

As	 I	waited	 for	 Charlie	 to	 say	 something,	 I	 listened	 to	 that	woodpecker’s	 unsteady
rhythm.	It	went	on	and	on	and	on.	Meanwhile,	she	just	kept	mulling	things	over	while	the
tap,	tap,	tap	continued.	That	woodpecker	must	be	trying	to	knock	down	the	tree,	not	just
build	a	new	home.

Shut	up,	bird.

I	wanted	to	get	up	and	shut	the	window,	but	with	Charlie	deep	in	thought,	I	didn’t	dare
leave.	I	wanted	her	to	know	if	she	needed	me,	that	I	was	here.

I’d	always	be	here.

I	was	the	constant	she’d	have	in	her	life,	no	matter	what.

“Is	he	nice?”	Charlie	asked	finally.

Her	voice	was	quiet	and	soft.	She	wasn’t	a	loud	child,	nothing	compared	to	the	other
twelve	kids	on	her	soccer	team,	but	right	now,	she	was	borderline	hard	to	hear.

“Yeah.”	I	smiled.	“He’s	nice.”

“Is	he	going	to	live	here	now?”

I	shook	my	head.	“No.	He	still	lives	far	away.”

Her	forehead	creased.	“Do	I	have	to	live	with	him	too?	Like	how	Katie	spends	some
days	with	her	mommy	and	others	with	her	daddy?”

I	wanted	to	say	no.	I	wanted	to	promise	that	her	life	wouldn’t	change	too	much.	But
I’d	always	been	honest	with	my	daughter.	And	I’d	tried	to	never	make	promises	I	couldn’t
keep.

So	as	brutal	as	it	was	for	her	age,	I	went	with	the	truth.	“I	don’t	know	yet,	honey.”

“I	don’t	want	to	go.	I	don’t	want	to	move.”

I	wrapped	an	arm	around	her	shoulders,	pulling	her	close.	“I	know.”

We	 held	 each	 other	 for	 a	 few	 quiet	 moments.	 Even	 the	 woodpecker	 gave	 us	 some
peace.	But	when	he	started	up	with	the	taps	again,	Charlie	pulled	away.

“Can	I	go	play	outside	some	more?”



“Sure.”	 I	 sighed,	 hating	 that	 I’d	 put	 a	 burden	 on	 her	 young	mind.	 “Just	 stay	 in	 the
yard.”

She	nodded	and	slid	off	the	couch,	going	straight	to	the	door	without	any	shoes.

Her	feet	would	be	filthy	by	the	time	I	called	her	inside	for	dinner.

I	didn’t	care.

I	let	her	escape	to	her	sanctuary	while	I	got	off	the	couch	to	make	dinner.

I	rummaged	through	our	square	kitchen	for	a	pan	to	brown	some	hamburger	and	a	pot
to	boil	water.	I	wasn’t	a	gourmet	cook,	but	my	food	was	delicious,	if	simple.

“This	is	a	good	thing,”	I	told	the	pot	as	it	sat	under	the	running	faucet.

Even	the	damn	cookware	knew	I	was	lying.

An	 hour	 later,	 at	 exactly	 six	 o’clock	 according	 to	 the	 microwave	 clock,	 the	 doorbell
chimed.	I	took	a	slow	breath	and	wiped	my	clammy	hands	on	a	dish	towel	before	rushing
from	the	kitchen	through	the	living	room	to	greet	Logan	at	the	door.

He	smiled	when	he	spotted	me	 through	 the	small	glass	window	in	 the	door,	and	my
stomach	dipped.

That	 smile	 was	 devastating.	 I	 bet	 he’d	 charmed	 many	 uptown	 socialites	 with	 that
smile.

He	was	 in	 jeans	 again,	 but	 this	 time	 they	were	 paired	with	 a	 simple	 blue	 button-up
shirt,	the	sleeves	turned	up	to	reveal	his	forearms.

“Hey,”	I	breathed	as	I	swung	open	the	door.

“Hi.”	He	smiled	wider	and	ducked	inside,	handing	me	a	bouquet	of	baby	sunflowers	as
he	passed.	“These	are	for	Charlie.	I,	uh,	didn’t	know	what	else	to	get.”

“Thank	you,”	I	said	as	I	took	the	flowers.	“She’ll	love	them.”

My	hopes	lifted	as	I	took	in	the	yellow	blooms.	Maybe	this	would	go	better	than	I’d
thought.	After	all,	he’d	unknowingly	bought	Charlie	her	favorite	flower.

She	 loved	 sunflowers	 because	 the	 birds	 could	 eat	 the	 seeds.	 Every	 fall,	we’d	 buy	 a
huge	 bundle	 and	 she’d	 place	 them	 strategically	 throughout	 the	 yard	 as	 makeshift	 bird
feeders.

Maybe	Logan	and	Charlie	would	connect	immediately	and	all	of	my	worries	would	be
for	nothing.

“And	 these	 are	 for	 you.”	 He	 reached	 into	 his	 back	 pocket	 and	 pulled	 out	 a	 small
bundle	of	spoons.	“In	case	you	run	out	before	your	project	is	over.”

I	laughed	as	he	handed	them	over.	“Thank	you.”

These	spoons	were	twice	as	thick	as	the	industrial-grade	spoons	I	had	in	the	workshop.
You’d	never	find	these	in	a	school	lunchroom	or	hospital	cafeteria.	They	were	nicer	than
the	spoons	I	had	in	my	own	kitchen	drawer.



“Come	on	in.	Make	yourself	at	home.”

Logan	walked	into	the	living	room	and	looked	around.

The	cottage	was	 the	nicest	home	 I’d	ever	had,	but	now	 it	 seemed	 too	small	and	 too
common.	Having	Logan	here,	just	like	having	him	in	my	workshop	last	night,	was	a	harsh
reminder	that	he	was	from	a	different	stratosphere.

For	 the	 first	 time,	 I	was	embarrassed	 for	being	so	chemically	attracted	 to	him.	Why
would	he	want	me	when	he	probably	had	a	fancy,	rich	girlfriend	in	New	York?

Still,	 I	had	no	control	over	how	my	body	came	 to	 life	when	he	was	near.	My	blood
heated.	My	palms	ached	to	press	against	the	hard	planes	of	his	chest.	My	fingertips	itched
to	dig	into	the	muscles	of	his	sculpted	ass.

But	he	wasn’t	here	for	me.	He	was	here	for	Charlie.

I	was	his	one-night	stand	gone	awry.

Nothing	more.

I	 shook	off	 the	 charge	of	 his	 presence,	 concentrating	on	 the	matter	 at	 hand.	Charlie
was	meeting	her	father	tonight.

“So.”	Logan	began	pacing	around	my	small	living	room,	his	gaze	sweeping	over	the
two	 floral	print	 chairs	 that	 somehow	went	with	our	 celestial	blue	 couch.	 “Did	you,	um,
talk	to	Charlie?”

His	fingers	fidgeted	with	his	watch	as	he	spoke,	and	he’d	run	a	hand	through	his	hair
twice	already.	Something	about	him	was	off	tonight.	He’d	still	charged	the	air	and	spiked
the	 temperature	 with	 one	 step	 inside.	 He	 still	 smelled	 divine,	 thanks	 to	 his	 Armani
cologne.	But	he	was	different.

He	was	nervous.

So,	as	gently	as	 I	could,	 I	 tried	 to	put	him	at	ease	while	hinting	at	how	 to	approach
Charlie.

“Yes,	I	talked	to	her.	She’s	.	.	.	absorbing	everything.	She	needs	time	to	think,	so	just
take	it	slow	with	her,	okay?”

“Slow.	Got	it.”	He	nodded,	staring	at	a	canvas	painting	above	the	couch.	“Did	you	do
these?”

I	nodded.	“I	did.”

A	couple	of	years	ago,	I’d	decided	to	 try	painting	on	a	whim.	Hazel	had	cleared	out
most	of	the	artwork	her	parents	had	left	her,	and	she’d	asked	me	to	make	something	to	fill
the	walls.	So	I’d	done	three	paintings.

The	first	was	of	me	sitting	on	the	dock	by	the	lake.	For	my	first	attempt	with	oils,	it
had	turned	out	okay.	My	hair	was	too	light	and	the	details	a	bit	fuzzy,	but	it	had	been	good
practice	for	the	others.	The	second	painting	was	of	Hazel’s	beautiful	profile.	And	the	third,
the	one	that	Logan	was	trying	to	memorize,	was	of	Charlie	at	one	year	old	with	her	first
two	teeth	showing	through	her	happy	smile.



I	didn’t	know	what	was	going	through	Logan’s	mind,	but	my	heart	squeezed	for	him
regardless.

He’d	 missed	 all	 of	 those	 moments.	 The	 baby	 cuddles.	 The	 toddler	 babbles.	 He’d
missed	her	first	words	and	first	steps.

For	Logan’s	sake,	I	hoped	Charlie	would	cut	him	a	break	tonight.	She	was	notorious
for	her	intense	scrutiny.	Jackson	called	it	her	superpower.	Most	adults	had	nothing	on	my
five-year-old	girl.

Please,	don’t	let	tonight	be	a	disaster.

I	wanted	a	good	night	for	both	of	them	because	neither	would	ever	forget	it.

Wanting	to	give	Logan	a	moment,	I	cleared	my	throat.	“I’m	going	to	put	these	flowers
in	some	water.	Then	I’ll	bring	Charlie	in.”

He	didn’t	turn	away	from	Charlie’s	face.	“All	right.”

I	darted	back	to	the	kitchen	and	scrambled	to	put	the	sunflowers	in	a	vase.	As	it	filled
with	 water,	 I	 peered	 out	 the	 window	 over	 the	 sink	 to	 the	 backyard.	 A	 streak	 of	 flying
brown	hair	caught	my	eye	as	Charlie	ran	from	her	fort	to	the	shoreline	of	the	lake.

I	shut	off	the	faucet	and	left	the	flowers	to	hurry	to	the	back	door	before	she	could	get
herself	wet.

“Charlie!”	I	shouted.	“Time	to	come	inside.”

Her	 feet	 skidded	 to	 a	 stop	 on	 the	 grass,	 then	 her	 frame	 slumped	 as	 she	 changed
direction,	plodding	toward	the	house	and	up	the	porch	steps.

“Let’s	get	you	washed	up,	okay?”	I	placed	my	hand	on	her	neck	as	she	came	through
the	door,	then	steered	her	right	for	the	sink.

As	we	both	scrubbed	her	hands,	she	looked	up	at	me.	“Is	he	here?”

“Yes,	he’s	in	the	living	room.”

Her	tiny	shoulders	drooped	so	low	my	heart	ached.	It	wasn’t	Logan,	just	his	presence.
My	girl	struggled	so	much	with	change.	 It	was	 just	who	she	was.	 It	didn’t	help	 that	her
friend	Katie	had	told	her	horror	stories	of	trading	homes	every	three	days	after	her	parents
had	divorced.

I	 shut	 off	 the	water	 and	knelt	 next	 to	Charlie,	 caressing	her	 cheek.	 “Logan	 is	 really
excited	to	meet	you	and	have	dinner	with	us.	Do	you	think	you	can	be	brave	and	give	him
a	chance?	We	don’t	need	to	worry	about	all	of	the	other	stuff	tonight.	Okay?”

She	nodded	and	fell	into	my	arms.

I	held	her	tight,	hoping	to	give	her	some	of	the	courage	she	often	gave	me.	Then	I	let
her	go	and	stood,	holding	out	my	hand.

When	 her	 little	 fingers	 slipped	 into	 mine,	 I	 smiled	 and	 led	 her	 out	 of	 the	 kitchen
toward	the	living	room.

Logan	was	sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	couch,	his	hands	steepled	together	by	his	chin	as
one	 of	 his	 feet	 bounced.	When	 he	 saw	 us	 come	 into	 the	 room,	 he	 stood	 fast.	His	 eyes



zeroed	in	on	Charlie.	“Hi.”

Her	hand	gripped	mine	harder.

“Come	on,	honey.”	I	walked	farther	into	the	living	room	as	Logan	stepped	around	the
coffee	table	to	meet	us	in	the	middle.	“Charlie,	this	is	Logan.	Logan,	this	is	Charlie.”

He	knelt	down	in	front	of	her	and	held	out	his	hand.	“Hi,	Charlie.”

I	tensed,	holding	my	breath	as	I	waited	for	her	to	react.

She	was	staring	at	his	hand	like	it	was	the	pink	headband	I’d	tried	to	get	her	to	wear
once.

Logan’s	eyes	darted	up	to	mine,	then	back	to	Charlie.	His	hand	was	still	between	them,
begging	for	a	touch.

It	hurt	to	watch	as	she	rejected	him.	My	heart	ached	as	the	longing	on	his	face	grew
while	his	hope	dimmed.

Finally,	the	pain	in	my	chest	was	too	much	and	I	pried	Charlie’s	hand	out	of	my	own.
“Charlie,”	I	scolded,	pushing	her	forward	a	step.	“Don’t	be	rude.”

Reluctantly,	she	put	her	hand	in	Logan’s.

He	swallowed	hard	as	they	touched,	shaking	her	hand.	“It’s	nice	to	meet	you.”

She	looked	over	her	shoulder	to	me	with	panic	and	whispered,	“What	do	I	call	him?”

Logan	chuckled	and	let	her	hand	go.	“How	about	Logan?”

She	nodded	and	met	his	gaze,	studying	him	for	a	moment.	“Mommy	said	you	live	far
away.”

“That’s	right.	I	live	in	New	York	City.”

“And	that’s	why	you	didn’t	visit	me	before?”

Logan	looked	up	to	me	for	help.	“I,	uh	.	.	.”

“He	didn’t	know	where	we	lived.”	I	dropped	to	my	knee	next	to	Charlie.	“That’s	my
fault.	But	as	soon	as	he	found	out,	he	came	right	here	to	visit.”

Logan	gave	me	a	 sad	 smile,	 then	 focused	back	on	Charlie.	 “I’d	 really	 like	 to	get	 to
know	you,	if	that’s	okay?”

The	corner	of	her	mouth	 turned	up	a	bit.	Was	 she	 actually	going	 to	 smile?	Could	 it
really	just	be	this	easy?

“Do	you	like	forts?”	she	asked.

He	smiled	and	my	heart	started	to	race.	Say	yes,	Logan!	Just	say	yes!	“I	don’t	know	if
I’ve	ever	been	in	a	fort.	Do	you	have	one?”

She	nodded	and	flashed	him	a	shy	smile.	“It’s	outside.	I	can	show	you.”

“How	about	after	dinner?”	I	offered.

“Sounds	great.”	Logan	and	I	both	stood,	sharing	a	look	of	pure	relief.



“Okay,	we’d	better	eat.”	I	turned	and	led	the	way	toward	the	kitchen.

Charlie	and	Logan	followed	in	silence,	sitting	at	the	dinner	table	as	soon	as	we	got	to
the	kitchen.	I	left	them	there	and	went	to	the	stove	to	bring	over	the	food.	But	the	kitchen
was	small	and	with	the	table	in	the	corner,	I	could	still	hear	them.

“Are	you	going	to	stay	here	now?”	Charlie	asked.

“Well,	um,	no.”	I	looked	over	my	shoulder	to	see	a	rush	of	panic	cross	Logan’s	face.	“I
have	to	go	back	home	in	a	week.”

Charlie’s	forehead	furrowed	as	she	took	a	few	more	steps	and	stopped.	“Then	you’ll
be	gone	again?”

“I	guess.	But	I’ll	come	back	again	to	visit.”

“When?”

The	good	feeling	I’d	had	a	moment	ago	vanished.	Like	most	kids,	Charlie	remembered
promises.	 Every	 detail.	 If	 Logan	 committed	 to	 a	 visit	 and	 it	 fell	 through,	 she	wouldn’t
forget.

Goddamn	it.	Why	hadn’t	we	talked	about	this	more	last	night?	Why	hadn’t	I	prepped
him?	We	should	have	made	a	more	 specific	plan.	We	should	have	delayed	 this	meeting
until	the	two	of	us	were	on	the	same	page.

But	now	it	was	too	late.	He	was	here	and	she	was	asking	the	questions	she	had	a	right
to	have	answered.

My	insides	started	to	twist.	I	abandoned	the	stove	for	the	table,	but	before	I	could	jump
in	and	change	the	subject,	Logan	spoke	up.

“I’m	not	 sure.”	Logan	smiled.	“But	 soon.	And	maybe	you	and	your	mom	can	come
and	visit	me	in	New	York.	You	could	even	move	there	and	live	with	me.”

Wrong	answer.

“No!”	Charlie’s	wide	eyes	 snapped	 to	mine.	Her	chin	quivered.	 “I	don’t	want	a	dad
anymore.”

My	feet	froze	as	the	pain	hit	because	from	three	feet	away,	I	felt	Logan’s	heart	break.



	

An	hour	later,	the	most	painful	dinner	of	my	life	was	over.

“Can	I	go?”	Charlie	asked,	already	picking	up	her	plate.

“Did	you	want	to	show	Logan	your	fort?”	I	grasped	for	anything	that	might	put	a	smile
on	her	face.	All	through	dinner,	I’d	been	trying	to	find	a	topic	that	would	connect	Logan
and	Charlie	but	nothing	had	worked.

Any	time	Logan	had	tried	to	make	conversation,	she’d	try	to	hide	behind	her	plate	of
noodles.	Nothing	either	of	us	had	said	could	get	her	to	mutter	more	than	one	or	two	words
throughout	the	whole	meal.

She	hadn’t	even	been	impressed	by	the	sunflowers.

Charlie	had	shut	down	the	minute	Logan	had	mentioned	the	idea	of	moving.	The	only
thing	that	was	going	to	get	her	to	emerge	from	her	shell	was	time.

“I	want	to	play	in	my	room,”	she	whispered,	sliding	off	her	chair.

“Okay.	I’ll	come	up	in	a	little	bit	and	we	can	do	your	bath.”

“I’m	glad	I	got	to	have	dinner	with	you	tonight.”	Logan	forced	a	smile	and	stood	from
his	chair.	“Good	night,	Charlie.”

“Good	night.”

She	dropped	her	plate	in	the	sink,	then	disappeared	upstairs	with	sad	eyes.

When	the	sound	of	her	footsteps	faded,	I	looked	up	at	Logan.	“I’m	sorry.”

“I	think	I	failed	that	test.”	He	ran	a	hand	through	his	hair	and	sank	back	into	his	chair.

“She’ll	 come	 around.	 She	 just	 needs	 some	 time.”	 I	 stood	 and	 began	 clearing	 dishes
from	the	table.

“Thank	you,”	he	said.	“Dinner	was	delicious.”

“I	guess	none	of	us	was	all	that	hungry.”	Our	plates	were	all	still	half	full.	Food	had
been	pushed	around	during	the	awkward	silences	instead	of	eaten.

“She’s	not	like	other	kids,	is	she?”

“Not	 like	most,”	 I	said	over	my	shoulder	as	 I	 rinsed	a	plate.	“It	 takes	her	a	while	 to



warm	up	 to	new	people	 and	 change.	She’s	not	 really	 shy,	 just	 .	 .	 .	wary.	For	years,	 her
world	consisted	of	only	me,	Hazel	and	Jackson.	She	just	needs	time.”

“Time	I	don’t	have.”

Because	his	life	was	in	New	York.	And	ours	was	in	Lark	Cove.

I	shut	off	the	water	and	turned	away	from	the	sink,	leaning	back	against	the	counter.	“I
guess	we’d	better	come	up	with	some	sort	of	plan.”

“Yeah.”	He	nodded.	“Would	you	ever	consider	moving	back	to	the	city?”

I	shook	my	head.	“I’d	do	it	if	I	had	to,	but	I’m	hoping	you	won’t	make	us.”

“Make	us?”

“It’s	 no	 secret	 you	 could	 bury	 me	 under	 a	 mountain	 of	 lawyers	 to	 get	 custody	 of
Charlie.”

His	eyes	narrowed.	“I	told	you	last	night	I	wouldn’t	do	that.”

“I	know.”	I	held	up	my	hands,	hoping	to	calm	the	rising	tension	in	the	kitchen.	“I’m
just	laying	it	out	there.	If	you	wanted	her	in	New	York,	you	could	make	that	happen.	I’m
hoping	you	won’t	because	we’re	happy	here.”

“She	could	be	happy	there.”

“Yes,	she	could.	But	she	is	happy	in	Lark	Cove.”

He	frowned.	“I	can’t	come	back	and	forth	to	Montana	all	the	time.”

My	stomach	sank.	I	knew	without	asking	that	he	wouldn’t	consider	moving	an	option.
I	 didn’t	 blame	him.	 I	 knew	 leaving	 the	 city	would	 be	 asking	 too	much.	But	 that	 hasn’t
stopped	my	foolish	heart	from	hoping.

I	wanted	him	to	choose	Charlie	over	everything	else.	I	wanted	him	to	prove	that	she
was	his	most	important	priority.

I	wanted	the	impossible.

“What	do	you	want	to	do?”	I	asked	quietly.

“I	don’t	know.	I	wish	.	.	.”	He	sighed.	“I	wish	she	would	have	liked	me.”

The	ache	in	my	chest	came	back	with	a	fury.	“She	will,	Logan.	Just	give	it	time.”

“I	don’t	have	time,	Thea.”	He	stood	from	the	chair	and	planted	his	hands	on	his	hips.
“I	have	to	leave	on	Sunday.	I	have	one	week.	One	week	to	get	to	know	my	daughter	and
build	 something	of	a	 relationship	with	her.	Then	 I	need	 to	wrap	 this	up	and	get	my	 life
back	to	normal.”

My	blood	pressure	spiked.	He	wanted	to	wrap	this	up	in	a	week?	He	thought	in	seven
days	 he’d	 have	 a	 loving	 father-daughter	 relationship.	 It	 took	me	 longer	 than	 a	week	 to
decide	if	I	liked	a	new	shampoo.

And	what	was	normal?	There	was	no	such	thing.	His	life,	the	one	he	was	so	desperate
to	get	back	to,	would	forever	be	different.	As	of	yesterday,	it	wasn’t	about	him.

“Wrap	this	up	and	get	your	life	back	to	normal?”	I	repeated.



He	shook	his	head.	“That	came	out	wrong.”

“Good,”	I	snapped.	“I’m	sorry	this	has	disrupted	your	life,	but	you’re	going	to	need	to
find	more	than	a	week	for	your	daughter.”

“Which	would	be	easier	if	you	were	in	New	York.”

“I’m	not	taking	her	to	New	York!	She’s	starting	first	grade	in	the	fall.	She	has	friends
here.	She	has	family.	I	can’t	give	her	the	life	she	has	here	in	the	city.”

He	pointed	 to	his	chest	as	he	stepped	closer.	“I	am	her	 family	 too.	And	 if	 it’s	about
money,	you	don’t	need	to	worry.	You’d	have	the	best	of	everything.	So	would	she.”

We	were	his	charity	case	now?	I	pushed	off	the	counter	and	met	him	in	the	middle	of
the	kitchen.	“It’s	not	just	about	the	money.	It’s	about	her	lifestyle.	It’s	about	where	I	want
her	to	grow	up.”

“And	 what	 about	 what	 I	 want?”	 His	 voice	 got	 louder.	 “I	 should	 get	 a	 say	 too,
especially	since	I	haven’t	so	far.	It	wasn’t	my	fault	that	I	missed	the	first	five	years	of	her
life!”

“It	wasn’t	mine	either!”	I	stood	on	my	tiptoes,	inching	toward	his	face.	My	chest	was
heaving,	 almost	 touching	 his,	 and	with	 an	 angry	 breath,	 I	 realized	 just	 how	 close	we’d
gotten.

His	gaze	was	heated	and	the	inch	between	us	crackled.	Even	angry	he	was	gorgeous.
The	pull	between	our	bodies	was	just	as	strong	as	it	had	been	years	ago.

My	eyes	drifted	to	his	lips.	I	remembered	them	being	soft	but	hard.	He’d	used	them	as
weapons	against	my	skin	to	render	me	helpless.

He	leaned	in,	just	a	bit,	tempting	me	closer.

I	wanted	to	kiss	him	and	snake	my	hands	up	his	arms.	To	shove	all	of	my	frustration
into	something	raw	and	physical.	I	wanted	to	ignore	the	heap	of	problems	at	our	feet	and
get	lost	in	something	sweaty.

But	it	wasn’t	about	what	either	of	us	wanted.

It	was	about	Charlie.

I	 dropped	 my	 chin	 and	 took	 a	 step	 backward.	 Then	 another.	 “She	 has	 a	 lot	 of
questions,	and	I	don’t	have	answers.”

He	rubbed	his	forehead.	“I	don’t	either.”

“We	have	to	find	them.”

“I	 know.”	 He	 nodded.	 “Let’s	 talk	 tomorrow.	 I	 think	 it	 would	 be	 best	 for	me	 to	 go
before	 something	happens	between	us	 that	we’ll	 regret.”	Without	a	good-bye,	he	 turned
and	left	me	standing	in	the	center	of	my	kitchen.

Regret.	 His	 last	 word	 echoed	 off	 the	 red-speckled	 countertops	 and	 yellow-tinged
cupboards.	It	burned	my	ears.

Logan	would	regret	a	kiss	with	me.	Maybe	he	regretted	ever	stepping	into	that	hotel



bar.

And	damn	did	 that	hurt.	Almost	as	much	as	knowing	he	had	no	plans	 to	change	his
lifestyle	for	our	daughter.

After	 Logan	 left,	 while	 I	 washed	 the	 dishes	 and	 cleaned	 the	 kitchen,	 I	 pulled	 myself
together.	As	I	did	my	chores,	I	shrugged	off	the	sting	of	his	rejection.	I	reminded	myself
that	only	one	thing	mattered	in	all	of	this.

Charlie.

Then	I	went	upstairs	and	down	the	hall	to	her	room.	She	was	sitting	at	her	“art	center”
with	her	back	to	the	door.	Her	center	was	nothing	more	than	a	short,	square	desk	pushed
into	a	corner,	but	it	had	a	small	drawer	for	her	special	drawing	paper	and	a	cup	to	hold	her
markers.	These	days,	her	legs	were	nearly	too	long	for	the	child-sized	chair.

That	 center	was	 the	only	 thing	 in	 the	 room	 that	had	 any	girly	qualities.	Charlie	had
shocked	me	when	we’d	gone	shopping	in	Kalispell	for	the	table.	Instead	of	going	for	the
white	or	royal	blue	as	I’d	expected,	she’d	picked	pale	pink.

The	rest	of	her	room	was	decked	out	in	items	from	the	boys’	section	at	Target.	She	had
a	green	camo	bedspread	and	matching	sheets.	Her	bookshelf	in	the	corner	was	in	the	shape
of	half	a	canoe.	And	there	was	a	black	teepee	at	the	foot	of	her	bed	where	she’d	escape	to
read	with	 a	 flashlight.	Her	 bedroom	 resembled	 her	 fort	 outside	more	 than	 it	 did	 a	 little
girl’s	room.

Everything	was	tomboy.

Except	for	that	pink	table.

“Hi,	honey.”	I	knocked	on	the	doorframe.

She	looked	over	her	shoulder	and	then	went	right	back	to	coloring.

I	crossed	the	room	and	knelt	next	to	her	chair.	“What	are	you	drawing?”

“Just	 a	 picture,”	 she	mumbled	 as	 she	 used	 brown	 to	 shade	 in	 the	 roof	 of	 the	 house
she’d	outlined.

Our	house.

She’d	drawn	 the	cottage	along	with	 three	stick	 figures.	One	was	me,	 judging	by	 the
long	black	hair.	The	other	was	Hazel	with	gray	strands	around	her	round	face.	And	the	last
was	Charlie,	standing	between	us	with	a	big	smile.

Who	wasn’t	in	the	picture?	Logan.

Like	mother,	like	daughter.

Charlie	used	art	to	express	her	feelings	when	she	couldn’t	find	the	words.

“That’s	a	pretty	picture,”	I	said,	stroking	her	hair.	“Can	you	take	a	break	and	look	at
me?”

She	set	down	her	marker	and	turned	in	the	seat,	her	chin	still	tipped	down.	When	she



looked	up,	her	brown	eyes	flooded	with	tears.	“I	don’t	want	to	move	far	away,	Mommy.”

“Don’t	worry.”	 I	pulled	her	off	 the	chair	and	 into	my	arms.	“We’ll	 figure	something
out.”

She	sat	on	my	bent	knees	and	buried	her	head	in	the	crook	of	my	neck.	“Promise?”

“Promise.”

The	knot	in	my	stomach	tightened.	If	Logan	forced	my	hand—if	he	made	us	move	to
the	city—I’d	never	forgive	him	for	making	me	break	my	promise.

“Come	on.”	I	hugged	Charlie	tighter,	then	let	her	go.	“Let’s	get	cleaned	up	for	bed.	Do
you	want	a	shower	tonight	or	a	bubble	bath?”

“Bubble	bath.”

With	her	 leading	 the	way	 to	 the	bathroom,	 I	 filled	 the	claw	 foot	 tub	with	water	and
bubbles	while	she	stripped	off	her	dirty	clothes	and	left	them	in	a	heap	by	the	door.	Then
we	 went	 about	 our	 normal	 scrub	 down	 until	 Charlie	 was	 dirt-free	 and	 smelled	 like
lavender	instead	of	the	outdoors.

As	she	splashed	around	and	played	with	her	bath	crayons,	I	sat	back	against	the	wall,
stretching	my	 legs	 out	 parallel	 to	 the	 tub.	 I	 took	 a	 few	 breaths,	 fortifying	myself	 for	 a
heart-to-heart	with	my	girl.

We	needed	to	discuss	her	father.

I	 wished	 I	 didn’t	 have	 to	 force	 this	 conversation.	 I	 wished	 I	 could	 put	 it	 off	 until
tomorrow,	after	we’d	both	had	a	night’s	rest.	But	since	Logan	was	adamant	about	being
here	for	only	a	week,	there	wasn’t	time.

“We	need	to	talk	about	Logan.”

Her	splashing	stopped.

“What	didn’t	you	like	about	him?”	I	asked.

“I	don’t	know.”	She	shrugged	and	scooped	up	a	handful	of	bubbles.

“You	got	pretty	upset	when	he	suggested	that	we	move.	Is	that	what	scared	you?”

“Yeah.”	She	nodded,	stacking	her	bubbles	in	the	corner.

“Was	there	anything	else	you	didn’t	like	about	him?”

She	stacked	two	more	handfuls	of	bubbles	before	she	finally	whispered,	“No.”

My	back	 sank	 further	 into	 the	wall.	 If	 it	was	 just	 the	move,	 I	 could	work	with	 that.
“Honey,	I	think	you	might	have	hurt	his	feelings	tonight.	When	you	didn’t	want	to	talk	to
him	at	dinner.	And	when	you	said	you	didn’t	want	a	dad.”

Charlie	looked	up	from	her	bubbles,	her	eyes	full	of	worry.	“I	did?”

She	was	 so	 thoughtful	 and	 loving.	 I	was	 exploiting	 those	 emotions	 tonight	 in	hopes
that	they	would	lead	to	a	better	tomorrow.	“Yeah.	We’d	probably	better	try	to	fix	it,	huh?
Maybe	we	could	try	again	with	Logan.	Would	it	be	okay	if	I	invited	Logan	to	your	soccer
game	tomorrow?”



Even	 though	another	dinner	would	give	 them	more	 time	 to	 talk,	 I	 couldn’t	 endure	a
repeat	of	tonight.	And	maybe	on	neutral	ground,	the	pair	would	find	something	to	connect
over.

“Okay.”	Charlie	nodded,	going	back	to	her	bubbles.	“He	can	come.”

“Good.”	I	relaxed.	“Will	you	do	something	for	me?”

“What?”

“Try	to	be	extra,	extra	nice	to	Logan.”

She	shrugged.	“Okay.”

I	smiled	and	leaned	forward,	skimming	some	bubbles	into	my	palm.	Then	I	carefully
arranged	them	as	a	crown	on	her	head.	“That’s	my	girl.”

She	giggled,	filling	our	bathroom	with	her	musical	laugh	and	banishing	away	some	of
my	worries.	Then	we	spent	 the	rest	of	 the	evening	 in	her	room,	reading	books,	coloring
orange	dinosaurs	and	singing	bedtime	songs.

After	an	hour,	she	was	tucked	into	bed	and	I	was	walking	down	the	stairs	just	as	the
back	door	opened.	As	I	rounded	the	corner	to	the	kitchen,	Hazel	dropped	her	purse	on	the
counter.	“How’d	it	go?”

“It	went.”

I	crossed	the	cream	linoleum	floor,	heading	directly	for	the	freezer.	I	yanked	open	the
door,	 rifled	 through	 the	 frozen	 vegetables	 and	 ice-cube	 trays	 and	moved	 things	 around
until	I	found	my	coveted	huckleberry	vodka.	With	it	in	hand,	I	closed	the	door	and	sagged
against	the	fridge.

“That	bad?”	she	asked.

I	nodded.	“He	suggested	we	move	to	New	York.”

“Oh,	no,”	she	muttered,	taking	a	seat	at	the	table.	“I	bet	that	didn’t	go	over	well.”

“No.”	I	scoffed.	“Charlie’s	exact	words	were	‘I	don’t	want	a	dad	anymore.’	”

“Oh,	my	Charlie.”	Hazel	 shook	her	head.	 “I	knew	 I	 should	have	given	Logan	 some
pointers.”

“What?”	My	 back	 straightened.	 I	 couldn’t	 keep	 up	 with	 her	 these	 days.	 “You	 met
Logan?”

“He	came	into	the	bar	this	afternoon	when	I	was	there	visiting	Jackson.	I	chatted	with
him	a	bit.	Told	him	about	my	research	with	Willa.	Then	he	left	to	come	over	here.”

“Ah,	I	see.”

At	least	I	didn’t	have	to	explain	Hazel’s	stalking	to	Logan	now.	We	had	enough	on	our
list	of	discussion	topics	as	it	was.

A	 throb	was	building	behind	my	eyes,	probably	caused	by	 the	stress	of	 the	 last	day.
With	my	free	hand,	I	pinched	the	bridge	of	my	nose,	willing	the	pain	away.	Had	it	really
only	been	a	day	since	Logan	had	come	to	Lark	Cove?	It	felt	like	so	much	longer.	I	hadn’t



had	this	much	happen	in	the	course	of	twenty-eight	hours	.	.	.	ever.

If	there	was	a	night	for	my	special	vodka,	this	was	the	one.

I	opened	the	bottle	and	took	a	shot,	wincing	as	it	burned	my	throat.	When	the	warmth
reached	my	stomach,	I	tipped	the	bottle	back	and	did	it	again.

“I	think	I’m	going	to	head	to	my	workshop	for	a	few	hours.	Is	that	okay	with	you?”

Hazel	nodded.	“No	sharp	objects?”

“Not	tonight.”	I’d	have	to	start	a	new	project,	because	I	wouldn’t	be	working	on	my
spoon	nest	either.	Blowtorches	didn’t	mix	well	with	vodka.

Hazel	pushed	out	of	her	seat	and	went	to	the	cupboard	where	we	kept	the	glasses.	“At
least	drink	out	of	 this.”	She	handed	me	a	 tumbler.	“Classy	women	don’t	drink	 from	 the
bottle.”

“On	the	classy	spectrum,	I’m	near	the	trash	end.”

She	frowned.	“One	day,	 I’m	going	 to	wash	your	mouth	out	with	soap	when	you	use
that	word.	Don’t	run	yourself	down.”

I	gave	her	a	sad	smile.	“I’m	not	saying	that	to	run	myself	down.	Honest.	I’m	just	being
real.”	 I’d	 climbed	 far	 from	where	my	 life	 had	begun,	 but	we	 all	 had	 limits.	Even	birds
knew	when	to	stop	flying	higher.	“I’ll	see	you	in	the	morning.”

Then	I	walked	out	the	door,	leaving	the	tumbler	behind.



	

I	escaped	Thea’s	as	fast	as	possible,	hustling	through	their	house,	only	to	pick	up	the	pace
when	I	hit	 the	sidewalk.	My	strides	were	 long	and	fast,	putting	as	many	yards	and	trees
and	houses	between	Thea	and	me	as	possible.

Christ,	I	almost	kissed	her.

I	hadn’t	had	that	strong	of	an	urge	to	kiss	a	woman	since	.	.	.	well,	Thea.	I’d	forgotten
how	 magnetic	 she	 was.	 How	 fast	 she’d	 pulled	 me	 under	 in	 that	 hotel	 bar.	 Not	 even
Emmeline	had	stirred	that	kind	of	raw,	primitive	desire.

I	wanted	Thea.	I	wanted	to	taste	her	again	and	feel	her	thighs	wrapped	around	my	hips
while	my	hand	fisted	her	hair.	I	wanted	to	give	into	the	heat	and	get	lost	in	a	long	night	of
sweaty,	hard,	mind-numbing	sex.

So	 it	 was	 a	 damn	 good	 thing	 she’d	 stepped	 away	 when	 she	 had	 because	 I’d	 been
seconds	from	smashing	my	lips	to	hers.	I’d	almost	kissed	Thea	when	I	should	have	been
thinking	about	Charlie.

My	focus	needed	to	be	on	my	daughter.	If	I	got	lost	in	Thea,	I	had	the	potential	to	hurt
us	all.

And	if	we	caused	Charlie	pain,	we’d	both	regret	it.

Maybe	it	was	because	my	confidence	was	shaken.	Maybe	it	was	because	of	what	had
happened	 with	 Emmeline.	 But	 I	 had	 no	 faith	 in	 my	 ability	 to	 manage	 a	 long-distance
relationship	with	my	daughter,	let	alone	a	girlfriend.

So	 like	 I’d	 done	 last	 night,	 I	walked	 the	 streets	 of	Lark	Cove	without	 paying	much
attention.	 I	was	 too	 busy	 chastising	myself	 to	 notice	 street	 signs	 or	 landmarks.	When	 I
finally	took	in	my	surroundings,	I	chuckled.

My	 feet	 had	 carried	 me	 to	 the	 same	 dirt	 road	 I’d	 been	 on	 last	 night.	 The	 one
surrounded	by	large	vacation	homes.

“At	least	I	know	where	I	am	this	time,”	I	told	the	lake.

Behind	me	stood	the	house	I’d	admired	last	night.	The	big	one	with	all	 the	windows
and	 cedar	 shingles.	 The	windows	were	 all	 dark,	 like	 they’d	 been	 last	 night.	 And	 there
wasn’t	a	car	in	the	driveway.



Maybe	I	should	buy	it.

I	had	ideas	like	that	pop	in	and	out	of	my	head	all	the	time,	but	this	one	stuck.	Maybe	I
should	buy	it.	Thea	had	made	it	clear	tonight	that	moving	to	New	York	was	a	last	resort.
Charlie	 hadn’t	 seemed	 too	keen	on	 the	 idea	 either.	Which	meant	 that	 for	me	 to	 see	my
daughter,	I’d	be	trekking	to	Montana.

At	least	if	I	bought	this	house,	I’d	have	a	place	to	stay	other	than	the	Lark	Cove	Motel.

“Gah!”	My	frustrated	grunt	echoed	off	the	trees.

Why	was	Thea	 so	 against	moving	back	 to	New	York?	That	would	make	 everything
easier.	They’d	be	close	so	 I	could	see	Charlie	more.	That	was,	 if	 I	got	past	 the	point	of
scaring	her	into	complete	silence.

I	 shoved	a	hand	 through	my	hair,	pulling	 tight	at	 the	 roots.	My	grandmother	always
said	 I	 worried	 too	 much.	 Well	 today,	 I	 hadn’t	 worried	 enough.	 Hour	 after	 hour	 I’d
visualized	worst-case	scenarios.	None	of	it	had	prepared	me	to	face	Charlie’s	rejection.

I	don’t	want	a	dad	anymore.

That.	Fucking.	Hurt.

My	daughter	didn’t	like	me	at	all.

And	I	honestly	didn’t	know	what	to	do	about	it.	I	didn’t	know	how	to	fix	this	problem.

I’d	been	in	Lark	Cove	for	a	day	and	my	spirits	were	at	an	all-time	low.

What	was	I	going	to	do?	I	pulled	out	my	phone	from	my	jeans,	doing	the	only	thing	I
could	think	of	at	the	moment.

I	would	buy	this	house.

Quickly,	I	snapped	a	couple	of	photos,	being	sure	to	get	the	numbers	next	to	the	door.
Then	I	emailed	them	to	my	personal	assistant	with	instructions	to	find	out	who	the	owners
were	and	offer	them	whatever	it	would	take	to	make	it	mine.

This	could	work.

I	could	set	up	this	house	with	a	remote	office.	That	way	I	wouldn’t	get	too	far	behind
at	the	firm	or	with	the	foundation	when	I	was	here.	Maybe	I	could	spend	a	few	weeks	here
in	the	summer.	I	could	come	back	for	the	holidays,	though	Mom	and	Dad	would	be	pissed
if	I	missed	their	annual	Kendrick	family	holiday	party.	They’d	have	to	adjust.

We	were	all	going	to	adjust.

This	could	work.	This	house	could	work.

As	far	as	I	was	concerned,	Thea	could	have	the	place.	If	she	wanted	a	bigger	house,
she	and	Charlie	could	both	live	here.	Charlie	would	have	all	this	room	to	run	around	and
create	her	forts.	Maybe	I’d	even	have	a	special	tree	house	built	in	the	forest	out	back.	And
the	detached	garage	would	work	far	better	than	a	shed	for	Thea’s	art	studio.

Excitement	surged.	This	could	be	the	start	of	a	plan.

I	smiled	for	the	first	time	in	hours,	then	turned	around,	going	back	to	where	I’d	started.



Thea’s.	She	might	not	want	to	see	my	face	again	tonight,	but	I	was	going	back.

She’d	asked	me	for	answers.

Now	I	had	some.

My	phone	rang	and	I	grimaced	as	Alice’s	name	flashed.	The	last	 thing	I	needed	was
her	calling	all	week,	interrupting	my	time	with	Charlie,	so	reluctantly	I	answered.	“Hello.”

“Hi,	stud.	Want	to	meet	me	tonight?”	She	was	purring,	something	I’d	always	hated.	It
was	far	from	sexy,	more	desperate	than	desirable.

“No.	I’m	out	of	town	this	week.”

“Bummer,”	 she	 whined.	 “Call	 me	 when	 you	 get	 home	 so	 we	 can	 see	 each	 other?
Maybe	go	on	a	proper	date?”

A	 proper	 date?	 “I	 don’t	 think	 so,	 Alice.	 If	 we	 run	 into	 each	 other	 at	 a	 fundraising
event,	please	be	sure	to	say	hello.	But	I	think	it	would	be	best	for	you	to	stop	calling.”

“Excuse	me?”	Her	nasal	tone	shred	the	last	of	my	nerves.

“Take	care,	Alice.”

She	snapped	something	but	I	hung	up	before	I	could	hear	it	all.

I	never	should	have	started	something	up	with	her.	Not	only	would	she	call	again,	but
I’d	also	have	to	fend	off	my	sister,	Sofia.

Somehow,	Alice	had	managed	to	worm	her	way	into	my	youngest	sister’s	good	graces.
They	were	 thick	as	 thieves	 these	days,	no	doubt	plotting	a	way	 for	Alice	 to	get	my	 last
name.	Tomorrow,	I’d	likely	get	an	irate	phone	call	from	Sofia	telling	me	how	much	of	a
fool	I	was	for	not	marrying	her	friend.

I	silenced	my	phone	and	shoved	it	back	in	my	jeans	pocket,	then	continued	my	walk
back	to	Thea’s	so	we	could	try	our	conversation	again.	This	time	without	a	fight.

The	sun	was	setting	as	I	 reached	her	street.	Her	house	was	 the	smallest	on	 the	road,
sandwiched	between	houses	that	were	definitely	not	the	originals.	But	somehow,	between
two	homes	 that	were	 twice	 the	 size	 and	much	newer,	 their	 green	 cottage	 fit.	 It	was	 the
house	that	belonged	while	the	others	were	out	of	place.

I	went	straight	for	the	front	door,	ready	to	knock,	but	stopped	short	as	a	crash	sounded
from	Thea’s	shed.

Déjà	vu.	I’d	been	in	exactly	the	same	place	last	night	when	I’d	heard	a	sound	in	Thea’s
workshop.	And	like	 last	night,	 I	changed	direction,	forgoing	the	front	door	for	her	shed.
When	I	was	a	few	feet	away,	I	heard	her	cuss.

“Goddamn	it!”

I	 approached	 the	 doorway	 cautiously	 so	 as	 not	 to	 startle	 her,	 then	 peeked	 inside.
Tonight,	her	back	wasn’t	to	me.	She	was	in	profile	with	her	head	tilted	to	the	ceiling	and	a
bottle	 tipped	 to	 her	 lips.	 She	 took	 a	 long	 pull,	 then	 slammed	 the	 bottle	 on	 her	 paint-
splattered	table.	She	swallowed,	grimacing	at	the	burn	of	the	vodka.

I	knocked	on	the	open	door.	“So	what’s	your	rule	for	drinking	vodka	straight?”



“Shit,”	Thea	gasped,	clutching	her	heart	as	she	spun	to	the	door.	“You	scared	me.”

“Sorry.”	I	stepped	inside	the	shed,	raking	my	eyes	down	her	body.

Earlier,	 she’d	been	wearing	a	 thin,	 long-sleeve	gray	 top,	but	 she’d	changed	after	 I’d
left.	Now	 she	was	 just	wearing	 a	 low-cut	 tank	with	 thin	 crisscross	 straps.	The	way	 her
chest	heaved	as	she	breathed	made	her	breasts	strain	against	the	cotton.

And	it	made	my	cock	jerk	behind	my	zipper.

This	woman,	everything	about	her,	was	sensual.	Her	hair	was	up	again,	revealing	the
long	line	of	her	neck.	Her	legs	were	so	smooth	and	toned,	bare	except	for	her	green	shorts.
They	hugged	the	curves	of	her	hips.	She	was	wearing	rubber	flip-flops,	showcasing	toes
painted	fire-engine	red.

She	was	stunning.

My	mother	and	sisters	had	always	 thought	designer	gowns	and	fancy	 jewels	made	a
woman	beautiful.	They	pampered	themselves	at	 the	spa	weekly	and	never	 left	 the	house
without	makeup.	Would	they	think	differently	if	they	saw	Thea	like	she	was	tonight?	Raw
and	natural.	She	was	so	damn	gorgeous	I	had	a	hard	time	staying	upright.

“What	are	you	doing	here,	Logan?”

My	head	jerked	up	as	I	tore	my	gaze	from	her	legs.	“I	owe	you	an	apology.”

Her	eyebrow	quirked.	“For?”

“The	fight.”	I	walked	farther	into	the	room,	taking	my	place	against	the	far	wall	and
leaning	on	the	same	cabinet	I’d	propped	myself	against	last	night.

“Oh,”	 she	 muttered,	 dropping	 her	 gaze	 and	 picking	 up	 the	 bottle	 again.	 Instead	 of
pressing	it	to	her	lips,	she	held	it	between	us.	“Me	too.”

I	 took	the	bottle	and	brought	 it	 to	my	mouth,	doing	my	best	not	 to	 think	that	Thea’s
had	been	on	the	rim	not	thirty	seconds	ago.	The	vodka	burned	but	had	a	sweet	aftertaste.
What	was	that?

“Huckleberry,”	 she	 said	 before	 I	 could	 inspect	 the	 label.	 “It’s	 another	 one	 of	 my
drinking	laws.	Vodka	for	the	particularly	bad	nights.”

I	winced.	“I	deserved	that.”

“No,”	she	sighed	and	took	the	bottle	back	to	set	aside,	“it’s	not	your	fault.	It’s	just	.	.	.”

I	waited	for	her	to	continue,	but	she	stayed	quiet.	“Just	what?”

She	gave	me	a	pleasant,	but	forced,	smile.	“It’s	just	hard.	We	need	to	figure	this	out	for
Charlie.”

Her	 eyes	 were	 on	 the	 floor.	 Her	 shoulders	 hunched	 forward.	 Was	 this	 just	 about
Charlie?	 Because	 my	 gut	 was	 telling	 me	 there	 was	 something	 else.	 Something	 I	 was
missing.	 I	 opened	my	mouth	 to	 push	 her	 for	 an	 explanation	 but	 stopped	 before	 a	word
came	out.

No	question	I	could	ask	would	get	answered.	Thea	wanted	this	to	be	about	Charlie,	so
I’d	make	it	about	Charlie.	Maybe	after	she	had	some	answers	to	give	our	daughter,	Thea



would	realize	I	wasn’t	the	enemy.	She’d	realize	I	genuinely	cared	for	her	feelings.

She’d	trust	me.

“I	had	an	idea	I	wanted	to	run	past	you.	I’m	thinking	of	buying	a	house	here.”

She	 straightened	 off	 the	 table,	 her	 eyes	 were	 full	 of	 hope	 as	 they	 lifted	 to	 mine.
“Really?	You’d	move	here?”

“Oh,	no.	Sorry.”	Shit.	 “That’s	not	what	 I	meant.	 I’d	 still	 live	 in	New	York	but	get	a
house	here	to	stay	when	I	visited.”

“Visits.	Right.”	She	went	for	the	bottle	again.	“And	how	often	do	you	think	you	can
visit?”

“I	don’t	know.	I	haven’t	gotten	that	far.	But	I	thought	if	I	had	a	place	to	stay	and	work
while	I	was	here,	I	could	extend	my	trips.”

“Great	idea.	Charlie	will	love	that.”

Except	she	didn’t	sound	like	it	was	a	great	idea.	The	excitement	I’d	had	thirty	minutes
ago	was	gone.

Thea	gave	me	another	one	of	her	pleasant	smiles.	The	fake	smile.

I	 knew	 it	well	 because	 I	 had	 one	 of	my	 own.	 It	was	 the	 same	 smile	 I	 used	when	 I
wanted	 to	appease	a	difficult	client.	The	one	 I	gave	my	mother	when	she	pried	 into	my
personal	life.	The	smile	I	wore	to	fundraisers.

Most	 people	 bought	 that	 pleasant	 smile	 without	 question.	 I’d	 perfected	 it	 over	 the
years.

Thea’s	was	better.

She’d	almost	had	me	fooled.

Almost.

“If	 you	 don’t	 think	 buying	 a	 house	 is	 a	 good	 idea,	 then	 just	 say	 it.	 Don’t	 feed	me
compliments	just	because	you	think	that’s	what	I	want	to	hear.	I’m	not	a	customer	at	the
bar.	Don’t	bullshit	me.”

Her	 smile	vanished.	 “What	do	you	want	me	 to	 say?	 I’m	glad	you’re	going	 to	 come
here	to	visit.	If	owning	a	house	makes	that	easier,	great.	I’m	sure	Charlie	will	enjoy	that
once	you	guys	get	to	know	each	other.”

“But	.	.	.”

“But	 I’m	worried.	What	 happens	when	 one	 visit	 gets	 canceled?	Then	 the	 next?	 I’m
terrified	that	you’ll	go	back	to	your	life	in	New	York	and	forget	a	piece	of	it	is	still	here.”

Forget?	I	would	never	 forget	about	Charlie.	“I’ll	do	my	best	 to	commit	 to	each	 trip,
but	we	both	know	that	things	come	up.	I	can’t	promise	plans	won’t	change.	I’m	doing	the
only	thing	I	can	think	of	if	you’re	so	set	against	moving	back	to	New	York.”

“Back	to	that	again?”	she	asked.	“I	don’t	want	to	move.”

“Then	I’ll	visit.”	I	stepped	off	the	cabinet,	standing	closer	to	Thea	to	make	my	point.



“I	want	to	get	to	know	Charlie,	but	I	live	in	New	York.	That	doesn’t	mean	I	can’t	be	a	part
of	her	life.”

In	 twenty-four	hours,	Charlotte	Faye	Landry	had	become	one	of	 the	most	 important
people	 in	my	 life.	Maybe	 the	most	 important.	 I’d	 already	missed	 five	years.	 I’d	missed
seeing	her	as	a	baby	and	toddler.	Earlier	tonight,	as	I’d	stood	in	Thea’s	living	room,	staring
at	the	portrait	she’d	painted	of	Charlie	as	a	baby,	I’d	made	a	vow	not	to	miss	any	more.

“Please,	Thea.	Give	me	a	chance	to	prove	that	she’s	important	before	you	cut	me	out
completely.”

“I’m	 sorry.”	Thea	put	 her	 hands	 to	 her	 temples.	 “I’d	never	 cut	 you	out.	 I	 just	 don’t
want	Charlie	to	get	hurt.	I	don’t	want	her	to	ever	feel	rejected.”

Rejected?	Why	would	she	think	I’d	reject	Charlie?	“I’d	never	reject	her.	I	promise.”

Her	gaze	narrowed	as	she	assessed	my	sincerity.	My	chest	tightened,	much	like	it	had
when	Charlie	had	looked	me	up	and	down	earlier	tonight.	I	didn’t	remember	a	time	when
I’d	gone	through	such	intense	scrutiny.	Not	in	college.	Not	in	law	school.	My	father,	who
was	known	for	his	ruthless	critique,	hadn’t	 inspected	me	this	closely	when	I’d	practiced
my	high	school	valedictorian	speech	for	him.

These	Landry	women	were	stripping	me	bare.

“I	want	 to	believe	you,”	she	said	quietly.	“I	 really	do.	But	 I	don’t	even	know	if	you
believe	in	yourself	right	now.”

I	 staggered	back	as	 if	 she’d	 slapped	me.	She	 saw	 right	 through	me,	didn’t	 she?	She
saw	every	flaw	and	 insecurity.	“You’re	 right.	 I	don’t	have	 the	first	clue	what	 to	do	with
Charlie.	But	I’ll	figure	it	out	over	time.”

“Time?	I	thought	you	only	had	a	week.”

“I’m	coming	back.”

“You’d	better.	If	you	make	my	daughter	fall	in	love	with	you	and	then	you	leave	her
behind,	I	will	find	you	and	smother	you	in	your	sleep.”

I	chuckled.	Not	many	people	challenged	me.	I	liked	that	Thea	didn’t	back	down.	She
met	me	with	full	 force	when	we	were	fighting	and	when	we’d	had	sex.	 I	 loved	 that	she
was	especially	scrappy	when	it	came	to	our	daughter.	“I	think	you’d	better	hand	over	that
vodka.	You’re	getting	violent.”

She	answered	by	grabbing	the	bottle	and	gulping	down	another	shot.	“You	should	see
me	when	 I	 drink	 bourbon.	 The	 last	 time	 I	 had	 Jim	Beam,	 I	 decided	 to	 trim	 the	 shrubs
along	the	sidewalk	out	front.”

“What	shrubs?”

“Exactly.”

I	laughed,	picturing	a	drunken	Thea	going	to	town	on	some	harmless	greenery.	“I	met
Hazel	today.”

“She	told	me.”	Thea	handed	over	the	bottle,	our	fingers	brushing	as	I	took	it	from	her
grip,	and	my	pulse	quickened.



This	was	dangerous,	the	two	of	us	together	in	a	cramped	shed,	drinking	and	letting	the
awkwardness	melt	away.	I	should	say	good	night.	I	should	go	back	to	the	motel	and	spend
a	couple	of	hours	working.	I	should	leave	her	here	before	I	did	something	rash.

Instead,	I	took	a	drink.

Thea	had	 this	way	of	making	me	 ignore	should.	She	 inspired	me	 to	 throw	out	 logic
and	prudence	and	obligation.

“So	what’s	next?”	I	asked,	handing	her	the	bottle.	“Tell	me	what	to	do.”

She	shrugged.	“You	have	a	week.	I	guess	let’s	start	 there.	Charlie	has	a	soccer	game
tomorrow	night,	and	you’re	welcome	to	come.”

“I’ll	be	there.	Just	text	me	when	and	where.”

She	nodded.	“We	usually	go	out	to	dinner	afterward.	You’re	welcome	to	join	us.”

“Done.”

“No	more	talk	about	moving.”	She	pointed	the	bottle	at	my	nose.	“Don’t	tell	Charlie
you’re	 thinking	 of	 buying	 a	 house	 here	 either.	At	 least,	 not	 until	 she	warms	 up	 to	 you.
She’s	scared	she’s	going	to	have	to	live	in	two	places.”

Yes.	Now	we	were	 getting	 somewhere.	Much	 like	 in	 a	 difficult	 acquisition	 or	 tense
merger	 negotiation,	 I	 always	 studied	my	opponents.	 I	 liked	 to	 know	exactly	who	 I	was
facing	off	with	on	behalf	of	my	clients.	Before	I	sat	down	at	any	conference	table,	I	knew
everything	 possible	 about	 the	 business	my	 client	was	 trying	 to	 buy—financial	 position,
staff	members,	 any	 previous	 legal	 troubles.	And	 I	 knew	 even	more	 about	 the	 opposing
counsel.	 It	 wasn’t	 uncommon	 for	 me	 to	 take	 them	 out	 for	 a	 “get-to-know-you”	 lunch
before	we	faced	off.

It	was	ridiculous,	comparing	a	soccer	game	and	dinner	with	a	five-year-old	girl	to	my
contract	negotiation	strategies.	But	I	was	desperate	to	get	along	with	my	daughter.

I	waved	Thea	on.	“Keep	it	coming.”

“Don’t	make	her	 any	promise	you	can’t	keep.	Don’t	 let	 her	 silence	 scare	you	away.
She	listens	more	than	she	talks.	Oh,	and	we	can	never	argue	in	front	of	her.	If	she	senses
that	we’re	not	getting	along,	she’ll	pick	a	side	and	it	won’t	be	yours.”

I	grinned	at	 the	mental	 image	of	Charlie	protecting	her	mother.	 I	could	relate	 to	 that
feeling	entirely.	Something	about	Thea	made	me	want	to	wrap	her	in	my	arms	and	never
let	go.	“Anything	else?”

She	shook	her	head.	“I’ll	let	you	know	what	I	come	up	with.”

“Thank	you.”

“You’re	welcome.”	She	took	a	shot,	then	handed	me	the	bottle	to	do	the	same.

We	 stood	 there	 in	 silence	 for	 a	while,	 passing	 the	 vodka	 back	 and	 forth.	The	 entire
time,	 I	 studied	Thea’s	deep	brown	eyes.	They	were	 so	bold	and	 large,	 the	color	of	dark
chocolate.	The	night	we’d	 spent	 together,	 I’d	 spent	hours	getting	 lost	 in	her	 eyes	as	 I’d
moved	inside	of	her.



Drunk	and	unable	to	fight	the	pull,	I	stepped	away	from	the	cabinet,	holding	her	eyes
as	the	space	between	us	disappeared.	I	walked	right	into	her	space,	trapping	her	against	the
table.	The	heat	from	her	heaving	breasts	warmed	the	front	of	my	shirt.

“Logan,”	she	whispered	when	I	pressed	even	closer.	“This	is	stupid.”	Still,	her	hands
came	to	my	waist,	gripping	my	shirt.

“You’re	probably	right.	But	I’m	going	to	kiss	you	anyway.”



	

My	entire	body	hummed	as	Logan	pressed	his	hips	closer.	The	hardness	behind	his	jeans
sent	a	wave	of	scorching	heat	to	my	core.	I	hadn’t	been	kissed	in	a	really,	really	long	time.

Why	was	this	stupid?	I	couldn’t	think	of	a	reason.	All	of	the	worries	and	concerns	I’d
had	in	the	kitchen	after	he’d	stormed	out	were	a	hazy	blur	at	the	back	of	my	mind.	They
vanished	as	my	eyelids	drifted	shut,	waiting	for	the	soft	brush	of	his	lips.

The	heat	 from	his	breath	 feathered	across	my	cheek.	He	was	so	close	 I	was	dizzy.	 I
gripped	his	shirt	tighter,	waiting	for	his	mouth.	He	was	almost—

“Wait.”

No!	My	stupid,	tiny,	infuriating	brain.	I	should	have	had	another	shot	or	two.	Maybe
then,	my	good	judgment	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	reengage	at	the	last	second	and	send
that	awful	word	through	my	mouth.

I	 opened	my	 eyes	 to	 see	Logan	 had	moved	 back,	 just	 an	 inch.	Enough	 that	 I	 could
make	out	the	disappointment	on	his	face.

“Sorry.”	My	shoulders	sagged.	“I	want	you	to	kiss	me.”

“But?”

“But,”	I	dropped	my	hands	from	his	shirt,	“it	will	only	complicate	things	even	more.”

There	were	too	many	hurdles	between	us.	Lifestyle.	Geography.	Responsibilities.	Even
drunk	on	vodka	and	Logan’s	scent,	the	obstacles	were	just	too	big	to	ignore.

He	 grumbled	 under	 his	 breath	 and	 backed	 away,	 resuming	 his	 place	 against	 the
cabinets.	“Are	you	always	this	logical	when	you’ve	been	drinking?”

I	 smiled,	 glad	 he	wasn’t	 angry.	 “No.	Only	when	 it	 comes	 to	 Charlie.	 She’s	 all	 that
matters.”

“As	disappointed	as	I	am,	she’s	a	lucky	girl	to	have	such	a	good	mom.”

My	heart	swelled.	Since	the	moment	I’d	held	the	positive	pregnancy	test	in	my	hand,
all	 I’d	 wanted	 was	 the	 best	 for	my	 baby.	 I	 was	 proud	 to	 admit	 that	 despite	 having	 no
guidance	from	my	own	biological	mother,	I	was	a	good	mom.	Still,	it	meant	the	world	that
Logan	thought	so	too.



He	took	a	long	breath	and	ran	a	hand	through	his	hair.	“I	think	I’d	better	go.”

“I’ll	text	you	the	details	for	the	soccer	game.”

“Thanks.	Good	night.”	With	a	wave,	he	strode	out	of	my	workshop	and	into	the	night.

I	 counted	 to	 twenty,	 then	 rushed	 to	 the	 door,	 peeking	 around	 the	 side	 to	 see	 him
walking	down	the	street.

My	house	was	only	five	blocks	from	the	motel,	three	from	the	bar.	I’d	noticed	earlier
that	he	hadn’t	driven	over,	so	as	he	walked	down	the	sidewalk,	I	took	a	long	look	at	him
from	behind.

No	woman	in	the	world	would	look	at	Logan	and	not	think	he	was	gorgeous.	Add	to
that	his	charisma,	and	he	was	mouthwatering.

And	he’d	wanted	to	kiss	me.

Six	years	ago,	I	hadn’t	hesitated	a	second	when	he’d	asked	me	to	spend	the	night	with
him.	I’d	let	him	whisk	me	away	to	his	hotel	suite	for	the	best	sex	of	my	life.

But	the	Thea	from	six	years	ago	was	still	learning.	She	hadn’t	given	birth	to	a	little	girl
who	would	become	her	entire	life.

Charlie	had	given	me	unconditional	love	and	a	real	family,	two	things	I’d	craved	my
entire	life.	But	the	most	important	thing	she’d	given	me	was	confidence.	Because	of	her,	I
demanded	more	from	life	and	more	than	I’d	been	given	as	a	child.

I	demanded	more,	so	I	could	give	it	to	her.

The	 Thea	 from	 six	 years	 ago	would	 have	 let	 Logan	 kiss	 her	 senseless	 tonight.	 She
would	 have	 taken	 that	 kiss	 and	 locked	 it	 away,	 cherishing	 the	 memory	 when	 she	 was
alone.

Present-day	Thea	wanted	more	than	a	memory.	She	wanted	a	man	who	would	kiss	her
every	morning.	A	man	who	would	kiss	her	before	falling	asleep	every	night.	She	needed	a
man	who	would	share	in	the	life	she’d	worked	hard	to	build	in	Lark	Cove.

The	man	 disappearing	 around	 the	 block—the	 one	who	 lived	 a	world	 away—wasn’t
him.

I	woke	up	the	next	morning	with	a	hangover.	After	Logan	had	left	my	workshop,	I’d	gone
down	to	the	dock	to	watch	the	sunset.	I’d	stupidly	taken	my	vodka	along.

I’d	 powered	 through	 the	 headache	 and	 nausea,	 getting	Charlie	 ready	 for	 her	 day	 at
camp	with	Hazel.	With	a	kiss	good-bye,	I’d	sent	her	on	her	way,	then	walked	to	work.

On	days	like	this,	working	in	a	bar	was	a	curse.	I	gagged	at	the	smell	of	stale	beer	and
the	sight	of	liquor	bottles	made	my	stomach	roll.	How	did	Jackson	come	here	with	a	smile
on	his	 face	after	a	 long	night	of	drinking?	 I	needed	 to	 learn	his	 tricks	 if	 I	was	going	 to
keep	having	vodka-soaked	conversations	with	Logan.

I	spent	 the	morning	in	my	office,	doing	paperwork	and	paying	bills.	 I	slugged	down
coffee	and	aspirin,	willing	my	head	to	stop	pounding.	When	we	opened	at	eleven,	I	went



out	to	the	bar,	where	I	spent	the	first	hour	breathing	through	my	mouth	so	I	wouldn’t	puke.

Finally,	around	three	o’clock,	after	the	lunch	crowd	had	left	me	to	an	empty	room	and
the	regulars	had	yet	to	come	in	for	the	evening,	I	braved	some	food	and	a	Coke.	By	the
time	Wayne	and	Ronny	came	in	for	their	early	evening	beer,	I	was	feeling	human	again.

Barely.

“Hey,	guys.”	I	set	down	napkins	in	front	of	them	both.	“Same	as	usual?”

“Yep,”	Wayne	answered	for	them	both.

“Are	you	feeling	okay,	Thea?”	Ronny	asked.

“No,”	 I	 confessed	with	a	 smile,	 then	went	 to	 the	 taps	 to	pour	 them	each	a	 red	beer.
“Too	much	vodka	last	night.”

Wayne	chuckled.	“That’ll	do	it.”

“Can	I	get	you	some	aspirin?”	Ronny	asked.

“I’m	okay.”	I	winked	at	him.	“Thanks,	though.”

Wayne	and	Ronny	were	as	opposite	as	they	came,	other	than	both	being	single.	Wayne
was	 in	 his	 fifties,	 had	 been	 divorced	 for	 years	 and	 worked	 at	 the	 school	 doing
maintenance.	Anything	and	everything	you	might	want	to	know	about	his	life,	he’d	share
without	hesitation.

Ronny	was	closer	to	my	age,	and	though	he	wasn’t	as	chatty	as	Wayne,	he	was	just	as
much	of	a	sweetheart.	He	worked	from	home,	so	he	came	into	the	bar	often	to	socialize.
Mostly	he	listened,	but	on	the	dead	nights,	he	and	Wayne	would	talk	to	me	about	nothing
and	everything	until	I	closed	down	the	bar.	Ronny	always	made	sure	I	was	okay.

“Here	you	go,	guys.”	I	set	down	their	beers.	“Holler	if	you	need	anything.”	I	smiled
and	turned	to	leave	but	stopped	to	look	over	my	shoulder.	“I	take	that	back.	Don’t	holler.
My	headache	can’t	take	yelling.	Maybe	just	wave	me	over	silently.”

They	each	laughed,	sipping	their	drinks	as	the	back	door	opened	and	Jackson	walked
in,	ready	to	take	over	for	the	night.

“You	look	like	shit,”	he	teased.	“Rough	night?”

“Don’t	make	fun	of	me.”	I	whipped	his	side	with	my	bar	rag.	“I’m	still	not	sure	I’m
going	to	live.”

“If	you	were	going	to	tie	one	on	last	night,	you	could	have	at	least	come	in	here	and
kept	me	company.”

“Was	it	slow?”	I’d	been	so	miserable	this	morning,	every	task	had	taken	me	twice	as
long,	so	I	hadn’t	finished	reconciling	the	deposits	from	last	night.

“Yeah.	I	had	a	couple	of	folks	come	in	for	a	few	hours	but	by	eleven	it	was	dead,	so	I
closed	down	early.”

“Maybe	tonight	will	be	busier.”

“Hopefully.”	He	opened	the	dishwasher	and	let	the	steam	escape.	“Are	you	coming	in



after	Charlie’s	game?”

“Yeah.”	It	was	our	tradition	to	have	pizza	after	soccer.	“I	invited	Logan	to	come	too.”

Jackson	 slammed	 the	 dishwasher	 closed	 and	 crossed	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest.	 “You
need	to	be	careful.	I	don’t	trust	that	guy.”

I	rolled	my	eyes.	“You	don’t	trust	anyone.”

“And	neither	should	you.”

“Well,	I	don’t	really	have	a	choice	this	time,	do	I?	Charlie	deserves	a	chance	to	get	to
know	her	father.	Logan	is	asking	for	some	time	with	her,	so	I’m	letting	him	have	it.”

“I	hope	that’s	all	you’re	letting	him	have,”	he	muttered.

“What	are	you	talking	about?”

“He	might	want	to	spend	time	with	Charlie,	but	he’s	also	here	to	get	laid.	I	didn’t	miss
the	way	he	looked	at	you.”

“That’s	ridiculous.”

Logan	probably	had	ample	opportunities	for	sex	in	New	York.	He	might	even	have	a
girlfriend.	Goddamn	it.	What	if	he	had	a	girlfriend?	I’d	almost	kissed	him	last	night.

My	head	started	pounding	again.	I’d	been	so	focused	on	sharing	details	about	my	life
and	Charlie’s	that	I	hadn’t	bothered	to	ask	Logan	about	his.

“Whatever.”	Jackson	went	back	to	the	dishwasher.	“Don’t	say	I	didn’t	warn	you.”

“Instead	of	being	a	prick,	you	could	be	supportive.	You	know,	act	like	my	best	friend?
And	it	would	help	Charlie	too	if	you	didn’t	bust	his	ass	when	we	come	in	here	tonight.”

Jackson	frowned	as	he	lifted	out	the	warm	pint	glasses.	“Tell	you	what.	For	Charlie’s
sake,	I	won’t	say	anything	tonight.	But	I’m	not	going	to	be	supportive	until	after	he	leaves
and	comes	back.”

I	had	faith	that	Logan	would	come	back	and	be	true	to	his	word,	so	I	smiled.	“Good.”

“For	a	year.”

My	smile	fell.	“What?”

“He	comes	back	here,	makes	it	a	point	to	visit	Charlie	throughout	the	entire	year,	then
I’ll	be	supportive.	And	by	visit	Charlie,	I	mean	he’s	not	coming	here	so	he	can	fuck	you.
Has	he	made	a	move	on	you	yet?”

I	narrowed	my	eyes.	“That’s	none	of	your	business.”

“That’s	a	yes.”

I	didn’t	have	the	time	or	energy	to	deal	with	this.	“I’m	leaving.	We’ll	see	you	later.”

Tossing	my	rag	on	the	counter,	I	walked	behind	him	and	down	the	bar.	But	before	I	got
to	the	hallway,	I	stopped	and	turned.	“Charlie	is	having	a	hard	time	with	this.	I’m	asking
you,	Uncle	Jackson,	not	to	be	a	dick	to	her	dad.”

He	shrugged.	“We’ll	see.”



“I’m	warning	you,	if	you	make	this	hard	for	her,	I’ll	make	sure	that	every	one	of	those
plastic	out-of-staters	you’re	so	fond	of	taking	home	after	closing	thinks	you	have	crabs.”

We	scowled	at	each	other.	He	lasted	a	while,	but	just	like	always,	he	was	the	first	 to
break.

His	mouth	stretched	in	a	slow	grin.	“Fair	enough.”

“Good.”	 I	 huffed	 and	 spun	 back	 around,	 grabbing	my	 things	 from	 the	 office	 before
stomping	the	three	blocks	home.	I	used	my	ten	minutes	of	quiet	 time	alone	to	sit	on	the
couch	and	get	my	blood	pressure	back	to	normal.

I	loved	Jackson.	He	was	my	best	friend	and	the	closest	thing	I	had	to	a	brother.	And	I
knew	 his	 heart	 was	 in	 the	 right	 place.	 He	 was	 just	 wary	 of	 strangers.	We	 had	 that	 in
common.	Life	had	taught	us	that,	more	often	than	not,	other	people	would	let	you	down.

But	having	Charlie	and	leaving	the	city	had	softened	me.	I	wasn’t	constantly	looking
for	ulterior	motives	with	the	people	I	met.	Sure,	I	was	on	guard.	But	I	wasn’t	so	untrusting
that	I	never	let	anyone	close.

Not	Jackson.

He	 trusted	 two	 adults:	 me	 and	 Hazel.	 Everyone	 else	 was	 kept	 at	 arm’s	 length.	 He
hooked	up	with	out-of-staters	so	he	could	send	 them	packing	 the	next	morning.	He	was
“friends”	with	the	regulars	at	the	bar	but	didn’t	see	them	outside	of	work.

Besides	me	and	Hazel,	his	only	other	true	emotional	attachment	was	to	my	daughter.	I
had	no	doubt	that	if	Logan	broke	Charlie’s	heart,	or	mine,	Jackson	would	dump	his	dead
body	in	the	middle	of	the	lake.

Was	I	being	too	trusting	with	Logan?	Over	the	last	two	days,	I’d	weighed	every	one	of
his	words,	assessing	them	for	sincerity.	They’d	all	seemed	genuine.	Were	my	feelings	for
him	clouding	my	judgment?	Had	I	gotten	so	caught	up	in	his	allure	that	I’d	been	blinded?

Okay,	brain.	You’re	forgiven.

Last	night,	I’d	tossed	and	turned	in	my	drunken	haze,	pissed	at	my	better	judgment	for
not	 letting	 Logan	 kiss	 me.	 Now	 I	 was	 determined	 more	 than	 ever	 not	 to	 let	 that	 kiss
happen.	Logan	had	to	prove	that	he	was	in	this	for	Charlie,	not	for	sex	with	me.

He	had	to	prove	that	he	was	coming	back	for	our	daughter.

“Mommy!”	Charlie	called	as	she	ran	through	the	door	with	Hazel	on	her	heels.

“Hi,	honey.”	I	stood	from	the	couch,	giving	her	a	hug.	“How	was	your	day?”

“Good.”	She	smiled	over	her	shoulder	at	Hazel.	“Gran	made	me	and	the	other	kids	a
huge	tub	of	slime.”

“That	sounds	like	fun.”	And	it	explained	why	her	normally	dirt-covered	cheeks	were
clean	and	her	fingers	were	tinged	with	blue.

“It	was	something,”	Hazel	said	and	plopped	into	the	spot	on	the	couch	I’d	just	vacated.
“I’ve	been	cleaning	up	slime	for	an	hour.”

“Are	you	coming	to	the	game?”



She	laughed.	“Do	I	ever?”

“No.”	I	smiled.	“But	you	know	I	always	offer.”

Hazel	 had	 come	 to	 three	of	Charlie’s	 soccer	 games	 last	 year,	 then	declared	 she	was
done.	She	said	 it	was	 too	hot	and	uncomfortable	 sitting	on	 the	grass.	 I’d	offered	 to	buy
lawn	chairs	but	she’d	still	refused.

Really,	 I	 think	 that	 after	 volunteering	 at	 the	 camp	 all	 day	 and	playing	with	Charlie,
Hazel	was	exhausted	by	the	time	she	came	home.	Since	Charlie	didn’t	seem	to	mind	her
missing	the	games,	we	left	her	to	some	peace	and	quiet.

“Come	on,	my	 love.”	 I	 took	 one	 of	my	daughter’s	 hands.	 “Let’s	 get	 ready	 for	 your
soccer	game.”

“Is	Logan	still	coming?”	she	asked	as	we	climbed	the	stairs.

“He’s	going	to	meet	us	there.”

“I	hope	we	win,”	she	whispered	from	behind	me.

I	smiled	to	myself.	She	never	cared	if	they	won,	which	meant	she	wanted	to	win	with
Logan	there.	This	was	progress.	Like	I’d	told	Logan,	she	just	needed	time.

Thirty	minutes	later,	I	parked	my	black	Mazda	hatchback	on	the	street	by	Lark	Cove
School.	Soccer	games	and	all	other	town	sports	were	played	on	the	large	lawn	next	to	the
children’s	playground.

Charlie,	wearing	her	shin	guards	and	neon	orange	jersey,	unbuckled	from	her	seat	and
hurried	out.	She	was	waiting	by	the	back	hatch	when	I	got	there	to	collect	her	soccer	ball.
I	 handed	 it	 to	 her,	 then	 unloaded	 a	 patchwork	 picnic	 blanket	Hazel	 had	made	 from	old
jeans.

“Thea.”	 I	 spun	 around	 at	 Logan’s	 deep	 voice.	He	 came	 right	 up	 to	 us	 and	 took	 the
heavy	blanket	from	my	arms.	With	his	free	hand,	he	pushed	his	sunglasses	up	into	his	hair
and	bent	to	greet	our	daughter.	“Hi,	Charlie.”

“Hi,	Logan,”	she	whispered,	inspecting	her	cleats.

“Ready	for	the	game?”

She	nodded.

“Don’t	forget	your	gloves.”	I	took	them	out	of	the	back	and	handed	them	over.

“You	 play	 goalie?”	Logan	 asked.	 “I	was	 a	 goalie	 too	when	 I	 played	 soccer	 in	 high
school.”

Charlie’s	head	snapped	up.	“You	were?”

“I	wasn’t	very	good.”	He	exaggerated	a	grimace.	“Maybe	one	of	 these	days	you	can
teach	me	some	of	your	moves.”

She	nodded.	“Can	I	go,	Mommy?”

“Yes.	Have	fun.”

Charlie	spun	around	and	raced	for	the	soccer	field	to	join	her	teammates,	her	ponytail



whipping	behind	her	as	she	ran.

“Hi.”	Logan	stood	and	leaned	down	to	kiss	my	cheek.	“How	are	you?”

Tingles	broke	out	across	my	skin	and	my	chest	flushed	red.	“I’m	good.”

Damn	you,	Jackson.

As	 much	 as	 I	 just	 wanted	 to	 enjoy	 the	 sensation	 of	 Logan’s	 lips	 on	 my	 cheek,	 I
couldn’t.	Thanks	to	Jackson’s	speech	earlier,	I	was	doubting	every	one	of	Logan’s	moves.

It	 didn’t	 make	 it	 easier	 that	 Logan	 looked	 unbelievable	 today.	 He	 was	 wearing	 a
simple	gray	T-shirt,	khaki	cargo	shorts	and	flip-flops.	All	fancy	brands,	I	was	sure.	This
was	probably	something	he’d	wear	to	a	beach	house	in	the	Hamptons.

But	 even	with	 the	 laid-back	 attire,	 he	was	 still	 classy.	 It	 had	nothing	 to	 do	with	his
clothes.	It	was	just	him.

“Shall	we?”	Logan	gestured	for	the	grass	and	slid	down	his	sunglasses.

I	 stepped	onto	 the	grass	 and	we	walked	 side	by	 side	 at	 a	 leisurely	pace.	 “Were	you
really	 bad	 at	 soccer?”	 I	 couldn’t	 imagine	 Logan	 being	 bad	 at	 anything,	 certainly	 not	 a
sport.	I	knew	from	experience	how	athletic	his	body	could	be	in	the	bedroom.

“No.”	He	looked	over	and	grinned.	“I	was	pretty	good.”

“I	figured.”	I	smiled	back,	leading	Logan	to	my	regular	spot.

I	waved	at	a	few	of	the	other	parents	who	came	into	the	bar	on	occasion.	Behind	my
sunglasses,	I	glared	at	a	couple	of	the	moms	who	were	practically	drooling	over	Logan.

Tomorrow,	I’d	have	an	unusually	large	lunch	crowd	at	the	bar.	People	would	come	in
who	hadn’t	been	there	in	years	just	to	pester	me	about	the	handsome	stranger	at	the	soccer
game.

I	didn’t	care.	If	it	bumped	up	my	revenue,	they	could	ask	all	they	wanted.	I	would	be
staying	quiet.

Jackson	and	I	had	always	agreed	that	the	Lark	Cove	Bar	wouldn’t	be	a	gossip	mill.	If
our	patrons	wanted	to	 talk	about	 their	neighbors,	 they	sure	could.	But	 they	wouldn’t	get
any	information	from	us.	We’d	always	been	tight-lipped	and	we	were	staying	that	way.

Especially	when	it	came	to	our	personal	lives.

“Here’s	good.”	I	stopped	Logan	as	we	reached	the	sidelines	at	the	far	end	of	the	field.

“You	don’t	want	to	sit	closer	to	the	middle?”

“No,	Charlie	will	be	on	this	end.”	That,	and	I	didn’t	want	to	have	to	dodge	questions
tonight.

I	took	the	blanket	from	his	arm	and	laid	it	out	on	the	grass.	Then	I	kicked	off	my	own
shoes	and	took	a	seat,	hoping	that	a	little	sunshine	would	fight	off	the	lingering	headache
from	my	hangover.

“Is	it	normal?”	Logan	asked	as	he	sank	down	onto	the	blanket	at	my	side.

“Is	what	normal?”



“To	feel	 this	nervous	for	her.”	He	nodded	to	Charlie,	who	was	taking	her	position	in
front	of	the	net.

“Yes.”	I	smiled	and	leaned	over	to	bump	his	shoulder	with	mine.	“She	really	wants	to
win	because	you’re	here.”

His	jaw	went	slack.	“Really?”

“Really.”

“Thank	you.”	His	hand	came	 to	my	knee	as	he	 looked	back	 to	 the	 field.	His	 thumb
stroked	my	bare	skin	once	before	he	lifted	it	away.

Sweat	beaded	at	my	temple.	Logan’s	touch	had	spread	across	my	skin	like	fire,	settling
right	in	my	center.

Damn	it,	Jackson.

His	warning	was	ruining	my	evening.

I	wanted	 to	savor	 the	 tingles	on	my	skin.	 I	wanted	 to	delight	 in	 the	heat	coming	off
Logan’s	shoulder	that	was	just	an	inch	away	from	mine.	But	I	couldn’t.	Not	until	Logan
had	 proved	 this	 wasn’t	 about	 me	 or	 sex.	 I	 needed	 to	 back	 away	 from	 Logan	 until	 he
proved	his	loyalty	to	the	little	girl	standing	on	the	soccer	field.

The	little	girl	who	was	about	to	make	her	father	proud.



	

“Yes!”	I	clapped	as	one	of	the	kids	on	Charlie’s	team	stole	the	soccer	ball	and	kicked	it
down	the	field.

A	few	feet	behind	me,	Thea	was	lying	on	the	blanket.	My	hands	were	on	my	knees	and
my	eyes	glued	to	Charlie	as	she	stood	stoically	in	front	of	the	net.

“Will	you	sit	down?”

I	 looked	 over	 my	 shoulder	 at	 Thea.	 She	 looked	 so	 beautiful,	 stretched	 out	 on	 the
blanket.	The	tendrils	of	her	hair	were	floating	in	the	breeze.	Her	skin	was	glowing	under
the	sun.	It	was	tempting	to	sit	down,	to	cozy	up	to	her,	but	I	was	too	into	the	game.

“I	can’t	sit.”	We	were	up	by	one	goal	and	the	game	was	almost	over.	I	was	practically
coming	out	of	my	skin,	wanting	Charlie’s	team	to	win.	I	couldn’t	remember	a	time	when
I’d	been	this	keyed	up	for	a	game.	Any	game.

Thea	huffed.	“Then	will	you	move	out	of	the	way	so	I	can	see?”

I	shuffled	down	a	foot,	not	taking	my	eyes	off	the	game.	Just	then,	the	opposing	team
stole	the	ball	and	kicked	it	down	the	field	toward	Charlie’s	goal.

“No!	Where’s	the	defense?	This	whole	team	is	a	bunch	of	ball	watchers.	The	coaches
need	to	start	getting	these	kids	to	play	their	positions.	The	only	one	sticking	to	her	zone	is
Charlie.”

Thea	 laughed	 behind	 me.	 “After	 the	 game,	 I’m	 sure	 Susan	 and	 Melinda	 would
appreciate	your	input.	Volunteer	moms	who	coach	peewee	soccer	really	love	getting	tips
from	other	parents	on	how	to	run	the	game.”

I	shot	her	a	glare.	“You’re	teasing	me?	For	taking	an	interest	in	Charlie’s	team?”

“Someone	 should.	You	 look	 ridiculous	pacing	 along	 the	 sideline	 and	barking	 soccer
terms.”

“You	 know,	 not	 many	 people	 tease	 me.”	 Except	 for	 Nolan	 and	my	 assistant	 at	 the
foundation.

She	 laughed.	 “Trust	me.	 If	 all	 the	 people	who	 you	 normally	 intimidate	 into	 silence
were	sitting	in	my	spot,	they’d	tease	you	too.”

“I—forget	it.”	I	swallowed	my	retort	and	focused	on	the	game.



One	of	the	forwards	on	the	other	team	was	dribbling	the	ball	toward	Charlie’s	goal	and
it	 sent	 an	 uneasy	 feeling	 up	my	 spine.	 For	 five,	 the	 kid’s	 footwork	was	 impressive.	He
knew	how	to	handle	the	ball,	and	if	he	scored	on	Charlie,	the	game	was	over.	It	would	end
in	a	tie,	which	was	still	losing	in	my	book.

My	hands	extended	past	my	sides	as	I	mirrored	Charlie’s	stance.	She	was	ready	and
waiting	to	make	the	save.

The	 kid	with	 the	 ball	 had	 a	 cluster	 of	 others	 behind	 him,	 all	 trailing	 along	 and	 not
trying	to	do	anything	but	watch	and	see	what	happened.	Parents	and	coaches	on	the	other
side	of	the	field	were	cheering	and	clapping	the	enemy	on.

Come	on,	Charlie.	Come	on.

My	heartbeat	 roared	 in	my	ears	 as	 everything	else	went	 silent.	 I	blocked	everything
out,	focusing	only	on	the	ball	and	my	daughter.

The	kid	moved	in	range	and	swung	back	his	leg,	hammering	his	foot	into	the	ball	and
sending	it	flying	over	the	grass.

Charlie	 made	 the	 right	 move,	 leaping	 left	 for	 the	 ball.	 She	 held	 out	 her	 hands,
stretching	her	 small	body.	Her	knee	hit	 the	ground	 first	 as	 she	 fell	 to	 the	 side,	with	her
arms	still	extended.	Her	fingertips	had	just	enough	reach	to	swat	 the	ball	away	from	the
net	right	before	her	body	collided	with	the	grass.

No	score.

“Yes!”	My	arms	shot	in	the	air.	I	punched	the	air	a	couple	of	times	before	clapping	and
shouting,	“Way	to	go,	Charlie!	Nice	save!”

I	was	so	damn	proud.	I	hoped	she	could	hear	me	yelling.	Her	success	felt	better	than
any	I’d	ever	had	personally,	and	I’d	known	her	for	just	a	couple	days.

Parental	pride	was	incredible.

And	I	wasn’t	alone	in	my	feelings.	When	I	stopped	cheering	for	my	daughter,	I	looked
to	my	side	to	see	that	Thea	had	gotten	off	the	blanket	and	was	cheering	too.	Her	smile	was
beaming,	brighter	than	any	I’d	seen	before.

“Couldn’t	stay	seated?”	I	nudged	her	elbow	with	mine.

“Quiet,	gorgeous.”

Gorgeous.

I’d	 been	 given	 nicknames	 in	 the	 past	 by	women.	My	 girlfriend	 in	 high	 school	 had
called	me	Lo-Lo.	Emmeline	used	to	call	me	darling.	Alice	had	annoyed	the	fuck	out	of	me
by	whispering	stud	in	my	ear.	I	hadn’t	really	liked	any	of	them,	not	even	Emmeline’s.

But	Thea’s	gorgeous	was	hot	as	hell.

Mostly	because	she	said	it	with	that	smile.

She	could	call	me	an	asshole	or	a	douchebag	with	that	smile	and	I	wouldn’t	care.

I	stepped	a	little	closer	so	I	could	feel	the	warmth	from	her	arm	on	mine.	She	sucked
in	a	tiny	breath,	tensing	a	bit	at	the	electricity	between	us.	When	she	looked	up,	her	smile



was	gone	but	her	cheeks	were	flushed.

I	wished	she	wasn’t	wearing	those	mirrored	sunglasses.	I’d	do	anything	to	see	her	eyes
darken	with	the	same	desire	they’d	shown	in	her	workshop	last	night.

The	 whistle	 blew	 on	 the	 field,	 breaking	 us	 apart.	 Thea’s	 face	 whipped	 back	 to	 the
game	and	she	took	a	step	away	before	sitting	back	down	on	the	blanket.

As	 much	 as	 I	 hated	 it,	 I	 understood	 her	 reason	 for	 keeping	 some	 distance	 and	 for
stopping	me	before	I’d	kissed	her	last	night.	We’d	burned	hot	six	years	ago,	and	that	fire
between	us	was	still	hard	to	ignore.	But	it	would	be	best	for	Charlie	if	she	was	the	focus.

Kicking	thoughts	of	sex	and	Thea	aside,	I	focused	on	the	game.	The	kids	were	all	lined
up	to	shake	hands.	Charlie	was	getting	high	fives	from	a	couple	of	her	teammates,	and	just
like	her	mother,	the	smile	on	her	face	was	blinding.	It	made	breathing	difficult	to	see	that
little	girl	so	happy.

My	little	girl.

“She’s	a	natural	between	the	goal	posts,”	I	told	Thea,	taking	the	seat	beside	her.	“She
could	be	an	Olympian.	Maybe	we	should	look	at	getting	her	a	professional	coach.	Or	at
least	getting	her	into	some	bigger	leagues.”

Thea	 shook	 her	 head	 but	 smiled.	 “Let’s	 give	 it	 a	 few	 years,	 okay?	 If	 she	 still	 likes
soccer	when	she’s	ten,	we	can	discuss	the	Olympics.”

I	grinned.	Thea	was	worried	that	I	would	disappear	and	forget	Charlie,	yet	she’d	just
admitted	we’d	be	talking	about	Charlie	at	age	ten.	On	the	surface,	she	might	be	hesitant.
But	deep	down,	I	think	she	knew	I’d	keep	my	promise.	I’d	be	here	to	discuss	Charlie’s	life
when	she	was	ten.	And	fifteen.	And	thirty-five.	I	wasn’t	going	anywhere.

I’d	be	 around	 for	her	 entire	 life,	 and	 if	Charlie	wanted	 the	Olympics,	 I’d	do	what	 I
could	to	make	it	happen.

The	 kids	were	 huddled	with	 their	 coaches	 on	 the	 field	 and	 after	 a	 team	 cheer,	 they
were	all	dismissed.	Charlie	turned	from	her	team	and	sprinted	toward	us.

Her	hair	bounced	behind	her	as	she	ran.	The	smile	on	her	face	hit	me	hard	again	and	I
couldn’t	stay	seated.

I	hopped	up	from	the	blanket	and	jogged	a	few	steps	forward,	holding	up	my	hand	for
a	fist	bump	as	she	got	close.	“You	did	awesome!	That	last	save	was	amazing.”

“Thanks.”	She	 tapped	her	knuckles	on	mine,	 her	 smile	 still	 bright,	 but	 shied	back	 a
few	feet.	“I	heard	you	a	couple	of	times.”

Oh,	shit.	Had	I	embarrassed	her?	Was	that	why	Thea	kept	teasing	me?	Why	hadn’t	she
told	me	that	Charlie	wouldn’t	like	my	cheering?

“Sorry.	 I	 was	 too	 loud,	 wasn’t	 I?”	 I	 was	messing	 up	 everything.	 “I	 didn’t	mean	 to
embarrass	you.”

Charlie	 shrugged.	 “It’s	okay.	Katie’s	dad	yells	 a	 lot	 too,	 and	you	weren’t	 as	 loud	as
him.”

I	was	taking	that	as	a	win.	At	the	next	game,	I’d	be	sure	to	tone	it	down—if	I	could.	I



was	 also	 going	 to	 find	Katie’s	 dad	 and	 sit	 closer	 so	 I	 could	make	 sure	 I	 didn’t	 get	 any
louder	than	him.

Thea	stood	up	and	ran	her	hand	down	Charlie’s	ponytail.	“Good	job,	honey.”

“Thanks,	Mommy.	Can	we	get	pizza?”

“Obviously.	You	were	the	star	of	the	game!	I	think	it	deserves	a	root	beer	float	too.”

Charlie’s	face	lit	up	before	she	turned	to	me.	“Are	you	coming?”

“If	it’s	okay	with	you.”

“Yeah,”	she	whispered,	smiling	at	her	feet.

A	rush	of	warmth	spread	over	me	and	I	fought	the	urge	to	clap	again.	My	second	win
of	the	night:	a	dinner	invitation	from	my	daughter.

“Meet	us	at	the	bar?”	Thea	asked	as	she	folded	up	the	blanket.

“Sounds	good.	I’ll	follow	you	there.”

We	loaded	up	and	got	into	our	cars,	making	our	way	across	town.	I	chuckled	to	myself
as	I	drove.

Two	days	ago,	I	would	have	laughed	if	someone	had	told	me	I’d	be	in	a	hurry	to	get	to
the	Lark	Cove	Bar.

“Here	you	go.”	Jackson	slid	a	round	pizza	pan	onto	our	table.	“The	Landry	Special	with
extra	cheese	for	my	soccer	superstar.	And	.	.	.”	He	set	an	enormous	root	beer	float	in	front
of	her	and	bent	to	kiss	her	forehead.	“Good	job,	Chuck.”

She	leaned	into	his	side.	“Thanks,	Uncle	Jackson.”

“You	guys	need	anything	else?”	he	asked	Thea.

“We’re	good.	I’ll	get	 it	 if	we	need	something.	Looks	like	you’ve	got	your	hands	full
tonight.”

“Yeah.	Busy	night.”

He	winked	at	her	before	leaving	to	take	care	of	the	other	patrons.

I	didn’t	miss	the	way	he	squeezed	her	shoulder	as	he	walked	behind	her	back.	Or	the
glare	he	shot	me	from	over	her	head.

The	 asshole	 had	made	 it	 a	 point	 to	 constantly	 touch	 Thea	 and	Charlie,	 like	 he	was
marking	his	territory.	When	we’d	arrived,	he’d	made	a	huge	show	of	coming	around	the
bar	and	scooping	Charlie	up	into	his	arms.	Then	he’d	given	Thea	a	hug	that	had	lingered
on	too	long	before	she’d	patted	his	back	and	stepped	away.	When	we’d	ordered	beers—
Thea	had	reminded	me	that	it	was	a	law	to	get	beer	with	pizza—Jackson	had	put	his	arms
on	the	back	of	each	of	their	chairs.

The	show	was	getting	old.

I	got	the	message.	He	was	here	first.	He	had	something	with	Thea	and	Charlie	that	I



didn’t.

But	I	was	about	done	with	Jackson	Page.

And	judging	by	the	way	Thea	had	dismissed	him	to	wait	on	others	and	how	she’d	been
rolling	her	eyes	at	him	all	night,	she	was	about	done	too.

The	bar	was	packed	full	of	other	families	from	the	soccer	game	as	well	as	some	people
who	didn’t	seem	local.	With	a	full	place,	he	needed	to	back	off	and	concentrate	on	work.

Thea	and	Charlie	were	mine	tonight.

I	was	 the	 one	who’d	 cheered	Charlie	 on	 at	 her	 game.	 I	was	 the	 one	 sitting	 next	 to
Thea,	occasionally	brushing	my	knee	against	hers.	And	I	was	the	one	sharing	pizza	with
them	tonight.

“So	 this	 is	 the	 Landry	 Special?”	 The	 thing	 was	 huge,	 at	 least	 sixteen	 inches	 in
diameter.	Half	was	only	cheese.	Half	was	piled	with	meat	and	veggies.

“Mmhmm.”	Charlie	nodded,	sucking	down	her	root	beer	float.

“Okay,	honey.”	Thea	dished	up	a	slice	of	the	cheese	pizza	for	Charlie.	“Enough	of	that
until	you	eat.”

Charlie	swallowed	a	gulp,	then	pushed	her	glass	away	to	load	her	small	hands	up	with
the	slice.

“Which	kind	would	you	like?”	Thea	asked.

Before	 I	 could	 answer,	Charlie	 spoke	 up	with	 her	mouth	 full.	 “He	 can	 have	 one	 of
mine.”

My	eyes	 snapped	 to	Thea.	She	was	 trying	 to	pull	 in	her	 smile,	 not	make	 a	big	deal
about	Charlie’s	declaration,	but	we	both	knew	it	was	a	big	deal.

I	was	making	progress.

“Thanks,”	 I	 told	 Charlie,	 taking	 one	 of	 her	 cheese-only	 slices.	 Then	 I	 took	 a	 bite,
surprised	at	how	good	it	was.	The	thin	crust	had	a	delicious	char.	The	sauce	and	cheese
were	perfect,	better	than	a	lot	of	the	pizzas	I’d	had	in	the	city.	“This	is	great.”

“Mommy	invented	pizza,”	Charlie	said	before	taking	another	bite.

Thea	laughed.	“Not	all	pizza,	just	the	pizza	here.	We	have	a	brick	oven	in	the	back,	so
it’s	kind	of	become	our	specialty.”

“So	 you’re	 an	 artist.	 A	 mixologist.	 A	 pizza	 chef.	 I’m	 guessing	 you’re	 the	 one
managing	this	place.	Is	there	anything	else	you	do?”

She	nodded	to	our	daughter.	“Just	try	and	keep	this	one	mostly	clean.”

Charlie	giggled	and	took	another	bite.

“Maybe	tonight	I	can	see	that	fort.”	I	held	my	breath,	waiting	to	be	rejected.	I	knew	I
was	pushing	it.	I’d	done	the	soccer	game	and	now	dinner.	Thea	had	warned	me	to	take	it
slow,	but	I	couldn’t	help	it.	I	wasn’t	asking	because	I	felt	rushed	that	my	week	was	ending.

I	was	asking	because	I	really	wanted	to	see	Charlie’s	fort.



“Okay.”	Charlie	nodded	and	took	another	bite	as	I	nearly	fell	off	my	stool.

The	smile	on	my	face	stayed	through	dinner,	until	after	the	pizza	was	demolished	and
Charlie	was	jittery	from	all	the	sugar	in	her	float.	I	was	still	grinning	as	I	followed	Thea’s
car	back	to	their	cottage	and	parked	on	the	street.

The	minute	I	opened	my	car	door,	Charlie	was	racing	into	the	trees,	waving	for	me	to
follow.

I	waved	at	Thea	as	she	walked	to	the	front	door,	then	jogged	across	the	grass,	trying	to
catch	my	daughter.

When	I	hit	a	clump	of	tall	trees	close	to	the	shoreline,	I	followed	a	trail	of	cleats,	shin
guards	and	socks	until	I	heard	Charlie’s	voice.

“Come	on,	Logan!”	She	poked	her	head	out	of	a	small	opening,	waving	me	toward	her
fort.

Between	 three	 tall	 evergreens	 was	 her	 little	 hideaway.	 The	 trees	 were	 clustered
together	enough	that	she’d	been	able	to	build	walls	from	plywood	boards.	Someone,	my
guess	was	Thea,	had	painted	them	in	a	mix	of	browns	and	greens,	like	camouflage.	Tacked
on	top	was	an	old	army-green	canvas	tarp	that	acted	as	both	the	ceiling	and	door	flap.

“Wow,”	I	said,	ducking	down	to	shuffle	inside.	“Cool	fort.”

“Thanks.”	Charlie	was	standing	barefoot	in	the	middle	of	the	dirt	floor,	ready	to	show
me	her	sanctuary.	“You	can	sit	there.”	She	pointed	to	an	old	stump	against	one	wall.

I	sat,	crouching	forward	a	bit	to	keep	my	head	from	brushing	against	the	tarp	ceiling.
On	the	wall	opposite	the	door,	a	small	square	window	had	been	cut	to	overlook	the	lake.

“What’s	all	 that	 stuff?”	 I	pointed	 to	a	 small	bookshelf	 leaning	against	one	wall.	She
had	 tin	 lunchboxes	 stacked	 neatly	 on	 the	 top	 shelf,	 and	 on	 the	 bottom	were	 two	 green
plastic	totes.

“My	 supplies.”	 She	 went	 to	 the	 shelves	 and	 began	 setting	 down	 the	 lunch	 boxes,
opening	them	one	at	a	time	to	tell	me	what	was	inside.	“I’ve	got	forks	and	spoons	in	this
one	and	a	cup.	This	one	has	my	shovel	and	a	couple	strong	sticks.	This	one	usually	has	my
snacks	but	it’s	empty	now	because	Mommy	needs	to	go	to	the	grocery	store.	And	this	one
has	ropes	and	my	favorite	rocks.”

There	wasn’t	one	single	toy.

I	loved	that	about	Charlie.	She	was	different	from	any	child	I’d	ever	met.

“That’s	an	awesome	collection	of	supplies.”	I	pointed	to	the	tubs.	“What’s	in	those?”

“My	books	and	coloring	stuff.”	She	pushed	the	lunchboxes	aside	to	drag	out	a	tote.	“I
have	to	keep	them	in	there	so	they	don’t	get	wet.”

“Do	you	like	to	read?”

“Yeah.”	She	nodded,	taking	off	a	lid.	Then	she	dug	through	the	books	until	she	found
the	one	she’d	been	searching	for	and	handed	it	over.

The	cover	was	of	a	tadpole	transforming	to	a	frog.



“You	really	like	frogs,	don’t	you?”

“They’re	my	favorite	besides	dogs	and	cats	and	birds.”	She	grabbed	the	wooden	kid-
sized	chair	next	to	the	bookshelf	and	brought	it	over	to	sit	by	my	side.	Then	she	took	the
book	from	my	hand	and	started	going	through	it	page	by	page.

My	daughter	was	reading	me	a	book.

I	spent	the	next	hour	learning	all	about	frogs	and	tadpoles	and	then	about	cats	and	dogs
from	her	other	books.	I	could	have	sat	on	that	stump	for	hours,	if	not	for	the	fading	light.

Finally,	when	the	pages	were	getting	hard	to	see,	Thea	called	us	inside.

Charlie	 and	 I	 packed	 up	 her	 things,	 making	 sure	 lids	 were	 on	 securely,	 and	 then
walked	toward	the	house,	collecting	her	strewn	clothes	as	we	went.

“Thanks	for	showing	me	your	fort	 tonight,”	I	 told	Charlie,	snagging	a	cleat	from	the
ground.

“I	have	another	one	at	camp.	It’s	not	as	good	because	I	had	to	make	it	myself	without
Mommy	or	Uncle	Jackson’s	help.	But	it’s	still	cool.	Want	to	come	see	it?”

I	 smiled,	 ignoring	 the	burn	of	 jealousy	 that	Uncle	Jackson	 had	helped	her	build	her
fort.	“I’d	love	to	see	it.”

And	 I’d	help	her	make	 it	 even	better.	 I	 didn’t	 know	shit	 about	 constructing	outdoor
forts,	 but	 how	hard	 could	 it	 be?	 I	 graduated	 at	 the	 top	 of	my	undergraduate	 class	 from
Columbia	and	was	a	distinguished	graduate	from	law	school.	I	could	figure	out	a	fort.

“See	what?”	Thea	asked	as	we	approached	the	porch.

Charlie	stopped	next	to	Thea	on	the	bottom	step.	“My	fort	at	camp.”

“If	it’s	okay	with	you.”	I	hadn’t	even	thought	to	ask	Thea	for	her	permission	first.

I	wasn’t	used	to	asking	permission,	for	anything.	I	gave	orders,	people	followed	them.
I	came	and	went	as	I	pleased	in	New	York.

But	here,	I	was	out	of	my	element.	Here,	Thea	was	in	charge.	And	it	was	strange	how
that	didn’t	bother	me.

Much.

“It’s	fine	by	me.”	Thea	smiled.	“You	don’t	need	to	ask.	See	her	whenever	you’d	like.”

Damn,	that	was	nice	to	hear.	It	meant	she	trusted	me	with	Charlie	and	she	knew	how
hard	I	was	trying.

I	bent	down	to	Charlie’s	level.	“I’ll	see	you	tomorrow.	Good	job	at	your	game	today.
You	were	awesome.”	I	dropped	her	cleats	and	shin	guards	on	a	step,	then	held	up	my	hand
for	a	high	five.

She	slapped	her	palm	to	mine.	“Night,	Logan.”

“Good	night,	Charlie.”

“Go	on	upstairs,”	Thea	told	her.	“I’ll	be	up	to	do	your	bath	in	a	minute.”

When	the	screen	door	slammed	closed	behind	her,	Thea	leaned	against	the	railing	on



the	steps.	“So?	How’d	it	go?”

I	 smiled	 like	 I’d	 just	 won	 the	 lottery,	 not	 even	 trying	 to	 play	 it	 cool.	 “Fucking
incredible.”



	

My	phone	was	going	to	vibrate	a	hole	in	my	pocket.

The	damn	thing	had	been	ringing	all	day.

This	morning,	my	team	at	the	firm	had	called	five	times.	There	had	been	an	issue	with
a	 client	 accelerating	 the	 timeline	 on	 a	 high-profile	 tech	merger,	 so	 instead	 of	 having	 a
month	to	tie	up	all	the	contracts,	we	now	had	eleven	days.	It	was	pure	chaos	and	I	was	in
Montana,	unable	to	dive	in	and	help.	I	trusted	my	team	to	get	it	done,	but	there	were	some
issues	that’d	simply	needed	my	guidance	and	expertise.

Besides	the	team	at	the	firm,	my	personal	assistant	had	called	twice	with	information
on	the	lake	house	I	was	trying	to	buy.	Then	my	cousin	had	called	to	ask	if	I’d	write	her	a
recommendation	 letter	 to	Columbia	Law.	When	 I’d	 finally	hung	up	with	her,	 thinking	 I
had	everyone	handled	for	ten	minutes,	Nolan	had	called	to	talk	about	a	five-million-dollar
donation	request	for	the	foundation.

An	hour	later,	one	of	the	founding	partners	at	the	firm	called	me,	wanting	to	know	if	I
could	 take	 on	 a	well-known	 real	 estate	 developer	 as	 a	 new	 client.	 I’d	 never	 said	 no	 to
William	Abergel	in	my	life	and	hadn’t	started	today.

Two	minutes	after	I	hung	up	on	him,	my	mother	had	called.	I	hadn’t	answered.	Then
my	father.	Again,	I	hadn’t	answered.	Then	it	had	been	my	sister,	Sofia.	Three	times.	I’d
pushed	those	straight	to	voicemail.	When	I’d	ignored	her	for	the	last	time,	she’d	reverted
to	text	messages,	telling	me	between	emojis	how	horrible	I	was	for	dumping	Alice.

She’d	been	at	it	for	days.

I	just	wanted	to	shut	off	my	phone	and	spend	my	Saturday	with	Charlie,	giving	her	my
full	attention	before	I	left.	But	I	couldn’t	ignore	calls	for	work.

I’d	 busted	my	 ass	 this	week,	 getting	 up	 before	 dawn	 to	work	 so	 I	 could	 spend	my
afternoons	 and	 evenings	 with	 Charlie.	 I’d	 worked	 in	 the	 morning	 and	 had	 fun	 in	 the
afternoon.

The	 two	 of	 us	 had	 been	 bonding.	We’d	 hung	 out	 at	 the	 camp	 each	 afternoon,	 then
eaten	dinner	together.

Thea	had	 rearranged	her	 schedule	 to	have	her	evenings	 free	all	week,	but	 today	 she
had	 to	work.	 So	while	 she	was	 at	 the	 bar,	 I’d	 volunteered	 to	 stay	with	 Charlie	 for	 the



afternoon	so	Hazel	could	go	to	the	fair	in	Kalispell.

I	was	leaving	tomorrow	and	wanted	to	be	with	Charlie	as	much	as	possible	before	my
early	morning	flight.	We’d	spent	a	good	amount	of	time	at	her	house,	playing	outside	in
the	fort	and	then	inside	doing	some	art	projects.	It	would	have	been	perfect	except	that	the
entire	time,	my	phone	had	been	buzzing,	forcing	me	to	step	away	from	playtime.

By	 the	 time	 five	 o’clock	 had	 rolled	 around,	 Charlie	 had	 nearly	 finished	 an	 entire
coloring	book,	while	I’d	absently	colored	in	a	half	a	page.

“What	should	we	do	for	dinner?”	I	dug	my	phone	out	of	my	pocket	to	see	another	text
message	from	my	sister.	I	turned	my	phone	screen	down	on	the	table.	I’d	had	enough.	“We
could	go	get	a	Landry	special.”

“Okay.”	She	smiled	and	nodded.	“Can	we	get	floats	too?”

“Anything	for	you,	peanut.”

She	 blushed	 a	 bit,	 looking	 back	 to	 her	 coloring	 book.	 I’d	 started	 calling	 her	peanut
yesterday.	It	had	been	just	an	accidental	slip	when	we’d	been	throwing	rocks	in	the	lake,
but	today,	I’d	been	slipping	it	in	on	purpose.

I	loved	the	shy	smile	it	always	got	me.

I	glanced	at	my	watch	 as	 she	 cleaned	up	 crayons.	 “We’ve	got	 about	 an	hour	before
dinnertime.	What	do	you	want	to	do?”

“Can	we	go	fishing?”

I	nodded.	“Sure.	I—”

My	phone	vibrated	on	the	table,	interrupting	us	again.

Charlie’s	shoulders	fell	with	the	buzz.

“Sorry.”	I	turned	it	over,	this	time	glad	for	the	picture	on	the	screen.	“Look.”	I	held	my
phone	to	Charlie	so	she	could	see	the	picture.

“Who’s	that?”

“That	is	Granny.”

“She	looks	older	than	Gran.”

I	 chuckled.	 “That’s	 because	 she’s	my	 gran.	 And	 she’s	 probably	 going	 to	 spoil	 you
rotten	with	candy	and	presents.”

That	got	me	a	wide	smile.

“You	go	get	the	fishing	stuff	and	I’ll	be	right	behind	you.	Get	our	stuff	ready.”

She	 nodded	 and	 slid	 off	 her	 chair	 at	 the	 kitchen	 table	 at	 the	 same	 time	 I	 stood,
following	her	 through	 the	 screen	door,	 taking	 the	call	 as	Charlie	darted	down	 the	porch
steps.

“Hello,	Granny.”

“Logan,	where	are	you?	Your	parents	are	looking	for	you.”



I	grinned.	“I’m	ignoring	them.”

“I	wish	I	could,”	she	said,	“but	they	ambushed	me	during	afternoon	tea.	Why,	exactly,
are	you	ignoring	them?”

I	 took	a	deep	breath	before	proceeding	 to	 tell	Granny	all	 about	coming	 to	Montana,
seeing	Thea	 and	 learning	 that	Charlie	was	my	daughter.	 I	 hadn’t	 planned	on	 telling	her
over	the	phone,	but	as	soon	as	I’d	answered,	I	knew	I	couldn’t	keep	it	a	secret.

Out	of	everyone	in	my	family,	I	wanted	Granny	to	be	the	first	to	know	about	Charlie.	I
wanted	 to	 share	my	 excitement	with	 the	 one	 person	 I	 knew	wouldn’t	 be	worried	 about
paternity	 tests	or	custody	discussions.	Granny	was	 the	person	 I’d	always	 trusted	 to	give
honest	advice.

“I	have	a	great-granddaughter.”	I	didn’t	need	to	see	her	to	know	she	had	a	teary	smile.
“What’s	she	like?”

“She’s	.	 .	 .	god,	she’s	fantastic.”	I	smiled	as	Charlie	came	through	the	trees,	carrying
her	 fishing	 pole.	 “She’s	 unlike	 any	 child	 I’ve	 ever	met.	 She’s	 thoughtful.	 Smart.	 She’s
quiet	until	you	get	to	know	her	but	then	she	opens	up	and	you	just	want	to	soak	up	every
word	she	says.”

Granny	hummed.	“Your	grandfather	was	like	that.	When	are	you	bringing	her	home?”

“I	don’t	know.”	I	ran	a	hand	through	my	hair	as	Charlie	walked	down	the	dock.	She
looked	over	her	shoulder	and	smiled,	holding	up	the	pole,	a	Styrofoam	container	of	worms
tucked	underneath	her	arm.	“I	haven’t	thought	that	far	ahead	yet.	This	week,	I’ve	just	been
trying	to	get	to	know	her	and	Thea.”

“That’s	 all	well	 and	 fine,	 but	 she	 can’t	 live	 in	Montana	while	 you’re	 in	New	York.
What’s	your	plan?”

“I’m	buying	a	house	here	 in	Lark	Cove.	 I	 think	we’ve	 finally	 reached	a	price	 and	 I
should	be	able	 to	close	on	it	within	 the	next	few	weeks.	Then	I’ll	 travel	back	and	forth.
I’m	going	to	put	an	office	in	my	place	here	so	I	won’t	fall	behind	on	work.	I	might	even
hire	an	assistant	here	to—”

Granny	 laughed	 before	 I	 could	 finish.	 “Oh,	 Logan.	 Traveling	 back	 and	 forth	 isn’t
going	to	be	enough.	You’re	going	to	need	to	give	some	things	up.”

Give	things	up?	Why?

“It	 will	 be	 okay,”	 I	 assured	 her.	 “I	 can	 fit	 it	 all	 in.”	 I	 just	 needed	 to	 juggle	 things
around.	There	was	no	reason	I	couldn’t	fit	trips	to	see	my	daughter	into	my	life.

She	 laughed	at	me	again.	“One	of	 these	days,	you’ll	 figure	 it	out.	Your	 father	never
did,	but	I	have	hope	for	you.”

“Figure	what	out?”

“The	secret	to	life.”

I	chuckled.	“I’m	a	busy	man	these	days,	Granny.	Why	don’t	you	just	tell	me?”

“No,	 it	 will	 be	 more	 fun	 for	 me	 to	 watch	 you	 struggle	 for	 a	 while.	 Sally	 forth,
grandson.	I	have	faith	you’ll	find	the	right	path.”



I	grinned	as	I	walked	down	the	porch	and	headed	for	the	dock	to	meet	Charlie.

Granny	had	always	been	a	driver,	pushing	me	to	keep	going	until	I	reached	the	summit
of	 whatever	 mountain	 I’d	 been	 climbing.	 Each	 time	 she	 sent	 me	 off	 to	 a	 daunting
challenge,	it	had	come	with	a	sally	forth.

“Come	and	visit	me	when	you	get	home	and	bring	a	picture	of	Charlie.”

“I	will.	See	you	soon.”	I	hung	up	and	shoved	my	phone	back	in	my	jeans,	determined
not	to	answer	it	again	until	I	was	back	at	the	motel	tonight.	The	rest	of	the	evening,	I	was
spending	with	Charlie.

She’d	get	my	undivided	attention	until	bedtime	because	come	tomorrow,	I’d	be	gone.

And	I	didn’t	know	when	I’d	be	back.

“Mommy,	I	caught	a	fish.”	Charlie	was	kneeling	on	a	stool,	leaning	across	the	bar.

“You	did?	Way	to	go.”	Thea	put	her	palms	on	Charlie’s	cheeks,	then	kissed	her	nose.
“How	big	was	it?”

Charlie	sat	back	and	held	out	her	hands,	spreading	them	apart	about	a	foot.	“This	big.”

I	 chuckled	 from	behind	her	 and	held	 up	my	own	hands,	 showing	Thea	 the	 fish	 had
only	been	about	five	inches.

Thea	smiled	and	played	along	with	Charlie.	“Wow.	That’s	huge!”

“That’s	what	she	said.”	Jackson	laughed	at	his	own	joke	as	he	joined	us	from	down	the
bar.

“You’re	awful,”	Thea	scolded,	trying	not	to	laugh.

He	 shrugged	 and	 high-fived	 Charlie.	 “Good	 job,	 Chuck.	What	 are	 you	 guys	 doing
here?”

“Dinner,”	I	answered.

“That’s	 right.”	 Jackson	 gave	 me	 a	 smug	 grin.	 “A	 good-bye	 dinner.	 You’re	 leaving
tomorrow.”

Asshole.

“Jackson,	hush,”	Thea	hissed,	swatting	him	in	the	gut	before	nodding	to	Charlie.

Her	warning	was	pointless.	My	daughter	didn’t	miss	much.

Charlie	 spun	 on	 her	 stool	 and	 stared	 at	 me	 with	 wide	 eyes.	 “You’re	 leaving
tomorrow?”

My	heart	sank	at	the	shock	on	her	face.	Thea	and	I	had	decided	not	to	tell	Charlie	the
exact	day	 I	was	 leaving.	Thea	had	 said	 it	would	 just	make	Charlie	pull	 away.	She’d	be
more	worried	about	the	calendar	than	enjoying	our	time	together.

So	we’d	kept	my	departure	date	vague	all	week.

But	tonight,	we’d	agreed	to	tell	Charlie	I	had	to	go.	Our	plan	was	to	get	a	pizza,	then



tell	her	I	was	going	back	to	New	York	in	the	morning.

Gently.

But	then	Uncle	Jackson	had	ruined	the	plan	by	surprising	her.

“Yes,”	I	told	Charlie.	“I	have	to	leave	tomorrow,	but	I’ll	be	back.”

Jackson	scoffed,	earning	another	smack	from	Thea.

I	 ignored	 them	 to	 focus	 completely	on	Charlie	 and	 the	worry	 lines	on	her	 forehead.
“Hey.”	 I	 placed	my	hand	on	her	 shoulder.	 “I’m	coming	back.	But	 I	 have	 to	 go	back	 to
work	for	a	while.”

She	nodded	and	dropped	her	chin,	 studying	her	hands	 in	her	 lap.	An	 invisible	cloud
shrouded	Charlie,	breaking	my	heart	into	pieces.

I	looked	up	at	Thea,	her	hand	pressed	against	her	chest.	Sorry,	she	mouthed.

“It’s	okay.”	This	had	to	happen	tonight,	though	I	would	have	preferred	to	be	the	one	to
tell	Charlie.	“Let’s	eat.	We	can	talk	more	over	pizza.”

Thirty	minutes	later,	Thea	had	all	but	kicked	Jackson	out	of	the	deserted	bar	and	was
sitting	with	Charlie	and	I	at	a	tall	table	in	the	middle	of	the	floor.

“Quiet	night.”

Thea	nodded.	“Most	everyone	in	town	is	up	in	Kalispell	for	the	fair.”

We	both	looked	to	Charlie	as	she	sat	in	silence,	swinging	her	legs	to	kick	the	footrail
of	her	stool.

“What’s	running	through	your	head,	peanut?”

She	shrugged	and	kicked	again.

“Honey,”	Thea	tucked	a	loose	strand	of	hair	behind	Charlie’s	ear,	“you	know	you	can
always	talk	to	us.	What’s	wrong?”

Charlie’s	eyes	were	flooded	with	 tears	when	she	looked	up	to	her	mother.	“Logan	is
going	to	miss	my	birthday.”

Fuck.	It	felt	 like	someone	had	just	taken	a	hammer	to	my	chest.	I’d	all	but	forgotten
her	birthday	was	coming.	August	fifth	was	only	two	weeks	away,	and	there	was	no	way
I’d	be	caught	up	at	work	enough	to	take	another	vacation.	But	that	didn’t	matter.

“I’ll	be	here.”

Charlie’s	face	spun	to	me.	“You	will?”

“I	promise.”	I	stretched	across	the	table	and	stuck	out	my	pinky.

When	Charlie	and	I	had	been	at	camp	the	other	day,	she’d	made	a	pinky	promise	with
Hazel	to	stay	out	of	the	lake.	I’d	watched,	surprised	at	how	seriously	they	had	taken	the
gesture.

If	hooking	our	pinkies	together	made	the	tears	stop,	I’d	do	it	a	million	times.

Charlie	sniffled	and	wiped	her	nose	with	the	back	of	her	hand.	Then	her	crooked	pinky



looped	around	mine.

“I’ll	go	grab	the	pizza.”	Thea	stepped	off	her	stool	and	went	back	to	the	kitchen.	She
rolled	her	neck	as	she	walked,	trying	to	shake	the	weight	on	her	shoulders.

Thea	had	retreated	these	last	few	days,	ever	since	the	soccer	game.	I	wasn’t	sure	if	she
was	trying	to	give	Charlie	and	me	one-on-one	time,	or	if	she	was	just	busy.	But	she’d	been
distant,	 making	 sure	 she	 and	 I	 never	 had	 much	 alone	 time.	 She	 gave	 me	 just	 enough
attention	to	discuss	Charlie	before	running	away.

Charlie	and	I	sat	quietly	waiting	for	Thea.	It	only	took	her	a	minute	to	return	with	our
pizza.	Her	posture	had	straightened	and	she	was	faking	that	pleasant	smile.

I	hated	that	smile.

I	wanted	the	real	one	back.	The	one	that	reached	her	eyes	and	made	my	heart	skip.

“What’s	this?”	I	asked	as	she	set	down	the	hot	pan.

Charlie	and	Thea	looked	at	each	other.	“This	is	the	Landry-Kendrick	special.	Charlie
and	I	invented	it	this	morning.”

I	grinned	at	the	pizza.	Two	slices	were	cheese	only,	for	Charlie.	Three	were	loaded	for
Thea.	And	the	other	three	were	extra	cheese	and	greasy	pepperoni.

My	favorite.

I’d	told	Charlie	the	other	day	how	much	I	liked	pepperoni	pizza.	We’d	been	pretending
to	make	pizzas	 in	 the	 fort	at	camp—the	fort	 I’d	made	exponentially	better	 this	week	by
nailing	 up	 industrial	 camouflage	 tarps	 I’d	 special	 ordered	 and	 had	 shipped	 overnight.	 I
guess	after	that,	she’d	come	home	and	told	Thea	how	I	preferred	my	pizza.

Now	I	was	a	part	of	the	family	special.

I	rode	the	pizza	high	all	the	way	through	dinner.	Thea	declared	she	was	going	to	close
down	the	bar	for	the	night	and	we	all	walked	back	to	the	cottage	together.	I	waited	on	the
couch	while	Thea	gave	Charlie	her	bath,	 then	my	daughter	came	down	and	asked	 if	 I’d
tuck	her	in	for	bed.

I	shot	off	the	couch,	smiling	and	nodding	like	a	bobble-head	doll.

“Can	we	read	three	books?”	Charlie	asked	as	she	climbed	into	her	bed.

“Sure.”	I	went	to	her	boat-shaped	bookshelf.	“Which	ones?”

“You	can	pick.”

I	grabbed	three	books	from	the	middle	row	and	brought	them	back	to	her	bed.	I	hadn’t
spent	much	time	in	Charlie’s	room	before.	We’d	always	stayed	downstairs	or	been	outside
playing.	But	it	was	exactly	what	I	would	have	expected	for	my	daughter.

A	tomboy’s	room	through	and	through,	except	for	a	small	pink	table	in	the	corner.

I	sat	down	on	her	camouflage	comforter,	leaning	against	the	headboard,	barely	able	to
fit	by	her	side	on	the	twin	bed.	Much	like	the	rest	of	this	house,	her	room	was	cramped.
Every	available	surface	had	special	sticks	and	rocks	from	Charlie’s	outdoor	explorations.
Her	 bookshelves	 were	 nearly	 overflowing.	 And	 her	 bedside	 table	 was	 full	 of	 framed



pictures.

“Is	this	my	picture?”	I	twisted	to	the	side	and	picked	up	the	biggest	of	the	frames	on
her	nightstand.	It	was	the	drawing	Thea	had	done,	the	one	Hazel	had	recognized	me	from.

“Yeah.”	 Charlie	 snuggled	 closer,	 the	 smell	 of	 her	 lavender	 shampoo	 filling	 the	 air.
“Mommy	did	it	for	me.”

“Your	mom	is	quite	the	artist.”

In	the	sketch,	I	was	looking	off	to	the	side,	not	quite	in	profile,	but	not	straight	forward
either.	I	had	an	easy	smile.	My	hair	was	longer	than	it	was	now,	more	like	how	I’d	worn	it
when	I’d	met	her.	But	Thea	had	captured	my	features	perfectly.

All	from	memory.

This	drawing	proved	that	the	connection	between	us	was	real	and	lasting.

She’d	felt	it	just	as	strongly	as	I	did.

And	 damn,	 I	 wanted	 that	 again.	 But	 this	 time,	 I	 wanted	 more	 than	 just	 a	 physical
relationship.	I	wanted	to	see	just	how	deep	our	feelings	went.

My	gut	was	telling	me	they	ran	to	the	core.

“Let’s	read	this	one	first.”	Charlie	thrust	a	book	onto	my	stomach,	so	I	set	the	drawing
back	down	to	read	my	daughter	her	bedtime	stories.	She	was	yawning	as	I	closed	the	last
book.

“Good	night,	Charlie.”	I	pulled	her	closer	into	my	side	and	kissed	her	forehead.

“You’re	coming	back?”

I	rested	my	cheek	against	her	hair.	“I’ll	always	come	back	for	you.”

“Okay,”	she	whispered,	but	her	voice	was	filled	with	doubt.	“Night,	Logan.”

I	 kissed	 her	 again,	 then	 pried	myself	 away	 from	 her	 side.	 She	 burrowed	 under	 her
blankets	as	I	shut	off	her	lamp	and	walked	out	of	her	room.

“Hi,”	Thea	whispered.	She	was	leaning	against	the	wall	outside	Charlie’s	door.

“Hi.	What	are	you	doing?”

“Just	 listening.”	 She	motioned	 for	me	 to	 follow	 as	 she	 led	 the	way	 downstairs	 and
through	the	house	to	the	porch.

“When’s	Hazel	coming	home	from	the	fair?”	I	asked.

“I’m	sure	it	will	be	late.	There	was	a	band	playing	that	she	wanted	to	see,	so	she	and	a
couple	of	friends	are	there	for	the	concert.”

I	paused	when	we	got	outside,	expecting	Thea	to	sit	in	one	of	the	mismatched	chairs.
But	she	kept	going,	down	the	stairs	and	over	the	grass.	I	stayed	close	as	she	crossed	the
lawn	and	continued	down	the	old	dock	that	stretched	over	the	lakeshore.

She	padded	all	the	way	to	the	end,	past	the	spot	Charlie	had	left	her	fishing	pole	from
earlier.	She	slipped	off	her	flip-flops	and	sat	on	the	dock’s	edge,	dangling	her	toes	into	the
water.



I’d	been	wearing	flip-flops	all	week	myself.	My	wingtips	had	felt	too	stuffy	for	Lark
Cove.	So	I	shuffled	off	my	shoes	too	and	sat	in	the	space	by	Thea’s	side.

We	sat	quietly	for	a	while,	both	of	us	just	staring	out	at	the	lake.	It	was	a	calm	night,
the	water	gently	rolling	in	glassy	mounds.

“I	hate	leaving	her,”	I	whispered.

“But	you	have	to.”

“I	do.”	I	had	overdue	responsibilities	waiting	for	me	at	home.	“But	I’ll	be	back.”

Thea	stiffened.

The	water	was	cold	on	my	toes,	my	skin	practically	white	beneath	the	surface,	but	not
nearly	as	icy	as	the	shoulder	at	my	side.

What	 could	 I	 say	 that	would	 convince	 Thea	 I’d	 be	 back?	 That	 I	wouldn’t	 abandon
Charlie?	Or	her?

Nothing.

My	words	 wouldn’t	 mean	 anything	 to	 Thea.	 I’d	 have	 to	 prove	 it.	 I’d	 crush	 Thea’s
doubts	by	coming	back	and	showing	her	that	Charlie	was	a	priority.

“I’ll	be	back,	Thea.”	I	inched	closer,	brushing	my	jeans	against	hers.	“I	promise.”

With	the	hand	between	us,	I	held	out	my	pinky.	She	looked	at	 it	for	a	minute	before
curling	her	own	around	mine.	The	moment	we	 touched,	a	 shiver	 rolled	down	her	 spine.
The	heat	between	us	flared,	thawing	her	a	bit.

She’d	been	 trying	 to	keep	her	distance	and	block	me	out,	but	her	body	betrayed	her
silence.

Thea	said	so	much	without	words.	She	could	make	the	best	fuck	off	face	I’d	ever	seen.
When	she	was	behind	the	bar,	she	held	her	shoulders	and	walked	with	a	surety	that	made
her	 the	most	 powerful	 person	 in	 the	 room.	But	 it	was	 her	 softer	movements,	 the	 subtle
ones	that	most	people	missed,	that	made	me	want	to	pull	her	into	my	arms	and	hold	her
tight.

I	loved	the	way	her	neck	would	tilt	to	the	right	whenever	she	talked	about	Charlie	or
Hazel.	 She’d	 take	 a	 long	 breath	whenever	 I	was	 close	 because	 she	 liked	my	 cologne.	 I
loved	the	times	when	I’d	catch	her	studying	me	and	she	wouldn’t	look	away.

Like	now,	with	our	pinkies	locked.	She	held	my	gaze	without	wavering.

Soon	she’d	see.

I	wasn’t	just	coming	back	for	Charlie,	but	for	her	too.

Thea	stirred	feelings	deeper	than	I’d	ever	had	for	another	woman,	and	we’d	only	been
together	for	a	week.	I’d	prove	to	them	both	that	I	was	a	new	constant.	They’d	see	that	I
was	the	missing	piece	to	their	family.

Then	maybe	one	day	 soon,	we	could	actually	be	a	 family.	 I	 could	 sweep	 them	both
away	from	here	and	build	them	the	life	of	their	dreams.



	

He’d	left.

I’d	known	it	would	happen,	but	that	hadn’t	made	it	any	easier.

Logan	had	come	here	and	made	us	fall	in	love	with	him—just	a	little—and	then	he’d
left.

It	had	been	two	weeks	since	he’d	sat	with	me	on	the	dock	and	promised	to	return.	It
had	taken	all	fourteen	days	for	Charlie	to	finally	get	back	to	herself	again.

As	I’d	expected,	 the	day	Logan	had	flown	to	New	York	had	been	the	hardest.	She’d
been	 sad	 and	 quiet	 all	 day,	 basically	 sequestering	 herself	 to	 her	 room.	 She	 hadn’t	 even
wanted	to	play	in	her	fort.

I’d	known	that	day	would	be	rough.

What	I	hadn’t	expected	was	for	her	sullen	attitude	and	sad	eyes	to	last	so	long.	She	did
okay	during	the	day,	but	every	evening,	after	Logan	would	call,	she’d	get	this	lost	look	on
her	face	that	not	even	her	favorite	bedtime	stories	could	erase.

She	missed	him.	And	like	me,	she	feared	he	wouldn’t	keep	his	promise	and	be	here	for
her	birthday.

My	childhood	had	been	full	of	disappointment.	I	didn’t	want	that	for	Charlie.	I	didn’t
want	her	to	know	that	people	let	you	down	more	often	than	not	and	that	counting	on	others
was	usually	pointless.

She	didn’t	need	 to	 learn	 those	 lessons	quite	yet.	 I	wanted	her	 to	grow	up	happy	and
face	 life’s	 hard	 truths	 when	 she	 was	 older.	 When	 she	 was	 more	 equipped	 to	 handle
heartbreak.

“That’s	a	serious	look	on	your	face.”

I	looked	over	my	shoulder	at	Hazel	as	she	stepped	out	onto	the	porch.	“Just	thinking.”

“About	Logan?”

“Yeah.”	I	nodded.	“He	missed	his	phone	call	with	her	tonight.”

“Shit.”	Hazel	lit	a	cigarette.

It	was	the	first	time	since	he’d	left	that	he	hadn’t	called	before	bedtime.	I’d	decided	to



just	call	him,	but	he	hadn’t	answered	my	calls	or	texts.	I’d	made	an	excuse	for	Charlie’s
sake,	but	it	hadn’t	helped.	As	I’d	tucked	her	into	bed,	she	hadn’t	just	looked	lost.

She’d	looked	defeated.

Tomorrow	was	 her	 birthday	 and	 though	 Logan	 had	 promised	 to	 be	 here,	 he	 hadn’t
once	mentioned	his	travel	plans.

“If	he	doesn’t	show	tomorrow,	she’ll	be	crushed.”

And	Jackson	would	be	right.

His	 warning	 had	 been	 a	 constant	 plague	 in	 my	 mind	 these	 last	 two	 weeks.	 To
Jackson’s	credit,	he	hadn’t	brought	 it	up	again.	He’d	actually	avoided	 the	Logan	subject
completely.	But	it	was	there,	a	constant	niggling	at	the	back	of	my	mind.

If	Logan	missed	this	first	visit,	I	had	no	confidence	he’d	make	it	through	the	first	year.

“He	could	show.”	Hazel	blew	out	a	stream	of	smoke.	“Let’s	not	count	him	out	yet.”

“I	don’t	know.	He’s	been	different	since	he	left.”

“Some	people	don’t	like	to	talk	on	the	phone.”

I	shook	my	head.	“It’s	not	 that.	He’s	all	over	 the	place.	Some	nights,	he’s	distracted
and	I	can	hear	things	in	the	background.	Others,	he’s	almost	cold,	like	he	couldn’t	get	us
off	the	phone	fast	enough.”

He’d	either	been	in	meetings	or	he’d	been	with	someone.	A	female	someone.

The	fact	 that	 I	hadn’t	kissed	Logan	or	had	sex	with	him	was	a	huge	relief.	 I	had	no
interest	in	being	his	Montana	piece	on	the	side	while	his	girlfriend	lived	oblivious	in	New
York.

“I	wish	he	had	never	promised	her	that	he’d	be	back.”

Hazel’s	rough	laugh	filled	the	air.	“I	get	why	you’re	skeptical,	but	Thea,	not	everyone
will	disappoint	you.”

“You’re	right,”	I	conceded.	“Not	everyone.”

But	most.

“I—”	The	 chime	 of	my	 phone	 cut	me	 off.	 I	 picked	 it	 up	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 screen.
“Speak	of	the	devil.”	I	shook	it	in	the	air	before	accepting	Logan’s	call.	“Hello.”

Please	don’t	cancel	on	her	birthday.	Please.	Please.

“Hi.	Did	I	miss	Charlie?”

“Yeah.	She’s	asleep	already.”

“Damn	it.	Sorry.”	He	sighed.	“I	had	a	meeting	run	long.”

A	meeting.	“Ohh-kay.”

“Listen,	I’ve	had	a	change	of	plans.”

I	knew	it.	I’d	had	a	sinking	feeling	all	day	that	this	was	coming.	“I	figured.”



“You	figured?”	he	asked.	“Figured	what?”

“That	you	wouldn’t	 be	here.	Now	 that	you’re	back	 in	 the	 city,	 back	 to	your	normal
life.”	I	stood	from	my	wicker	chair	as	I	threw	his	words	from	weeks	ago	back	at	him.	“I
figured	you	wouldn’t	be	able	to	make	good	on	your	promise.”

“Thea—”

“It’s	fine.	I’ll	make	your	excuses,	but	I	can’t	talk	to	you	right	now.”

I’d	just	say	something	mean.	I	ended	the	call	and	tossed	my	phone	down	on	the	chair.

“Grrr!”	 I	 growled	 through	 gritted	 teeth	 as	 my	 hands	 fisted.	 “Asshole.	 Asshole.
Asshole!”

“I	 can’t	 believe	 it.”	Hazel	 took	 another	 drag,	 then	 stubbed	 out	 her	 smoke.	 “No.	No
way.	There’s	no	way	I	pegged	him	wrong.”

“We	both	did.”

“Did	he	say	why	he	can’t	come?”

“No,”	I	huffed	and	sat	back	down.	“I	hung	up	before	he	could	really	piss	me	off.”

“So	you	didn’t	let	him	explain?”

“No.	 Why	 would	 I?”	 I	 quirked	 an	 eyebrow.	 “He’s	 not	 coming.	 Charlie	 will	 be
devastated,	and	the	next	time	I	see	him,	I’m	going	to	punch	him	in	the	throat.”

She	frowned	and	crossed	the	porch.	“Don’t	twist	your	ankle	jumping	to	conclusions.”

My	mouth	dropped	open	as	she	disappeared	inside	the	house.

Hazel	hadn’t	scolded	me	in	years,	but	at	that	moment,	I	felt	more	like	a	teenager	than	a
thirty-one-year-old	woman.

I	 picked	 up	 my	 phone	 off	 the	 chair	 and	 followed	 her	 inside,	 standing	 next	 to	 the
kitchen	 sink	 as	 she	washed	 out	 a	 glass.	 “You’re	 right.	 I’m	 sorry.	 I	 should	 have	 let	 him
explain.”

She	shut	off	the	faucet.	“When	you	were	a	kid,	I	used	to	worry	so	much	about	you.	If
someone	showed	you	 just	a	 little	bit	of	affection,	you’d	cling	 to	 them	for	dear	 life.	You
were	desperate	for	love,	even	though	most	of	those	people	didn’t	give	a	shit	about	you.”

It	had	taken	me	years	of	being	used	by	others	to	stop	trusting	so	easily.

“And	 then	 you	 came	 here	 and	 had	 Charlie,”	 she	 said.	 “It	 was	 like	 you	 flipped	 the
switch.	You	didn’t	need	other	people	anymore	because	you	had	her.	If	anyone	tries	to	get
close,	you	cut	them	off	before	they	have	a	chance.”

“I’m	close	to	people.	What	about	Jackson?”

She	scoffed.	“He’s	more	closed	off	than	you.	You	didn’t	let	him	in,	sweetheart,	he	let
you	in.”

I	 crossed	 my	 arms	 over	 my	 chest.	 I	 had	 friends,	 didn’t	 I?	 There	 were	 Ronny	 and
Wayne,	 two	of	 the	 regulars	 from	 the	bar.	 I	 saw	 them	almost	 every	day.	And	 I	 talked	 to
some	of	the	moms	on	Charlie’s	soccer	team	whenever	there	was	a	game	or	practice.	“I’m



friends	with	Willa.”

“You’re	friends,	but	not	close.	She	comes	into	the	bar	and	you	talk	to	her.	When	was
the	last	time	you	did	something	with	a	friend	outside	of	the	bar?	When	was	the	last	time
you	went	on	a	date?”

She	had	me	there.	I	hadn’t	been	on	a	date	since	I’d	lived	in	New	York.	It	wasn’t	that	I
hadn’t	been	asked.	There	were	guys	who	came	into	the	bar	all	the	time	and	hit	on	me	and
asked	to	take	me	out.	But	I	didn’t	want	to	date.	I	was	perfectly	content	coming	home	each
night	to	Charlie.

“I	don’t	want	to	date.”

Hazel	laughed.	“Yes,	you	do.	But	what	scares	you	is	that	the	man	you	want	to	date	is
Logan.”

I	 hated	 how	 she	was	 always	 right.	 “It’s	 just	 asking	 for	 trouble.	 If	 it	 ended	 badly,	 it
could	hurt	us	all.”

“It	 could.”	She	 nodded.	 “Or	 it	 could	 be	 the	 best	 thing	 in	 the	world	 for	 you	 and	 for
Charlie.	If	it	were	me,	I’d	take	that	risk	if	it	meant	my	baby	girl	could	have	a	real	shot	at
having	her	parents	together.	And	given	your	upbringing,	you	of	all	people	should	be	 the
first	person	willing	to	take	that	risk.”

Again,	she	was	right.	I	closed	my	eyes,	pushing	out	a	long	breath.	“I	just	wish	he	had
shown	up	for	her	birthday.”

“So	do	I.	But	I’m	betting	he’s	got	a	damn	good	reason	for	not	being	here.”

“We’ll	see.”	I	shrugged.	“Would	you	care	if	I	went	for	a	quick	walk?	I’m	still	kind	of
mad	and	I	want	to	burn	off	some	steam	before	I	call	him	back.”

“Go.”	She	waved	me	to	the	door.	“Take	as	much	time	as	you	need.	I’ve	got	Charlie.”

I	 smiled	 at	 her,	 then	 escaped	 outside.	 Normally,	 when	 I	 needed	 to	 get	 my	 head
together,	the	first	place	I	ran	was	my	workshop.	But	tonight,	I	needed	to	move.	To	burn	off
my	anger	on	the	pavement.

After	an	hour	of	flip-flopping	up	and	down	the	quiet	side	streets	of	Lark	Cove,	I	was
heading	home	along	the	highway.

My	frustration	with	Logan	had	fizzled	over	the	last	hour.	I	tried	to	see	things	from	his
perspective.	A	month	ago,	he’d	had	no	idea	Charlie	even	existed.	It	might	take	him	time	to
adjust	his	schedule	so	it	could	include	her.

He	just	needed	to	learn	not	to	make	false	promises.

I’d	drill	that	into	his	gorgeous	head	until	it	stuck.

The	 sun	 had	 set	 and	 its	 lasting	 glow	 had	 nearly	 faded	 as	 I	 strolled.	 I’d	 been
meandering	down	Lark	Cove’s	quiet	 side	 roads	and	had	planned	 to	 take	 the	 same	 route
back	 to	 the	cottage.	But	as	I	passed	 the	 turn	down	a	side	street,	a	shiver	 rolled	over	my
shoulders.

It	was	that	feeling	again.	Someone	was	watching	me.



I	 slowed	my	 pace,	 looking	 all	 around,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 see	 anyone.	All	 of	 the	 homes
around	were	silent.	People	were	all	inside	for	the	night.

The	 shiver	 came	 again	 and	 the	 side	 street	 I’d	 wanted	 to	 stroll	 now	 seemed
unappealing.	So	I	picked	up	my	pace,	walking	fast	back	to	the	highway.	Once	I	reached	it,
the	feeling	was	gone.	You’re	losing	it,	Thea.	It	had	probably	just	been	someone	watching
me	from	their	window,	wondering	what	 I	was	doing	out	 in	 front	of	 their	house	alone	at
night.

So	 I	 relaxed	my	 stride	 again,	 taking	 in	 the	bar’s	 red	 and	yellow	neon	 sign	 a	 couple
blocks	down.	It	was	supposed	to	be	my	night	to	work,	but	with	Charlie’s	birthday,	Jackson
had	volunteered	to	trade.	Besides	the	bar,	the	only	other	sign	lit	along	the	highway	was	the
motel’s.	 It	buzzed	as	I	walked	past.	All	 the	other	businesses	 in	 town	were	closed	at	 this
hour.

The	motel’s	parking	lot	was	full	for	a	change.	I’d	heard	through	the	grapevine	that	the
Walters	family	was	having	a	reunion	this	weekend.

I	was	 scanning	 the	 license	 plates—Oregon,	 Idaho,	Washington—when	 I	 saw	 a	man
standing	at	the	vending	machine	with	his	back	to	me.	I	kept	walking	but	did	a	double	take
as	he	ran	his	hand	through	his	hair.

His	hair	looked	a	lot	like	my	daughter’s.

The	man	punched	a	button	and	bent	to	get	a	bottle	of	water.	When	he	turned	around,	I
skidded	to	a	stop.

Logan.

My	heart	nearly	burst.

I	immediately	changed	direction,	rushing	to	catch	up	to	him.	His	long	legs	ate	up	the
sidewalk	 that	 ran	 along	 the	 doors	 to	 each	 of	 the	 rooms.	 He	went	 straight	 to	 his	 room,
unlocking	the	door	and	pushing	inside.	It	had	almost	swung	closed,	but	I	managed	to	slap
my	hand	on	the	door’s	face.

Logan	spun	around,	glaring	until	he	saw	it	was	me.

“You’re	 here?”	My	 voice	was	 breathy,	 both	 from	 racing	 across	 the	 parking	 lot	 and
from	the	shock	of	seeing	Logan	in	Lark	Cove.

He	nodded	and	planted	his	hands	on	his	hips.	“I	just	got	in.”

“So	when	you	called—”

“My	jet	had	just	landed.”

“Oh.”	I	cringed.	The	asshole	here	was	me,	not	Logan.

“I	promised	you	and	Charlie	I	would	be	here,	Thea,”	he	snapped,	coming	right	into	my
space.	“But	I’m	glad	to	see	you	have	so	much	faith	in	me.”

“I’m	 sorry.	 I	 just	 .	 .	 .”	 I	 just	 fucked	 up.	 That’s	 what	 I’d	 done.	 “I	 have	 a	 hard	 time
trusting	people.	I’m	working	on	it,	but	people	have	a	habit	of	letting	me	down.”

“I.	Won’t.”



Two	simple	words	said	with	so	much	conviction,	they	sank	into	my	bones.

His	chest	was	inches	from	my	face,	its	heat	chasing	away	the	chill	of	the	night	air.	He
took	my	free	hand	and	tugged	me	forward	until	the	door	swung	closed	at	my	back.

“You	came	back,”	I	whispered.

“I	told	you	I	would.”

I	met	his	gaze.	“Can	we	play	a	hundred	questions?”

He’d	asked	for	a	hundred	questions	instead	of	twenty	that	first	night	in	my	workshop.	I
didn’t	need	a	hundred,	at	least	not	tonight.	Really,	I	just	needed	one.

“Ask	away.”

“Do	you	have	a	girlfriend?”	I	blurted.

He	grinned.	“That’s	your	first	question?	I	like	it.	And	no.	I	don’t	have	a	girlfriend	or
any	romantic	attachment	outside	the	Lark	Cove	town	limits.”

The	answer	was	barely	past	his	lips	before	I	attacked	him.	I	stood	on	my	tiptoes	and
flung	my	arms	around	his	neck,	capturing	his	mouth	with	mine.

Logan’s	mouth	 split	 into	 a	 grin	 before	 he	 tilted	 his	 head	 and	 took	 over.	His	 tongue
swept	into	my	mouth,	stroking	against	my	own	as	his	lips	moved	over	mine.

This	kiss.	Oh	my	god,	this	kiss.	I	hadn’t	been	kissed	in	so	long,	and	Logan	knew	how
to	do	it	right.	I	clung	to	his	shoulders,	pulling	myself	closer.

His	body	pressed	hard	against	mine,	his	hands	running	up	and	down	in	a	frenzy.	He
came	 at	 me	 with	 the	 same	 intensity	 I	 threw	 at	 him,	 pushing	me	 backward	 until	 I	 was
against	the	door.

With	 something	 to	 keep	 me	 steady,	 I	 lifted	 even	 higher	 on	 my	 toes,	 practically
climbing	him.	The	pulsing	in	my	core	echoed	through	my	body.

“Logan,”	I	moaned	into	his	mouth.

He	answered	by	grinding	his	hard	cock	into	my	stomach,	making	the	ache	even	worse.

I	tugged	on	the	sides	of	his	cotton	dress	shirt,	yanking	the	green	hem	from	his	jeans.
As	soon	as	it	was	free,	my	fingers	dove	for	his	belt	buckle,	fumbling	before	setting	it	free.

While	I	scrambled	to	undress	him,	Logan	did	the	same	to	me.	He	twisted	and	turned
the	button	on	my	jean	shorts,	ripping	the	zipper	open	so	they	hung	on	my	hips.	Then	one
hand	dove	right	into	my	lace	panties,	and	his	middle	finger	immediately	found	my	swollen
clit.

I	cried	out	into	his	mouth	as	my	body	went	slack.	It	had	been	so	long	since	a	man	had
touched	me,	but	then	again,	no	man	had	ever	touched	me	the	way	Logan	did.	I	tipped	my
hips,	wanting	more	friction	from	his	circling	finger,	but	he	slid	his	hand	free.

I	whimpered,	making	him	smile	against	my	 lips.	His	hands	gripped	 the	 sides	of	my
gray	T-shirt	and	yanked	it	over	my	head.

“Clothes	off,”	he	panted	as	his	lips	broke	away	from	mine	and	traveled	down	my	neck.



His	hands	came	to	my	breasts,	cupping	and	kneading	them	through	my	bra.

My	hands	went	back	to	his	jeans,	tugging	until	I	had	the	button	free.	Then	I	slid	down
the	zipper	that	strained	against	his	cock.

He	wasn’t	wearing	underwear.

My	sex	clenched,	spasming	to	a	near	orgasm	as	I	took	him	in	my	palm.	I	stroked	his
silken	 flesh,	 squeezing	 it	 tight	 in	 my	 small	 fist	 as	 Logan’s	 hands	 left	 my	 breasts	 and
shoved	my	shorts	and	panties	down	my	legs.

In	a	split	second,	my	bra	was	gone.	Then	Logan’s	mouth	covered	a	nipple,	sucking	it
into	his	mouth	as	he	rolled	it	with	his	tongue.

My	 head	 lulled	 back,	 banging	 against	 the	 door,	 and	my	 eyelids	 squeezed	 shut.	My
fingers	threaded	into	his	hair,	pulling	him	closer	as	the	heat	pooled	between	my	legs.

I’m	 going	 to	 come.	 Just	 from	 his	 mouth	 on	 me	 alone,	 I	 was	 seconds	 away	 from
melting.

“Not	yet,”	Logan	murmured	as	my	wet	nipple	popped	from	his	mouth.

My	eyes	flew	open	when	I	realized	I’d	said	that	out	loud.

He	 smirked	at	me	before	 reaching	 for	 the	buttons	on	his	 shirt.	 It	was	off	 in	 a	 flash,
leaving	his	chiseled	chest	bare	in	front	of	my	mouth.

Logan’s	body	hadn’t	changed	in	all	these	years.	If	anything,	it	had	just	gotten	better.	I
stared	at	his	muscles,	nearly	drooling,	as	I	took	him	in.	He	had	a	dusting	of	hair	across	his
chest	that	trailed	down	his	muscular	abs.	My	palms	went	to	his	pecs,	digging	into	his	skin
as	my	thumbs	tweaked	his	nipples.

He	 hissed,	 closing	 his	 eyes	 for	 a	moment	 as	 he	 collected	 himself.	 The	 cords	 of	 his
arms	flexed	and	his	hands	fisted	before	he	relaxed	his	fingers	and	went	for	the	wallet	in
his	back	pocket.	After	yanking	out	a	condom,	the	rest	was	tossed	to	the	floor.

His	eyes	locked	with	mine,	capturing	me	completely,	as	he	brought	the	foil	packet	up
to	my	mouth.	He	placed	it	between	my	teeth	and	I	bit	down,	holding	it	tight	as	he	used	my
teeth	to	rip	it	open.

That	was	new.

I	loved	it.

He	 rolled	 the	condom	onto	his	hard	cock,	never	once	breaking	my	stare,	even	as	he
toed	off	his	shoes	and	kicked	his	jeans	loose.

In	one	swift	movement,	he	had	me	pinned	against	the	door,	my	thighs	around	his	hips,
his	hands	under	my	knees	and	his	cock	buried	deep.

“Logan,”	 I	gasped	as	my	back	arched	against	 the	door.	One	 thrust	 and	 I	 completely
unraveled,	clenching	around	him	as	my	orgasm	racked	my	body	in	jerks.

“Thea,”	 he	 groaned,	 dropping	 his	 head	 into	 my	 neck.	 His	 lips	 sucked	 against	 my
collarbone	as	his	hips	began	to	move.

He	 pounded	 into	 me,	 rattling	 the	 door	 with	 every	 thrust.	 The	 safety	 chain’s	 clang



mixed	with	 the	 sound	 of	 his	 grunts,	my	moans	 and	 the	 slapping	 of	 our	 skin.	My	 only
warning	that	Logan	was	coming	was	the	shudder	that	ran	over	his	shoulders.	He	planted
himself	to	the	root,	then	roared,	loud	and	long	into	my	neck	as	his	cock	pulsed	inside	me.

My	 arms	 wrapped	 tighter	 around	 his	 neck	 when	 he	 stopped	 moving.	 I	 collapsed
forward,	 giving	 him	 the	weight	 of	my	 boneless	 body.	He	 spun	 us	 away	 from	 the	 door,
staying	 inside	 me,	 as	 he	 walked	 over	 to	 the	 bed.	With	 one	 arm	 holding	me,	 the	 other
whipped	off	the	blanket.

Then	 he	 slowly	 pulled	me	 off	 of	 him	 before	 setting	me	 down	 on	 the	white	 sheets.
“Don’t	move.”

Move?	I	couldn’t	even	see	straight.	“Right.”	I	collapsed	back	on	the	bed,	my	chest	still
heaving.

Logan	disappeared	into	the	bathroom	to	take	care	of	the	condom.	When	he	returned,
he	fell	onto	the	mattress	at	my	side.	“Fuck,”	he	told	the	ceiling.	“That	went	fast.”

“Yeah,”	I	panted,	swiping	stray	hairs	off	my	forehead.	Fast,	but	incredible.

“Give	me	five	minutes	and	we’re	going	again.”

I	just	nodded,	still	not	able	to	really	breathe.

I	hadn’t	been	with	a	man	since	Logan,	but	what	a	way	to	end	my	dry	spell.	Not	only
had	he	given	me	my	only	non-self-induced	orgasm	in	the	last	six	years,	but	he’d	flipped	a
switch.	My	body,	something	that	hadn’t	craved	sex	in	years,	was	on	fire	and	desperate	for
more.

I	didn’t	know	if	I	could	wait	five	minutes.

I	didn’t	have	to.

Logan	rolled	off	his	back,	covering	my	naked	chest	with	his,	and	grinned	as	one	of	his
legs	pushed	mine	apart.



	

“I	have	more	questions,”	Thea	declared	against	my	chest.	She	was	draped	over	my	side,
our	 legs	 tangled	 underneath	 the	 sheet.	 I	was	 twirling	 a	 lock	of	 her	 soft	 hair	 around	my
finger.

I	chuckled.	“I’m	all	ears.”

“Why	didn’t	you	come	to	the	house	when	you	got	to	town?”

“You	were	upset,	so	I	decided	to	just	wait	until	morning.”

Up	 until	 an	 hour	 ago	when	 Thea	 had	 burst	 into	my	 room,	 I’d	 had	 an	 awful	 day.	 I
hadn’t	wanted	to	bring	my	shitty	mood	to	her	doorstep.

This	morning,	I’d	arranged	for	a	Saturday	brunch	with	my	parents	in	order	to	tell	them
about	Charlie.	It	had	gone	as	I’d	expected.	My	parents’	greatest	concern	had	been	Thea’s
motives.	Mom	and	Dad	had	grilled	me	about	Thea’s	background,	immediately	assuming	a
defensive	stance.	Their	first	assumption	was	that	Thea	was	out	to	scheme	a	sliver	of	the
family	 fortune.	 After	 they’d	 asked	 questions	 about	 her	 financial	 status,	 education	 and
family	history,	most	of	which	I	hadn’t	been	able	to	answer,	my	father	had	excused	himself
from	the	table	to	call	the	attorneys.

From	 there,	 the	 day	 had	 gotten	worse.	 There’d	 been	 an	 accident	 on	 the	way	 to	 the
airport,	so	I’d	left	two	hours	late.	I’d	had	to	take	a	conference	call	for	the	foundation	from
the	jet,	which	had	run	an	hour	long,	like	I’d	told	Thea.

I’d	hoped	to	make	it	to	Montana	in	time	to	surprise	Charlie	and	give	her	a	face-to-face
good	night.	But	by	the	time	I’d	landed,	I’d	missed	her	bedtime	call	and	Thea	had	been	so
pissed,	she’d	hung	up	on	me.

The	 thirty-minute	 drive	 from	 Kalispell	 to	 Lark	 Cove	 had	 gone	 fast.	 I’d	 fumed	 the
whole	 way,	 angry	 that	 Thea	 hadn’t	 had	 any	 faith	 that	 I’d	 keep	my	 promise.	When	 I’d
finally	pulled	into	Lark	Cove,	I’d	been	exhausted	and	all	too	ready	for	the	day	to	end.

But	now,	with	Thea	in	my	arms,	I’d	actually	go	to	sleep	with	a	smile	on	my	face.

I	yawned.	“Is	Hazel	with	Charlie?”

“Yeah.	I	texted	her	while	you	were	in	the	bathroom	and	told	her	where	I	was	and	that
I’d	explain	everything	in	the	morning.”



I	pulled	the	sheet	up	higher,	covering	her	bare	back.

“I’m	sorry,	Logan.”	Her	arm	slid	farther	across	my	stomach.	“You	said	on	the	phone
you	had	a	change	of	plans,	and	I	assumed	that	meant	you	weren’t	coming	here.	I	shouldn’t
have	cut	you	off.”

“Next	time,	I	won’t	try	and	surprise	you.”

She	closed	her	eyes	and	sighed.	“How	long	can	you	stay?”

“A	 week.	 I’ll	 have	 to	 work	 during	 the	 day,	 but	 I	 should	 be	 able	 to	 free	 up	 my
evenings.”

The	last	two	weeks	had	been	brutal.	With	the	new	client	I’d	taken	on	at	the	firm	along
with	everything	else,	I	couldn’t	spend	my	days	here	chasing	Charlie	around	and	playing
outdoors.	This	hotel	room	would	serve	as	my	office	during	the	day,	and	I’d	be	Dad	after
five.	The	only	thing	working	in	my	favor	was	the	time	difference.	I	was	hoping	that	if	I
was	up	and	working	at	four	each	morning,	by	the	time	quitting	time	rolled	around	on	the
East	Coast,	I’d	at	least	have	my	evenings	free.

Tomorrow	would	be	the	exception.	Because	for	the	first	time,	I	was	spending	the	day
with	my	daughter	to	celebrate	her	birthday.

“I’m	 going	 to	 look	 at	 a	 house	 tomorrow	 morning,”	 I	 told	 Thea.	 “I’d	 like	 to	 bring
Charlie.”

“That’s	fine.	Her	party	isn’t	until	three.”

Just	 then,	 my	 phone	 buzzed.	 “Sorry.”	 I	 reached	 to	 the	 end	 table	 and	 muted	 the
incoming	call.

“It’s	fine.	You’d	better	get	it.	Someone	has	been	trying	to	reach	you	for	a	while	now.”
Thea	tried	to	roll	away,	but	I	pinned	her	close.

“I’ll	call	them	back	in	a	minute.”	I	wasn’t	sure	who	had	been	calling	for	the	last	hour,
but	my	phone	had	gone	off	a	handful	of	times.	It	hadn’t	been	hard	to	ignore	with	Thea	in
my	bed.	“I—”

My	phone	rang	again.	I	rolled	to	mute	it	but	saw	it	was	the	firm.	At	almost	midnight	in
New	York,	something	had	to	be	wrong.	“It’s	work.	I’d	better	call	them	back.”

“Okay.”	Thea	took	a	long	breath,	holding	it	for	a	second	before	letting	it	out	across	my
skin,	then	pulling	away.	“I	should	go.”

I	frowned	and	held	her	close.	“I	thought	you	had	questions.	Stay	the	night	and	you	can
ask	them	all.	Just	let	me	call	them	back.”

“I	 can’t.”	She	 pushed	 harder,	 rolling	 away	 and	 tossing	 her	 legs	 over	 the	 side	 of	 the
bed.

“You	mean	won’t.”

She	didn’t	respond,	scooping	up	clothes	and	rushing	into	the	bathroom.

“Damn	it,”	I	grumbled,	running	both	hands	over	my	face.	The	day	wasn’t	going	to	end
as	well	as	I’d	hoped.



I	 grabbed	my	 phone	 and	 listened	 to	 one	 of	 five	 voicemails	with	 an	 urgent	 question
from	an	associate	on	my	team.	Apparently,	some	new	tax	regulation	was	coming	down	the
pike	and	one	of	our	larger	clients	was	worried	about	the	legal	ramifications	for	a	contract
to	be	signed	on	Monday.	I	quickly	shot	him	a	text,	letting	him	know	I’d	call	him	back	in
thirty	minutes.	Then	I	whipped	the	sheet	off	my	legs	and	climbed	out	of	bed	to	pull	on	my
jeans.	I	was	buttoning	my	shirt	when	Thea	came	out	of	the	bathroom.

She	kept	her	eyes	on	the	carpet	as	she	crossed	the	room	to	slide	on	her	flip-flops.	“I’ll
see	you	tomorrow.”

“What’s	the	hurry?	Slow	down	for	just	a	second.”

She	shook	her	head,	going	for	the	door.	“Tomorrow	is	a	big	day.	I	need	to	go	home	and
get	some	rest.”

Bullshit.	Something	had	happened	to	put	her	off.	But	what?	Was	it	the	phone	calls?	It
wouldn’t	 take	me	more	 than	 fifteen	minutes	 to	deal	with	 them	and	 then	 she’d	have	my
undivided	attention.

My	palm	pressed	against	the	door	before	she	could	open	it	and	I	trapped	her	right	in
my	space.	“Thea,	talk	to	me.”

“I	just	.	.	.	I	don’t	know	if	this	was	smart.	You	and	me.”

My	jaw	clenched.	“I	disagree.”

Being	with	Thea	had	 felt	nothing	but	brilliant	and	 I	 sure	as	hell	didn’t	have	 regrets.
The	way	the	two	of	us	connected	was	unlike	anything	I’d	ever	felt.	She	touched	me	and	I
came	alive.	With	my	lips	on	hers,	everything	made	sense.	When	our	bodies	were	linked,
the	stars	aligned.

I	wasn’t	going	to	let	her	regret	tonight	either.

“Look	at	me	and	tell	me	you	didn’t	feel	the	same	thing	I	felt.”

She	 turned	 up	 her	 chin,	 ready	 to	 lie,	 but	 when	 her	 eyes	 met	 mine,	 the	 fight
disappeared.	“I	can’t,”	she	whispered.

“Then	why	are	you	running	away?	Stay	the	night.”

“I	shouldn’t.	I	don’t	want	Charlie	to	wake	up	in	the	morning	and	me	not	be	home.”

“I	 have	 an	 alarm.”	 I	 pointed	 to	 the	 end	 table.	 “It’s	 that	 little	 black	 box,	 right	 over
there.”

She	shook	her	head.	“It’s	not	just	Charlie.	This	happened	so	fast,	I	just	need	some	time
away	to	think.	Okay?”

“Fine,”	 I	muttered.	“I’m	willing	 to	 let	 that	be	your	excuse	 to	 run	away,	but	 just	 this
once.	In	the	future,	you	can	do	your	thinking	in	my	bed.”

The	 last	 time	 a	 woman	 had	 told	me	 she’d	 needed	 some	 time	 away	 to	 think,	 she’d
moved	to	Montana	and	found	a	husband.	There	was	no	way	I	was	going	to	lose	Thea	like
I’d	lost	Emmeline.

She	might	need	a	night	to	think	things	through,	but	I	didn’t.	Nothing	about	us	together



had	 been	 a	mistake.	 I’d	 thought	 about	 her	 constantly	while	 I’d	 been	 in	New	York.	 I’d
missed	her	and	Charlie	like	crazy.	And	all	it	had	done	was	confirm	something	I’d	known
the	day	I’d	left	Lark	Cove	weeks	ago.

Thea	and	I	could	be	amazing	together.

“Good	night.”	She	pulled	on	the	door	hard.	My	hand	was	still	by	the	peephole,	holding
the	door	closed,	so	I	let	up	and	opened	it	for	her.

“What	are	you	doing?”	she	asked	over	her	shoulder	as	I	followed	her	outside.

“Walking	you	home.”

“You	don’t	need	to.	I’ll	be	fine.”

“Yes,	you	will	because	I’m	walking	you	home.”	It	was	dark,	and	I	didn’t	care	 if	we
were	in	Lark	Cove.	She	shouldn’t	be	walking	around	alone	at	night.

She	quirked	an	eyebrow.	“You	don’t	think	I	can	make	it	five	blocks?”

This	 beautiful	 woman	 was	 testing	 my	 patience.	 If	 she	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 stay,	 then	 I
wanted	to	get	her	home	safely.	Except	that	eyebrow	quirk	made	my	cock	jerk	in	my	jeans,
and	if	I	wasn’t	out	of	condoms,	I’d	pull	her	right	back	inside	and	fuck	her	until	she	was	so
tired,	she’d	collapse	in	my	bed.

“Thea,	you	can	either	let	me	walk	you	home	or	you	can	stay	here	with	me.	We’re	out
of	 condoms,	but	 I’m	sure	 I	 could	 find	another	way	 to	wear	you	out.	What’s	 it	 going	 to
be?”

“I,	um,”	her	cheeks	flushed,	“should	go	home.”

I	grinned	and	placed	my	hand	on	her	hip,	pressing	my	fingertips	into	the	small	of	her
back.	“Then	lead	the	way.”

We	walked	in	silence	the	distance	to	her	house,	past	 the	bar	and	across	the	highway.
As	we	turned	down	the	side	street	closest	to	the	lake,	she	picked	up	her	pace.	Either	she
was	cold	or	she	didn’t	want	me	close	enough	for	a	good-night	kiss.

Too	bad.	She	had	long	legs	but	they	couldn’t	outrun	my	stride.

“Thanks.”	She	waved	over	her	shoulder,	turning	up	the	sidewalk	in	front	of	the	house.
“I’ll	see	you—”

Before	she	could	escape,	I	reached	out	and	snagged	one	of	her	wrists.	Then	I	spun	her
around	and	slammed	my	mouth	down	on	hers.	Her	 lips	were	open,	 so	 I	 slid	my	 tongue
inside,	kissing	her	hard	and	fast	before	tearing	myself	away.

I	grinned	at	the	flush	I’d	left	on	her	face.	“I’ll	see	you	tomorrow.”

She	nodded,	then	turned	and	jogged	up	to	the	house.

Tomorrow.

Thea	would	be	mine	again	tomorrow.	And	the	next	day.	And	the	day	after	that.	She’d
be	mine	all	week	long.

I’d	 spend	 these	 seven	 days	 breaking	 down	her	 barriers,	 proving	 she	 could	 trust	me.



And	when	 I	 left,	 she’d	be	 coming	 too.	Because	 there	was	no	way	 I	was	going	 to	 leave
Thea	and	Charlie	behind	again.

Which	meant,	 starting	 tomorrow,	 I	was	going	 to	 find	a	way	 to	get	 them	 to	move	 to
New	York.

The	next	morning,	I	was	back	in	the	same	place	I’d	left	Thea	last	night,	bent	and	ready	to
catch	the	little	girl	racing	my	way.

“Logan!”	Charlie	shouted	as	she	flew	down	the	sidewalk	and	into	my	arms.

“Happy	Birthday,	peanut.”	I	wrapped	her	up	and	spun	her	around.	“I	missed	you.”

“I	missed	you	too.”	She	leaned	back	and	her	smile	melted	my	heart.	“You’re	back.”

“Of	course	I’m	back.	I	made	you	a	promise.	Besides,	I	had	to	deliver	your	present.	The
mailman	said	it	was	too	big.”

Her	eyes	sparkled.	“What	is	it?”

“I	guess	you’d	better	go	look	in	the	back	of	the	car.”	I	tipped	my	chin	toward	the	black
Suburban	parked	on	the	street.	My	assistant	had	arranged	for	the	SUV	to	be	at	the	airport
last	night,	ready	and	loaded	with	Charlie’s	gift.

She	 squirmed	 out	 of	my	 arms	 and	 ran	 to	 the	 back,	 pushing	 the	 button	 to	 open	 the
hatch.	 I	 followed,	standing	behind	her	with	a	stupid	smile	as	 the	box	came	 into	view.	 It
wasn’t	wrapped,	so	she	could	see	the	pictures	on	the	cardboard.

“A	Jeep!”	she	yelled.	Her	voice	was	louder	than	I’d	ever	heard.

“Your	very	own	Jeep.”	Her	excitement	was	contagious.	I	couldn’t	wait	to	get	the	toy
set	up	and	see	her	driving	it	around	the	yard.

The	Jeep	I’d	picked	out	was	red	with	black	trim.	It	had	an	open	top,	seats	for	two	kids
and	a	row	of	spotlights	on	the	roll	bar.	It	was	top-of-the-line,	the	best	toy	vehicle	on	the
market.	I	hadn’t	even	thought	about	asking	Thea	if	the	gift	was	too	expensive.	I’d	missed
five	birthdays	already,	so	if	I	wanted	to	spoil	my	daughter	on	her	sixth,	no	one,	not	even
her	mother,	was	going	to	tell	me	no.

The	door	to	the	cottage	opened	and	Thea	and	Hazel	came	down	the	sidewalk,	joining
us	by	the	car.

“Mommy!	Gran!”	Charlie	frantically	waved	them	over.	“Look	what	Logan	got	me.”

“A	 Jeep.”	 Thea	 smiled	 as	 she	 took	 in	 the	 box.	 “This	 is	 awesome!	 Did	 you	 say
‘thanks’?”

Charlie	stopped	admiring	the	box	to	wrap	her	arms	around	my	hips.	“Thank	you.”

“You’re	welcome.	Happy	Birthday.”	I	bent	and	kissed	the	top	of	her	hair.	“Come	on.
Let’s	get	this	thing	unloaded	and	then	I	want	to	take	you	somewhere.”

“Where?”	She	and	Thea	stepped	back,	joining	Hazel	on	the	curb.

Since	 Thea	 was	 doing	 her	 best	 to	 avoid	 eye	 contact,	 Hazel	 and	 I	 shared	 a	 smirk.



Whether	Thea	liked	it	or	not,	we	would	be	talking	about	last	night	soon.

But	for	now,	I	was	spending	the	morning	with	the	birthday	girl.

“We’re	going	on	a	birthday	adventure.”

“Hey.”	I	walked	into	the	kitchen	and	found	Thea	at	the	sink.

“Hi.”	Her	eyes	tracked	my	hands	as	they	set	down	the	screwdriver	I’d	been	using	to
build	Charlie’s	Jeep.	She	was	still	refusing	to	look	me	in	the	eye.	“All	done?”

“Yeah.”	 I	went	 right	 to	 her	 side	 and	 leaned	 against	 the	 counter,	making	 sure	 to	 get
close	 enough	 that	 I	 could	 bend	 and	 talk	 into	 her	 ear,	 but	 not	 so	 close	 that	 we	 were
touching.	“She’s	driving	it	around.”

She	was	doing	her	best	to	act	unaffected	by	my	presence,	but	I	heard	the	quick	hitch	of
her	breath	as	she	washed	a	bowl.	She’d	been	setting	up	for	 the	party	ever	since	Charlie
and	I	had	come	back	from	our	adventure.

“Sounds	like	you	two	had	fun	this	morning.”

I	smiled.	“We	sure	did.”

The	first	place	I’d	taken	Charlie	this	morning	had	been	the	lake	house	to	meet	with	a
realtor	 and	 get	 a	 tour.	 I’d	 assured	 her	 that	 I	 was	 buying	 the	 home	 for	 myself	 and	 she
wouldn’t	 have	 to	move	but	 that	 I	 needed	her	help	 to	decide	 if	 it	was	 a	place	 she	 could
come	for	visits.

Charlie	 explored	 the	 house	 from	 top	 to	 bottom,	 inspecting	 every	 inch	 of	 the	 five-
thousand-square-foot	 home.	 By	 the	 time	 she	 declared	 it	 was	 acceptable,	 the	 realtor—a
man	who’d	stood	by	patiently	the	entire	time—had	earned	his	commission.

After	we	left	my	future	Montana	home,	I	took	Charlie	to	a	boat	store	about	ten	miles
outside	of	Lark	Cove.	We	went	straight	to	the	showroom	where	I	told	her	to	pick	one.	Just
like	with	my	house,	she	gave	every	boat	a	thorough	inspection	before	deciding	on	a	blue
ski	boat.	And	I’d	handed	the	salesman	my	credit	card.

From	there,	we’d	returned	to	the	cottage	for	lunch	and	to	get	Charlie’s	Jeep	assembled
before	the	party.

“Can	I	help	with	something?”	I	asked	Thea.	It	was	almost	three	and	guests	were	due	to
arrive	at	any	minute.

“No,	I	think	I’m	all	set.”

The	cake,	a	camouflage	rectangle	with	neon-orange	piping,	was	on	the	kitchen	table.
The	snacks	were	all	in	bowls	ready	to	take	out	to	the	card	table	set	up	on	the	back	lawn
down	by	the	dock.	And	the	coolers	on	the	porch	were	all	full.

Charlie	had	invited	over	some	friends	to	play	outside	and	go	swimming	in	the	lake	for
her	party.	There’d	be	kids	with	 their	 parents	 along	with	 Jackson,	Willa	 and	a	 couple	of
Thea’s	friends	from	the	bar	crowding	their	backyard.

There	weren’t	a	ton	of	decorations,	just	some	balloons	on	the	porch	and	tablecloths	on



the	card	tables.	It	was	the	polar	opposite	of	the	birthday	extravaganzas	that	my	sisters	and
I	had	experienced	as	children.	There	were	no	petting	zoos	or	Cirque	du	Soleil	performers.
This	wasn’t	a	competition	to	see	who	could	spend	the	most	money	for	their	child’s	special
day.

Because	it	wasn’t	about	the	party	at	all.	It	was	just	about	celebrating	Charlie.

“That	was	 a	 really	 nice	 gift	 you	 bought	 her.”	Thea	 spoke	 to	 the	 kitchen	window	as
Charlie	came	driving	around	the	side	of	the	house.

“Too	much?”

“No.”	She	shook	her	head.	“I	don’t	care	if	you	spoil	her	for	a	while,	Logan.	I	get	it.”

She	 did.	 Thea	 had	 been	 nothing	 but	 supportive	 of	 the	 bond	 Charlie	 and	 I	 were
building.	If	only	she’d	 let	down	her	own	guard,	 then	the	 two	of	us	could	do	some	more
bonding	too.	“It’s	time	to	talk	about	last	night.	Why	did	you	run	away?”

She	abandoned	the	sink,	darting	around	the	kitchen,	looking	for	something	to	do.

I	grinned	as	she	shuffled	the	bowls	on	the	counter	around,	then	squared	up	the	stack	of
army-green	party	napkins.

With	her	back	to	me,	I	crossed	the	floor	and	placed	both	of	my	arms	on	the	counter	at
her	sides.

“Logan,”	she	gasped	as	I	trapped	her,	my	chest	pressing	against	her	back.

“Thea.”	My	 voice	was	 low	 and	 quiet	 as	 I	 spoke	 in	 her	 neck.	 “You	 can’t	 avoid	me
forever.	I’m	not	going	anywhere.	Talk	to	me.”

“Except	you	are	going	somewhere.”	She	turned	her	head,	speaking	to	my	bicep.	“Back
to	New	York.	Back	to	being	distracted.”

“Distracted?	What	are	you	talking	about?”

She	spun	around	in	the	space	between	my	arms,	leaning	back	against	the	counter	and
crossing	her	arms.	Her	breasts	 lifted	under	her	simple	gray	sundress,	 revealing	a	hint	of
cleavage.

I	fought	the	urge	to	press	my	hips	into	hers.	There	was	fire	in	her	eyes,	a	passion	that
made	the	bulge	in	my	jeans	even	worse.

“You	were	different	these	last	two	weeks,”	she	declared.	“Like	you	didn’t	really	have
time	to	talk	to	us.”

My	eyebrows	came	together	as	I	mentally	ran	through	our	phone	calls.	Most	of	the	last
two	weeks	had	been	spent	at	the	firm	with	my	team	buzzing	in	and	out	of	my	office	with
questions.	Was	that	why	she’d	asked	me	if	 I	had	a	girlfriend?	Was	she	worried	I’d	been
seeing	someone	else?

“I	 spent	 the	 last	 two	weeks	working	 fourteen-hour	days	at	 the	 firm.	Every.	Day.	 If	 I
was	distracted,	it	was	because	someone	had	barged	into	my	office	and	interrupted	our	call.
Trust	 me,	 there	 was	 nothing	 I	 would	 have	 rather	 been	 doing	 than	 talking	 to	 you	 and
Charlie.”



“Then—”

My	phone	rang	in	my	pocket.	Damn	it.	I’d	forgotten	to	put	it	on	silent.

She	dropped	her	eyes	to	stare	at	her	bare	toes	as	I	declined	the	call.

“Hey.”	 I	hooked	a	 finger	under	her	chin.	“I	work.	A	 lot.	My	job	 is	 important	 to	me.
But	that	doesn’t	mean	you	and	Charlie	aren’t	important	to	me	too.	I’ll	try	to	do	better.”

“Thanks.	Charlie	will	appreciate	it.”

I	grinned.	“Just	Charlie?”

She	fought	it,	but	I	caught	a	twitch	on	the	corner	of	her	mouth.

A	mouth	I	was	going	to	kiss	right	now.

I	leaned	forward,	holding	her	gaze	until	our	noses	touched.	Before	I	brushed	my	lips	to
hers,	 I	 licked	her	 bottom	 lip	 and	pressed	my	hips	 forward,	 letting	 her	 feel	 how	much	 I
wanted	her.	Thea’s	mouth	had	just	fallen	open	with	a	gasp	when	the	back	door	burst	open.

“The—Shit,”	Hazel	cussed.	“Sorry.”

Thea	ripped	her	lips	from	mine,	turning	her	head	to	the	side,	then	ducking	under	my
arms	to	escape.	She	cleared	her	throat,	grabbing	two	bowls	and	walking	right	to	the	door
as	she	muttered,	“I	better	get	these	outside.”

I	 took	 a	 few	moments	 to	 get	myself	 under	 control.	Then	 I	 ran	 a	 hand	 over	my	 lips
before	turning	around	to	Hazel.

“Sorry.”	She	barked	out	a	laugh.	“Bad	timing.”

“It’s	okay.”	I	shrugged.	“It’s	probably	not	the	best	time	to	be	kissing	her	anyway.	Not
with	a	bunch	of	party	guests	on	their	way.”

Hazel	went	to	the	sink	and	filled	a	glass	of	water	as	she	scanned	the	backyard	through
the	window.	Thea	was	setting	the	snacks	down	outside	on	the	tables.

“Come	and	 sit.”	Hazel	motioned	 to	 the	 table	 so	 I	 followed	her	over,	 taking	 the	 seat
with	my	 back	 to	 the	 door.	 “This	 town	 is	 small	 and	 people	 like	 to	 gossip.	 After	 today,
everyone	in	Lark	Cove	is	going	to	know	about	you.”

“Is	that	a	problem?”

“No.	It’s	an	opportunity.”

I	grinned,	leaning	my	elbows	on	the	table.	“I’m	listening.”

“Thea	 doesn’t	 have	 a	 ton	 of	 friends	 here	 in	 town.	 She	 spends	 her	 free	 time	 with
Charlie,	and	she	works	at	the	bar.	Not	exactly	a	place	to	host	play	dates.	She’s	never	been
able	 to	 really	 connect	 with	 the	 other	moms	 in	 town.	 They	 just	 don’t	 have	 anything	 in
common	except	their	kids.”

I	wasn’t	quite	following	how	I	fit	into	this,	but	I	stayed	quiet	as	Hazel	slowly	sipped
her	water	before	continuing.

“If	you	put	Thea	behind	a	bar,	she	can	charm	anyone	on	the	other	side.	Hell,	she	could
charm	the	lights	off	a	Christmas	tree.	But	the	women	in	this	town	are	cliquey	and	a	bunch



of	them	are	coming	here	for	the	first	time.	I	don’t	want	to	see	Thea	uncomfortable	at	her
own	daughter’s	birthday	party.”

Neither	do	I.	“I’ll	make	sure	Thea	has	a	good	time	today.”

We	nodded	at	each	other	and	I	stood,	going	straight	for	the	door.	I	wanted	to	find	Thea
and	do	whatever	I	could	to	keep	a	smile	on	her	face.

I	stepped	onto	the	porch	with	a	smile	on	my	own.

It	dropped	as	I	watched	Jackson	kiss	Thea.



	

Carrying	 two	 bowls	 of	 snacks,	 I	 hustled	 across	 the	 yard	 to	 the	 tables	 set	 up	 on	 the
shoreline.	I	should	be	thinking	about	Charlie’s	party,	but	my	head	was	in	a	fog.

A	Logan	fog.

I’d	 almost	 kissed	 him.	 Again.	 Something	 I’d	 sworn	 after	 last	 night	 I	 wouldn’t	 do.
Except	I	sure	hadn’t	put	up	much	of	a	fight	when	he’d	trapped	me	against	the	counter.

Goddamn	it.	Going	for	a	walk	last	night	had	been	a	colossal	mistake.	What	had	I	been
thinking,	barging	into	his	hotel	room?	Why	had	I	had	sex	with	him?

Stupid	question.

I’d	been	so	happy	to	see	him	in	Lark	Cove	that	I’d	acted	purely	on	emotion,	letting	my
immense	relief,	joy	and	desire	lead	the	way.	I’d	kissed	him	because	I	had	no	other	way	to
explain	how	much	it	meant	to	me	that	he’d	kept	his	promise.

But	now,	the	emotions	were	waning	and	worry	had	filled	in	the	gaps.

What	 did	 Logan	 want	 from	 me?	 Was	 he	 looking	 for	 a	 fling?	 A	 long-distance
relationship?	I	didn’t	know	how	to	ask	him	what	he	wanted	because	I	didn’t	want	to	tell
him	what	I	wanted.

Him.

I	wanted	him	to	stay	in	Lark	Cove.	To	be	a	full-time	father	to	Charlie.	To	explore	this
thing	between	us.	I	wanted	that	damn	phone	of	his	to	stop	ringing.

His	 job	 was	 demanding.	 I	 could	 support	 and	 respect	 his	 commitment	 to	 work.	 But
Logan’s	passion	went	well	beyond	career	commitment.	In	the	short	time	he’d	been	here,
I’d	discovered	his	only	flaw.

Logan	was	a	workaholic.

If	he	was	so	dedicated	to	his	career,	did	he	have	room	in	his	life	for	anything	else?

Whatever	 the	 answer,	 I	 didn’t	 have	 time	 to	worry	 about	 it	 now.	Today,	 I	 needed	 to
focus	on	Charlie’s	party	and	entertaining	a	group	of	parents	who	were	coming	to	my	house
for	the	first	time	ever.	People	who	gave	me	polite	but	distant	smiles	at	the	school	programs
and	soccer	games.



I	could	picture	 the	awkward	afternoon	now.	Me,	 Jackson,	Hazel	and	 the	bar	 folk	on
one	 side	 of	 the	 yard.	 The	 other	 kids’	 parents	 on	 the	 opposite.	 Logan	 would	 likely	 be
mingling	with	 them,	 impressing	 them	with	 his	 small-talk	 skills	 and	 big-city	 anecdotes.
Tomorrow’s	grapevine	topic	would	be	predictable.

Did	you	meet	Charlie’s	father?

What	a	wonderful	man.	And	so	handsome.

How	did	Thea	manage	to	trap	a	man	like	him?

Puke.

“Snap	out	of	 it,”	 I	muttered	 to	myself,	arranging	 the	bowls	of	 snack	mix	and	potato
chips	on	a	card	table.

I’d	 asked	Charlie	what	 she	wanted	 for	 her	 birthday	 party	 food	 and	 she’d	 requested
snacks.	It	was	fitting	that	Logan	had	taken	to	calling	Charlie	peanut.	She	loved	them.	She
loved	all	snacks.	I	was	constantly	sneaking	down	to	her	fort	to	replace	the	stashes	in	her
lunch	boxes.

So	today	we	were	having	a	variety	of	chips	and	crackers	and	snack	mixes.	And	since
our	local	grocery	store	made	delicious	cakes,	I’d	ordered	one	for	Charlie,	just	like	I’d	done
for	her	other	five	birthdays.

There	were	juice	boxes	for	the	kids	and	mini	water	bottles.	I’d	also	filled	a	couple	of
coolers	with	beer	because	my	side	of	the	lawn	divide	would	definitely	be	drinking.

I	was	 allowing	myself	 two	 beers,	max.	Beer	 had	 a	 tendency	 to	make	me	 loose	 and
flowy.	If	I	had	one	too	many,	I’d	be	defenseless	against	Logan’s	next	advance.	Three	Fat
Tires	and	I’d	let	him	drag	me	back	to	his	motel	room	without	a	peep.

Just	the	thought	of	another	night	with	him	sent	a	wave	of	pleasure	down	my	back.	Last
night,	 though	a	huge	mistake,	had	been	incredible.	I’d	forgotten	what	real	orgasms	were
like.

“Earth	to	Thea.”

I	jumped	at	Jackson’s	voice,	spinning	around	and	clutching	my	heart.	“Hi.”

“You	okay?”

“Oh,	yeah.”	I	shrugged	him	off.	“I	was,	um,	just	thinking	about	what	else	I	needed	to
do	for	the	party.	Did	you	get	my	text	about	putting	up	a	sign	at	the	bar?	I	forgot	to	make
one	yesterday.”

One	luxury	of	running	the	bar	was	that	Jackson	and	I	dictated	hours.	If	it	was	slow,	we
closed	early.	And	we	did	the	same	on	days	like	today	when	we	had	family	functions.

“It’s	done.”	He	nodded,	leaning	past	me	for	a	chip.

I	 caught	 the	 smell	 of	 alcohol	 on	 his	 breath.	 It	wasn’t	 uncommon	 for	 him	 to	 have	 a
couple	of	beers	at	the	bar,	but	I	was	surprised	he’d	had	some	before	Charlie’s	party.

“What	do	you	need	me	to	do?”	he	asked	while	crunching.

“Nothing.”	I	started	walking	for	the	porch.	“Want	a	beer?”	Or	another?



“Are	they	cold?”

I	rolled	my	eyes.	“Once.	I	served	you	lukewarm	beer	at	one	birthday	party.	Are	you
ever	going	to	let	that	go?”

“Probably	not.”	He	threw	an	arm	over	my	shoulder	for	a	sideways	hug.

The	 gesture	 confirmed	 he’d	 been	 drinking.	 Jackson	was	 always	 playful	 and	 touchy
after	a	few	beers.	But	it	was	one	of	the	rare	afternoons	where	we	were	both	free	to	relax,
so	if	he	wanted	to	get	a	buzz,	I	wouldn’t	hold	it	against	him.

I	was	just	glad	he	was	here.	One	thing	was	for	sure:	even	if	the	other	parents	huddled
together	on	their	own,	I’d	always	have	Jackson	on	my	side.

“Uncle	Jackson!”	Charlie’s	Jeep	came	into	view	from	behind	a	clump	of	trees.	“Look
at	what	Logan	got	me!”	She	waved	at	him	while	one	hand	was	firmly	gripping	the	steering
wheel.

“Looks	great,	Chuck!”	Jackson	waved	back	with	a	smile,	 then	dropped	the	arm	he’d
had	around	me.	His	good	mood	vanished	as	he	looked	from	my	daughter	to	me.	“So,	he
showed?”

“He	came	in	last	night,”	I	said,	not	meeting	his	gaze	as	we	continued	to	the	porch.

When	I’d	gotten	home	last	night,	Hazel	had	still	been	awake.	She’d	taken	one	look	at
my	 face	 and	known	 I’d	 slept	with	Logan.	Apparently,	 the	 I-just-had-three-orgasms	 look
took	longer	than	five	blocks	to	fade.	If	it	was	still	lingering,	I	didn’t	want	Jackson	to	see.

“Hold	up.”	He	caught	up	to	my	side,	gripping	my	elbow	as	we	walked.

I	tipped	up	my	chin	and	smiled.	“What?	Come	on.	I’ll	get	you	your	beer	and	then	set
out	the	other	snacks.”	I	squirmed	out	of	his	hold	and	hurried	to	the	porch,	jogging	up	the
four	 steps.	 I’d	 almost	 reached	 the	 door	 when	 Jackson	 grabbed	 me	 again,	 spinning	 me
around.

“Thea,”	he	warned.	“Did	you	fuck	him?”

“Hey,”	I	hissed,	glancing	toward	the	yard	to	make	sure	Charlie	wasn’t	close.	“Keep	it
down	and	watch	the	language.”

“We	talked	about	this,	Thea.	You’re	setting	yourself	up	to	get	used.”

I	glared	up	at	him.	 “It’s	not	 like	 that.	He’s	not	using	me.”	 I	had	complete	 faith	 that
Logan	had	been	honest	last	night	when	he’d	told	me	he	was	single.	There	had	been	only
truth	in	his	eyes.

“So	what	then?”	Jackson	asked.	“You’re	using	him?	Is	that	it?	Haven’t	gotten	laid	in	a
while,	so	you	take	advantage	of	having	Baby	Daddy	around?	You	know,	if	you	needed	to
get	off,	you	could	have	 just	asked	me.”	He	shuffled	closer,	 right	 into	my	space.	“I’d	be
happy	to	help.”

“Jackson.”	I	gaped	at	him.	“What	is	wrong	with	you?”

He	inched	closer.	“Nothing.	I’m	just	offering	to	help	you	out	so	we	can	get	rid	of	this
guy.”



“This	 guy	 is	 Charlie’s	 father.”	 I	 dug	 my	 heels	 in,	 not	 letting	 Jackson	 push	 me
backward.	 I	 wasn’t	 sure	 what	 he	 was	 playing	 at,	 but	 I’d	 had	 enough	 people	 push	 me
around	 in	 my	 life.	 I	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 take	 it	 from	 my	 best	 friend.	 “Logan’s	 not	 going
anywhere.	Get	used	to	it.”

“Oh	yeah?”	His	eyes	 flicked	 to	 the	 side,	but	before	 I	could	 turn	 to	 see	what	he	was
looking	at,	his	lips	came	right	down	on	mine.

Jackson’s	kiss	stunned	me	for	a	split	 second,	but	my	anger	kicked	 in.	 I	planted	both
hands	on	his	chest	and	shoved	him	back	with	all	my	might.

“Damn	it,	Jackson!”	I	shouted	at	 the	same	time	the	door	to	 the	house	flew	open	and
Logan	stormed	out.

“Get	away	from	her.”	Logan	moved	in	a	flash,	stepping	between	me	and	Jackson	and
shoving	me	behind	his	back.

“Butt	out,	rich	boy.	This	is	between	me	and	Thea.”	Jackson	stood	to	his	full	height,	but
Logan	didn’t	back	down	from	my	idiot	of	a	friend.

“No.”	Logan	stepped	closer.	“This	is	between	you	and	me.”

I’d	 seen	 this	 standoff	at	 the	bar	more	 than	my	 fair	 share	of	 times.	We	were	 seconds
away	from	flying	fists	and	bloody	lips.

No	way	I	was	letting	that	happen	on	my	daughter’s	birthday.

“That’s	 enough.”	 I	 grabbed	 Logan’s	 arm,	 yanking	 it	 as	 hard	 as	 I	 could	 to	 get	 his
attention.	 He	 barely	 moved	 an	 inch,	 but	 it	 was	 enough	 to	 slip	 around	 him	 and	 stand
between	the	men.	“It’s	Charlie’s	birthday.	Ruin	this	for	her,	and	I’ll	kill	you	both.”

That	got	 through	 to	Logan.	With	grinding	 teeth	and	clenched	 fists,	he	 took	one	step
back.

I	spun	around	to	Jackson	and	shoved	my	finger	in	his	face.	“Don’t	you	ever	kiss	me
again.”

A	pained	gasp	echoed	across	the	porch.	My	head	whipped	down	the	stairs,	just	in	time
to	see	Willa’s	face	pale.	Blond	hair	streamed	behind	her	as	she	ran	away.

Goddamn	it.

Everyone	within	a	twenty-mile	radius	of	Lark	Cove	knew	that	Willa	Doon	was	in	love
with	Jackson	Page.

Everyone	except	Jackson.

Willa	was	as	sweet	and	shy	as	they	came.	She’d	worked	up	the	courage	about	a	year
ago	to	ask	me	if	there	was	anything	between	me	and	Jackson.	I’d	assured	her	that	our	love
was	the	purely	platonic	kind.	It	always	had	been	and	always	would	be.

But	if	she’d	only	caught	the	tail	end	of	that	exchange,	she	wouldn’t	have	realized	that
Jackson	had	only	kissed	me	to	get	a	rise	out	of	Logan.

“Damn	it,	Jackson.”

“What	did	he	do?”	Hazel	asked,	coming	outside	to	the	porch.



“He	kissed	me	to	pick	a	fight	with	this	one.”	I	jerked	a	thumb	at	Logan.	“And	Willa
saw.”

Hazel’s	 face	hardened.	“Damn	it,	 Jackson.”	Before	he	could	respond,	she	swung	her
arm	back	and	brought	it	up	fast	and	hard,	smacking	him	in	the	back	of	the	head.

“Hey!”	He	winced,	rubbing	the	back	of	his	head.	“That	hurt.”

She	stuck	her	index	finger	in	his	face.	“You	deserved	that.”

“Gran,	why	did	you	hit	Uncle	Jackson?”

All	our	heads	spun	to	the	little	girl	climbing	out	of	her	Jeep	at	the	base	of	the	steps.

“Sometimes	 your	 uncle	 needs	 a	 good	 thumping,”	 Hazel	 declared,	 then	 turned	 to
Jackson.	“All	the	bowls	in	the	kitchen	need	to	be	taken	down	to	the	tables.	Get	on	it.”

His	frame	shrank.	“Yes,	ma’am.”

We	might	be	in	our	thirties,	but	neither	of	us	ever	went	against	that	tone	in	her	voice.

“Show	me	that	Jeep.”	Hazel	left	Logan	and	I	on	the	porch	while	Jackson	disappeared
inside	the	house.

He	and	I	would	have	it	out	later.	For	now,	I	was	just	glad	that	Charlie	had	missed	the
entire	kissing	episode	and	her	happy	birthday	wasn’t	in	jeopardy.

“You	okay?”	Logan	stepped	up	to	my	back	and	placed	his	hands	on	my	shoulders.

I	nodded	and	 turned,	 ready	 to	apologize	and	explain,	but	 I	was	cut	off	when	 two	of
Charlie’s	soccer	teammates	came	running	around	the	side	of	the	house	followed	by	their
parents.

My	explanation	would	have	to	wait.

It	was	party	time.

“Here.”	I	handed	Logan	a	tumbler	of	bourbon	and	ice.	“It’s	not	Macallan,	but	it’ll	have	to
do.”

“Thanks.”	He	took	the	glass,	resting	it	on	his	knee	as	I	sat	down	on	the	couch	beside
him.

I	had	my	vodka	in	hand,	but	tonight,	it	was	in	a	glass,	over	ice	and	with	a	lemon	twist.
“Thank	you.	For	today.”

He	extended	a	hand	to	squeeze	my	knee.	“You’re	welcome.”

Logan	 had	 been	 amazing	 at	 the	 party.	 He’d	 stuck	 by	 my	 side	 all	 day,	 introducing
himself	to	the	other	parents	and	bringing	them	under	his	spell.	I’d	gotten	to	know	some	of
the	other	parents	better	than	I	ever	had	before,	so	much	so,	a	couple	of	them	had	insisted	I
sit	with	them	at	the	next	soccer	game.

Because	 of	 him,	 there	 hadn’t	 been	 any	 awkward	 silences	 or	 divided	 groups.	 He’d
brought	us	all	together	from	the	start	and	no	one,	especially	me,	had	wanted	to	leave	his
side.



On	 top	of	 that,	 he’d	 been	 incredible	with	Charlie.	He’d	watched	proudly	 as	Charlie
had	made	a	wish	and	blown	out	her	candles.	He’d	 fussed	over	all	 the	gifts	she’d	gotten
from	her	friends.	When	he	wasn’t	standing	by	me,	he	was	at	her	beck	and	call,	getting	her
another	drink	or	more	snacks	or	another	piece	of	cake.

The	afternoon	and	evening	had	flown	by	in	a	whirl,	and	Charlie	had	fallen	asleep	with
a	smile	on	her	face.

For	the	first	time,	both	her	mother	and	father	had	tucked	her	into	bed	on	her	birthday.

“It	was	a	fun	day.”	Logan	sighed.	“Except	for	the	part	where	he	tried	to	kiss	you.”

“Jealous?”

“Yes.”

I	smiled,	glad	he	hadn’t	 tried	 to	deny	 it.	“There’s	nothing	going	on	between	me	and
Jackson.	He	was	just	trying	to	get	a	rise	out	of	you.”

Jackson	and	I	were	having	words	tomorrow,	though	he	already	knew	he’d	screwed	up.
He’d	kept	his	distance	today,	watching	from	the	back	of	the	crowd.	Any	time	I	found	his
gaze,	it	was	full	of	apology.

“I	still	don’t	like	it.”	Logan	set	down	his	glass	on	the	coffee	table,	then	reached	across
the	couch.	He	looped	his	finger	into	the	cloth	belt	of	my	dress,	giving	it	a	tug.

I	 didn’t	 fight	 it.	 I	 scooted	 close	 so	we	were	 shoulder	 to	 shoulder.	There	was	 a	 lot	 I
needed	to	sort	out	when	it	came	to	Logan,	but	tonight,	I	was	too	tired	to	resist	snuggling
into	his	side	as	he	put	his	arm	across	the	back	of	the	couch.

“She’s	six.”	His	voice	was	laced	with	regret.	“I’ve	missed	so	much.”

My	heart	broke.	“I’m	so	sorry.	I	wish—”

“Hey.”	His	hand	came	up	to	cup	my	cheek.	“Don’t.”

“Okay.”

His	hand	 fell	 away	as	he	dropped	his	 cheek	 to	my	hair.	 I	 sank	even	 further	 into	his
side.	“Tell	me	what	her	other	birthdays	were	like.”

“They	were	much	less	exciting.	Mostly	just	me	and	Hazel	fussing	over	her.	Actually,”
I	pushed	away	to	stand	from	the	couch,	“I	can	show	you.”

I	put	down	my	drink,	then	went	to	the	closet	in	the	hallway,	pulling	down	a	plastic	tub
full	of	the	scrapbooks	I’d	made	for	Charlie.

I	hefted	the	tub	into	the	living	room,	smiling	as	I	set	it	down	on	the	coffee	table.	Then
I	took	off	the	lid,	barely	able	to	contain	my	excitement	as	I	found	the	book	I	wanted	and
handed	it	over.

“Start	with	this	one.	It’s	her	baby	book.”

Logan	 set	 his	 glass	 aside,	 sitting	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 his	 seat	 with	 the	 pink	 scrapbook
splayed	across	his	knees.	He	stroked	the	edge	of	the	first	photo,	memorizing	the	picture.
The	one	of	Charlie	swaddled	and	sleeping	on	my	chest	as	I	dozed	in	my	hospital	bed.



It	took	him	a	few	moments	to	flip	the	page.	I	didn’t	rush	him.	Instead,	I	resumed	my
seat	and	watched	as	he	slowly	studied	every	detail	in	five	scrapbooks.

I’d	 put	 hours	 and	 hours	 into	 those	 books.	 Placing	 pictures.	Adding	 designs.	Noting
important	moments.	I’d	compiled	one	every	year	after	her	birthday.	Mostly	I’d	done	it	for
myself,	so	I’d	have	something	to	look	back	on	as	Charlie	grew	up.	It	took	days	to	put	one
together	with	 hundreds	 of	 photos.	Every	 year	when	 I	was	 done,	 I	 told	myself	 I’d	 scale
back	with	the	next	book.

The	look	of	pure	awe	and	joy	on	Logan’s	face	made	me	grateful	I’d	never	backed	off.

Maybe	deep	down,	I’d	put	 them	together	not	for	myself,	but	 in	hopes	that	one	day	I
could	give	them	to	Logan.

He	studied	each	photo	and	memento,	touching	the	ones	he	seemed	to	love	most.	Book
after	book,	I	sat	at	his	side	and	watched	him	soak	it	all	in.

I	 told	him	little	stories,	 like	how	when	Charlie	was	 two,	she’d	only	eat	 if	 I	gave	her
ketchup,	which	she	called	her	“dip.”	Everything	got	dipped.	Meat.	Vegetables.	Fruit.	Then
I	narrated	through	the	Christmases	and	Easters.	Through	her	first	haircut	and	her	first	day
of	kindergarten.

Hours	later,	when	he	came	to	the	last	page,	there	were	tears	in	both	our	eyes.

“Thank	you.”	He	sucked	in	a	deep	breath,	then	laced	his	fingers	with	mine.	“It	doesn’t
feel	like	I	missed	it	all	now.”

“I’m	 glad.”	 I	 reached	 up	 to	 cup	 his	 cheek,	 like	 he’d	 done	 earlier,	 and	 stroked	 my
thumb	across	the	stubble	on	his	jaw.

“Fuck,	I	wish	I	would	have	come	back	to	that	hotel	bar	sooner.”

Sooner?	My	thumb	froze.	“You	came	back?	When?	Why?”

“It	must	have	been	a	week	or	so	after	you	quit.	Six	months	after	we	met.	I	came	back
to	ask	you	out	on	a	real	date,	but	they’d	told	me	you’d	already	gone.	I	should	have	hunted
you	down.”

My	hand	fell	away	as	my	head	started	spinning.

All	this	time,	I’d	thought	he’d	walked	away	and	forgotten	about	me.	I’d	assumed	he’d
moved	on	to	other	things.	But	if	he’d	come	back	to	the	bar,	it	meant	he’d	wanted	more.

He’d	felt	it	too.

My	eyes	flooded	at	the	realization.	It	hadn’t	just	been	my	silly,	foolish	heart	believing
in	a	one-sided	fairy	tale	for	all	these	years.

He	felt	it	too.

In	 that	 hotel	 bar,	 I’d	 found	 something	magical.	 Something	more	 than	 lust	 and	 sex.
Something	I’d	been	running	from	for	the	last	month,	because	I	was	worried	Logan	hadn’t
felt	it	too.

But	he	had.	He	was	right	there	with	me.

I	opened	my	mouth	to	speak	but	I	was	at	a	loss	for	words.	So	instead	of	trying	to	find



them,	I	launched	myself	into	his	arms	and	crushed	my	mouth	to	his.

He	kissed	me	back,	stroking	his	tongue	against	mine	as	his	hands	threaded	through	my
hair.	 I	 swung	 up	 and	 onto	 his	 lap,	 straddling	 his	 thighs	 and	 grinding	 down	 against	 the
hardness	growing	in	his	jeans.

I	wasn’t	sure	how	long	we	sat	there,	but	my	lips	were	swollen	when	he	finally	broke
away.	He	framed	my	face	with	his	hands,	holding	me	captive	as	I	swayed	on	weak	knees.
“You’re	a	dream,	Thea	Landry.”

So	are	you.

“But	we	have	to	stop.	I’m	out	of	condoms.”

I	shook	my	head,	climbed	off	his	lap	and	stood.	“I	went	to	the	gas	station	while	you
and	Charlie	were	on	your	adventure	earlier	and	bought	some.”

“You	did?”

I	nodded.

He	surged	off	the	couch	and	wrapped	me	up,	kissing	me	breathless.	Then	he	took	my
hand	and	led	me	upstairs,	where	the	condoms	were	hidden	under	my	pillow.

I’d	bought	them	on	a	whim	when	I’d	been	getting	ice	earlier.

Just	in	case,	I’d	told	myself	as	I’d	grabbed	a	pack.	Just	in	case	Logan	melted	down	my
defenses.

Just	in	case	Logan	turned	out	to	be	more	than	just	a	dream	too.



	

“Hi,	peanut.”	I	held	out	my	arms	for	Charlie	as	she	came	into	the	kitchen.	She	rubbed	her
sleepy	eyes,	then	came	right	to	me	and	crawled	into	my	lap,	burrowing	her	head	into	my
shoulder.

Thea	 came	 over	 to	 the	 kitchen	 table	 and	 kissed	Charlie’s	 hair.	 “Good	morning,	my
love.	Want	some	pancakes?”

Charlie	nodded	as	she	yawned.

“Chocolate	chips	or	blueberries?”

“Chocolate	chips,”	Charlie	and	I	said	in	unison.

Thea	smiled	at	me	and	went	back	to	her	bowl	of	pancake	batter.

“Morning.”	Hazel	came	into	the	kitchen	from	the	back	porch,	kicking	off	some	garden
clogs	 by	 the	 door.	 “Nice	 shirt,	 Logan.	 It’s	 so	 similar	 to	 the	 one	 you	 were	 wearing
yesterday.”

I	grinned.	“Nearly	identical.”

Thea	and	I	had	gotten	up	early,	wanting	to	beat	Charlie	out	of	bed.	I’d	intended	to	get
to	the	motel	and	shower	and	change,	but	when	Thea	had	handed	me	a	cup	of	coffee,	we’d
ended	up	talking	for	an	hour	and	I’d	lost	track	of	time.

So	I	was	in	the	T-shirt	I’d	worn	yesterday,	the	one	she’d	worn	to	sleep	in	after	we’d
used	three	of	her	condoms.

Cramped	 in	her	bed	 that	was	much	 too	small	 for	 the	 two	of	us,	 I’d	slept	 like	a	 rock
with	Thea	 at	my	 side.	We’d	 heard	Hazel	 head	 outside	 early,	 then	 had	 sex	 again	 before
coming	downstairs.

I	 needed	 to	 get	 to	work	 since	my	 team	 at	 the	 firm	 had	 already	 been	 at	 it	 for	 three
hours.	But	I	couldn’t	seem	to	get	my	feet	to	walk	out	the	door.	I	couldn’t	break	away	from
the	girl	in	my	lap	and	the	woman	at	the	counter.

“What’s	the	plan	for	today?”	Hazel	asked	Thea,	coming	to	sit	at	the	table	with	a	cup	of
coffee.

“Since	I’m	off,	I	was	thinking	about	going	shoreline	picking.”



Charlie’s	head	flew	off	my	chest.	“Can	I	come?”

Thea	twisted	to	look	over	her	shoulder.	“Of	course.”

“Yes.”	Charlie	smiled	up	at	me.	“Can	you	come	too?”

Damn,	I	wanted	to.	I	had	no	idea	what	shoreline	picking	was,	but	I	wanted	to	find	out.
I’d	 go	Dumpster	 diving	 if	 that	meant	 I	 got	 to	 spend	 the	 day	with	 the	Landrys.	But	 the
phone	 in	my	pocket	had	been	vibrating	all	morning.	 Ignoring	 it	was	getting	harder	with
each	call.

“I’m	not	sure.”	I	touched	her	nose.	“I’m	supposed	to	be	working,	but	hanging	with	you
sounds	like	a	lot	more	fun.”

She	nodded.	“It	is.	It’s	super	fun.	And	we	can	bring	snacks	for	a	picnic.”

I	glanced	over	at	Thea’s	back.	“What	time	are	you	going?”

“Whenever.	We	can	hang	out	and	wait	for	you.	Maybe	leave	around	noon.”	She	was
trying	 to	 come	 across	 as	 nonchalant,	 but	 I	 could	 hear	 the	 hope	 behind	 her	 words.	 It
matched	Charlie’s.

“Okay.	Let	me	make	some	calls.”

I’d	been	killing	myself	for	two	weeks—more	like	two	years.	I	could	take	an	afternoon
off.

“Now.”	I	gave	Charlie	a	serious	look.	“What	on	earth	is	shoreline	picking?”

By	noon,	Thea	had	loaded	up	her	hatchback	with	some	empty	buckets	and	work	gloves.
She	and	Charlie	had	both	changed	into	their	swimsuits,	and	I’d	run	back	to	the	motel	to	do
some	work	and	pull	on	a	pair	of	shorts.

I	 hadn’t	 changed	 my	 shirt,	 because	 it	 still	 smelled	 like	 Thea.	 She	 used	 the	 same
lavender	shampoo	and	lotion	that	she	did	on	Charlie,	but	her	natural	citrusy	scent	made	it
entirely	her	own.

“What	 can	 I	 do?”	 I	 asked	 her	 as	 she	 carried	 out	 a	 handful	 of	 trash	 bags	 from	 her
workshop.

“I	 think	 we’re	 good	 to	 go.”	 She	 scanned	 the	 yard,	 searching	 for	 our	 daughter.
“Charlie!”

In	the	distance,	a	faint	“I’m	coming!”	carried	through	the	trees.

My	 phone	 buzzed	 in	my	 pocket	 but	 I	 ignored	 it.	 I’d	 scrambled	 in	my	 attempts	 this
morning	to	fit	eight	hours	of	work	into	three.	I	hated	being	behind	or	leaving	my	team	on
their	own,	but	that	motel	room	couldn’t	keep	me	today.	I	was	too	excited	about	what	Thea
had	planned.

Shoreline	picking,	I’d	learned,	was	basically	a	treasure	hunt.

Thea	and	Charlie	had	made	this	a	special	outing	between	the	two	of	them,	and	they’d
go	a	couple	of	times	each	summer.



Thea	would	pick	a	spot	along	the	lake’s	long,	winding	shoreline	and	they’d	spend	the
day	walking	around	the	edge.	Sometimes	they	were	right	on	the	water.	Other	times	they
were	on	deserted	gravel	roads,	like	the	one	that	wrapped	around	the	shoreline	in	front	of
my	future	property.

But	wherever	they	were,	 they’d	walk	a	mile	or	so,	searching	for	items	that	had	been
discarded.

“I’m	ready!”	Charlie	joined	our	sides	just	as	Thea	slammed	the	hatchback	closed.

She	smiled.	“I’m	ready	too.”

Charlie	 turned	 to	 run	 toward	 the	 backseat,	 leaving	Thea	 and	 I	 alone.	 So	 before	 she
could	walk	away,	I	grabbed	her	wrist,	yanking	her	to	my	chest.

“What—”

I	 cut	 her	 off,	 slamming	my	 lips	 down	 on	 hers	 in	 a	 hard,	 fast	 kiss.	 “There,”	 I	 said,
breaking	away.	“Now	I’m	ready	too.”

She	shook	her	head,	smiling	as	she	turned	and	wiped	her	lips	dry.

We	hadn’t	 talked	about	how	to	act	 in	front	of	Charlie	and	whether	or	not	we	should
keep	our	relationship	a	secret.	But	if	all	went	according	to	my	plan,	I’d	have	both	of	them
living	with	me	before	fall.	Charlie	would	need	to	know	something	was	up	between	Thea
and	me	before	we	were	all	living	under	the	same	roof	and	her	parents	were	sharing	a	bed.

I	rounded	the	car	and	got	into	the	passenger	seat,	turning	over	my	shoulder	to	smile	at
Charlie.	“Excited?”

“Yeah.”	 She	 nodded	wildly,	 digging	 a	 small	 bag	 of	 chips	 out	 of	 the	 console	 in	 the
backseat.	“This	is	my	favorite.”

“So	what	kind	of	things	do	you	guys	usually	find?”	I	asked	as	Thea	pulled	away	from
the	cottage.

“It	depends.	Usually	when	we	go	out	in	the	early	summer,	it’s	mostly	trash.	Stuff	that
got	buried	in	the	snow.	But	this	time	of	year,	we’ll	find	more.	Tourists	and	visitors	always
lose	things	as	the	summer	progresses.	Last	August,	I	found	three	sets	of	keys	over	a	few
weekends.	I	posted	them	at	the	bar	for	a	month,	but	when	no	one	came	to	claim	them,	I
welded	them	all	together	in	pipes	for	a	wind	chime.	I	had	to	buy	a	few	plain	keys	so	I	had
enough,	but	it	turned	out	really	cool.”

“Where	is	it?	I’d	love	to	see	it.”

“I	sold	it.”

“Yeah?	I	didn’t	realize	you	sold	your	art.”

She	shrugged	and	pulled	onto	the	highway.	“It’s	not	the	reason	I	do	it,	but	if	I	didn’t
get	 rid	 of	 some	 of	 the	 stuff,	 we’d	 be	 overrun	 at	 the	 house.	 So	 I	 commission	my	 extra
pieces	at	a	gift	shop	in	Kalispell.	Then	I	set	aside	the	money	for	Charlie’s	college	fund.”

“Hmm,	interesting.	How	many	pieces	do	you	have	commissioned?”

“I	 don’t	 know.	Maybe	 twenty	 or	 thirty	 at	 the	moment.	But	 they’ve	 been	 taking	my



work	for	years.	The	owner	is	a	good	friend	of	Hazel’s.”

I	wasn’t	a	regular	in	the	art	scene,	but	I’d	been	to	my	fair	share	of	fundraisers	hosted	at
art	galleries.	Twenty	to	thirty	pieces	were	enough	that	Thea	could	become	a	career	artist,
especially	if	she	had	a	story	to	go	behind	each	piece.	Most	of	my	friends	would	go	crazy
over	junk	turned	into	art,	and	Thea’s	work	was	incredible.

Once	Thea	and	Charlie	lived	with	me	in	New	York,	she	wouldn’t	need	to	work.	She’d
have	time	to	focus	on	her	artwork.	I’d	assumed	that	Thea’s	art	was	just	a	hobby,	but	this
could	become	her	career.	We	could	get	a	bigger	place	if	she	wanted	a	studio	in	the	house.
Or	I’d	rent	her	space.

She	could	create	something	other	than	cocktails	during	the	day.

“It’s	 so	 beautiful	 today.”	 Thea’s	 eyes	 swept	 the	 lake	 as	 she	 drove.	 The	 sun	 was
glistening	off	the	glassy	water.	There	wasn’t	a	cloud	in	the	blue	sky.

“This	is	a	beautiful	area.”

We’d	 definitely	 be	 back	 to	 Lark	 Cove.	 This	 small	 town	 had	 grown	 on	me	 and	 the
house	I’d	bought	was	a	perfect	spot	for	summer	vacations	to	visit	Hazel.

“Have	you	ever	been	to	Montana	before?”	she	asked.

“Once.”	I	nodded.	“An	ex-girlfriend	moved	out	here	for	a	job	and	I	came	out	to	visit.”

“How	long	were	you	together?”	Something	in	her	 tone	made	it	sound	like	she	really
didn’t	want	to	know	the	answer.

“Five	years.”

“Oh.”	The	 temperature	 in	 the	 car	 dropped	 ten	 degrees,	 despite	 the	 shining	 sun.	 “So
you	were	serious?”

“Yes.	I	met	Emmeline	at	a	fundraising	gala	and	we	started	seeing	each	other.	We	lived
together	up	until	she	took	a	teaching	job	in	Prescott	and	moved	out	here.”

“Prescott,”	she	repeated.	“I’ve	never	been	there.	That’s	southwest	Montana,	right?”

“Right.”

Prescott	was	more	 rugged	 than	 this	 corner	 of	Montana.	 Lark	Cove	 suited	me	much
more	than	the	area	where	Emmeline	had	moved.

“What	happened	with	you	two?”	Thea	asked.

I	 studied	 her	 profile.	The	 round	 sunglasses	 on	 her	 face	were	 huge,	 covering	 a	 good
portion	 of	 her	 cheekbones,	 but	 she	 was	 stunning.	 The	 sunlight	 coming	 through	 the
windows	gave	her	a	glow.

“I	broke	it	off	with	her	at	Thanksgiving	this	last	year.	She	kind	of	forgot	to	tell	me	she
was	married.”

“Married?”	Thea	winced,	hissing	 through	her	 teeth.	“And	she	didn’t	 tell	you?	That’s
awful.	What	a	b-i-t-c-h.”

I	laughed.	“I	don’t	think	she	kept	it	from	me	maliciously.	She’s	got	a	good	heart.	She



and	her	husband	got	married	young	and	 then	 separated.	They	hadn’t	 seen	each	other	 in
years,	but	they	were	still	legally	married.	She	moved	to	Montana	for	a	teaching	job	and	he
turned	up	there.	When	they	reconnected,	I	knew	it	was	over	between	us.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s	 okay.	 It	 all	 ended	 for	 the	 best.	 She’s	 happy.”	 I	 glanced	 behind	me,	 seeing	 that
Charlie	was	busy	staring	out	her	window,	then	reached	across	the	console	to	touch	Thea’s
thigh.	“And	so	am	I.”

There	wasn’t	anywhere	in	the	world	I’d	rather	be	than	in	this	car.	I	was	happier	than
I’d	been	since	the	breakup.	If	I	was	being	honest,	 I	was	happier	now	than	I’d	ever	been
when	Emmeline	and	I	had	been	together.

The	luckiest	 thing	that	could	ever	have	happened	to	me	was	Emmeline	leaving	New
York	 for	Montana.	 If	 she	 had	 stayed,	 I	would	 never	 have	met	Charlie.	 I	wouldn’t	 have
found	Thea.

“Do	you,	um	.	.	.	still	talk	to	her?	Your	ex?”

“Jealous?”	I	threw	her	question	from	last	night	back	at	her.

She	grinned.	“Yes.”

“No.”	I	chuckled.	“I	don’t	talk	to	Emmeline.	I	doubt	I	ever	will	again.”

“Hmm.”	She	pushed	down	her	turn	signal.	I	could	have	sworn	I	heard	a	“good”	under
her	breath	too	as	we	pulled	off	the	highway	to	a	gravel	parking	area	beside	the	lake.

“We’re	here.”	Charlie’s	small	fingers	hurried	to	release	her	harness,	and	she	was	out
the	door	almost	as	fast	as	Thea.

I	got	out	of	the	car	and	met	Thea	at	the	back.

“Here	you	go.”	She	handed	Charlie	 a	 tiny	 red	pail	with	 a	 yellow	handle.	 “For	your
rocks.”

Then	 she	 reached	 into	 the	 back	of	 the	 car	 for	 one	 of	 the	 larger	 buckets	 and	gloves.
“Here.”	She	shoved	them	at	my	gut,	then	got	out	her	own	bucket,	a	trash	bag	and	another
pair	 of	 gloves.	 “All	 set.”	 She	 stood	 and	 tried	 to	 scoot	 past	me,	 but	 I	 caught	 her	 at	 the
elbow.

“How	are	we	going	to	handle	this?”

Her	eyebrows	came	together.	“Handle	what?”

“Us.	There’s	no	way	I’m	not	going	to	kiss	you	today.	I’m	wondering	if	you	want	me	to
hide	it	from	her.	Or	if	you’re	okay	with	her	knowing	that	her	dad	is	crazy	about	her	mom.”

She	smiled	and	looked	down	at	her	flip-flops.	“Crazy?”

“Insane.”	I	hooked	a	finger	under	her	chin,	 tipping	 it	up.	“Hurry,	baby.	She’s	on	her
way	back.”

“Then	we’d	better	sneak	one	in	fast.”

The	inch	between	us	disappeared,	but	not	because	I’d	crossed	it.	She	had.	She	stood	up



on	her	toes	and	pressed	those	soft	lips	deep	into	mine.	Her	tongue	darted	out	for	a	quick
taste	before	disappearing	back	behind	her	teeth.	Then	she	moaned,	making	my	cock	jerk
so	hard	I	shuddered	from	head	to	toe.

Fuck,	this	woman.

She	was	ruining	me	one	kiss	at	a	time.

As	fast	as	she’d	come	at	me,	she	pulled	back.	The	flush	in	her	cheeks	was	a	sexy	pink
that	matched	her	lips.	With	the	tie	of	her	swimsuit	poking	out	around	her	neck,	her	hair	up
in	a	messy	knot	and	that	flush,	she	was	the	most	beautiful	woman	in	the	world.

“We’d	better	keep	this	between	us	for	a	while.	Until	we	figure	some	things	out.	Let’s
give	her	a	chance	to	adjust	to	the	three	of	us	spending	time	together.	And	we	should	see
where	things	go.”

I	nodded.	“All	right.”	When	it	came	to	Charlie,	 I	 trusted	Thea’s	 judgment.	Though	I
already	knew	where	things	between	us	were	going	to	go.

She	patted	my	stomach.	“We’d	better	go.”

“I	need	a	second.”

Behind	those	sunglasses,	her	eyes	widened.	She	stood	stunned	for	a	moment	but	then
she	giggled.

“What	are	you	laughing	about?”	Charlie	called	back	to	the	car.	“Come	on!	Let’s	go.”

“Coming!”	Thea	yelled	back	and	closed	up	the	car.	She	started	down	the	path	to	the
lake	but	stopped.	“Oh,	and	Logan?”	She	glanced	back.	“Her	mom	is	kind	of	crazy	about
her	dad	too.”

“Good	 to	know.”	 I	 smiled,	 then	 took	a	 few	breaths,	making	sure	 that	 I	had	my	dick
under	 control	 so	 I	wouldn’t	 have	 to	 explain	 to	my	daughter	why	my	 shorts	 had	 an	odd
bulge.	Then	I	jogged	down	the	path,	catching	up	to	Thea	and	Charlie	as	they	headed	for
the	lake.

“What	exactly	am	I	looking	for?”	I	asked,	swinging	my	empty	bucket	at	my	side.

“Trash,”	Thea	answered.

“Not	trash,	Mommy.”	Charlie	stopped	examining	a	rock	to	scold	Thea	before	looking
up	 at	 me.	 She	 had	 on	 her	 favorite	 baseball	 cap,	 but	 I	 could	 still	 see	 her	 smiling	 eyes.
“We’re	looking	for	treasures.”

“Trash	to	become	treasure.”	Thea	tilted	her	face	to	the	sky,	 letting	the	sun	warm	her
skin	before	smiling	at	me.	“I	like	to	take	the	tattered	and	lost	and	make	it	shine.	Garbage
doesn’t	have	to	stay	garbage.	Things	just	need	to	find	their	right	place.”

Their	right	place.

This	was	my	right	place.	Being	with	Thea	and	Charlie	gave	me	a	sense	of	belonging
I’d	never	felt	so	strongly	before.	I	reached	into	my	pocket	to	get	my	phone	for	a	picture
but	realized	it	was	gone.	I’d	left	it	in	the	car.

I	hadn’t	left	it	behind	in	years.



Should	I	get	it?	No.	I’d	enjoy	the	afternoon	in	Lark	Cove.

Besides,	next	week,	I’d	be	back	in	New	York	and	could	get	all	caught	up.

They	didn’t	know	it	yet,	but	Thea	and	Charlie	would	be	there	with	me.



	

I	couldn’t	stop	rereading	the	email	on	my	phone.
	

From:	anonymous743

Subject:	You’re	a	fucking	whore.

	

That	was	it.	The	subject	line,	anonymous	sender	name	and	nothing	else.

It	had	chimed	into	my	phone	a	few	minutes	ago.	I’d	been	stunned	at	first	by	the	email,
but	 the	shock	was	fading.	It	had	been	sent	 to	the	bar’s	account	and	since	I	was	the	only
one	who	checked	our	emails,	I’d	had	it	set	up	on	my	phone.

It	had	to	be	spam.	Didn’t	it?	Who	else	would	send	an	email	like	that?	It	was	probably	a
scammer	trying	to	get	me	to	respond.

I	hit	delete	but	it	didn’t	make	me	feel	better.	The	timing	was	bothering	me.	It	was	odd
that	 I’d	get	an	email	calling	me	a	whore	 just	days	after	 I’d	started	sleeping	with	Logan.
Wasn’t	it?	Except	no	one	knew	that	I’d	been	with	Logan	except	Hazel	and	Jackson.

It	is	spam.

Somehow,	 the	bar’s	account	had	been	added	 to	a	hacker’s	 list	somewhere	and	I	was
one	of	many	who’d	gotten	an	offensive	email.

“What’s	the	matter?”

My	 head	 whipped	 to	 Logan	 as	 he	 stepped	 into	 the	 workshop.	 “Nothing.”	 I	 set	 my
phone	down,	shaking	off	the	email.	“Is	she	asleep?”

“Yep.	She	didn’t	make	it	through	the	third	book.”	He	grinned	as	he	took	up	his	regular
leaning	position	against	the	cabinets.

“Thanks	for	putting	her	to	bed.”

“Anytime.”	He	gestured	 to	 the	 table	where	 I	 had	 our	 score	 from	 today.	 “How’d	we
do?”

“Not	bad.	 I	was	 just	brainstorming	 things	 to	do	with	 this	 stuff.”	At	 least	 I	had	been
before	that	email	had	come	through.



We’d	 spent	 the	 afternoon	 at	 the	 lake,	 alternating	 between	 wandering	 along	 the
shoreline,	picking	up	our	“treasures”	and	taking	breaks	to	splash	in	the	water.	By	the	time
we’d	turned	back	for	the	car,	it	had	been	nearly	dinnertime.	The	three	of	us	had	loaded	up
and	gone	 to	Bob’s	Diner,	 the	other	Lark	Cove	 restaurant.	Then	we’d	 laughed	and	 joked
over	my	favorite	greasy	burgers	and	fries.

It	 was	 the	 best	 afternoon	 and	 evening	 I’d	 had	 in	 ages.	 And	 the	 entire	 time,	 Logan
hadn’t	taken	a	single	phone	call	or	even	checked	his	emails.

After	dinner,	we’d	come	home	and	spent	some	time	visiting	with	Hazel.	Charlie	had
requested	Logan	put	her	to	bed	after	bath	time,	so	while	they’d	been	snuggled	in	her	bed
reading,	I’d	come	out	to	the	workshop	to	start	organizing	our	pickings.

Charlie	 had	 added	 a	 pail	 of	 pretty	 rocks	 to	 her	 collection,	 while	 Logan	 and	 I	 had
mostly	found	junk.	We	filled	the	garbage	bag	quickly	and	ended	up	using	his	bucket	for
more	trash.	But	mine	had	come	home	with	some	real	potential.

“So	what	are	you	going	to	do	with	all	this?”	Logan	asked.

I	picked	up	one	of	 the	 two	empty	bottles	of	 sunscreen	we’d	 found.	“I	 think	 I’ll	 add
these	 to	 my	 collection.”	 I	 nodded	 to	 the	 box	 in	 the	 corner,	 overflowing	 with	 plastic
sunscreen	bottles.	“I	thought	it	might	be	cool	to	do	something	with	the	lids.	Maybe	melt
them	down	into	chessboard	pieces.	And	then	I	could	use	the	plastic	from	the	bottles	for	the
board.	Cut	them	into	squares	and	laminate	them	on	plywood.	Something	like	that.”

“I	call	dibs	on	that	one.	I	love	chess.”	Logan	grinned.	“What	about	the	cans?”

I	 ran	 my	 hand	 over	 one	 of	 the	 beer	 cans	 that	 I’d	 washed	 and	 was	 drying	 on	 my
worktable.	“Those	get	made	into	sparrows.”

“Sparrows?”

I	nodded	and	went	to	a	drawer	by	his	side,	pulling	out	a	couple	of	the	birds	I’d	made
recently.

The	 sparrows	 were	 small,	 about	 three	 inches	 from	 wing	 tip	 to	 wing	 tip.	 Each	 was
different,	depending	on	the	type	of	can	I	used.	And	each	was	posed	in	flight,	though	they
all	varied.

“I	make	a	bunch	of	sparrows	from	aluminum	cans	and	then	attach	pins	so	they	can	be
stuck	into	the	wall.	Usually	I	sell	them	in	sets	of	fifteen	or	twenty	so	people	can	arrange
them	into	wall	pieces.”

He	studied	the	two	birds	in	his	hands.	“These	are	amazing.	How’d	you	come	up	with
it?”

“I	don’t	know.”	I	shrugged.	“I	saw	something	similar	but	with	ceramic	butterflies	at	a
fancy	home	decor	store	in	Kalispell.	They	were	all	strung	into	a	mobile	for	a	baby’s	room,
but	I	thought	a	wall	piece	could	be	neat.	It	took	me	forever	to	figure	out	the	designs.	The
wings	are	easy,	but	the	body	and	head	have	to	be	bent	just	right.	And	aluminum	is	a	bitch
to	work	with.	 I	 had	 to	wash	 blood	 off	 the	 first	 hundred	 I	made	 because	 I	 kept	 cutting
myself.”

Hazel	had	ordered	me	a	case	of	Band-Aids.



He	turned	the	bird	over	in	his	hand.	“I	love	these.”

“Thanks.”	 I	 smiled,	 savoring	 a	 swell	 of	 pride.	 I’d	 always	 loved	 those	 tiny	 beer-can
birds,	even	more	now	that	Logan	admired	them	too.	“You	can	have	those	two.”

“Are	you	sure?”

I	nodded.	“Now	that	I	have	the	pattern	down,	 these	are	my	easy	project.	I	can	crank
out	a	half	dozen	on	a	good	night.	 It’s	what	 I	do	when	I	don’t	 feel	 like	making	anything
new.	It’s	mindless,	you	know?	And	in	the	winter,	I	stock	up.	I’ll	run	out	of	beer	cans	from
the	beach	in	no	time,	but	I	just	swipe	the	empties	from	the	bar.”

“An	 unlimited	 supply.”	 He	 set	 the	 bird	 down	 and	 stepped	 closer.	 “Your	 talents	 are
wasted	at	that	bar,	Thea.”

I	shook	my	head.	“This	is	just	a	hobby.”

“No,	 this	 is	 incredible.	 I’ve	 been	 to	 my	 fair	 share	 of	 art	 exhibits	 and	 you’ve	 got
something	a	lot	of	artists	don’t.”

“Trash?”	I	joked.

“My	daughter	tells	me	it’s	not	trash,	but	treasure.”

I	smiled,	falling	into	him	so	I	could	loop	my	hands	around	his	waist	and	rest	my	cheek
against	his	heart.	“Today	was	fun.”

“It	was.”	He	wrapped	his	arms	around	my	back.	“The	best	day	I’ve	had	in	weeks.”

I	closed	my	eyes,	 taking	a	 few	deep	breaths	of	Logan’s	smell.	He	was	still	 in	his	T-
shirt	 from	yesterday.	 It	 smelled	of	my	conditioner	 from	sleeping	 in	 it,	but	 I	could	smell
him	on	the	cotton	now	too.	It	wasn’t	the	Armani-cologne	Logan	smell,	but	the	real	Logan
smell.	The	one	that	was	rich	and	spicy.	The	one	he’d	left	on	my	pillow	from	last	night.

The	one	I’d	miss	when	he	was	gone.

Gone	to	the	city.	Gone	to	lose	himself	in	work.	Gone	to	be	snatched	up	by	a	woman
who	was	more	 suited	 for	his	 lifestyle.	She	wouldn’t	mind	 the	 long	hours,	 constant	calls
and	social	commitments.

Logan	needed	a	woman	like	the	one	he’d	lost.

Emmeline.

He’d	been	right	earlier	when	he	pegged	me	as	jealous.	Though	not	for	the	reason	he
thought.	I	didn’t	care	that	Logan	had	been	with	other	women.	I	didn’t	like	it,	but	I	wasn’t
naïve	enough	to	think	I	was	the	only	one.

I’d	been	jealous	because	Emmeline	had	actually	stood	a	chance.	She’d	had	a	shot	at
marrying	Logan	and	building	a	life	and	family	with	him.	A	shot	I’d	never	have.

This	thing	with	us	was	fleeting.	I	wasn’t	going	to	move	to	the	city.	He	couldn’t	give	up
the	career	he’d	worked	hard	to	build.	I	didn’t	blame	him	for	that,	but	I	was	being	realistic.
Eventually,	we’d	drift	apart	to	where	our	only	connection	would	be	Charlie.

So	 I	 hugged	him	 tighter,	 pressing	my	body	 into	his	muscles,	wanting	 to	 imprint	 his
heat	permanently	before	the	time	came	and	I	had	to	let	him	go.



But	not	tonight	or	tomorrow	or	the	next	day.

The	one	thing	I’d	always	wanted	to	be	was	part	of	a	family.	A	real	family.	The	illusion
of	Logan	with	me	and	Charlie	was	too	tempting	to	pass	up,	even	if	it	only	lasted	a	while.

“Do	you	have	more	to	do	out	here?”	he	asked.

I	 nodded,	 easing	 out	 of	 his	 arms.	 “Just	 a	 bit.	 Feel	 like	 hanging	 out	 in	 here	while	 I
finish?”

“Yeah.	Would	you	mind	if	I	poked	around?	I’d	like	to	see	more	of	your	other	pieces.”

“Um	.	.	.	sure.”

I	felt	a	rush	of	nervous,	excited	energy.	I	wanted	Logan	to	like	my	other	pieces	but	I
was	working	with	actual	garbage	here.	If	he	was	going	to	inspect	my	workshop,	I	needed	a
drink.

“Want	a	beer?”	I	jerked	a	thumb	over	my	shoulder	toward	the	door.	“Hazel	refilled	the
ice	in	one	of	the	coolers	so	there	are	some	cold	ones	left	over	from	the	party.”

“I’d	love	one.	Thanks.”

I	 nodded	 and	walked	 outside,	 fidgeting	with	my	 fingers	 as	 I	 hurried	 to	 the	 porch.	 I
couldn’t	recall	everything	I’d	stashed	away	in	the	workshop’s	drawers	and	cabinets.	Most
of	it	was	just	unfinished	projects.	I	think	I	had	a	painting	or	two	complete	that	I	needed	to
drive	up	to	Kalispell.	And	I’d	finished	my	spoon	nest	while	he’d	been	in	New	York.

I	climbed	the	porch	and	grabbed	a	couple	of	beers	from	the	cooler.	Then	I	picked	up
my	pace,	practically	running	back	to	the	shed.

Was	my	sketch	pad	in	there?

My	feet	skidded	on	the	grass.	Shit!	Yes.	I’d	left	it	out	there	last	week.	I’d	had	trouble
sleeping	one	night	and	come	out	here	to	draw	the	image	plaguing	my	dreams.

Logan’s	face.

In	fact,	during	the	two	weeks	he’d	been	gone,	I’d	filled	a	ten-page	sketch	pad	with	his
eyes,	nose	and	perfectly	shaped	ears.	He	did	not	need	to	see	that.

I	 jerked	out	of	my	stupor,	 running	back	 to	 the	shed.	 I	hit	 the	door	but	Logan’s	back
was	to	me.	“Here,”	I	panted,	holding	out	his	beer.

He	turned,	bringing	something	he’d	taken	out	of	a	drawer	with	him.

“That’s	j—”

“What’s	this?”

Thank	 god.	 I	 nearly	 collapsed	 with	 relief	 to	 see	 him	 holding	 an	 old,	 tattered	 box
instead	of	my	sketch	pad.	“Oh,	that’s	nothing.”

He	lifted	the	lid,	revealing	a	stack	of	old	Polaroids.

Hazel	must	 have	 snuck	 them	 in	here	 one	day.	She’d	been	on	me	 to	 do	 a	 scrapbook
with	these	photos	for	years.	I	guess	she	thought	that	by	leaving	them	in	my	workshop,	I’d
be	inspired.



“What	are	all	these?”	Logan	asked,	lifting	a	handful	from	the	box.

“Just	some	pictures	Hazel	took	a	long	time	ago.”

Pictures	I	didn’t	like	to	look	at	because	of	the	memories	that	came	with	them.	Hazel
thought	I	needed	to	embrace	my	childhood	and	be	proud	of	how	far	I’d	come,	considering
my	start	in	life.

I	didn’t	agree.	I	preferred	to	block	out	all	the	lonely	nights	and	uncelebrated	birthdays.

I	hated	thinking	about	how	a	mother	could	dump	a	newborn	baby	in	a	pile	of	garbage.
I’d	spent	 the	first	 two	hours	of	my	life	with	food	scraps,	foul	odors	and	filth—or	so	I’d
been	 told.	 The	 theory	 was	 that	 my	 mother	 had	 pushed	 me	 out,	 then	 tossed	 me	 in	 a
Dumpster.

That	was	after	she’d	gotten	me	hooked	on	heroin	in	the	womb.

Luckily	 for	me,	 a	 homeless	man	who’d	 been	 sleeping	 in	 that	Dumpster’s	 alley	 had
come	“home”	a	little	early	that	night	and	carried	me	to	a	nearby	hospital.	I’d	detoxed.	I’d
grown.	I’d	made	it	further	than	most	thought	I	ever	would.

But	while	Hazel	reveled	in	all	that	I’d	become	and	my	fighting	spirit,	I	didn’t	like	to
think	about	how	a	mother	could	abandon	her	child.	I	didn’t	want	the	reminder	of	how	the
one	person	who’d	been	supposed	to	love	me	had	so	easily	thrown	me	away.

I	had	no	idea	who	my	mother	was,	or	my	father.

I	never	would.

“Hey.”	Logan	touched	my	arm.	“Where’d	you	go?”

“Sorry.”	I	forced	a	smile,	blinking	away	the	threat	of	tears.	“Just	thinking.”

“Is	this	you?”	He	turned	up	a	photo	from	the	top	of	the	stack.

I	nodded,	taking	in	the	photo.

I	was	standing	outside	the	home	where	I’d	grown	up.	The	one	where	I’d	met	Hazel.

My	jeans	were	too	short	for	my	string-bean	legs,	but	considering	how	skinny	I’d	been,
they	were	probably	 the	only	ones	 that	would	 fit	my	waist.	 It	was	winter,	 so	 I	 had	on	 a
stocking	cap,	which	covered	my	long	hair.	It	was	freshly	washed	for	a	change	and	Hazel
had	 just	 trimmed	 it	 that	 afternoon.	My	 sweatshirt	 was	 a	 size	 too	 big	 and	 frayed	 at	 the
hems.	My	tennis	shoes	were	worn,	but	for	hand-me-downs,	they’d	been	some	of	the	nicer
ones	I’d	owned.

But	I	was	smiling,	because	the	twenty-year-younger	Hazel	had	just	told	me	a	joke.

“How	old	were	you	here?”

“I	think	ten	or	eleven.	Hazel	would	know	right	off	the	top	of	her	head.	She	took	that
one.	And	all	the	other	ones.”

She	came	to	my	orphanage	when	I	was	eight.	I	remember	walking	into	the	kitchen	one
day,	and	there	she	was	with	a	cigarette	burning	in	the	ashtray	by	the	window.	Her	dark	hair
had	been	tied	back	with	a	red	bandana.



“Let	me	see	those	for	a	sec.”	I	took	the	stack	from	his	hands,	thumbing	through	them
until	I	found	the	one	I’d	been	searching	for	and	handed	it	over.	“This	was	her	back	then.”

He	chuckled.	“She	was	a	real-life	Rosie	the	Riveter.”

“Chambray	shirt	and	all.”

He	 handed	 back	 her	 picture	 and	 I	 stared	 at	 it	 for	 a	 long	 moment.	 While	 my	 own
pictures	dredged	up	pain,	seeing	her	from	back	then	was	like	a	warm	hug.

Because	of	Hazel,	I	had	a	few	fond	memories	of	my	childhood.	She’d	come	to	work	as
a	cook	for	the	orphanage	where	I’d	been	raised.	The	home	had	been	one	of	the	few	open
orphanages	in	New	York	at	 the	time.	While	most	other	children	had	gone	into	the	foster
care	system,	the	director	of	my	orphanage	had	retained	a	small	group	of	us.	I’d	been	the
youngest,	and	after	I’d	turned	eighteen,	the	place	had	closed.

Hazel	had	come	back	to	Montana.

Jackson	had	followed	her	out	here	first.

Then	I’d	come	last.

“Is	this	Jackson?”	Logan	held	out	one	of	the	Polaroids.

I	nodded.	“We’ve	been	friends	for	a	long	time.”

Jackson	was	sitting	next	 to	me	on	a	park	bench,	glaring	at	Hazel	behind	 the	camera
because	she’d	made	him	buzz	his	hair	off	that	morning.	The	foster	home	where	he’d	been
living	 at	 the	 time	 had	 been	 infected	with	 lice.	And	 she	wouldn’t	 let	 him	 near	me	 until
they’d	all	been	killed.	He’d	bitched	and	moaned	about	that	haircut,	but	he’d	never	grown
it	longer	than	an	inch	since.

Logan’s	forehead	furrowed	as	he	thumbed	through	the	stack.	“There	are	only	kids	in
these	pictures.	Is	this	a	school?	Is	that	how	you	met	Hazel?”

“Sort	of.	I	guess	you	could	call	her	our	caretaker.”	Or	guardian	angel.	“It’s	all	ancient
history	now.”	 I	 took	 the	photos	 from	his	hands	and	put	 them	back	 in	 the	box.	Mentally
replaying	my	upbringing	was	difficult	enough.	I	didn’t	want	to	explain	it	to	Logan,	at	least
not	tonight.

“Thea—”

“Charlie	 has	 soccer	 practice	 tomorrow	 at	 four.	Hazel	was	 going	 to	 take	 her	 since	 I
need	to	work,	but	I’m	sure	you	could	go	if	you’d	like.”

He	frowned	and	took	my	face	in	his	hands.	“We’ll	play	it	your	way	tonight.	But	sooner
or	later,	you’re	going	to	let	me	in,	baby.	I’ll	break	down	the	door	if	I	have	to.”

“Talking	about	the	past	isn’t	easy	for	me,”	I	whispered.

“Because	you	don’t	believe	I’m	a	safe	place	yet.”	He	dropped	his	head	to	mine.	“You
can	believe	it,	Thea.	Always	believe.”

Believing	in	things	had	never	been	a	luxury.	Normally	it	just	ended	in	disappointment.

Logan	kissed	my	forehead,	then	let	me	go.	“I	want	to	talk	to	you	about	something	else
anyway.”



“Okay.”	I	walked	around	my	worktable,	grabbing	the	now	empty	buckets	and	stowing
them	underneath.

“I’d	like	you	and	Charlie	to	come	back	to	New	York	with	me.”

I	fumbled	a	bucket.	It	clanked	on	the	floor	as	it	tipped	over.	“We’ve	had	this	talk.	I’m
not	moving	Charlie	to	New	York.”

He	 held	 up	 a	 hand.	 “I’m	 just	 asking	 for	 a	 vacation	 before	 school	 starts.	 Just	 come
home	with	me	for	two	weeks.”

My	eyes	narrowed.

“One	week,”	he	countered.	“I	don’t	want	to	go	back	without	you	or	Charlie.	I’d	like	to
show	her	where	I	live.	I’d	like	my	parents	to	meet	their	granddaughter.	And	it	will	all	be
easier	if	we’re	not	trying	to	work	around	her	school	schedule.”

All	good	points.	“I	need	to	think	about	it.”	And	mentally	prepare	for	how	it	would	feel
going	back	to	the	city.

“Okay.”	He	grinned	like	he’d	already	won.	“Think	about	it.”

“I’m	not	saying	yes.”	I	glared	at	his	smug	smile.	“This	is	the	busiest	time	of	year	for
us	at	the	bar.	I	can’t	just	leave	it	all	to	Jackson.	That	isn’t	fair.	And	Charlie	gets	a	say	in
this	too.	If	she’s	not	ready	to	be	inundated	by	the	Kendrick	family,	I’m	not	going	to	force
her.”

“That’s	fine.	I	don’t	want	to	make	her	uncomfortable.”

“Good.”	I	crossed	my	arms	over	my	chest.

He	mimicked,	crossing	his.	“Good.”

Behind	his	 long	 lashes,	 his	 brown	eyes	 smiled	 just	 as	 smugly	 as	 his	 lips.	 I	 held	his
stare,	not	willing	to	break	away.

Damn	if	this	man	hadn’t	perfected	the	intimidating	stare.

It	was	sexy	as	hell.

Confidence	poured	off	his	hard	body.	It	oozed	across	the	workshop,	making	my	knees
weak.	Desire	pooled	between	my	legs,	burning	and	throbbing,	as	he	held	my	eyes	captive.

Damn	him.	The	smug	bastard	knew	he’d	won.

Charlie	and	I	were	going	to	New	York,	but	I	wasn’t	admitting	it	tonight.	I’d	make	him
sweat	it	out	a	bit.

I’d	make	him	work	for	it.

Starting	with	another	night	together	in	my	tiny	bed.



	

“Oh	my	god,”	I	moaned	as	my	eyelids	drifted	shut.	“Logan,	please.”

“Say	yes,	Thea,	and	I’ll	give	you	what	you	want.”

“No,”	I	breathed,	shivering	as	he	dragged	his	tongue	through	my	slit.

It	had	been	four	days	since	Logan	had	asked	me	to	come	back	to	New	York	with	him,
and	we’d	come	out	 to	my	workshop	after	Charlie	had	fallen	asleep.	One	kiss	had	 led	 to
two	 and	 now	 he	was	 on	 his	 knees,	 his	 broad	 shoulders	 between	my	 legs,	 forcing	 them
apart.	And	I	was	sitting	on	the	edge	of	my	table,	gripping	the	sides	as	he	tormented	me.

“Say	yes.”	He	flicked	his	tongue	over	my	clit	twice,	making	me	gasp.	But	instead	of
giving	me	what	I	needed,	he	pulled	away	and	kissed	the	inside	of	my	thighs.

“Logan,”	I	grumbled,	opening	my	eyes	to	the	ceiling.

He	just	chuckled	against	my	skin,	peppering	kisses	down	to	my	knee.

I’d	been	so	close.	Again.	Logan	had	been	taking	me	right	to	the	edge	of	an	orgasm	for
what	felt	 like	hours,	but	every	 time	I	felt	 the	 tight	pull	 in	my	lower	belly,	he’d	back	off
until	the	shaking	in	my	legs	stopped.

My	entire	body	felt	like	a	rubber	band	ready	to	snap.	I	just	needed	a	little	bit	more	of
his	talented	tongue	and	I’d	get	the	shattering	release	I	was	craving.

“Say	yes,”	he	commanded.

“No.”

He	nipped	at	my	knee,	then	stood.	With	the	taste	of	me	on	his	tongue,	he	ran	it	over
my	bottom	lip.	Between	us,	his	hands	unbuttoned	his	jeans	to	free	his	thick	cock	and	roll
on	a	condom.

“Say	yes,”	he	whispered.

“No,”	I	breathed,	scooting	as	close	to	the	edge	of	the	table	as	I	could	get.	But	before
my	sex	could	touch	him,	he	jerked	his	hips	away.

“Thea,”	he	warned.	“Say	it.”

I	shook	my	head,	trying	to	hide	my	smile.

The	last	four	days	had	been	a	battle	of	wills.	He	kept	asking	me	to	come	to	New	York



with	him.	 I	kept	saying	no.	 I’d	given	 the	vacation	 idea	a	 lot	of	 thought	and	had	already
decided	 we’d	 go	 with	 him.	 Mostly	 so	 Charlie	 could	 meet	 her	 other	 family.	 But	 since
messing	with	Logan	was	so	much	fun,	I’d	kept	denying	him.

Now	he	was	denying	me.

He	fisted	his	cock	to	bring	it	closer,	rubbing	it	up	and	down	my	folds.	He	spread	my
wetness	onto	the	condom,	then	rolled	up	to	my	clit.

Over	and	over	he	worked	the	hard	bud	while	his	lips	latched	onto	the	skin	of	my	neck,
kissing	up	and	down.	With	his	free	hand,	he	yanked	down	the	collar	of	my	tank	top	and
dove	into	my	bra,	pushing	it	out	of	the	way	so	he	could	knead	my	breast.

“Oh,	 god,”	 I	 hissed	 when	 he	 gave	 my	 nipple	 a	 wicked	 twist.	 The	 sensation	 shot
straight	to	my	core.	“Don’t	stop,”	I	begged.	“Not	this	time.”

He	stopped	kissing	me	to	speak	in	my	ear.	“Say	yes	and	I	won’t.”

With	my	eyes	closed,	I	nodded.	“Yes.”

His	grin	spread	across	my	cheek	right	before	his	cock	slammed	home.

That	was	all	it	took.	I	cried	out,	writhing	on	the	table	as	my	orgasm	pulsed	around	his
cock.

“Fuck,	Thea,”	he	groaned	into	my	neck,	staying	rooted	as	I	squeezed	him	tight.

The	stars	behind	my	eyes	had	barely	cleared	when	his	arms	wrapped	around	my	back
and	his	hips	began	thrusting.	With	every	one	of	his	strokes,	the	table	beneath	me	rocked
and	squeaked.

I	don’t	know	if	I	had	the	longest	orgasm	of	my	life	or	if	he	triggered	one	after	another,
but	by	the	time	Logan	shot	his	own	release,	I	was	completely	limp	in	his	arms.

“I’m	dead,”	I	panted	into	his	neck.

He	held	me	upright,	breathing	heavy	into	my	hair.	“It	just	gets	better.”

I	hummed	my	agreement.	He’d	been	fucking	me	senseless	all	week	and	it	was	the	best
time	 I’d	 had	 in	 years.	Maybe	 ever.	We	 couldn’t	 keep	 our	 hands	 off	 each	 other,	 always
sneaking	 touches	and	kisses	when	Charlie	wasn’t	 looking.	And	after	 she	was	asleep,	all
bets	were	off.

He	kissed	my	shoulder,	then	leaned	back,	holding	me	steady	as	I	climbed	off	the	table.
When	I	nodded	 that	 I	had	my	balance,	he	 let	me	go	 to	collect	my	bottoms,	which	were
strewn	on	the	ground.	His	knuckles	brushed	my	skin	as	he	carefully	slid	on	my	panties	and
shorts.	Then	he	righted	my	bra	and	tank	top,	using	a	gentle	touch	that	sent	tingles	down
my	spine.

“You	don’t	play	fair,	Mr.	Kendrick.”

He	tucked	himself	back	into	his	jeans	and	zipped	them	up.	“I’m	a	lawyer,	baby.	Fair	is
up	 for	 interpretation.”	 He	 stepped	 close,	 wrapping	 me	 in	 his	 arms.	 “But	 I’m	 glad	 my
tactics	worked.”

I	couldn’t	say	I	was	excited	about	going	to	New	York.	My	nerves	were	too	high.	But	I



was	 happy	 that	 we	 wouldn’t	 have	 to	 say	 good-bye	 tomorrow	 and	 could	 prolong	 it	 for
another	week.

I	 snuggled	 into	 his	 chest.	 “I	 assume	 you’ve	 already	 made	 travel	 plans	 for	 me	 and
Charlie.”

“I	may	have.”	He	chuckled.	“Just	in	case.”

“Right.”	 I	 rolled	 my	 eyes.	 “Just	 in	 case.”	 He’d	 probably	 started	 planning	 the	 trip
before	he’d	even	asked	me	on	Monday.	“Do	I	need	to	do	anything?”

“No.	Just	pack	a	bag	for	you	and	Charlie.	My	assistant	will	have	everything	ready	by
the	time	we	get	there.”

I	nodded,	patting	his	back	and	letting	him	go.	“I	think	we	need	to	clarify	a	few	things
before	we	go.”

I’d	been	dreading	this	conversation,	but	before	we	left	Montana,	Logan	and	I	needed
to	be	on	the	same	page,	starting	with	a	label	for	our	relationship.	The	last	thing	I	wanted
was	 to	 show	up	 in	 the	city	and	be	bombarded	by	his	 family,	not	 sure	exactly	where	we
stood.

“What’s	there	to	clarify?”	Logan	stepped	back	and	assumed	his	normal	leaning	spot.
I’d	never	be	able	to	look	at	that	cabinet	again	without	picturing	him	there.

“Well,	for	one,	what	exactly	are	we	going	to	be	doing?”

He	shrugged.	“Whatever	you	like.	I’ll	need	to	work	during	the	day	but	you	and	Charlie
can	explore.	And	then	at	night,	we’ll	all	be	together.”

“Okay.”	I	might	be	able	to	conjure	some	excitement	to	beat	out	the	nerves	if	I	focused
on	 planning	 fun	 activities	 for	me	 and	Charlie.	 “What	 about	 your	 family?	You	 said	 you
wanted	them	to	meet	Charlie.”

“I	do.”

“And	what	about	me?	How	do	you	want	me	to	play	this?”

“Play	this?”	His	eyebrows	came	together.	“What	are	you	talking	about?”

“This.”	 I	 waved	 my	 hand	 between	 us,	 then	 blurted,	 “Am	 I	 going	 just	 as	 Charlie’s
mom?	Or	as	your	Montana	piece?	 I	don’t	know	how	you	expect	me	 to	 act	when	we’re
there.”

The	confusion	on	his	face	disappeared	as	his	entire	frame	locked.	“What	did	you	just
say?”

“I	sa—”

Before	I	could	finish,	he	pushed	off	the	cabinet,	crossing	the	tiny	space	between	us	in
a	flash	to	press	three	fingers	against	my	lips.	“That	was	rhetorical.”

Ohh-kay.	I	held	his	angry	eyes,	not	moving	an	inch.

He	 removed	 his	 fingers	 from	my	mouth,	 only	 to	 hold	 one	 up	 in	 front	 of	my	 nose.
“Don’t	you	ever	call	yourself	a	‘piece’	again.	Understood?”



I	nodded.

He	huffed	as	he	dropped	his	hand	and	spun	around,	raking	it	through	his	hair.	“Is	this
why	you’ve	been	stalling	all	week?	Because	you’re	worried	about	how	I’m	going	to	treat
you	when	we	get	to	the	city?”

“Maybe?”

He	glowered	at	me.

“I’ve	never	done	this	before	and	I’m	nervous,”	I	confessed.	“You	coming	here	is	one
thing.	 We’re	 on	 my	 turf	 with	 my	 friends	 and	 family.	 But	 me	 going	 there	 is	 entirely
different.	I’m	not	sure	how	to	act	when	we’re	together	and	I	don’t	want	to	do	anything	that
will	embarrass	you.”

There,	I’d	said	it.	Now	he	knew	at	least	one	of	the	reasons	why	I	was	so	hesitant	to	go
to	New	York.

“Baby.”	His	voice	was	gentle	as	he	laid	his	hands	on	my	shoulders.	“You	could	never
embarrass	me.”

I	scoffed,	but	before	I	could	give	him	one	of	a	hundred	examples	of	exactly	how—use
the	wrong	fork	at	dinner,	say	the	wrong	thing	to	his	mother,	wear	the	wrong	dress	to	meet
his	sisters—he	stroked	his	thumb	across	my	lips.

“You	couldn’t.	And	you’re	coming	with	me	as	more	than	just	Charlie’s	mother.	Since
you	haven’t	figured	it	out	yet,	I’ll	just	be	blunt.”

“Blunt	is	good.”

He	grinned.	“We’re	in	a	relationship,	Thea.	Man.	Woman.	Boyfriend.	Girlfriend.	Call
it	whatever	you	want.	But	when	I	introduce	you	to	my	family,	it	will	be	with	your	hand	in
mine.	And	it’s	time	we	stopped	hiding	it	from	Charlie.”

He	dropped	a	hand	from	my	shoulder	to	trail	it	down	my	arm	to	my	hand.

The	minute	our	fingers	were	laced	together,	a	lump	formed	at	the	back	of	my	throat.
The	same	one	I	got	whenever	he	kissed	Charlie’s	hair	and	called	her	peanut.	The	same	one
I	got	whenever	he	tucked	me	into	his	side	at	night	before	falling	asleep.

Logan	and	his	simple	gestures	spoke	more	than	a	thousand	words.

“I	 don’t	 expect	 you	 to	 act	 like	 anything	 but	 yourself.	 The	 woman	 I’m	 completely
falling	for.”

That	was	really,	really	nice	to	hear.	“I’m	falling	for	you	too.”

“I	know.”	Logan	smiled,	then	pressed	his	lips	against	mine	in	a	sweet	kiss.

I’d	fallen	for	him	the	moment	he’d	come	back	to	Lark	Cove	for	Charlie’s	birthday.	Or
maybe	it	was	all	those	years	ago	when	he’d	swept	me	off	my	feet	in	a	hotel	bar.	It	didn’t
matter.	I	wasn’t	foolish	enough	to	think	our	relationship	would	last	forever.

I	was	 foolish	 enough	 to	 let	 him	have	my	heart	 until	 he	 realized	what	 I’d	known	all
along.

One	 day,	 he’d	 understand	 that	Thea	Landry	 didn’t	 fit	 into	 the	Kendrick	world.	One



day,	I’d	have	to	let	him	go.

And	if	the	hollow	pit	in	my	stomach	was	any	indication,	that	day	would	likely	come	in
New	York	City.

The	next	night,	 I	was	sitting	at	 the	bar	drawing	in	my	sketch	pad.	I’d	been	here	all	day,
throwing	myself	into	work	as	a	distraction	from	the	nerves.	I’d	been	an	anxious	mess	ever
since	agreeing	 to	go	with	Logan	 to	New	York.	Pouring	drinks,	wiping	down	 tables	 and
making	pizza	had	given	me	a	nice	outlet	for	my	unease.

That	was	until	I’d	found	a	sweet	note	after	the	dinner	rush.

Someone	had	written	SLUT	on	a	cocktail	napkin	and	 left	 it	 for	me	on	 the	bar	along
with	a	three-cent	tip.

I	 didn’t	 know	 who’d	 left	 it	 because	 we’d	 had	 a	 busy	 Saturday.	My	 guess	 was	 the
woman	who’d	been	in	earlier	and	hadn’t	liked	it	when	I’d	told	her	under	no	circumstances
would	I	call	Jackson	down	so	he	could	“entertain”	her.

Seriously.	What	did	he	see	in	those	bitches?	How	was	I	the	slut	in	this	scenario?

The	 napkin	 note	 had	 pissed	 me	 off	 and	 taken	 away	 my	 calm.	 So	 I’d	 resorted	 to
drawing	 to	make	me	 feel	better.	 I’d	been	at	 it	 for	 an	hour	 and	was	 finally	beginning	 to
relax	again.

“Hey.”

I	 looked	 up	 as	 Jackson	 came	 through	 the	 back	 door	 of	 the	 bar.	 “Hi.	What	 are	 you
doing	here?”

He	shrugged.	“I	was	bored	at	home.	Thought	I’d	come	in	and	keep	you	company.”

“Want	a	beer?”	I	set	down	my	pencil	on	my	sketch	pad	and	picked	up	a	pint	glass.

“Nah.”	He	shook	his	head.	“I’ll	just	have	a	Coke.”

I	 gave	 him	 a	 sideways	 glance.	 Jackson	 Page	 never	 turned	 down	 beer	 on	 Saturday
nights.	“Are	you	feeling	okay?”

“I’m	good.	Just	don’t	feel	like	drinking.”

I	 left	 it	 at	 that	 and	 filled	 his	 glass	with	 ice	 and	 soda.	Then	 I	 set	 it	 on	 a	 napkin	 and
leaned	against	the	counter	where	I’d	been	drawing.

“Been	busy?”	he	asked.

“Not	bad.	There	was	a	good	dinner	rush	tonight.	Those	guys	in	the	corner	booth	have
been	here	for	a	few	hours.	Wayne	and	Ronny	were	in	earlier,	but	they	both	called	it	a	night
and	left.”

It	was	almost	midnight,	so	things	were	winding	down,	but	my	day	here	had	gone	fast.
I	 loved	Saturdays	 for	 that	 reason.	 If	 I	 couldn’t	 be	 at	 home	with	Charlie,	 then	 at	 least	 I
wasn’t	bored	at	work.

And	in	just	two	hours,	I	could	go	home	and	crawl	into	bed	with	Logan.



“Where’s	Daddy	Dearest	tonight?”	Jackson	muttered.

“Hey.”	I	frowned.	How	long	was	it	going	to	take	for	Jackson	to	lay	off	Logan?	“Don’t
be	like	that.”

He	winced.	“Sorry.”

“It’s	okay.	And	he’s	at	my	house	with	Charlie.”

They’d	come	in	with	Hazel	earlier	for	pizza.	Hazel	had	offered	to	let	Logan	stay	and
take	 Charlie	 home	 for	 bed	 like	 she	 usually	 did	 when	 I	 was	 working.	 But	 Logan	 had
declined,	saying	he’d	go	back	with	them	too.

Mostly	because	Charlie	had	begged	him	to	help	her	pack	for	our	vacation.

“Are	you	sure	you’re	okay	with	covering	the	bar	all	next	week?”	I	asked.

“Like	I	told	you	yesterday	when	you	asked	me	that	same	question	ten	times,	yes.	I	can
handle	the	bar	all	week.”

“I	know	you	can	handle	it.	I	just	feel	bad	dumping	it	all	on	you	short	notice.”

After	I’d	agreed	to	the	trip	last	night,	I’d	left	Logan	at	home	and	walked	down	to	the
bar	 to	 talk	with	 Jackson.	He’d	grumbled	about	me	moving	 too	 fast	with	Logan	but	had
promised	to	take	care	of	everything	until	we	came	back.

“It’s	fine,	Thea.	Consider	it	my	penance	for	the	whole	kissing	thing.”

I	grimaced.	“Don’t	ever	do	that	again.	That	was	disgusting.”

“Disgusting?	My	kisses	aren’t	disgusting.”

“Don’t	pout,”	I	scolded.	“I’m	sure	all	the	women	who	throw	themselves	at	you	think
you’re	a	great	kisser.	But	since	I’m	the	closest	thing	you	have	to	a	sister,	I	can	say	it	was
disgusting.”

“Yeah.”	His	face	soured.	“It	was	kind	of	gross.”

I	smiled.	“Why	don’t	you	sit	down?	I’m	going	to	go	check	on	that	table	and	then	we
can	talk.”

He	nodded,	grabbing	his	Coke	and	a	tray	of	peanuts	before	rounding	the	bar.

I	made	quick	work	of	refilling	my	customers’	drinks	before	pulling	up	the	stool	next	to
Jackson.	We	sat	quietly	for	a	few	minutes,	each	taking	turns	at	cracking	and	eating	peanuts
until	I	asked	the	question	that	had	been	on	my	mind	for	weeks.

“Do	you	want	to	tell	me	what’s	been	bothering	you?”	I	already	knew	the	answer.	Ever
since	Logan	had	 shown	up	 last	month,	 Jackson	had	been	off.	My	normally	 playful	 and
supportive	best	friend	had	turned	into	a	moody	brat.

“Nothing.	I	don’t	know.”	He	scratched	the	scruff	on	his	cheek.	“These	last	few	years
have	been	the	best,	you	know?	No	drama	like	we	had	as	kids.	We’ve	got	a	good	gig	here
at	the	bar.	Finally	don’t	feel	like	I’m	scraping	pennies	together.	I	guess	I’m	just	pissed	that
things	are	changing.	This	guy	.	.	.	he’s	a	game	changer.”

“Is	that	really	so	awful?	Logan’s	not	a	bad	guy,	and	Charlie	adores	him.	She	deserves	a



father,	Jackson.”

“I	know.”	He	sighed.	“It’s	just	.	.	.”

The	 pieces	 clicked	 before	 he	 could	 finish,	 and	 I	 wanted	 to	 smack	 myself	 on	 the
forehead.	Before	Logan	showed	up,	Charlie	did	have	a	father	figure.

Jackson.

This	had	nothing	to	do	with	me	and	my	relationship	with	Logan.	Jackson	was	hurting
because	he	felt	like	he	was	losing	Charlie.

“I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	think	of	how	you’d	be	feeling	about	all	this.	But	you’ll	always	be
her	uncle	Jackson.	She	loves	you	so	much.”

Jackson	hung	his	 head.	 “But	 I	 can’t	 spoil	 her	 like	 he	 can.	 I	 don’t	 have	 that	 kind	 of
money.”

“It’s	not	a	competition,	and	it’s	not	about	the	things	you	buy	her.	She	needs	love	from
you	both.”

He	 sipped	 his	 soda,	 contemplating	my	words.	 “She’ll	 forget	me	 if	 you	 don’t	 come
back.”

“What?	We’re	coming	back.	This	is	just	a	vacation.”

“You	might	decide	to	stay.”

I	 shook	my	head.	 “No,	 I	won’t.	 I’ve	 already	 told	Logan	 I	won’t	be	moving	back	 to
New	York.”

The	only	way	I’d	live	in	the	city	was	if	Logan	forced	me	into	a	custody	situation.	But
now	that	I	knew	him	better,	I	couldn’t	imagine	him	doing	that	to	me.

“This	is	just	a	vacation,”	I	repeated.

“Hope	so.”	He	stood	from	his	stool	and	went	behind	the	bar	for	a	refill.	“While	you’re
there,	go	get	a	Giovanni’s	meatball	sub	for	me.	Damn,	I	miss	those	things.”

Giovanni’s	 had	 been	 three	 blocks	 away	 from	 my	 orphanage	 and	 right	 around	 the
corner	from	Jackson’s	foster	home.	I	smiled,	thinking	of	all	the	times	the	two	of	us	would
share	one	of	those	foot-long	sandwiches.	It	was	rare.	We	couldn’t	afford	them	often.	But
whenever	one	of	us	had	a	couple	extra	bucks,	we’d	splurge.	Even	when	we’d	both	moved
out	of	Brooklyn,	he	and	I	would	take	trips	back	for	a	meatball	sub.

Jackson	hadn’t	 lived	 in	my	orphanage,	but	he’d	met	Hazel	 at	 a	grocery	 store	 in	our
neighborhood	where	he’d	been	trying	to	shoplift	a	candy	bar.	She’d	caught	him	before	the
store	owner	could	and	dragged	him	back	to	the	orphanage.	She’d	fed	him	a	decent	meal
and	shoved	a	bag	of	peas	on	his	black	eye—a	recent	gift	from	his	foster	father.

I’d	walked	 into	 the	kitchen	 that	day	and	 the	 rest	was	history.	 Jackson	and	 I	became
closer	than	most	siblings,	while	Hazel	acted	like	a	mother	to	us	both,	making	sure	we	were
fed	and	that	our	homework	was	always	done.

Still,	we	were	dirt-poor,	and	since	Hazel	wasn’t	our	legal	guardian,	there	was	a	limit	to
what	she	could	do.	Bad	things	still	happened	to	us	both.	Those	meatball	subs	were	most



often	shared	when	one	of	us	was	at	our	lowest.

And	as	much	as	I’d	like	to	have	one	again,	it	wouldn’t	be	the	same	without	Jackson.
After	he’d	moved	to	Lark	Cove,	I	hadn’t	gone	to	Giovanni’s	again.

“I	doubt	we’ll	 be	 spending	much	 time	 in	Brooklyn.”	 I	 shivered	at	 the	 idea	of	going
back	to	that	neighborhood.	Besides,	Logan	was	Upper	East	Side	through	and	through.

“Probably	 not.	 I	wouldn’t	 go	 back	 either.”	 Jackson	 took	 the	 soda	 gun	 and	 filled	 his
glass,	then	he	turned	and	grabbed	my	sketch	pad.	He	set	it	on	the	bar,	flipping	through	the
pages.	“You’ve	almost	got	this	one	full.”

“When	I	get	back,	you’d	better	have	a	new	one	waiting	for	me.”

He	chuckled.	“Done.”

When	 I’d	 first	moved	 to	Lark	Cove,	 I’d	complained	 to	 Jackson	about	how	boring	 it
was	 at	 night	when	 the	bar	was	 slow.	He’d	bought	me	a	 sketch	pad	 and	 told	me	 to	quit
bitching.	 Since	 then,	 I’d	 filled	 a	 ton	 of	 sketch	 pads	 with	 my	 drawings	 of	 random	 bar
patrons.	Every	time	I	ran	out	of	pages,	I’d	come	in	to	work	to	find	a	new	one	on	my	desk
in	the	office.

“Who	were	you	drawing	tonight?”	he	asked,	reaching	the	end	of	the	book.

“You’ll	see.”

He	turned	to	the	last	page,	where	I’d	drawn	Willa’s	profile.

She’d	been	in	earlier	for	dinner.	I	hadn’t	seen	her	since	she’d	watched	Jackson	kiss	me
and	I	could	tell	she’d	been	nervous.	But	after	I’d	explained	to	her	that	there	was	nothing
there	and	Logan	had	come	in	with	Charlie,	she’d	seemed	relieved.

Willa	 had	 looked	 beautiful	 tonight.	 She’d	 sat	 in	 one	 of	 the	 booths	 by	 the	 front
windows	and	 the	evening	sunbeams	had	made	her	 long,	wavy	hair	 shine	 like	 strands	of
gold.	So,	I’d	picked	her	as	my	model.	Mostly	the	drawing	concentrated	on	her	hair	but	I’d
also	made	sure	to	highlight	her	high	cheekbones	and	shy	smile.

“She’s	hot.”	Jackson	looked	up	from	the	book	and	scanned	the	bar	like	he	expected	her
to	still	be	here.	“I’m	sorry	I	missed	her.	Who	is	this?”

My	jaw	dropped.	“Seriously?”

“Seriously.	Who	is	this?”	He	looked	back	to	the	page.	“Was	she	just	passing	through
or	do	you	think	she’ll	be	back?”

“Do	I	think	she’ll	be	back?”	My	voice	rose	as	I	stood	from	my	stool	and	rounded	the
bar.	“Give	me	that.”	I	swiped	the	sketch	pad	away	from	him,	making	sure	we	were	talking
about	the	same	drawing.

It	was.	So	I	shoved	the	page	in	his	face.	“That	is	Willa,	you	dipshit.”

“No	fucking	way.”	He	yanked	the	pad	from	my	hands.	“She	doesn’t	look	like	this.”

“Yes	fucking	way	she	does.”

He	bent	closer	to	the	paper,	studying	it	before	looking	back	to	me.	“She	does?”



“Oh	my	god.”	I	tossed	up	my	hands	and	walked	away,	going	to	check	on	the	guys	in
the	 corner	 booth.	 They	 were	 ready	 to	 leave,	 so	 I	 rang	 up	 their	 tab	 and	 cleared	 some
glasses,	waving	good	night	before	going	back	 to	Jackson.	He	was	still	staring	at	Willa’s
picture.	“Do	you	see	it	yet?	Or	am	I	really	that	bad	of	an	artist?”

“Huh?”	He	 jerked	 up,	 forcing	 his	 eyes	 away	 from	 the	 sketch.	 “I,	 uh,	 gotta	 go,”	 he
muttered,	still	in	a	daze	as	he	hugged	me	good-bye	and	walked	out	with	my	sketch	pad.

I	smiled	as	the	back	door	banged	closed.

He	finally	got	a	clue.

Jackson	might	not	 like	 change,	but	 I	 had	a	 feeling	 that	by	 the	 time	 I	got	back	 from
New	York,	he	would	have	made	a	few	changes	of	his	own.

I	just	hoped	Willa	made	him	work	for	it	a	bit.



	

“You	okay,	peanut?”	I	knelt	down	in	front	of	Charlie.

She	 nodded,	 her	 eyes	 fixed	 on	 the	 plane	 fifty	 feet	 away.	 Her	 hand	 was	 clutching
Thea’s,	who	wore	the	same	nervous	expression	as	our	daughter.

I	ran	my	fingers	over	her	hair,	then	stood.	“Are	you	okay?”	I	asked	Thea.

She	 tore	 her	 eyes	 from	 the	 plane.	 “We’ve	 never	 been	 on	 a	 plane	 before.	 Are	 they
supposed	to	be	this	tiny?”

Tiny?	 This	 was	 one	 of	 the	 larger	 Gulfstream	models	 available	 and	 by	 far	 the	most
expensive.	It	was	a	good	thing	my	mother	wasn’t	here	for	that	comment.	She	would	have
gasped,	then	demanded	I	buy	something	bigger	when	we	traded	up	every	fall.

“It	will	be	fine,”	I	assured	them	both.	“This	plane	is	as	safe	as	they	come,	my	pilots
are	the	best	there	is,	and	this	is	a	hundred	times	better	than	flying	commercial.”

I	hadn’t	been	on	a	commercial	plane	 in	over	 ten	years,	but	 I	was	sure	my	statement
was	true.	We	had	no	lines,	no	baggage	limitations,	and	comfortable	and	spacious	seating,
plus	I’d	made	sure	the	jet	had	been	filled	with	Charlie’s	favorite	snacks.

“Mr.	Kendrick?”	One	of	the	attendants	approached,	gesturing	to	the	stairs.	“You’re	all
set,	sir.”

“Thank	you.”	I	nodded,	then	took	Charlie’s	free	hand	and	led	them	to	the	plane.

“Whoa.”	Charlie’s	whisper	 echoed	 through	 the	 cabin	 the	 second	we	 stepped	 inside.
Her	eyes	widened	as	she	took	in	the	cream	interior.

My	mother’s	decorator	was	responsible	for	the	interior	of	our	plane.	My	sister	Aubrey
had	 asked	 to	 decorate	 it	 one	 year	 and	 we’d	 ended	 up	 with	 minimalist	 modern.	 Lillian
Kendrick	 did	 not	 approve	 of	 minimalist,	 so	 from	 then	 on	 out,	 our	 jets	 had	 all	 been
decorated	 like	 this	 one.	 Everything	 was	 rich,	 buttery	 leather	 and	 dark,	 gleaming
mahogany.	And	the	carpet	was	so	plush,	it	felt	like	walking	on	a	cloud.

I’d	 never	 felt	 uncomfortable	 in	 this	 plane	 before.	 Not	 once.	 Mom’s	 taste	 was
extravagant	compared	to	my	own,	but	it	was	what	I	knew.	It	reminded	me	of	my	parents’
estate—my	childhood	home.	It	reminded	me	of	Granny’s	mansion,	just	three	plots	down
from	Mom	and	Dad’s.



But	at	this	very	moment,	as	I	took	in	Thea’s	expression,	I	was	nervous	to	take	a	seat.

Thea	was	far	from	impressed.	The	worry	she’d	worn	outside	was	now	closer	to	panic,
and	it	had	nothing	to	do	with	getting	in	the	air.

This	was	her	first	step	into	my	life	and	she	was	terrified.	Her	feet	were	stuck	by	the
door.	She	glanced	over	her	shoulder,	longing	to	retreat	down	the	stairs.

Fuck.	Was	she	going	to	run?	I’d	never	dated	a	woman	who	hadn’t	either	had	money	of
her	own	or	had	at	least	spent	time	surrounded	by	extreme	wealth.	Was	this	too	much	for
Thea?

I’d	been	so	glad	when	she’d	finally	agreed	to	this	trip.	But	maybe	I’d	rushed	it.	Maybe
I’d	pushed	too	hard	for	her	to	come	along.	Maybe	I	should	have	given	it	more	time.

It	was	too	late	now.

“Sir.”	The	captain	emerged	from	the	cockpit.	“We’re	all	set.”

“Thanks,	Mitch.”

He	nodded	and	smiled	at	Charlie.	“Hello,	miss.”

She	gave	him	a	shy	smile.

He	bent,	waving	her	close.	“Would	you	like	to	sit	in	my	seat	for	a	minute?	See	what	it
feels	like	to	be	a	pilot?”

Her	face	whipped	to	Thea,	silently	asking,	Can	I?

Thea	nodded	and	reluctantly	let	go	of	her	hand.

“Come	on.”	I	took	Thea’s	elbow,	practically	dragging	her	to	a	seat.	Then	I	sat	across
the	aisle	 so	Charlie	could	sit	by	one	of	us.	“Was	 this	a	mistake?”	 I	asked	quietly.	“This
trip?”

“No,”	she	lied.	Her	eyes,	filled	with	doubt,	betrayed	her.

“Thea,	 I—”	 Before	 I	 could	 tell	 her	 I’d	 cancel	 this	 whole	 thing	 if	 she	 was	 scared,
Charlie	came	rushing	out	of	the	cockpit,	her	nerves	erased	by	a	moment	in	the	captain’s
chair.

“Can	I	sit	by	you?”	Charlie	asked	me.

“Of	course.”	I	helped	her	get	buckled	into	the	seat,	then	nodded	at	our	attendant	that
we	were	set.

Five	minutes	of	taxiing	later,	the	captain	announced	we	were	next	up	on	the	runway.

The	minute	he	punched	the	engine,	forcing	our	backs	deep	into	the	seats,	Thea’s	hand
shot	out	across	the	aisle.	Her	eyes	were	closed	tight	and	her	other	hand	was	gripping	the
armrest	with	white	knuckles.

I	took	her	hand	and	let	her	squeeze	my	fingers	tight.	“I’ve	got	you.”

Somehow,	 I’d	 make	 this	 okay.	 With	 time,	 she’d	 get	 used	 to	 this	 kind	 of	 lifestyle,
because	really,	there	wasn’t	another	option.	I	wasn’t	letting	her	go.

This	lifestyle—my	lifestyle—was	hers	now	too.



We	just	needed	to	get	to	the	city	and	everything	would	be	all	right.

“Whoa.”

Charlie’s	word	of	the	day.	It	had	started	on	the	plane	and	continued	through	every	part
of	 our	 journey.	 When	 we’d	 flown	 over	 the	 city,	 she’d	 been	 glued	 to	 the	 window,
whispering	 whoa.	 When	 we’d	 landed	 and	 walked	 to	 my	 town	 car,	 whoa.	 And	 now,
standing	just	inside	the	door	to	my	penthouse.

“Come	on	 in	 and	make	yourself	 at	home.”	 I	 turned	 to	 the	doorman.	 “We’ve	got	 the
bags	from	here.	Thank	you.”

He	nodded,	setting	down	our	luggage	in	the	foyer.	“Have	a	good	evening,	sir.”

When	 the	door	 closed	behind	him,	 I	 picked	up	Charlie’s	 tiny	 suitcase	 and	 carried	 it
farther	down	the	hall.	“How	about	we	do	the	full	tour	and	then	order	in	some	dinner?”

“That	 sounds	 nice,”	 Thea	 said,	 following	 behind	 with	 Charlie.	 “Logan,	 this	 place
is	.	.	.”

“Whoa?”

She	smiled.	“Exactly.	Nice	place,	gorgeous.”

“Thanks.”	I	grinned.	She	didn’t	call	me	gorgeous	often,	but	damn	I	liked	it	when	she
did.	“I’ve	only	been	here	for	about	three	months,”	I	told	them	as	I	walked	into	the	living
room.	“So	I’m	still	getting	used	to	the	place	myself.”

“Three	months?”	Thea’s	 frame	perked	up.	She’d	done	 the	math	and	knew	this	place
wasn’t	the	one	I’d	shared	with	Emmeline.

“You	both	will	be	my	first	overnight	guests.”

That	got	me	a	full-blown	smile.	I’d	never	brought	a	woman	here	for	sex.	It	wasn’t	like
I’d	 done	 it	 consciously,	 it	 just	 hadn’t	 happened.	 The	 only	 woman	 I’d	 fucked	 since
Emmeline	was	Alice	and	she’d	never	been	invited	over.	 I	mentally	patted	myself	on	the
back	for	my	foresight.

The	only	woman	who	had	a	claim	on	my	bed	was	Thea.

“Whoa.”	Charlie’s	head	tipped	back	to	the	ceiling,	taking	it	all	in	as	she	spun	around.
She	nearly	crashed	into	a	couch	as	she	came	into	the	living	room.

The	 main	 room	 was	 situated	 in	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 penthouse	 with	 floor-to-ceiling
windows	lining	both	exterior	walls.	Beyond	the	glass	was	a	garden	terrace	that	overlooked
Central	Park	and	the	towering	Manhattan	skyscrapers	in	the	distance.

The	windows	had	sold	me	on	 this	place.	The	black	 iron	between	 the	 rectangles	was
thick	to	give	them	an	industrial	feel.	On	the	top	row,	the	architect	had	kept	them	as	squares
but	added	some	circular	iron	accents	to	break	up	the	grid.	Wood	panels	had	been	placed
strategically	 throughout	 the	 living	 room	 to	warm	up	 the	 space.	And	 in	 the	center	was	a
two-story,	 concrete	 fireplace.	 Next	 to	 the	 windows,	 it	 was	 my	 favorite	 part	 of	 the
penthouse.



“This	is	a	beautiful	place.”	Thea	ran	her	hands	over	the	back	of	a	leather	couch.	“But
not	what	I	was	expecting.”

“Really?”

She	nodded.	“I	guess	I	figured	it	would	be	modern	and,”	she	shrugged,	“I	don’t	know.
I	guess	 I	 thought	 it	would	be	 like	 the	places	you	 always	 see	 in	 fancy	magazines	where
everything	is	white.	The	kind	of	place	where	no	one	can	actually	live	for	fear	of	spilling
something.	 But	 that	 fireplace	 is	 beautiful.	 And	 the	wood	 accents	 are	 done	 so	well.	 It’s
amazing.”

“Thanks.”	I	took	her	hand	and	pulled	her	past	the	fireplace	and	into	the	kitchen.

Behind	the	fireplace,	the	ceilings	were	lower,	making	room	for	the	upstairs	bedrooms.
But	it	was	still	open	and	airy	in	the	back	part	of	the	penthouse.	The	windows	let	in	a	lot	of
early	evening	light	so	the	room	was	glowing.

“Would	 you	 like	 anything	 to	 drink?”	 I	 set	 Charlie’s	 suitcase	 down	 and	 opened	 the
fridge.	There	wasn’t	much	 inside.	My	cleaning	service	had	cleared	 it	out	 last	week.	But
my	assistant	had	filled	it	with	some	necessities,	like	bottled	water,	soda,	juice	for	Charlie
and	Thea’s	favorite	beer.

“I	can	see	you	do	a	lot	of	cooking,”	Thea	teased,	standing	beside	me	and	taking	out	a
bottle	of	water.

“Me	 and	 cooking	 don’t	 mix.”	 Not	 that	 I’d	 ever	 really	 tried.	 “Delivery	 is	 the	 safer
choice.”	I	grinned	and	grabbed	my	own	water.	After	a	long	drink,	I	called	to	Charlie,	who
was	pressed	up	against	a	window,	looking	outside.	“Hey,	peanut.	Want	to	see	your	room?”

She	spun	around	and	her	jaw	dropped.	“I	have	my	own	room?”

“You	 sure	 do.	 It	 might	 not	 be	 exactly	 how	 you	want	 it,	 but	 while	 you’re	 here	 this
week,	you	can	get	it	all	set	up	just	right.”	I	winked	at	Thea.	“In	case	you	decide	to	extend
your	vacation.”

The	second	the	words	were	out	of	my	mouth	I	wanted	them	back.	Damn	it.

Thea’s	guard	went	right	back	up.	She	gave	me	a	smile—the	fake	one—and	walked	out
of	the	room,	looking	to	the	right,	then	left.

“Down	the	hall,”	I	told	her	as	I	set	down	my	water	and	picked	up	Charlie’s	suitcase.

As	 she	 disappeared	 toward	 the	 bedrooms,	 the	 doubts	 I’d	 had	 on	 the	 plane	 returned.
Maybe	 I	 shouldn’t	 have	 pushed	 her	 to	 come	 out	 here	 so	 soon.	Maybe	we	 should	 have
waited	until	the	fall.

Still,	having	her	and	Charlie	in	this	house	was	incredible.	Today	was	the	first	time	it
had	felt	like	home.

I	spent	long	nights	at	the	firm,	especially	when	I’d	just	been	starting	out.	But	that	habit
had	continued	and	there	were	still	times	when	I’d	catch	a	few	hours	of	sleep	on	my	office
couch	and	shower	in	the	partners’	lounge.

There	just	hadn’t	been	any	reason	to	come	home.

“Which	one	is	my	room?”	Charlie	asked	as	she	jogged	after	Thea.



“Third	door	on	the	left.”

I	walked	down	 the	hall	 after	 them,	passing	a	bathroom	and	my	office.	Mostly,	 I	did
foundation	work	from	home	when	I	didn’t	feel	like	going	downtown.

There	were	five	bedrooms	in	this	penthouse,	three	upstairs	and	two	down.	I’d	decided
to	give	Charlie	the	biggest	room	downstairs	because	it	had	the	fewest	windows.	For	what
I’d	asked	my	assistant	to	arrange,	I’d	needed	it	to	be	as	dark	as	possible.

“Whoa.”

I	 chuckled	 as	 I	 caught	 up	 to	Charlie	 and	Thea.	They	were	 standing	 in	 the	doorway,
both	wide-eyed	as	they	took	in	the	room.

I	 hadn’t	 had	 the	 chance	 to	 see	 the	 room	 since	 I’d	 ordered	 it	 done	 the	 day	 after	 I’d
asked	Thea	to	come	back	with	me,	but	my	assistant	had	sent	pictures.

And	tomorrow,	I	was	giving	him	a	raise.

“It’s	like	a	fort,”	Charlie	whispered,	carefully	stepping	inside.	“The	best	fort	ever.”

“Logan,	 this	 is	 .	 .	 .”	Thea	swallowed	hard.	“This	 is	wonderful.	Thank	you	for	doing
this	for	her.”

I	stepped	closer,	bending	to	brush	a	kiss	on	her	cheek.	“It	was	my	pleasure.	I	want	you
both	to	feel	comfortable	here.	For	whenever	you	want	to	come	and	visit.”

Her	frame	relaxed	as	I	threw	in	that	last	part.

As	much	as	I	wanted	them	to	stay	for	good,	I’d	pushed	enough	today.	If	I	alienated	her
this	week,	I	might	never	get	her	back.

I	didn’t	know	why	Thea	was	so	resistant	 to	being	here,	but	 there	was	something	she
wasn’t	telling	me.	As	we’d	flown	into	the	city,	she’d	had	the	same	look	on	her	face	as	she
had	the	night	I’d	found	her	old	Polaroids.

“Mommy,	look	at	the	trees.”

“I	saw	them!	They’re	so	cool.”

The	walls	had	been	painted	a	dark	tan,	with	birch	trees	in	a	lighter	shade	stenciled	on
top.	Charlie’s	four	bedposts	were	all	made	to	look	like	branches	too,	their	limbs	extending
to	the	ceiling,	then	coming	together	in	the	middle	to	form	a	canopy.

Because	the	room	was	so	dark,	there	was	a	string	of	golden	lights	that	ran	above	the
crown	molding,	giving	the	space	a	soft	glow.

The	bedding	was	a	 soft	 cream,	 the	 floors	 a	deep	brown	wood.	All	 the	 room	needed
were	a	few	of	Charlie’s	touches,	like	her	artwork	or	some	books	on	the	shelves.

I	set	down	Charlie’s	suitcase	by	 the	wooden	dresser	and	wandered	around	the	room.
“My	assistant	Sean	 is	 going	 to	 come	over	 tomorrow	while	 I’m	at	work.	He’ll	 take	you
shopping	for	anything	that’s	missing	or	you	want	to	change.”

“Logan—”

I	held	up	a	hand,	 stopping	Thea’s	protest.	 “I	want	 this	 room	 to	be	 just	 right	 for	her.



Please.”

She	closed	her	mouth	and	nodded.

“Besides	 that,	 I’d	 like	you	 to	get	 to	know	Sean.	He	 spends	a	 few	days	a	week	here
working	and	I	think	you	guys	will	hit	it	off.	And	if	you	ever	need	anything	from	me	but
can’t	track	me	down,	he	can	take	care	of	it.”

My	phone	buzzed	with	a	text	in	my	pocket,	so	I	pulled	it	out.	“Speak	of	the	devil.	Sean
wants	to	know	what	we’d	like	for	dinner.”

Charlie	climbed	up	on	her	bed,	jumping	once,	then	landing	on	her	back.	The	comforter
billowed	at	the	sides	as	she	giggled.	“Snacks!”

Thea	and	I	shared	a	look,	then	she	smiled	and	jumped	on	the	bed	with	Charlie.

The	two	of	them	laughing	together	gave	me	hope.

My	plan	was	going	to	work.	After	a	few	days,	Thea	would	relax	and	feel	comfortable
here.	She’d	feel	at	home.

Then	I	could	ask	her	to	stay.

“She’s	out.”	I	walked	up	behind	Thea,	wrapping	my	arms	around	her	shoulders.

She	relaxed,	leaning	into	my	embrace,	and	brought	her	hands	to	my	forearms.	“Thanks
for	tucking	her	in.	Though,	I’m	getting	jealous	that	she	doesn’t	want	my	bedtime	stories
anymore.”

“Tough.	 I’m	 stealing	 bedtime.”	 I	 kissed	 the	 back	 of	 her	 hair,	 inhaling	 the	 soothing
lavender	scent.

We’d	spent	the	evening	lounging	in	the	living	room.	Charlie	had	taken	over	my	remote
for	the	television	and	found	some	Lego	movie	for	us	to	watch.	Sean	had	come	over	hefting
bags	of	every	snack	available	and	my	favorite	Chinese.

After	we’d	done	introductions,	he’d	excused	himself	and	we’d	enjoyed	a	quiet	dinner.
Charlie	 had	 eaten	 her	 snacks,	 plus	 some	 required	 chicken	 tenders,	 and	 Thea	 and	 I	 had
decimated	the	takeout.

If	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 week	 went	 like	 the	 last	 three	 hours,	 I	 had	 no	 doubt	 that	 I	 could
convince	her	to	move.

“Is	this	your	family?”	She	reached	out	and	touched	a	picture	frame.	We	were	standing
in	front	of	a	bookshelf	in	the	living	room.	Mostly	it	held	books	from	law	school,	but	there
were	a	few	pictures	too.

“Yes.	That	was	for	Mom’s	holiday	card	last	year.”

“I	feel	bad.”	She	sighed.	“All	the	time	we’ve	spent	together	and	I	haven’t	once	asked
about	your	family.”

I	often	had	to	remind	myself	that	we’d	only	been	a	couple	for	a	week	even	though	it
felt	like	much	longer.	Thea	had	been	hiding	deep	in	my	heart	for	years.



“Don’t	feel	bad.	We’ve	got	time	to	learn	all	about	one	another.”

“Do	we?”	she	whispered.	“Do	we	have	time?”

She	tried	 to	step	away,	but	I	held	her	 tight.	“There’s	no	clock	on	this,	Thea.	I’m	not
going	anywhere.”

“But	I	am.”

I	closed	my	eyes,	forcing	my	mouth	to	stay	shut.	I	wanted	to	tell	her	she	was	staying.
To	declare	this	was	her	home	now.	But	I	knew	exactly	how	that	would	end.

With	me	sleeping	on	the	couch.

“Let’s	not	worry	about	geography	tonight.”

She	relaxed	again,	then	pointed	to	the	picture.	“Those	are	your	parents?”

“Thomas	and	Lillian.	And	those	are	my	sisters,	Aubrey	and	Sofia.	That’s	Aubrey,	next
to	me.	She’s	four	years	younger	than	me.	And	that’s	Sofia,	next	to	my	dad.	She’s	six	years
younger.	You’ll	meet	them	all	this	weekend.”

The	plan	was	to	let	Thea	and	Charlie	explore	the	city	during	the	week	while	I	worked.
I’d	chosen	to	delay	the	introduction	with	my	family	so	Charlie	could	do	fun	things	in	the
city	 and	Thea	 could	 settle	 into	 the	 penthouse.	 I	wanted	 them	both	 to	 feel	 at	 home	here
without	the	pressure	of	strangers	invading.	Then	over	the	weekend,	we’d	take	a	trip	to	my
parents’	place	outside	of	the	city.

“Charlie	and	Aubrey	look	a	lot	alike.”	Thea	nodded	to	another	picture	of	Aubrey	on
the	shelf.

“They	sure	do.”

While	I’d	simply	trusted	Thea	to	tell	me	the	truth	about	Charlie’s	paternity,	my	parents
wouldn’t	do	 the	same.	They’d	been	emailing	and	calling	regularly	 to	pressure	me	into	a
test.	I’d	continually	refused	because	once	they	saw	Aubrey	and	Charlie	in	the	same	room,
they’d	realize	what	I’d	known	all	along.

Charlie	was	a	Kendrick.

“Tell	me	about	them.”

I	let	Thea	go,	taking	her	hand	and	pulling	her	over	to	a	couch.	“What	do	you	want	to
know?”

She	settled	into	my	side.	“Anything.	Everything.	What	do	they	do?”

“Well,	my	dad	 is	 in	charge	of	everything,	 really.	He	runs	 the	business	and	all	of	 the
family	 affairs.	 He	 says	 he’s	 going	 to	 retire,	 but	 we	 all	 know	 he’s	 too	 attached	 to	 the
business	to	step	away.”

“What	is	your	family’s	business?”

“Investments	mostly.	At	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 century,	my	 great-great-grandfather	made	 a
name	 for	 himself	 by	 investing	 in	 businesses	 throughout	 the	 city.	 Flower	 shops.
Restaurants.	Real	estate	developments.	Steel	factories.	Shipping	companies.	Businesses	of
all	sizes.	You	name	it	and	he	had	his	hand	in	it.	He	was	a	real	go-getter.”



He’d	built	himself	up	from	nothing,	and	his	hard	work	had	built	the	foundation	for	the
Kendrick	fortune.

“By	the	time	he	died,	he’d	amassed	a	huge	wealth	for	the	time.	It	all	went	to	my	great
grandfather,	who	doubled	it.	And	then	to	my	grandfather,	who	doubled	it	again.	And	my
dad	has	nearly	tripled	it	from	there.”

Billions	 of	 dollars,	 all	 because	 the	 original	 Logan	 Kendrick	 had	 made	 his	 first
investment	in	a	small	bakery	on	Fifty-Seventh	Street.

“But	you	didn’t	go	into	the	family	business?”

“No.”	I	tucked	Thea	closer	to	my	side.	“It	had	always	been	the	family	plan	for	me	to
take	over,	but	I	went	to	college	and	never	found	a	real	passion	for	my	business	classes.	I
took	 one	 pre-law	 class	 and	 knew	 it	was	 the	 right	 fit.	 So	 I	 broke	 the	 family	 chain.	 The
eldest	son	of	the	eldest	son	went	to	law	school	instead	of	to	work	for	the	company.”

Since	then,	I’d	been	working	my	ass	off,	trying	to	prove	to	my	family,	and	myself,	that
I	hadn’t	made	a	mistake.	I	was	still	business	savvy.	You	had	to	be	in	corporate	law.	I	just
hoped	that	my	success	at	the	firm	would	show	I	was	still	worthy	of	the	Kendrick	legacy
even	though	I	hadn’t	gone	directly	into	business	with	my	father.

“I	 am	still	 involved,”	 I	 told	Thea.	 “Just	because	 I	don’t	work	 side	by	 side	with	dad
every	day	doesn’t	mean	there	isn’t	a	ton	for	me	to	do	with	the	family’s	ventures.	I	spend	a
lot	of	time	with	the	foundation,	and	I’m	starting	to	take	over	some	of	dad’s	responsibilities
with	our	family.”

There	was	always	a	cousin	in	need	of	an	internship	or	job	referral.	At	times,	Dad	or	I
would	step	in	to	settle	a	squabble	between	my	aunts	or	uncles.	And	as	of	a	week	ago,	Dad
had	asked	me	to	take	over	managing	trust	fund	disbursements.

“Was	your	dad	disappointed	that	you	didn’t	go	to	work	with	him?”	she	asked.

“At	first.”	I	sighed.	“But	not	long	after	I	started	working	at	the	firm,	Aubrey	graduated
college	 and	 went	 to	 work	 with	 Dad.	 It	 helped	 smooth	 things	 over.	 He	 named	 her	 his
successor	a	few	years	ago.”

“Does	that	bother	you?”

“Honestly?	No.	It	was	a	relief.	I’m	not	as	passionate	about	being	an	entrepreneur	as	I
am	about	 representing	 them.	The	 legal	aspect	of	business	 fascinates	me.	 I	 love	bringing
two	parties	 to	a	 table,	 figuring	out	what	 they	 really	need	 from	each	other	and	 finding	a
way	to	give	it	to	them.	But	the	rest	isn’t	as	exciting.	And	Aubrey	just	fits.	It’s	in	her	blood
and	 comes	 so	 naturally	 for	 her.	 I	 do	 the	 things	 she	 doesn’t	 love	 as	much,	 like	 run	 the
foundation.”

Maybe	it	was	because	Granny	had	started	it	as	her	pet	project,	but	the	foundation	and
its	mission	had	always	called	to	me	more	than	anything	else	in	the	Kendrick	empire.

“And	Sofia?	Does	she	work	too?”

I	snorted.	“Sofia	 is	 living	her	best	 life	as	a	socialite.	She	hasn’t	worked	a	day	in	her
life	and	can	spend	money	with	 the	best	of	 them.	My	mother	 is	good	at	spending	money
too,	but	she	lucked	out	and	fell	in	love	with	my	father,	who	adores	her.	Sofia,	on	the	other



hand,	plays	games	like	an	adolescent	and	has	managed	to	land	herself	two	ex-husbands.”

Sofia’s	husbands	had	been	scum,	leeching	off	her	money	while	fucking	other	women
behind	her	back.	 It	was	unfortunate	because	 I	 think	she	 really	had	 loved	 them	both.	 I’d
hoped	that,	after	her	second	divorce,	she	would	take	the	time	to	reflect	on	her	life	and	the
men	she’d	chosen.

I’d	tried	to	convince	her	to	stay	single	for	a	while	and	wait	for	someone	nice	to	come
along.	 She’d	 laughed	 at	 me	 and	 rumor	 had	 it	 she	 was	 already	 seeing	 another	 money-
grubbing	 loser.	 This	 one	 was	 a	 professional	 poker	 player	 who	 wasn’t	 all	 that	 good	 at
poker.

“See	this	gray	hair,	right	here?”	I	pointed	to	my	temple.	“That’s	from	Sofia.”

Thea	giggled.	“You	don’t	have	any	gray	hair.”

“But	someday	I	will,	and	it’s	going	to	be	her	fault.”

We’d	 all	 hoped	 that	Sofia	would	 find	 an	 interest	 in	one	of	 the	Kendrick	businesses.
But	so	far,	she’d	yet	to	make	much	of	herself	but	a	brat.	And	my	parents	did	her	no	favors
by	spoiling	her	rotten.

“Thanks.”	Thea	snuggled	closer.	“It’s	nice	to	hear	about	them	all	so	I’m	prepared	for
when	we	meet.”

“You	have	nothing	to	worry	about.”

It	was	a	half-truth.	Aubrey	would	embrace	Thea	and	Charlie	immediately.	My	parents
would	likely	be	hesitant	but	polite.	They’d	come	around	when	they	realized	Thea	wasn’t
after	the	family	fortune.

Sofia	was	the	risk.	Either	she’d	want	to	play	dress-up	with	Charlie,	or	she’d	throw	a
tantrum	to	make	sure	she	stayed	the	center	of	attention.

I	didn’t	know	how	she’d	play	this,	but	one	thing	was	for	certain.	If	she	made	this	a	bad
experience	 for	 Thea,	 I’d	 take	 her	 financial	 freedom	 away	 with	 a	 snap	 of	 my	 fingers.
Because	while	Dad	and	Aubrey	were	 in	control	of	 the	working	capital,	 I	had	 the	power
over	the	legacy	money.

I	had	the	power	over	Sofia’s	trust	fund.

Dad	was	making	 the	 announcement	 next	week,	 so	with	 the	 exception	 of	Mom	 and
Granny,	 none	 of	 the	 family	 knew	 that,	 as	 of	 a	week	 ago,	 I	was	 in	 charge	 of	 trust	 fund
withdrawals	for	the	Kendrick	lineage.

We	had	a	fairly	simple	trust	fund	setup	considering	the	size	of	our	fortune.	If	you	were
a	direct	descendant	of	my	great-great-grandfather,	you	were	entitled	to	a	percentage	of	his
legacy.	Once	you	turned	thirty,	the	money	was	yours	to	do	with	as	you	pleased.

But	until	then,	withdrawals	required	approval	from	Dad.	Now	me.	It	was	a	safeguard
to	 ensure	 the	 younger	 adults	 didn’t	 take	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 dollars	 to	 spend	 on
hookers	and	blow.

After	all,	that	would	tarnish	the	family	image.

I’d	 planned	 to	 follow	Dad’s	 precedents,	 approving	 all	withdrawals	 unless	 there	was



cause	for	alarm.	I	wanted	to	stay	out	of	each	individual’s	financial	business.	But	if	Sofia
hurt	Thea	or	Charlie	in	any	way,	I’d	make	an	exception.

She	might	be	in	our	family,	but	she’d	learn	the	hard	way	not	to	mess	with	mine.



	

“I	wish	you	didn’t	have	to	go	to	work.”
Nice,	Thea.	That	sounded	just	as	clingy	and	pathetic	out	loud	as	it	had	in	my	head.

I	also	didn’t	give	a	shit.

What	I	really	wanted	to	do	today	was	curl	up	with	Logan	on	a	couch,	watch	movies
and	let	Charlie	have	a	quiet	day	with	her	parents.	One	thing	I’d	learned	over	the	past	four
days	was	that	New	York	City	was	just	like	I’d	remembered:	loud,	chaotic	and	expensive.

Logan’s	 apartment	was	 a	 haven	 and	 had	 quickly	 become	my	 favorite	 place	 in	New
York.

Everything	else	was	for	the	pigeons.

“Sorry,	baby.”	Logan’s	arms	pulled	me	closer,	his	 front	 to	my	back.	“I	wish	I	didn’t
have	to	go	either	and	we	could	just	spend	the	day	in	bed.	But	I	can’t.”

“I	know,”	I	muttered,	closing	my	eyes	to	draw	out	these	last	few	moments	together	in
his	bed.

Logan’s	 bed	 was	 massive,	 nearly	 as	 large	 as	 my	 entire	 room	 at	 the	 cottage.	 It	 sat
opposite	a	wall	of	windows	that	overlooked	the	city.	It	was	still	dark	outside—I’d	learned
this	week	 that	Logan	went	 to	work	 before	 dawn—but	 the	 sun’s	 glow	was	 beginning	 to
light	the	sky	and	slowly	filter	into	his	bedroom.

Just	like	the	rest	of	his	penthouse,	this	room	was	magnificent.	His	thick	gray	quilt	was
heavy,	and	with	his	warm	body	pressed	against	mine,	I	was	in	a	cocoon	of	luxury.

“I	love	your	bed.”

“I	love	you,”	he	whispered	into	my	hair.	My	eyes	popped	open	just	as	he	added	three
more	words.	“In	my	bed.”

I	relaxed,	hoping	he	hadn’t	felt	me	flinch.

But	he	had.

Without	hiding	his	disappointment,	he	kissed	my	head,	let	me	go	and	rolled	out	of	bed.
As	he	walked	to	the	bathroom,	the	muscles	of	his	back	and	shoulders	were	bunched.	His
hands	were	in	fists.



Goddamn	it.	I	hadn’t	meant	to	hurt	him	with	my	knee-jerk	reaction.

We	were	there?	We’d	been	together	for	such	a	short	time.	Were	we	at	I	love	you?

He’d	told	me	last	week	that	he	was	falling	for	me.	I’d	fallen	for	him	too.	And	as	much
as	I	wanted	to	hear	those	three	little	words	in	his	deep	voice,	I	wasn’t	ready.

I	 love	 you	 meant	 making	 decisions	 about	 the	 future.	 It	 meant	 changing	 names	 and
talking	babies.

I	love	you	meant	me	and	Charlie	would	need	to	move.

After	Logan	had	talked	to	me	the	other	night	about	his	decision	to	go	to	law	school,	I
had	a	better	understanding	of	why	he	worked	so	hard.

He	loved	it.

His	drive	to	succeed	was	stronger	than	I’d	ever	seen.	And	in	a	way,	I	think	he	was	still
trying	 to	prove	himself	 to	his	 family.	He	was	showing	 them	 that	even	 though	he	hadn’t
gone	the	route	everyone	had	expected,	he	was	still	worthy	of	 taking	over	as	head	of	 the
family.

Logan	thrived	on	challenges	and	responsibilities.	Achievement	fueled	him.	But	I	knew
after	four	days	that	I	couldn’t	compete	with	it	all.	He	needed	his	career,	one	he	wouldn’t
find	in	Montana.

The	shower	in	the	bathroom	turned	on	and	I	sat	up,	knowing	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	fall
back	 asleep.	 I	 went	 to	 Logan’s	 closet	 and	 pulled	 out	 some	 clothes	 from	 my	 suitcase.
Dressed,	I	headed	downstairs	and	peeked	in	Charlie’s	room	to	see	she	was	still	zonked	out.
Then	I	went	to	the	kitchen	for	coffee.

The	first	morning	I’d	been	here,	 I’d	offered	 to	make	Logan	breakfast,	but	 then	Sean
had	 arrived	 with	 a	 breakfast	 sandwich	 in	 hand	 and	 whisked	 Logan	 away	 to	 the	 firm.
Monday	was	their	early	morning	catch-up	meeting.

The	morning	after	 that,	 I	hadn’t	offered	breakfast,	but	I’d	made	him	coffee.	He	took
two	sips	before	Piper,	his	assistant	from	the	foundation,	showed	up	with	a	special	latte	and
his	 favorite	 bagel.	 Tuesday	was	 their	meeting	 day	 because	Logan	 filled	 every	moment,
even	those	commuting	to	and	from	the	office,	with	work.

Yesterday,	Wednesday,	I’d	woken	up	alone	in	bed.	I’d	come	downstairs	to	find	Logan
emerging	from	the	penthouse	gym.	He’d	come	out	shirtless	with	his	muscles	bulging	and
glistening	 with	 sweat.	 I’d	 almost	 pounced	 on	 him	 until	 Yuri,	 his	 personal	 trainer,	 had
followed	behind	carrying	a	protein	shake.

Now	it	was	Thursday	and	I	had	no	idea	who	would	be	his	first	appointment	of	the	day.

Probably	another	assistant.

Not	 long	 after	 I	 sat	 down	 at	 the	 extended	 island	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 coffee	 cup	 in	 hand,
Logan	came	down	the	hall,	fixing	a	cufflink.

God,	he	was	sexy.	The	suits	he	wore	to	work	every	morning	were	drool-worthy.	Every
angle	and	every	line	were	perfect.	Today’s	was	a	solid	black	three-piece	with	a	crisp	white
shirt	under	a	fitted	vest.	His	golden	tie	matched	his	pocket	scarf.



And	 here	 I	 was	 in	 five-dollar	 gray	 leggings	 and	 an	 oversized	 peach	 sweatshirt	 I’d
bought	when	I’d	been	pregnant.

“Want	some	coffee?”	I	asked.

“Don’t	get	up.	I’ve	got	it.”

I	soaked	him	in	as	he	poured	a	cup.	“No	personal	assistants	this	morning?”

He	 looked	over	his	 shoulder	and	grinned.	“Thursdays	 I	normally	go	 into	work	early
and	meet	with	my	assistant	there.	But	I’m	going	to	be	late	today	because	someone	hit	the
snooze	button	three	times.”

I	smiled.	When	his	alarm	had	gone	off,	I’d	climbed	on	top	of	him,	taking	advantage	of
his	morning	erection	and	hitting	snooze	until	we’d	both	come	together	and	collapsed	in	a
sweaty	heap.	“That	was	a	good	twenty-seven	minutes.”

He	set	down	his	coffee	and	came	around	the	bar,	spinning	my	chair	so	he	could	stand
between	my	legs.	“Guaranteed	the	best	meeting	I’ll	have	all	day.”

I	wrapped	my	arms	around	his	waist,	hugging	him	tight	and	breathing	in	his	cologne.
He	 seemed	 to	 have	 shrugged	 off	 his	 disappointment	 from	 earlier,	which	was	 a	 relief.	 I
didn’t	want	 our	 last	 couple	of	 days	 together	 to	be	 strained.	Who	knew	when	he’d	have
time	 to	come	back	 to	Montana	 for	a	visit,	and	I’d	need	a	 long	break	before	considering
another	trip	to	the	city.

At	least	a	year.	Maybe	two.

“I	was	 thinking	we	 could	 go	 out	 to	 dinner	 tonight.”	He	 toyed	with	 the	 ends	 of	my
ponytail.	“I’d	like	to	take	you	and	Charlie	to	my	favorite	restaurant.”

“Sounds	good.”

“You’ll	want	a	cocktail	dress.	Maybe	while	you’re	out	shopping	for	your	gown	today,
you	can	pick	up	something	for	you	and	Charlie	to	wear	tonight.”

I	forced	my	shoulders	to	remain	relaxed	so	he	wouldn’t	feel	my	cringe.	“Sure.”

Logan	had	invited	me	to	a	gala	tomorrow	night	for	his	family’s	foundation,	so	today	I
was	charged	with	finding	a	ball	gown.	I	could	handle	buying	a	nice	dress.	But	to	get	one
for	Charlie?	He	had	no	idea	the	challenge	he’d	presented.

“I’d	better	get	to	work.”

“See	you	tonight.”	I	let	him	go,	tipping	up	my	chin	for	a	quick	kiss.

His	shoes	clicked	on	the	marble	as	he	walked	to	the	door.	When	it	shut	behind	him,	I
took	my	coffee	out	to	the	terrace	and	sank	into	a	wide	chaise	lounge.

Besides	his	bedroom,	this	terrace	had	become	my	favorite	place	in	Logan’s	penthouse.
His	gardener	had	planters	 and	pots	 everywhere.	Green	 leaves	 and	bright	 flowers	 spilled
over	the	edges	of	stone	and	concrete.	It	was	as	close	to	my	cottage	porch	as	I	could	get,
minus	Hazel	and	her	cigarette	smoke,	which	I	missed	more	and	more	every	morning.

I	 sipped	my	cup,	watching	as	 the	sun	 rose	higher.	There	were	people	who	 loved	 the
city	skyline,	but	this	place	had	nothing	on	the	lake	view	from	my	backyard.



And	today,	we’d	be	thrust	out	of	the	penthouse	and	into	the	madness,	for	shopping	of
all	things.

All	I	wanted	to	do	today	was	hang	out	with	Charlie	and	show	her	parts	of	the	city	she
might	 actually	enjoy,	 like	Central	Park.	Because	 so	 far,	 she	was	unimpressed	with	New
York.	And	while	 I	had	my	reasons	 for	not	 liking	 the	city,	 I	did	want	Charlie	 to	enjoy	 it
here,	for	Logan’s	sake.

But	nothing	about	this	trip	had	gone	well.

The	first	day,	Logan’s	assistant	Sean	had	taken	us	shopping	for	her	room.	We’d	gone
to	a	large	department	store	to	find	some	toys	and	books,	but	it	had	been	a	zoo	and	she’d
been	 completely	 overwhelmed.	After	 an	 hour	 of	wandering	 through	 the	 store,	 bumping
shoulders	and	squeezing	through	tight	spaces,	she’d	only	chosen	one	stuffed	lion	to	bring
home.

When	Sean	had	offered	to	take	us	shopping	somewhere	else,	she’d	refused,	saying	her
room	didn’t	need	anything	else.

The	 next	 day,	 I’d	 taken	 her	 to	 the	 Empire	 State	 Building,	 where	 the	 warp-speed
elevator	ride	had	scared	her.	Then	yesterday,	we’d	gone	to	Rockefeller	Center	and	Times
Square.	 It	 had	 been	 an	 improvement,	 but	 she’d	 still	 been	 out	 of	 her	 element	 with	 the
crowds	and	bustle.

It	hadn’t	helped	that	she’d	spent	so	little	time	with	Logan.	He	left	before	she	woke	up
each	morning	and	returned	in	time	for	a	late	dinner	and	to	tuck	her	in.	We’d	both	gotten	a
firsthand	look	at	just	how	hectic	his	schedule	was	here.

Shopping	for	dresses	today,	something	she	refused	to	wear	at	home,	meant	I’d	get	to
ruin	another	day	of	her	not-so-fun	vacation.

“Mommy,	are	we	done	yet?”	Charlie	grumbled.	She	was	sitting	in	the	corner	of	a	dressing
room,	kicking	the	wall.

This	was	the	final	stop	on	our	shopping	day	from	hell.	After	two	stores	to	find	cocktail
dresses	 for	me—one	 for	 dinner	 tonight,	 and	 another	 for	 dinner	with	 Logan’s	 parents—
we’d	gone	shopping	for	Charlie.	Three	tantrums	in	three	consecutive	dressing	rooms	had
left	my	patience	threadbare.	But	the	shopping	fun	hadn’t	stopped	there.	Now	we	were	in	a
fancy	boutique	trying	to	find	a	ball	gown	for	tomorrow	night’s	gala.

“Don’t	kick	the	wall,”	I	hissed,	trying	to	zip	up	the	back	of	my	gown.

“Can	I	help	you	in	there?”	the	saleswoman	called	from	the	other	side	of	the	curtain.

I	sighed	and	dropped	my	hands,	then	held	the	bodice	of	the	gown	to	my	chest.	“Could
you	help	me	zip	this?”

The	gold	curtain	whipped	open	and	in	she	came	with	a	seamstress	in	tow.	She	gave	the
zipper	a	quick	tug,	cinching	the	dress	tight	around	my	ribs.

“This	 is	 just	 lovely.”	She	took	a	step	back,	scanning	me	up	and	down.	“You	have	to
choose	this	one.	It’s	da-vine.”



She’d	said	that	about	the	last	five	gowns,	all	of	which	I’d	hated.	But	since	I	hated	this
dress	 slightly	 less	 than	 the	 others	 and	 I	 was	 desperate	 to	 be	 done	 with	 our	 shopping
marathon,	this	would	have	to	do.

I	gave	her	a	tight	smile	and	nodded.	“Yes,	let’s	get	this	one.”

The	saleswoman	snapped	her	fingers,	causing	a	flurry	of	activity	outside	the	dressing
room.	An	hour	later,	after	the	gown’s	hem	had	been	pinned	and	the	saleswoman	had	been
given	instructions	on	where	to	deliver	the	dress,	shoes,	jewelry	and	lingerie,	Charlie	and	I
escaped	the	boutique,	finally	done	with	shopping.

Logan’s	credit	card	had	been	swiped	more	today	than	I’d	swiped	mine	in	a	month.

“Are	we	done	shopping	yet?”	Charlie	whined	as	she	slid	into	the	back	of	Logan’s	town
car.

“Yes.”	 I	 breathed	 with	 relief,	 fastening	 my	 seatbelt,	 then	 hers.	 “Should	 we	 do
something	 fun?	Do	you	want	 to	go	 to	 the	park?	We	could	 take	a	walk	around	and	 feed
some	ducks.”

She	shook	her	head.	“No,	thanks.”

Well,	shit.	My	daughter	had	never	turned	down	outside	time.

“I	know.”	 I	 clapped	my	hands	 together,	 spouting	 the	 first	 thing	 that	popped	 into	my
head.	“How	about	we	do	something	special	for	Uncle	Jackson?”

That	got	her	interest.	“Like	what?”

“Did	you	know	he	used	to	live	here?	Just	like	I	did	when	I	was	a	kid?”

She	nodded.

“Well,	 there	was	 this	 place	where	we	 used	 to	 get	 these	meatball	 subs.	They	 are	 his
favorite	sandwich	ever.	What	if	we	went	and	got	some	meatballs	to	put	in	the	fridge	and
then	take	home	to	him?”

“Yeah!	And	some	for	Gran	too.”

“You	got	it.	We’ll	get	a	ton	and	we’ll	make	a	special	dinner	when	we	get	home.”

She	smiled	and	leaned	into	my	side.	I	wasn’t	sure	if	it	was	the	mention	of	Jackson	or
Hazel	or	just	going	home,	but	it	was	the	first	happy	smile	I’d	seen	from	her	all	day.

As	 the	 driver	 pulled	 away	 from	 the	 curb,	 my	 stomach	 clenched.	 Going	 back	 to
Brooklyn	was	going	to	hurt,	but	for	Charlie,	I’d	do	it	anyway.

We	were	going	to	Giovanni’s.

“Is	this	it,	ma’am?”	the	driver	asked	over	his	shoulder.

Was	this	it?

I	 studied	 the	 restaurant,	 taking	 in	 the	weathered	sign	and	 faded	 red	awning	over	 the
front	 door.	 Giovanni’s	 was	 worn	 and	 so	 much	 smaller	 than	 I	 remembered.	 Had	 there
always	 been	 bars	 on	 the	 windows?	 From	 the	 car,	 I	 could	 make	 out	 the	 same	 booths



Jackson	 and	 I	 had	 shared	 once	 upon	 a	 time.	 Had	 there	 always	 just	 been	 the	 three?	 I
couldn’t	remember	a	time	when	we’d	come	to	Giovanni’s	and	there	hadn’t	been	a	line	at
the	counter,	but	today,	it	was	dead.

“We’ll	just	be	a	minute,”	I	told	the	driver,	taking	Charlie’s	hand	as	we	unbuckled	and
climbed	out	of	the	backseat.

She	clutched	me	tight	as	we	pushed	open	the	front	door,	ringing	the	familiar	bell.	The
sound	at	least	hadn’t	changed,	or	the	smell	of	garlic	and	tomatoes.

“What	 can	 I	 getcha?”	 The	 waitress	 behind	 the	 counter	 didn’t	 look	 up	 from	 her
magazine	to	greet	us.

“Um,	I	was	wondering	if	I	could	get	an	order	of	meatballs,	the	ones	you	make	in	your
subs,	to	go?”

“Lemme	check.”	She	rolled	her	eyes	and	set	down	the	magazine.	“Yo,	Ruthie!”

“She	sounds	funny,”	Charlie	whispered	as	the	girl	disappeared	into	the	kitchen.

“It’s	just	her	accent,	honey.	Some	people	in	the	city	have	different	accents.”

Though,	neither	Jackson	nor	I	had	ever	picked	up	a	Brooklyn	accent.	He’d	been	born
in	 Pennsylvania	 and	 had	 learned	 to	 talk	 there	 before	 being	 brought	 to	New	York.	And
since	 the	nannies	 at	 the	orphanage	had	 all	 come	 from	out	 of	 state,	 usually	missionaries
from	some	Midwest	churches	volunteering	in	the	city	for	a	year,	I’d	never	picked	up	the
accent	myself.

“Are	you	the	lady	who	wants	meat—”	A	woman	came	out	from	the	back	but	stopped
before	reaching	the	counter.	“Thea?”

My	mouth	fell	open.	“Ruth?”

We	stared	at	each	other	for	a	long	moment,	until	the	shock	on	her	face	morphed	into	a
smug,	bitchy	grin.	“Well,	well,	well.	Back	in	the	neighborhood.	I	always	knew	you’d	be
back.”

Her	voice	was	like	nails	on	a	chalkboard	and	I	tugged	Charlie	closer	to	my	side.	“I’m
just	in	town	visiting.	I	was	hoping	to	pick	up	some	meatballs	for	Jackson	and	take	them
home	as	a	gift.”

“Knew	you	two	would	end	up	together.”	She	eyed	me	up	and	down	before	nodding	to
Charlie.	“That	his	kid?”

“No.”	I	shook	my	head.	“We’re	not	together.	Same	as	always,	we’re	just	friends.”

“Uh-huh.”	She	sneered,	looking	past	us	to	the	car	outside.	“Nice	ride.”

“Thanks.	Listen,	 I	 think	we’ll	 just	go.”	There	was	no	way	I	was	ordering	food	from
Giovanni’s	now,	not	when	I	knew	Ruth	would	spit	in	it.

“But	Mommy—”

“Not	now,	Charlie.”	I	shooed	her	toward	the	door.

I	 twisted	the	knob	when	Ruth’s	shrill	voice	stopped	me	short	of	our	hasty	exit.	“Just
like	last	time,	eh?	Runnin’	off	without	a	good-bye?	This	time	gettin’	in	a	fancy	car.	Think



you’re	still	 too	good	for	this	neighborhood,	Thea?	Think	you’re	still	betta	than	me?	Cuz
you’re	not.	You’re	still	just	stupid	trash.”

I	guess	she	was	still	bitter	about	how	our	friendship	had	ended.

Ruth	had	been	my	age	and	a	classmate	in	school.	She’d	been	my	best	friend,	or	so	I’d
thought.	In	reality,	Ruth	had	used	me	for	years.	When	she	wanted	my	desk	in	English	to
sit	by	a	cute	boy,	I	gave	it	to	her	even	though	I’d	sat	down	first.	When	she	needed	twenty
dollars	our	sophomore	year	to	buy	a	new	backpack,	I	lent	her	the	money	even	though	I’d
been	saving	it	for	winter	shoes—she	never	paid	me	back.

But	Ruth	had	been	the	friend	I’d	have	given	anything	for.	My	meager	things	had	been
hers	for	the	taking.	And	she’d	taken	and	taken	and	taken.	I’d	let	her,	until	the	day	I	found
her	fucking	my	boyfriend	in	the	supply	closet	of	the	bar	where	we	both	worked.

I	 let	 loose	my	temper	on	my	asshole	boyfriend.	He	was	drunk	and	pretending	not	 to
realize	his	mistake.	But	Ruth	knew	exactly	what	she’d	been	doing.	After	he	zipped	up	his
pants	and	stumbled	out	of	the	bar,	she	told	me	it	wasn’t	her	fault,	but	mine.	I	hadn’t	been
keeping	him	satisfied,	so	he’d	strayed.

That	had	been	the	final	straw.

In	that	moment,	I	realized	just	how	toxic	and	selfish	Ruth	was	and	finally	listened	to
Jackson	and	Hazel’s	advice.	Cutting	her	out	had	been	a	long	time	coming.	Without	a	word
to	Ruth,	I	quit	my	job	and	moved	out	of	Brooklyn.	I	found	a	hole-in-the-wall	apartment	in
Manhattan	a	couple	blocks	away	from	Jackson	and	started	tending	bar	at	the	hotel	where	I
eventually	met	Logan.

Where	Charlie	had	started.

And	because	of	the	little	girl	clinging	to	my	hand,	wondering	what	was	happening,	I
wasn’t	going	to	let	this	bitch	talk	to	me	like	that	for	another	second.

I	turned	from	the	door,	standing	tall.	“I	have	never	been	and	will	never	be	trash.	And
I’m	not	 too	good	 for	 this	 neighborhood,	Ruth.	But	 I	 am	 too	good	 for	you.	Have	a	nice
life.”

Her	face	turned	a	splotchy	shade	of	fuchsia,	but	I	ignored	her	and	held	my	chin	high	as
I	led	Charlie	outside	and	to	the	car.	When	the	door	closed	behind	us,	I	didn’t	spare	another
glance	at	Giovanni’s.

I	didn’t	want	to	remember	it	like	I’d	seen	it	today.

“Anywhere	else,	ma’am?”	the	driver	asked	as	I	helped	get	Charlie	buckled.

“Yes,	would	 you	 please	 go	 down	 this	 block	 and	 take	 a	 right?	 I’ll	 tell	 you	where	 to
stop.”	I	was	talking	fast	from	the	adrenaline	in	my	veins,	but	he	caught	it	all	and	pulled
away	from	the	curb.

“Where	are	we	going	now?”	Charlie	asked.

“You’ll	see.”	I	gave	her	a	smile	and	bent	to	kiss	her	forehead.	It	only	took	a	minute	to
get	where	I	wanted	to	go,	and	I	told	the	driver	to	pull	over.

“See	that	building?”	I	asked	Charlie,	pointing	through	the	side	window.



She	craned	her	neck	to	see	and	nodded.	“Yeah.”

“That’s	where	I	grew	up.	That	was	where	I	lived.”

“You	lived	there	with	Gran?”

I	nodded.	“That’s	right.	This	is	where	I	met	Gran.”

The	orphanage,	much	 like	Giovanni’s,	wasn’t	 the	expansive	and	 towering	building	 I
remembered	from	my	youth.	It	actually	wasn’t	much	bigger	than	Lark	Cove	School.	It	had
been	 abandoned,	 all	 of	 the	windows	 dark	 and	 boarded	 up.	 The	 doors	were	 locked	 shut
with	a	chain.

But	it	had	once	been	home	and	I	wanted	Charlie	to	know	where	I’d	come	from.

I’d	 spent	 many	 lonely	 days	 and	 nights	 in	 that	 building.	 I’d	 had	 countless	 nights
wishing	for	someone	to	love	me,	endless	days	hoping	someone	would	want	me	to	be	a	part
of	their	family.

That’s	all	I’d	ever	wished	for.

A	family.	Unconditional	love.

It	hadn’t	happened	right	away,	but	Charlie	was	all	of	those	wishes	come	true.

Maybe	Hazel	had	been	right.	Maybe	coming	back	here	would	help	me	put	to	rest	the
memories	from	the	past.

Because	I	knew	now,	I	wouldn’t	be	back	here	again.

My	phone	dinged	with	a	new	email	and	I	took	it	out	of	my	purse.

	

From:	anonymous743

Subject:	You’re	nothing	but	a	cheap	whore.

	

Anonymous743	had	been	 emailing	me	 all	week.	One	per	 day,	 ever	 since	 the	 first.	 I
knew	now	they	weren’t	spam.	Even	after	I’d	blocked	the	account,	they	still	kept	coming.
The	email	gods	didn’t	care	that	some	unknown	person	was	harassing	me.

But	like	I’d	done	with	each	of	the	previous,	I	deleted	it	and	told	myself	they’d	stop.	I’d
probably	 just	 pissed	 off	 a	 customer	 traveling	 through	Lark	Cove.	A	 couple	weeks	 ago,
there’d	been	a	group	of	drunk	assholes	 in	 the	bar	who	had	bitched	constantly	about	my
food,	drinks	and	service.	One	of	them	was	probably	having	a	real	laugh	right	now.

I	looked	up	from	my	phone,	staring	back	at	the	orphanage.

The	joke	was	on	Anonymous743,	because	if	I	could	sit	here	in	front	of	the	place	where
I’d	mostly	known	loneliness	and	not	crumble,	 then	a	stupid	email	wasn’t	going	to	break
me.

“Okay,”	I	told	the	driver.	“We	can	go.”

As	he	drove	us	back	to	Manhattan,	I	replayed	the	afternoon.	In	a	way,	seeing	Ruth	at
Giovanni’s	had	been	a	blessing.	It	had	pissed	me	off	enough	to	go	to	the	orphanage.	And



there,	I’d	remembered	why	I	left	New	York	in	the	first	place.

To	 build	my	 own	 life.	 To	 live	 by	my	 choices.	 To	 be	with	 the	 only	 family	 I’d	 ever
known.

Logan	and	I	had	been	living	in	a	dream	these	past	couple	of	weeks,	but	it	was	time	to
wake	up	and	face	reality.	The	snooze	button	had	been	pushed	long	enough.

When	we	left	here	on	Monday,	I	was	letting	him	go.	I	was	breaking	this	off	before	we
spent	months	or	years	struggling	through	a	long-distance	relationship	that	could	only	end
in	pain	for	us	both.



	

Standing	in	the	lobby	of	my	favorite	restaurant,	I	nearly	fell	over	when	Thea	and	Charlie
came	through	the	door.

Thea	 was	 wearing	 a	 fitted	 black	 cocktail	 dress	 with	 cutouts	 around	 the	 collar
showcasing	her	flawless	skin.	Her	hair	was	pulled	up	in	a	twist	accentuating	the	long	line
of	her	neck.	Add	to	that	her	makeup,	jewelry	and	hot-as-hell	heels,	I	was	glad	I	had	on	a
jacket	to	help	conceal	the	bulge	behind	my	slacks.

She	was	always	beautiful	whether	she	was	in	the	jeans	and	tank	tops	she	wore	to	the
bar	or	the	ratty	peach	sweatshirt	she’d	been	wearing	this	morning.	Thea	always	made	my
heart	beat	faster.	But	I	loved	seeing	her	dressed	up,	wearing	the	finest.	She	deserved	the
best	there	was.

“Hi,”	she	breathed.	“Sorry	we’re	late.”

“It’s	fine.	You	look	beautiful.”

I	bent	to	kiss	her	blushing	cheek,	lingering	for	a	moment	to	smell	her	perfume.	Then	I
forced	my	eyes	off	of	Thea	to	greet	my	daughter.

“Hi,	peanut.”	I	crouched	down.	“You	look	beautiful	tonight	too.”

She	glared	at	me	and	plucked	at	the	skirt	of	her	dress.	Charlie	was	wearing	a	gray	lace
dress	with	half	sleeves.	Her	toes	wiggled	in	her	ballet	flats.	And	somehow	Thea	had	tamed
her	hair	into	a	sleek	ponytail	with	waves	of	curls	running	down	her	back.

But	 it	wasn’t	 the	clothes	 that	made	her	 look	 so	different	 tonight.	 It	was	her	missing
smile.

“What’s	wrong?”

“Nothing,”	she	muttered,	studying	the	floor.	Then	she	brought	her	hand	up	and	yanked
at	the	collar	of	her	dress	as	hard	as	she	could.

“Charlie,	 that’s	 enough,”	 Thea	 scolded,	 swatting	 her	 hand	 away	 from	 the	 fabric.
“Knock	it	off.	Right	now.”

It	was	the	first	time	I’d	ever	heard	Thea	address	our	daughter	with	a	firm	tone.	Charlie
was	such	a	good	kid,	she	didn’t	need	much	reprimanding.	Even	when	you	were	trying	to
corral	her	into	the	bathtub,	she	didn’t	require	stern	warnings.



Charlie	turned	up	her	chin	and	scowled	at	Thea,	another	thing	I	didn’t	like.	What	the
fuck	had	happened	today?

Before	I	could	ask,	the	hostess	called	us	over.	“Mr.	Kendrick?	Your	table	is	ready,	sir.”

I	 stood	and	 took	Thea	by	 the	elbow,	escorting	her	 through	 the	 restaurant	 toward	my
table	 in	 the	 back	 corner.	David’s	 Table	 only	 took	 reservations,	 and	 at	 times,	 they	were
booked	 three	or	 four	months	 in	advance.	But	whenever	 I	walked	 through	 the	door,	 they
found	a	way	to	clear	a	table.

I	pulled	out	Thea’s	chair,	then	did	the	same	for	Charlie.	Once	they	were	seated,	I	took
the	seat	with	my	back	to	the	wall.

When	the	hostess	went	to	unfold	napkins,	I	held	up	a	hand	to	stop	her.	“Thank	you.”

“Enjoy	your	meal,	sir.”	She	gave	me	a	slight	bow,	then	backed	away.

Thea	searched	the	table.	“Menus?”

“It’s	chef’s	choice,	but	I’ve	never	been	disappointed.”	I	opened	my	mouth	to	ask	what
was	going	on	with	Charlie	but	our	waiter	appeared	and	launched	into	his	greeting.

Had	it	always	taken	this	long	to	hear	the	gauntlet	of	wine	selections?	I	wanted	him	to
disappear	so	I	could	talk	to	Thea,	but	he	kept	droning	on	and	on.	Finally,	after	he	finished
detailing	the	reds,	I	was	able	to	order	a	bottle	of	wine.

“Charlie,	what	do	you	want	to	drink?”	I	asked.

She	didn’t	answer,	so	Thea	ordered	for	her.	“She’ll	have	a	chocolate	milk.”

The	waiter	looked	at	her	like	she’d	just	blurted	a	string	of	expletives.	“We	don’t	have
chocolate	milk.”

“Then	find	some,”	I	snapped,	shooting	him	a	glare	that	meant	he	was	dismissed.

Thea	closed	her	eyes	and	took	a	deep	breath.

Charlie	kicked	the	leg	of	the	table.

“Okay,	what’s	going	on?”

Thea	shook	her	head.	“It’s	just	been	a	long	day	and	we’re	hungry.”

There	was	more	behind	their	attitudes,	but	I	didn’t	press.	“I’m	sorry	I	was	running	late
and	couldn’t	meet	you	at	home.”

I’d	had	a	client	meeting	go	long	at	the	firm	and	then	a	junior	associate	stopped	into	my
office	 for	 some	 advice	 on	 a	 contract	 he	 was	 drafting.	 By	 the	 time	 I’d	 shut	 everything
down,	I’d	been	forced	to	send	a	car	to	pick	them	up	instead	of	doing	it	myself.	Normally,
the	long	hours	didn’t	bother	me.	It	was	a	thrill	to	always	be	in	demand	and	the	go-to	guy.
But	tonight,	all	I’d	wanted	to	do	was	leave	and	have	people	figure	shit	out	on	their	own.

“It’s	fine.”	Thea	waved	it	off	and	took	a	drink	of	her	sparkling	water.

“Did	you	have	fun	shopping	today?”	My	mother	and	sisters	loved	shopping	about	as
much	as	they	loved	talking	about	what	they’d	bought.	I	figured	it	was	a	safe	topic	until	I
got	a	nasty	look	from	my	daughter	and	Thea	rolled	her	eyes.



Shit.	This	was	not	how	I’d	envisioned	dinner	going.	The	waiter	brought	our	wine	and	a
glass	of	chocolate	milk	for	Charlie,	setting	them	down	without	a	word.	Silverware	clinked
on	plates	and	voices	murmured	around	us,	but	my	corner	of	the	restaurant	was	silent.

I	was	guessing	that	Charlie’s	mood	was	because	of	the	dress.	She	kept	tugging	at	the
collar.

Thea	was	clearly	off	because	of	Charlie’s	attitude,	but	there	was	something	more	too.
It	wasn’t	just	an	angry-mom	mood.	Her	shoulders	were	hunched,	and	worry	lines	marred
her	forehead.	She	seemed	sullen	and	withdrawn.

Was	 it	 because	 I’d	 slipped	 this	morning?	 I	 love	 you	 had	never	 come	 as	 naturally	 as
when	 I’d	 blurted	 it	 to	 Thea.	 But	 when	 she’d	 flinched	 so	 hard	 the	 bed	 had	 rocked,	 I’d
hastily	added,	“in	my	bed.”	At	first,	I’d	been	pissed	off	by	the	rebuff.

Rejection	wasn’t	something	I	handled	well,	which	was	ironic	considering	I’d	tried	to
propose	to	Emmeline	twice.	Yet	neither	of	my	failed	attempts	to	marry	her	had	ended	our
relationship.	 Really,	 they	 hadn’t	 done	 anything.	 We’d	 just	 carried	 on	 like	 nothing	 had
changed	because	a	deep-seated	part	of	me	had	actually	been	relieved.

Thea’s	reaction	to	an	I	love	you	had	hurt.

But	as	I’d	showered	and	taken	a	minute	to	step	back,	I’d	realized	it	wasn’t	because	she
didn’t	have	those	same	feelings.

She	was	scared.

To	make	this	work—to	say	the	I	love	yous—meant	a	lot	of	changes	were	coming.

Except	whether	she	was	ready	or	not,	change	was	coming.	She	could	try	to	avoid	it	for
the	rest	of	the	week,	but	I	wasn’t	letting	her	go.

On	Saturday,	while	we	were	 at	my	parents’	 estate,	 I	was	 asking	her	 to	move.	 I	was
telling	her	how	much	I	loved	her	and	how	much	I	wanted	her	and	Charlie	in	my	everyday
life.	Then	I’d	give	her	the	ring	I’d	picked	out	this	morning	at	Harry	Winston.

We	sat	quietly	until	the	waiter	delivered	our	first	course.

“What	is	this?”	Thea	asked	him	as	he	set	down	the	plate	in	front	of	her	first.

“Poached	shrimp,	melon	and	frisée	salad.”	He	moved	to	set	down	Charlie’s,	but	Thea
grabbed	it	first.

“What?”	I	asked.

“She’s	 allergic	 to	 shellfish.”	She	pushed	 the	dish	back	 at	 the	waiter.	 “I’m	 sorry,	 she
can’t	eat	that.	Do	you	have	french	fries?”

The	waiter’s	eyes	bulged,	but	before	he	said	anything,	he	remembered	his	place	and
looked	to	me.	“I’ll	discuss	it	with	the	chef.”

He	 served	my	 salad	 and	 rushed	 away	 from	 the	 table	while	 I	made	 a	mental	 note	 to
discuss	Charlie’s	diet.	How	did	I	not	know	my	daughter	was	allergic	to	shellfish?	It	was
another	 reminder	of	how	much	 I	 still	had	 to	 learn	about	my	child	and	how	much	easier
that	would	be	if	we	lived	in	the	same	state.



“I’m	hungry,	Mommy.”

Thea	gave	her	 a	 sympathetic	 smile.	 “I	know,	honey.	Here.”	She	picked	up	Charlie’s
chocolate	milk.	“Drink	more	of	your	milk.”

“It	tastes	funny.”

“Let	me	 see.”	 Thea	 took	 a	 small	 sip	 and	 frowned.	 “It’s	 just	 because	 they	 used	 real
cocoa.”	She	forced	a	smile,	trying	to	make	it	seem	exciting.	“It’s	fancy.	Try	a	little	more.	I
bet	you’ll	like	it.”

Charlie’s	shoulders	fell	as	she	shook	her	head.	“No,	thanks.”

The	silence	resumed.

I	looked	across	the	table	to	Thea,	who	mouthed,	Sorry.

It’s	fine,	I	mouthed	back.

It	didn’t	take	the	waiter	long	to	come	back	to	the	table	with	a	small	plate	of	fries.

Charlie	raised	her	chin,	hopeful	at	first,	but	when	she	saw	they	were	covered	in	garlic,
parsley	and	parmesan,	her	eyes	filled	with	tears.

“Just	try	one,”	Thea	urged.	“Let’s	all	try	one.”

Thea	and	I	both	took	a	fry	off	Charlie’s	plate,	eating	them	quickly.	They	were	marginal
at	best;	french	fries	weren’t	the	chef’s	specialty.

“Okay.”	Thea	chased	her	bite	down	with	a	sip	of	wine.	“Let’s	just	wait	until	the	next
course.	I’m	sure	you’ll	really	like	it.”

“You	know	what?”	I	whipped	the	napkin	off	my	lap	and	set	it	on	my	salad.	“Let’s	just
go.”

“No,	Logan.”	Thea	held	out	her	hand.	“It	will	be	fine.”

I	stood	and	pulled	back	Charlie’s	chair.	“We	can	do	better	than	eating	here,	can’t	we?”

“Yeah,”	she	slid	off	the	chair.	“This	place	is	yucky.”

At	that	exact	moment,	the	waiter	returned.	His	gasp	echoed	through	the	room.

Thea	 coughed,	 trying	 to	 cover	 up	 her	 laugh	 as	 she	 stood	 and	 set	 her	 napkin	 on	 the
table.	“She’s	only	six.	Too	young	to	appreciate	gourmet.”

When	the	waiter’s	shocked	look	turned	sour,	it	was	my	turn	to	hold	back	a	laugh.

“Please	send	my	regards	to	David.”	I	took	my	wallet	out	of	my	jacket,	dropping	three
hundred-dollar	bills	on	the	table.	“The	food	and	wine	can	go	on	my	tab.	That	is	for	your
trouble.”	Then	with	Charlie’s	hand	in	mine,	I	walked	us	out	of	the	restaurant.

When	we	hit	the	sidewalk,	Thea	started	laughing.	It	began	as	a	small	giggle	but	turned
into	a	belly	laugh.	A	smile	spread	across	my	face	when	Charlie	joined	in	too,	and	after	a
moment,	the	three	of	us	were	howling.

“What	 are	 we	 doing	 for	 dinner?”	 I	 asked	 as	 my	 laughter	 died	 down.	 “Because	 I
obviously	can’t	be	trusted	to	choose.”



Thea	looked	up	and	down	the	street,	searching	for	options.	“Um	.	.	.	let’s	see.”

“How	about	McDonald’s?”	Charlie	asked.

“I’ve	never	eaten	at	McDonald’s.”

“What?”	Thea’s	head	whipped	around	to	me.	“You’ve	never	eaten	at	McDonald’s?”

I	smiled.	There’s	my	Thea.	Repeating	what	she	thought	were	ridiculous	statements	as
loud	questions.

“I’ve	never	been	to	McDonald’s.”

“Oh	my	god.”	She	looked	to	Charlie.	“We’re	definitely	doing	McDonald’s.”

“Yesssss,”	Charlie	hissed,	doing	a	fist	bump.

I	 chuckled	 and	 took	 out	 my	 phone,	 calling	 us	 a	 car.	 Fifteen	 minutes	 later,	 I	 was
standing	in	front	of	a	neon	menu	the	size	of	New	Jersey.	“I	have	no	idea	what	to	get.”

“I’ll	order	for	you.”	She	stepped	up	to	the	counter	and	ordered	Charlie	a	Happy	Meal
—with	the	boy’s	toy—herself	two	cheeseburgers	with	fries,	and	me	a	double-something-
pounder-with-cheese.

I	reached	for	my	wallet,	thinking	I	was	going	to	need	Yuri	to	step	up	our	workout	in
the	morning,	but	before	I	could	get	my	credit	card,	Thea	pulled	some	cash	from	her	purse.

“No,	I’ll	pay.”

“I’ve	got	it.”	She	ignored	me	and	handed	the	cash	to	the	clerk.	“I	didn’t	protest	when
you	gave	me	a	temporary	credit	card	for	the	dress	shopping	because	designer	gowns	aren’t
in	my	budget.	But	McDonald’s	is	something	I	can	afford.”

It	had	actually	surprised	me	when	she’d	taken	my	credit	card	so	willingly.	I’d	braced
for	 an	 argument	 that	would	 rival	 some	of	 the	most	 intense	 purchase	 negotiations	 at	 the
firm.	But	Thea	had	agreed	immediately	and	tucked	the	card	into	her	pocket	with	nothing
other	than	a	thank-you	and	a	kiss.

“Besides,”	she	smiled	at	the	clerk	and	took	her	receipt,	“your	platinum	would	probably
break	the	credit	card	readers	here.”

I	chuckled.	“I’m	pretty	sure	everywhere	takes	my	platinum.”

I	 didn’t	 correct	 her	 that	 it	was	 actually	our	 platinum.	Nothing	 about	 the	 card	 in	her
purse	was	temporary	since	I’d	had	Sean	add	her	name	to	my	account.

“So	how	is	it	that	you’ve	never	been	to	a	McDonald’s?”	she	asked	as	we	went	to	the
fountain	 machine	 to	 fill	 our	 soda	 cups	 while	 Charlie	 trailed	 behind,	 drinking	 her	 real
chocolate	milk.

“I	don’t	know.	I’ve	always	had	a	chef.”

“Even	in	college?	You	never	wanted	to	try	a	Big	Mac?”

I	shrugged.	“It’s	not	 like	 I	haven’t	heard	of	McDonald’s	before.	 I	 just	never	had	 the
urge	to	eat	here.”	I	patted	my	flat	stomach.	“And	this	doesn’t	happen	by	eating	fast	food.”

“Well	this,”	she	laughed,	mimicking	my	gesture	on	her	own	incredible	curves,	“loves



McDonald’s.	I	guess	we’ll	just	have	to	think	of	a	few	things	you	can	do	to	burn	some	extra
calories	tonight.”

“What	 are	 calories?”	 Charlie	 asked.	 Her	 smile	 was	 back,	 something	 I	 hadn’t	 seen
enough	of	this	week.

“Calories	are	yummy,”	Thea	answered	with	a	laugh.

I	 smiled.	Damn,	 I’d	missed	 these	 two	 this	week.	Work	 had	 been	 brutal	 at	 the	 firm.
Every	night,	I’d	left	a	pile	of	papers	on	my	desk	so	I	could	rush	home	before	Charlie	went
to	bed.	What	I	really	needed	was	a	weekend	spent	in	the	office	to	catch	up	with	both	client
demands	and	my	overdue	tasks	at	the	foundation.

But	it	would	all	have	to	wait.	I	felt	awful	for	not	being	able	to	spend	more	time	with
Thea	and	Charlie	during	their	first	week	in	New	York.	I	just	hoped	that	after	a	month	of
them	living	here,	I’d	be	caught	up	at	work	and	could	dedicate	the	time	to	them	that	they
deserved.

Having	them	waiting	for	me	each	night	had	forced	me	to	come	to	a	realization.

It	was	time	to	reprioritize.

A	 teenager	 called	 our	 number	 over	 the	 loudspeaker	 and	 I	 went	 up	 to	 get	 our	 food.
When	 I	 set	Charlie’s	Happy	Meal	 box	 in	 front	 of	 her,	 she	 tore	 into	 it,	wasting	 no	 time
before	inhaling	her	food.	Thea	did	the	same	and	I	followed	suit.

“Well?”	Thea	asked	before	shoving	three	fries	in	her	mouth.

“It’s	good.	Not	as	good	as	David’s	Table,	but	the	next	time	I	want	to	take	you	there,
we’ll	just	go	the	two	of	us.”

The	smile	on	her	face	fell	as	she	chewed.

All	right.	Forget	that	idea.

I’d	 taken	 many	 women	 to	 that	 restaurant	 over	 the	 years	 and	 each	 one	 had	 been
thoroughly	impressed	by	the	food	and	atmosphere.	But	Thea	wasn’t	 like	any	woman	I’d
ever	met,	 and	 if	 she	wanted	 fast	 food	 over	 gourmet,	 then	we’d	 come	 here	 on	 our	 date
nights.

Charlie	belched	and	slapped	a	hand	over	her	mouth,	then	giggled.	“Excuse	me.”

“Feeling	better,	peanut?”

She	nodded.	“My	tummy	was	hungry.”

“Now	that	we’re	back	to	normal,”	Thea	set	down	her	burger	and	gave	Charlie	a	stern
look,	“I	think	you	need	to	apologize	to	your	dad.	You	weren’t	very	nice	when	we	were	at
his	favorite	restaurant.”

Charlie’s	shoulders	fell	as	she	twirled	a	french	fry	in	her	ketchup.	“Sorry,	Daddy.”

“It’s	o—”	Wait,	what?	Did	she	just	call	me	Daddy?

My	eyes	snapped	to	Thea,	whose	mouth	was	hanging	open.	Never	had	a	word	sounded
so	good.	I’d	always	hoped	that	one	day	Charlie	would	want	to	call	me	Dad	and	she’d	love
me	as	much	as	I	loved	her.	But	I’d	been	prepared	to	wait	years	to	get	us	to	that	place.



“I,	 um	 .	 .	 .”	 I	 paused	 to	 recover,	 then	placed	my	hand	on	her	 knee.	 “It’s	 okay.	You
don’t	have	to	apologize.	I	should	have	thought	about	it	more	before	taking	you	there	for
dinner.”

She	peeked	up	from	underneath	her	lashes.

“I	 like	 it	when	you	call	me	Daddy,	but	you	don’t	have	 to.	Would	you	rather	call	me
Logan?”

Say	no,	Charlie.	Please,	don’t	take	it	back.

She	shook	her	head.	“I	want	to	call	you	Daddy.”

Relief	and	pure	happiness	surged.	I	fought	the	urge	to	yank	her	out	of	that	chair	and
crush	her	to	my	chest	by	eating	another	fry.

Oh,	fuck	it.

I	flew	out	of	my	chair,	sending	it	sliding	backward	a	few	feet.	Then	I	scooped	Charlie
off	her	bench	and	hugged	her	close.

She	didn’t	hesitate	to	wrap	her	arms	around	my	neck.

Over	her	shoulder,	Thea	swiped	her	eyes	dry.

“I	love	you,	Charlie,”	I	said	into	her	ear.

I’d	known	I	loved	her	the	moment	she	pulled	me	into	her	fort.	Or	maybe	the	first	day
I’d	 seen	 her	 beautiful	 brown	 eyes	 as	 she’d	 taken	 a	 frog	 from	my	hands.	 I	 could	 barely
remember	my	life	before	Charlie,	and	it	was	just	weeks	ago.

“I	love	you	too,”	she	whispered	back.

I	smiled.	That	was	one	of	the	Landry	girls	down,	now	I	just	had	one	to	go.

“Are	you	all	done	eating?”

She	nodded	against	my	suit.

“Let’s	get	you	home.”

Her	legs	around	my	waist	cinched	tight,	so	I	wouldn’t	put	her	down.	“Okay,	Daddy.”



	

One	night	later,	I’d	jumped	from	one	end	of	the	dining	spectrum	to	the	other.	Logan	and	I
were	at	the	fundraising	gala,	sitting	in	the	middle	of	the	nicest	room	I’d	ever	seen.	It	was
as	far	from	McDonald’s	as	you	could	get.

There	were	no	 fluorescent	 lights	here.	The	ballroom	was	 lit	with	crystal	 chandeliers
hanging	 from	gold-trimmed	 ceilings.	 The	 gleaming	 floors,	 not	 littered	with	 fallen	 fries,
were	made	from	Italian	marble.	And	the	tables	were	covered	in	silk	linens.	I	wouldn’t	dare
drop	a	blob	of	ketchup	off	my	hand-painted	plate.

“Would	you	like	more	champagne?”	Logan	asked,	leaning	over	to	speak	in	my	ear.

“Yes,	please.”	Champagne	made	me	loose-lipped,	so	I	normally	avoided	it,	but	since	I
didn’t	have	much	to	say	tonight,	that	wouldn’t	be	a	problem.

He	signaled	to	a	waiter,	who	brought	over	a	tray	of	champagne	in	crystal	flutes.	With
my	new	glass	in	place,	Logan	kissed	my	cheek,	then	turned	to	continue	his	conversation
with	the	man	sitting	on	his	other	side.

We	were	seated	at	an	elegant	round	table	with	a	tall	floral	arrangement	in	the	center.
The	 china	 had	 delicate	 floral	 patterns	 and	was	 adorned	with	 real	 gold.	And	 there	were
enough	utensils	in	front	of	me	to	make	one	of	my	bird’s	nests,	maybe	two.

I	sipped	my	champagne,	listening	to	the	murmur	of	conversation.

We’d	arrived	a	few	hours	ago,	and	I’d	maybe	said	three	sentences	in	all	that	time.	Nice
to	meet	you	when	I’d	been	introduced	to	a	slew	of	people	whose	names	I’d	immediately
forgotten.	Thank	you	when	I	was	complimented	on	my	gown.	Yes,	please	when	I’d	been
offered	a	glass	of	champagne.

All	through	the	cocktail	hour,	I’d	forced	a	pleasant	smile.	My	cheeks	hurt	by	the	time
we	sat	down	at	our	table	and	not	in	a	good	way,	like	when	I’d	been	laughing	for	too	long.
After	the	dinner	service	started,	I	did	my	best	to	keep	up	with	the	conversation,	but	after
thirty	minutes	of	 listening	 to	name	dropping	and	vacation	plans	 to	 foreign	countries	 I’d
never	see,	I	zoned	out.

Logan	hadn’t	noticed.	He	was	currently	 in	a	deep	discussion	with	 three	men	on	our
side	 of	 the	 table.	 For	 an	 hour,	 they’d	 been	 discussing	 some	 change	 to	 a	 stock	 market
regulation	and	how	it	would	impact	the	foundation’s	investment	strategy.



So	here	I	was,	silently	drinking	champagne	and	waiting	for	the	next	round	of	food	to
be	delivered	in	hopes	it	would	curb	the	major	buzz	I	was	working.

In	this	room	full	of	people,	smiling	and	laughing,	I	was	alone.

It	had	been	years	since	I’d	felt	this	empty	hole	in	my	chest.	The	last	time	I’d	been	this
lonely	had	been	after	Jackson	had	moved	to	Montana.	But	I	knew	this	feeling	well.	It	was
the	same	one	I’d	had	nearly	every	night	of	my	childhood	when	I’d	climbed	into	my	tiny
cot	without	 anyone	 to	 tuck	me	 in	 or	wish	me	 sweet	 dreams.	 The	 same	 feeling	 I’d	 had
when	another	child	in	the	orphanage	would	get	adopted	into	a	family	and	leave	me	behind.

By	the	time	I’d	turned	seventeen,	I’d	been	the	only	kid	left	in	that	home.	Why	I	hadn’t
been	 sent	 to	 a	 foster	home	was	 still	 a	mystery,	 but	 somehow,	 the	orphanage	had	 stayed
open.	 It	 had	 just	 been	me	 and	 the	director	 living	 there,	 though	 I	 rarely	 saw	her	 emerge
from	her	apartment	in	the	basement.

Hazel	would	come	in	for	a	few	hours	 to	make	me	meals.	She’d	spend	 time	with	me
after	school,	helping	me	with	homework,	but	eventually,	she’d	have	to	go	home.	Jackson
could	only	 stay	until	 dark.	So	 after	 they’d	 leave,	 it	would	 just	 be	me	 roaming	 the	halls
without	 anything	 to	 do	 but	 read.	 The	 director	 could	 afford	 electricity	 for	 the	 entire
building	but	not	a	television	to	keep	me	entertained.

I’d	finally	escaped	the	loneliness	in	Lark	Cove.

“You	hate	this,	don’t	you?”

“Huh?”	I	turned	to	Nolan	Fennessy,	who	was	sitting	on	my	other	side.	“Oh,	no.	Not	at
all,”	I	lied.	“I’m,	uh	.	.	.	just	taking	it	all	in.”	I	didn’t	want	to	confess	to	Logan’s	coworker
that	I’d	rather	be	a	hundred	other	places	than	in	this	ballroom.

He	saw	through	my	lie	and	grinned.	“My	wife	hates	coming	to	these	too.	She	told	me
last	year	she’d	approve	of	me	finding	a	stand-in	woman	just	so	she	could	stay	home	in	her
yoga	pants.”

I	 smiled,	 the	 first	 real	 smile	 of	 the	 night.	 “I	 think	 your	 wife	 and	 I	 could	 be	 best
friends.”

“She	accompanies	me	every	once	 in	a	while,	but	normally	 I	 come	with	Logan.	You
stole	my	date.”

“Sorry.”	I	laughed.	“You	can	have	him	back	for	the	next	one.”

“Not	sticking	around?”

“No,	I’m	leaving	after	the	weekend.”	I	chased	down	a	pang	of	guilt	with	another	sip	of
champagne.

Leaving	was	 the	 right	 thing	 to	do,	 for	all	of	us.	Trying	 to	 fit	 square	pegs	 into	 round
holes	 never	 worked.	 But	 ever	 since	 I’d	 come	 to	 that	 realization	 yesterday,	 I’d	 had	 a
miserable	ache	in	my	heart.

The	ache	 twisted	and	 tugged	every	 time	I	 tried	 to	sort	 through	my	feelings.	When	it
came	time	to	end	this,	Logan	would	demand	an	explanation.	For	the	life	of	me,	I	couldn’t
think	of	one	that	he	wouldn’t	shred	to	pieces.



How	did	I	tell	him	that	I	loved	him,	but	I	wouldn’t	uproot	my	life	and	fit	it	into	his?

It	didn’t	make	sense	in	my	head.

But	it	did	in	my	heart.

I	knew	Logan	couldn’t	give	up	everything	here	 to	move	 to	Montana.	 I	wouldn’t	ask
him	to.	So	for	us	to	be	together,	I	had	to	give.

It	was	tempting.	All	I	had	to	do	was	change	my	address,	but	the	idea	of	moving	here
made	me	sick.	Yet	so	did	the	thought	of	leaving	Logan.

“Where’s	Charlie	 tonight?”	Nolan	 asked.	 “You	 didn’t	 leave	 her	with	 his	 family,	 did
you?”

“Uh	.	 .	 .	no.”	I	gave	him	a	sideways	glance.	“She’s	at	 the	penthouse	with	Piper.	But
now	I’m	even	more	nervous	about	meeting	his	parents.	Thanks	for	that.”

Nolan	chuckled.	“That’s	not	what	I	meant.	They’re	great	people.	But	I’m	sure	Charlie
will	have	a	much	better	night	with	Piper.	She	loves	kids	and	has	been	chomping	at	the	bit
to	spend	time	with	Logan’s	daughter.	Charlie	will	have	much	more	fun	with	Piper	than	she
would	at	the	Kendrick	estate.	It’s,	shall	we	say,	stuffy.”

Stuffy.	As	 in	 rich.	As	 in	 don’t	 touch	 the	 valuables.	 I	made	 a	mental	 note	 to	 talk	 to
Charlie	in	private	before	we	went	to	the	estate	tomorrow.	I	didn’t	want	her	playing	with
anything	that	I	couldn’t	afford	to	replace	if	broken.

“Ladies	 and	 gentlemen,	 if	 I	 could	 please	 have	 your	 attention.”	 The	 emcee	 took	 the
stage	in	the	middle	of	the	dance	floor	and	began	his	spiel.

Logan	had	told	me	the	fundraiser	was	for	an	organization	dedicated	to	improving	the
quality	of	life	for	people	below	the	poverty	line.	After	ten	minutes	of	the	speaker’s	pitch,
I’d	had	enough	and	it	had	just	started.

On	 and	 on	 he	 droned,	 talking	 about	 how	 the	 poor	 people	 in	 the	 city,	 or	 “the
unfortunate,”	 desperately	 needed	 the	 donations	 from	 “New	York’s	 finest.”	The	 irony	 of
my	entire	situation	ruined	my	appetite.	I	didn’t	touch	a	bit	of	the	salmon	sashimi	with	olive
lemon-mustard	emulsion.	When	 he	 began	 speaking	 about	 how	 there	were	 people	 in	 the
city	 going	 without	 phones	 or	 internet	 service,	 the	 “essentials,”	 I	 nearly	 choked	 on	 my
mango	parfait.

“Puke,”	I	muttered.

“What	was	that?”	Logan	asked,	leaning	in	closer.

“Sorry.”	Damn	you,	champagne.	“I	meant	to	say	that	in	my	head.”

Nolan	 must	 have	 heard	 me	 too	 because	 he	 chuckled.	 “You	 don’t	 approve	 of	 the
message?”

I	scoffed.	“You	know	what	‘the	unfortunate’	need?	Essentials.	Real	essentials.	Enough
food	so	they	can	eat	three	times	a	day,	every	day.	They	need	enough	quarters	to	go	to	the
laundry	mat	every	week.	They	need	tampons,	for	Christ’s	sake.	What	they	don’t	need	are
some	 rich	 people	 sitting	 in	 a	 ballroom	 feeling	 sorry	 for	 them	 because	 they	 don’t	 have
internet	or	cable	TV.”



I	ended	my	rant	on	a	huff,	then	looked	up	from	the	spoon	I’d	been	clutching	in	my	fist.
All	eyes	around	the	table	were	on	me.

“Thea.”	Logan	put	his	hand	on	my	knee.

Goddamn	it.	I	knew	this	would	happen.	I	knew	I’d	embarrass	him.	I	didn’t	belong	here
and	I	had	no	clue	how	to	act	or	what	to	say.

The	sting	of	tears	pricked	my	eyes,	but	I	couldn’t	cry	in	front	of	these	people.

“Excuse	me,”	I	whispered,	setting	down	my	spoon.

Before	Logan	could	protest,	I	was	out	of	my	chair,	walking	as	quickly	as	I	could	in	my
uncomfortable	heels	to	the	back	of	the	ballroom.	I	slipped	out	the	door,	breathing	a	sigh	of
relief	when	the	hallway	was	empty.

“Don’t	cry.”	I	looked	up	at	the	ceiling	and	took	a	long	breath.	Then	another.	When	the
sting	in	my	nose	eased,	I	clicked	down	the	hall	toward	the	restroom.

I	opened	the	door	and	hurried	through	the	sitting	room	to	the	actual	restroom.	Then	I
picked	the	middle	mirror	and	checked	my	face.

Despite	the	sick	feeling	in	my	stomach,	at	least	I	looked	pretty.

Whoever	my	parents	were,	I	owed	them	one	bit	of	thanks.	They’d	given	me	thick	hair
and	flawless	skin.	I	didn’t	have	to	wear	much	makeup,	usually	just	eyeliner	and	mascara.
And	my	hair	had	a	natural	sheen	most	women	couldn’t	pay	for.

Logan	 had	 offered	 to	 bring	 in	 a	 stylist	 for	 me	 tonight,	 but	 I’d	 opted	 to	 get	 ready
myself.	Charlie	had	sat	on	the	counter	in	his	bathroom,	watching	as	I’d	carefully	applied
eyeshadow,	blush	and	lipstick.	Then	I’d	straightened	my	hair	into	shining	panels	that	hung
down	my	back.

And	though	I’d	been	in	such	a	rush	to	pick	this	dress	yesterday,	it	was	gorgeous.	The
top	had	a	simple,	sleeveless	cut	with	a	crew	neckline.	It	was	covered	with	fine	lace,	giving
it	 an	 elegant	 touch.	Only	 the	 front	 had	 a	 strip	 of	 lace	missing,	 running	 from	 the	 collar
down	my	cleavage	to	right	above	my	waist,	making	it	sexy	and	a	little	badass.

The	full-length	skirt	flowed	when	I	walked	and	had	a	long	slit	up	the	front.	There	were
even	hidden	pockets	for	my	lip	gloss.	It	was	made	by	some	designer	who	made	gowns	for
actresses	 going	 to	 award	 shows.	 This	 poor	 dress	wouldn’t	 get	much	 use,	 stuffed	 in	 the
back	of	my	closet	in	Lark	Cove.

I	didn’t	belong	in	this	fancy	dress	or	elegant	bathroom.	I	might	not	be	the	right	woman
for	Logan,	but	I	was	here	for	tonight.	I	was	his	for	tonight.

And	I	owed	him	an	apology.

I	reapplied	some	lip	gloss	and	fixed	a	misplaced	strand	of	hair,	then	left	the	restroom.	I
opened	the	door	to	the	hallway	but	stopped	short.

Logan	was	standing	on	the	opposite	wall,	as	handsome	as	ever	in	his	tuxedo.	This	man
could	make	bowties	sexy.

“Hi,”	I	sighed.	“I’m	sorry	for	embarrassing	you.”



He	pushed	off	the	wall,	meeting	me	in	the	middle	of	the	hallway.	He	came	right	into
my	space	and	wrapped	me	in	his	arms.	“Baby,	I’ve	told	you	this	before.	You	could	never
embarrass	me.”

“Were	you	not	there?	Everyone	at	your	table	was	looking	at	me	funny.”

“They	were	looking	at	you	because	you	said	what	we	were	all	 thinking.	This	gala	is
the	biggest	hypocritical	joke	we’ve	all	been	to	in	years.”

“No	 fucking	 way.”	 My	 voice	 echoed	 in	 the	 hall.	 “Sorry,”	 I	 winced.	 “Too	 many
champagnes	mean	too	many	f-bombs.”

He	chuckled.	“Yes,	 fucking	way.	Just	ask	Nolan.	These	people	aren’t	getting	a	dime
from	the	Kendrick	Foundation	until	they	can	prove	it’s	being	used	for	the	right	things.”

“Like	tampons,”	I	blurted.

He	laughed	again	and	nodded.	“Like	tampons.”

“Thank	you.”	 I	 fell	back	 into	his	chest,	holding	him	close.	God,	 I	 am	going	 to	miss
him.	Every	single	day.	“I’m	going	to	miss	you.”

“Then	stay.”

“I	can’t.”

He	pulled	me	off	his	chest,	framing	my	face	with	both	hands.	“Why?”

My	eyes	filled	with	tears.	Why?	I	wasn’t	ready	for	that	question	yet.	I	hadn’t	figured
out	my	 answer.	 So	 I	 gave	 him	 the	 one	 I	 gave	 to	Charlie	when	 I	 didn’t	want	 to	 explain
myself.	“Just	because.”

His	eyebrows	came	together	as	he	held	my	face,	studying	my	eyes.	Then	the	creases	in
his	forehead	went	away.	Gone.	Poof.	The	worry	was	replaced	with	Logan’s	signature	look
of	 confidence	 and	 determination.	 The	 same	 look	 he’d	 given	me	 in	my	workshop	when
he’d	asked	me	to	come	to	New	York	and	I’d	said	no.

“We’ll	talk	about	it	again	this	weekend.”

“Okay.”	My	answer	would	still	be	the	same,	but	maybe	I’d	at	least	have	an	explanation
figured	out	by	then.

“Come	on.”	He	let	go	of	my	face	and	held	out	a	hand.	“The	speaker	is	done	and	I	want
to	dance	with	the	most	beautiful	woman	in	the	world.”

I	wasn’t	going	to	miss	him	every	single	day,	I’d	miss	him	every	single	minute.

Hand	in	hand,	we	went	back	to	the	ballroom,	where	a	live	band	had	set	up	next	to	the
dance	floor.

I	followed	behind	Logan	as	he	weaved	through	the	tables,	nodding	and	saying	hello	as
he	passed	clusters	of	people	mingling.	We’d	almost	made	it	 to	 the	dance	floor	when	the
ignorant	speaker	stepped	in	our	path.

“Logan,	so	good	to	see	you.	Did	you	enjoy	the	presentation?”

“To	 be	 frank?	 No.	 I	 implore	 you	 to	 do	 some	 research	 before	 wasting	 my	 time	 or



money	for	a	table	again.”	Without	another	word,	Logan	pushed	past	the	speaker	and	led
me	to	the	dance	floor.

I	 glanced	over	my	 shoulder	 to	 see	 the	 speaker	 rooted	 to	his	 spot,	 staring	 stunned	 at
Logan’s	back.	When	I	looked	forward,	I	smiled.	“Thanks	for	that.”

Logan	spun	and	swung	me	into	his	arms.	“My	pleasure.”

We	 slowly	 swayed	 to	 the	 music	 for	 a	 few	moments,	 settling	 into	 the	 mix	 of	 other
couples	dancing.

“Do	you	want	to	talk	about	why	you	have	such	a	passion	for	tampons?”

I	 shook	 my	 head.	 “Let’s	 just	 say	 I	 know	 exactly	 what	 it’s	 like	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the
unfortunate.	Can	we	leave	it	at	that?”

“Thea—”

“Please.”	I	leaned	back	to	meet	his	gaze.	“Please,	Logan.	I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	it
tonight.”

“Then	when?”	he	asked.

“Later.”	Much,	much	later.

He	spun	me	in	a	circle,	pulling	me	close	to	whisper	in	my	ear.	“I	hate	that	I	don’t	know
everything	about	you.	I	hate	that	I	don’t	know	who	your	parents	were	or	how	you	grew	up.
I	hate	that	I	don’t	understand	the	relationship	you	have	with	Jackson.	I	hate	that	you	don’t
trust	me	enough	to	share.”

“Oh,	Logan.”	I	deflated	into	his	chest.	“It’s	not	that	I	don’t	trust	you.	It’s	just	the	one
topic	I	can’t	talk	about	tonight	in	this	fancy	room.	I’m	doing	my	best	to	keep	it	all	together
and	pretend	I	belong	in	this	ballroom	with	you.	If	we	drudge	up	all	the	garbage,	I’ll	never
be	able	to	pretend.”

He	stopped	dancing.	“You	don’t	have	to	pretend.	You	do	belong.”

I	gave	him	a	sad	smile,	not	wanting	to	argue.	“I	trust	you.	But	let’s	leave	my	parents
and	childhood	off	the	table.”

“Okay,”	he	agreed,	moving	 to	 the	music	again.	“Then	how	about	 Jackson?	Why	are
you	two	so	close?”

“We	met	 in	 high	 school.	 His	 foster	 home	was	 close	 to	 the	 place	where	 I	 grew	 up.
Neither	of	us	had	many	friends	or	people	we	could	rely	on	and	I	guess	that	just	bonded	us
together.	 Since	 we	 didn’t	 have	 a	 real	 family,	 we	 made	 one	 up	 ourselves.	 He’s	 like	 a
brother.”

“Has	it	ever	been	more?”

I	smiled	against	his	 tuxedo	jacket.	“Never.	That	kiss	you	saw	was	 the	first	 time	he’s
ever	kissed	me	anywhere	other	than	the	cheek.	He	loves	me	but	not	in	a	romantic	way.”

Logan’s	 frame	 relaxed	 and	 he	 twirled	 us	 around.	Had	 I	 known	 that	my	 relationship
with	 Jackson	had	caused	him	worry,	 I	would	have	explained	 it	 all	 in	more	detail	weeks
ago,	like	he	had	with	his	ex,	Emmeline.



“What	about	you?”	I	asked.	“Should	I	be	worried	about	seeing	any	of	your	exes	here
tonight?”

“After	Emmeline,	I	saw	a	woman	briefly	but	that	ended	months	ago.	I	had	a	girlfriend
in	college	who	 is	now	happily	married	 to	a	good	 friend.	But	 that’s	 it.	You’re	all	 caught
up.”

I	rested	my	cheek	against	his	chest.	“Good.	And	since	I	went	on	the	mother	of	all	dry
spells	between	our	escapades,	you’re	all	caught	up	too.”

“What?”	He	stopped	moving.	“Say	that	again.”

“Say	what	again?”

“That	part	about	a	dry	spell	between	our	escapades.”

“Oh.”	I	blushed.	This	fancy	ballroom	probably	wasn’t	the	place	to	announce	to	Logan
that	 I	 hadn’t	 slept	with	 anyone	 but	 him	 in	 the	 last	 six-something	 years.	Goddamn	 you,
champagne.	“Well,	there	was	you.	Then	I	had	Charlie	and	was	kind	of	busy	being	a	mom.
Then	there	was	you	again.”

“Damn	it.”	His	face	softened	and	he	lifted	a	hand	to	cup	my	cheek.	“I	wish	I	had	come
back	to	that	hotel	sooner.”

I	stood	on	my	toes,	brushing	my	lips	to	his	without	a	reply.

A	part	of	me	wished	that	too,	but	the	other	was	glad	for	how	things	had	turned	out.	As
much	as	 I	hated	 that	he’d	missed	 those	years	with	Charlie,	 I	 couldn’t	 regret	 leaving	 for
Montana.

The	 band	 started	 a	 new	 song,	 this	 one	 faster	 than	 the	 one	we’d	 been	 swaying	 to	 a
moment	 ago,	 and	 a	 wave	 of	 panic	 hit	 me.	 I’d	 never	 danced	 like	 this	 before.	 The	 only
dancing	I’d	done	was	at	clubs	or	in	my	living	room	with	Charlie.	My	high	school	hadn’t
organized	formal	dances	because	so	few	of	the	students	could	afford	to	rent	tuxes	or	buy
dresses.

“I	don’t	know	how	to	dance	to	this,”	I	whispered.

“But	I	do.”	Logan	pulled	me	closer.	“Hold	on	to	me	and	I’ll	take	it	from	there.	Don’t
let	me	go,	Thea.”

The	passion	in	his	voice	and	the	intensity	of	his	gaze	nearly	broke	me.

Because	his	plea	had	nothing	to	do	with	dancing.



	

Thea	was	shutting	me	out	again.	The	glass	dividing	us	from	the	driver	in	the	limo	might
as	well	have	been	between	our	seats.

She’d	 been	 acting	 off	 since	 last	 night.	 I	 was	 sure	 that	 something	 had	 happened
yesterday,	 but	 I	 hadn’t	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 ask	 because	 I’d	 been	 so	 distracted	 by	 Charlie
calling	me	Daddy.	But	whatever	 it	was,	 something	 had	 spooked	Thea.	 The	 gala	 hadn’t
helped.	She	was	more	guarded	now	than	she’d	been	in	weeks.

But	I	wasn’t	letting	her	run	away.

We	rode	back	to	the	penthouse	in	silence,	but	my	thumb	never	stopped	caressing	her
knuckles.	As	we	rode	the	elevator	upstairs,	I	kept	her	firmly	tucked	into	my	side	with	my
arm	 around	 her	 shoulders,	 not	 letting	 her	 go	 until	 we	 crossed	 the	 threshold	 of	 the
penthouse.

“How	was	it?”	Piper	asked,	getting	up	from	the	couch	where	she’d	been	reading.

“Nice,”	Thea	said	at	the	same	time	I	muttered,	“Ridiculous.”

Thea	looked	up	at	me	and	grinned	before	turning	back	to	Piper.	“Okay.	It	was	bad.”

Piper	shot	me	a	smug	look.	“I	knew	it	would	be.	The	speaker	is	a	douche.	I	told	you
not	to	go.”

I	sighed.	“And	I	should	have	listened.”

“He	never	listens	to	me,	Thea.”	Piper	shoved	an	iPad	in	her	backpack.	“You’d	think	he
would	have	learned	by	now	since	we’ve	worked	together	for	five	years.	But	he	still	thinks
he’s	in	charge.”

I	chuckled.	“Now	you’re	starting	to	sound	like	Nolan.	Don’t	make	me	fire	you.”

“Ha!	You	wouldn’t	make	it	two	days.”

She	was	right	about	that.	Piper	handled	everything	for	me	at	the	foundation,	and	I’d	be
lost	without	her.	She	made	it	possible	for	me	to	be	a	lawyer	and	a	philanthropist	without
completely	 burning	myself	 out.	And	 I	made	 sure	 to	 pay	 her	 enough	 so	 she’d	 never	 be
tempted	 to	 leave	 for	 a	 higher	 wage.	 Hell,	 she	made	more	 than	 all	 but	 two	 of	 the	 vice
presidents,	not	that	they’d	ever	know.

She	might	jest,	but	Piper	was	as	down-to-earth	as	they	got.	She	reminded	me	a	bit	of



Thea	that	way.	Piper	and	her	husband	were	struggling	at	the	moment,	probably	the	reason
she’d	been	so	eager	to	watch	Charlie	tonight.	She	used	every	excuse	these	days	not	to	go
home.	So	 if	 she	 needed	 evenings	 away	 to	 hang	with	my	daughter,	we’d	 let	 her	 babysit
whenever	she	wanted.

“Charlie	was	a	dream	tonight,”	Piper	told	Thea	as	she	shouldered	her	backpack,	then
whipped	her	chestnut	hair	into	a	topknot.	“I	love	her	so	much.	Come	back	soon	so	I	can
watch	her	again.	I’ll	make	sure	this	guy,”	she	jerked	a	thumb	my	way,	“plans	something
much	better	than	a	pretentious	gala	for	you	two.”

“I,	um	.	.	.”	Thea	looked	to	her	shoes,	finding	her	fake	smile.	“Thank	you.	I’m	so	glad
she	was	good	and	really	appreciate	you	watching	her.”

Piper	 came	 over	 and	 hugged	 Thea,	 then	 gave	 me	 a	 mock	 salute.	 “Have	 a	 good
weekend,	boss.”

Boss.	 “Jesus.	Do	you	 and	Nolan	 sit	 around	 and	practice	 filling	 ‘boss’	with	 as	much
sarcasm	as	possible?”

She	shrugged.	“You’ll	never	know.”

I	grinned.	That	was	a	yes.	“I	had	the	doorman	call	you	a	car.	It	should	be	waiting.”

“Thanks,	Logan.	Bye,	Thea.”	She	waved	and	walked	down	the	hall,	letting	herself	out.

As	the	door	closed,	Thea’s	shoulders	fell	and	she	kicked	off	her	shoes.	“I’m	just	going
to	go	check	on	Charlie.”

I	put	a	hand	on	the	small	of	her	back	while	the	other	loosened	my	bowtie.	“I’ll	come
too.”

“I	like	Piper,”	Thea	whispered	as	we	ambled	down	the	hall.	“Nolan	too.”

“They’re	the	best.	Because	of	them,	I	can	stay	involved	at	the	foundation.”

Thea	cracked	open	Charlie’s	door,	peeking	inside.	Our	daughter	was	sprawled	out	in
her	bed	with	her	head	and	feet	turned	sideways	from	the	pillows.

“Wild,”	I	whispered.	“Even	in	her	sleep.”

“She’s	always	slept	like	that.”	Thea	smiled	as	she	carefully	closed	the	door.	“When	she
was	three,	she	got	in	this	bad	habit	of	coming	into	my	room	at	night.	She’d	stick	her	feet
in	my	ribs,	then	completely	pass	out.”

“I	wish	I	could	have	seen	that.”

“Me	too.”

I	kissed	Thea	on	the	forehead,	then	took	her	hand	and	led	her	to	the	stairs.

I	wanted	to	know	all	about	the	years	I’d	missed	with	Charlie,	and	the	years	Thea	had
spent	in	the	city.	She’d	surprised	me	at	the	gala	tonight	when	she’d	gotten	so	upset	by	that
speaker.	She’d	spoken	with	so	much	passion,	it	had	to	have	come	from	experience.	How
was	I	going	 to	 learn	more	about	her	 if	she	wouldn’t	 tell	me?	At	 this	point,	 I	was	 left	 to
guess.

The	 life	 she’d	 lived	 hadn’t	 been	 filled	 with	 luxury,	 that	 was	 obvious.	 But	 now	 I



suspected	it	hadn’t	held	much	love	either.

She’d	never	want	for	either	again.

We	 reached	 the	 top	of	 the	 stairs	 and	 I	pulled	her	 into	my	arms.	“You	 look	beautiful
tonight.”

“Thank	you.”	She	tugged	at	the	lapels	of	my	jacket.	“You’re	not	so	bad	yourself.”

I	kissed	her	nose,	grazing	my	lips	across	her	cheekbone	to	whisper	in	her	ear.	“I	love
this	dress,	but	I	think	it	would	look	nicer	on	the	floor.”

Her	breath	hitched.	“Yeah?”

I	nuzzled	 into	her	hair,	drawing	 in	a	 long	breath.	Then	I	 latched	my	mouth	onto	her
throat,	giving	the	skin	underneath	her	ear	a	hard	suck.	“Yeah.”

There	was	a	lot	we	needed	to	talk	about.	We	had	issues	to	hammer	out	and	a	future	to
plan.	But	right	now,	I	didn’t	want	to	think	about	any	of	it.	All	I	wanted	was	for	Thea	to
know	how	much	I	loved	her.

If	I	couldn’t	say	it,	I’d	show	her	instead.

Without	 letting	her	go,	 I	 backed	us	 into	my	 room,	dragging	down	 the	 zipper	on	 the
back	of	her	dress.	With	it	free,	I	slipped	it	off	her	shoulders	and	let	the	front	fall	loose.	The
moment	her	perfect	tits	were	free	and	under	my	palms,	my	cock	was	rock	hard.

“What	do	you	want?”	I	asked,	kissing	up	and	down	her	neck.

“You.	Naked.”	Her	hands	gripped	my	 lapels	 again,	 this	 time	yanking	 them	over	my
shoulders.	Her	needy	breaths	blew	against	my	throat.	Her	fingers	fumbled	with	a	button
on	my	shirt,	but	I	trapped	her	hands.

“No,	Thea.”	I	held	her	gaze,	letting	her	hands	rest	on	my	thundering	heart.	“What	do
you	want?”

She	 stared	 at	me	 for	 a	 long	moment,	 letting	 the	meaning	 of	my	words	 echo	 in	 the
room.	When	they	sunk	in—when	she	realized	I	wasn’t	talking	about	sex—a	tear	pooled	in
the	corner	of	her	eye.	“The	impossible.”

Nothing	was	impossible.

Not	for	her.

Not	anymore.

I	swiped	the	tear	with	my	thumb,	then	took	her	mouth,	swallowing	a	cry	that	was	part
pain,	part	lust.	Another	tear	fell,	hitting	my	cheek,	and	I	tore	away	from	her	mouth	to	kiss
it	away.

“Don’t	cry,	baby,”	I	whispered.	“It’s	all	going	to	be	okay.”

Once	I	got	her	and	Charlie	moved	here	for	good	and	we	were	all	officially	Kendricks,
there	would	be	no	more	 tears.	She	wouldn’t	have	 to	dread	 the	good-byes,	because	we’d
never	be	apart	again.	Tomorrow,	after	we	got	 through	dinner	with	my	parents,	we’d	talk
and	put	all	her	fears	to	rest.



She	nodded	and	sniffled,	gripping	my	shirt	by	 the	collar.	Then	her	sad	eyes	came	to
mine.	“Make	love	to	me,	Logan.	That’s	what	I	want.	Give	me	something	to	remember.”

She’d	just	slammed	the	door	to	her	heart	right	in	my	face.

Why	was	she	so	quick	to	push	me	away?	What	about	being	here	was	so	awful	that	she
kept	reminding	me	that	she	was	leaving?	Why	wouldn’t	she	talk	to	me?

I	ran	my	hands	up	her	bare	back,	tangling	my	fingers	in	her	soft	hair.	I	gripped	it	in	my
fist,	 tugging	 a	bit	 so	her	 head	 fell	 back.	And	 then	 I	 slammed	my	mouth	down	on	hers,
pouring	all	of	my	frustration	with	this	remarkable,	bright	and	infuriating	woman	into	our
kiss.

Thea	met	my	ferocity	full	force,	pulling	so	hard	on	my	shirt	that	a	couple	of	buttons
popped	off.	Her	 tongue	dove	 into	my	mouth,	dueling	with	mine	as	her	 fingers	pulled	 to
free	my	shirt	from	my	slacks.

I	stepped	forward,	pushing	her	farther	into	the	room.	With	every	step	toward	the	bed,
her	dress	slid	farther	down	her	body	until	it	was	pooled	at	our	feet.	She	stepped	out	of	it,
kicking	it	aside,	as	I	toed	off	my	shoes.	Never	once	did	I	break	contact	with	her	mouth	or
let	go	of	her	hair.

The	control	I	had	over	her	body	was	just	an	illusion.	We	both	knew	exactly	who	was
in	charge	tonight.

Beneath	my	 open	 shirt,	 her	 fingertips	 skimmed	 up	my	 abs.	When	 they	 reached	my
pecs,	she	dug	her	nails	in	at	the	same	time	she	slid	her	tongue	from	my	mouth	and	nipped
my	bottom	lip.

“Fuck,”	 I	 hissed,	 breaking	 free	 from	 her	 lips.	 “You	 drive	 me	 crazy.”	 Physically.
Emotionally.	She	was	the	only	person	in	the	world	who	could	wind	me	up	this	tight.

She	smiled	against	my	mouth.	“What	are	you	going	to	do	about	it?”

“This.”	One	minute	she	was	standing,	the	next	I’d	gripped	her	by	the	hips	and	tossed
her	on	the	bed.

She	 smiled	 as	 she	 bounced,	 her	 hair	 swaying	 behind	 her	 as	 she	 scooted	 toward	 the
headboard.

“Get	those	panties	off,”	I	ordered	as	I	stripped	off	my	shirt.	“Now.”

She	toyed	with	the	hem,	teasing	me	for	a	minute.	But	when	I	reached	for	the	button	on
my	pants	and	paused,	daring	her	on,	she	wiggled	them	free	and	kicked	them	to	the	floor.

Seeing	 her	wet	 pussy	 nearly	 dropped	me	 to	 the	 floor.	 I	 swallowed	 hard,	 sucking	 in
some	air	through	my	nostrils	as	I	tried	to	get	my	dick	under	control.

Then	 I	 set	 the	 beast	 loose,	 shoving	my	 pants	 and	 boxer	 briefs	 down	 to	my	 ankles.
When	I	stood,	Thea’s	eyes	were	locked	on	my	straining	erection.	Her	tongue	darted	out	to
lick	her	bottom	lip.

Fuck.	I	stepped	up	to	the	bed	and	shot	out	an	arm,	grabbing	her	by	the	ankle.	With	a
fast	tug,	I	pulled	her	toward	me	as	I	knelt	on	the	mattress,	using	my	other	knee	to	spread
her	legs	wide.	Then	with	my	fist	around	my	pulsing	cock,	I	lined	up	at	her	entrance	and



thrust	home.

Thea’s	back	arched	off	the	bed	as	she	cried	out,	her	moans	echoing	up	to	the	rafters.	I
stayed	 rooted,	my	eyes	 squeezed	 shut	 tight	 so	 I	wouldn’t	 come.	My	hands	dug	 into	 the
blankets	by	Thea’s	face	as	I	fought	to	get	control	of	my	body.

“Logan.	Condom.”

“One	 sec.”	 I	 nodded,	 still	 not	 opening	 my	 eyes.	 Being	 bare	 inside	 Thea,	 having
nothing	between	us,	was	so	goddamn	amazing,	I	couldn’t	give	it	up	just	yet.

She	was	the	only	woman	who	had	ever	had	me	raw.	Not	even	Emmeline	could	claim
that.	It	had	only	ever	been	Thea.	Tonight,	and	the	one	time	in	the	shower	when	we’d	made
Charlie.	How	 the	 hell	 had	 I	 forgotten	 about	 this?	 I	 should	 have	 demanded	Thea	 get	 on
birth	control	two	weeks	ago.

“Birth	control	is	priority	one.”	I	opened	my	eyes	and	slid	out	of	her	tight	heat.

She	 whimpered	 at	 the	 loss,	 breathing	 hard	 as	 I	 reached	 for	 the	 nightstand	 to	 get	 a
condom.	I	hated	rolling	it	on,	but	I	knew	we	weren’t—she	wasn’t—ready	for	another	kid
yet.	 Maybe	 I	 could	 change	 her	 mind	 this	 weekend	 once	 we’d	 gotten	 everything	 else
worked	out.

Because	having	another	baby	and	being	 there	 from	day	one	 this	 time	was	about	 the
only	thing	I	really	wanted	in	my	life,	other	than	to	make	Thea	and	Charlie	happy.

They	were	all	that	mattered.

I	came	back	to	the	bed,	this	time	joining	with	Thea	slowly,	inch	by	inch.	I	rocked	my
hips	into	hers,	building	her	up	until	her	legs	were	trembling	around	me.	The	entire	time,	I
worshiped	her	skin,	dropping	soft	kisses	across	her	neck	and	chest.

“I’m—”	Her	gasp	was	followed	by	an	explosion.	Her	inner	walls	squeezed	me	so	hard,
the	control	I’d	been	trying	to	maintain	vanished.

The	tightening	in	my	spine	and	balls	was	like	a	vise,	forcing	me	to	let	go	and	come	as
she	moaned	into	my	neck.	I	was	breathing	so	hard	as	I	recovered	I	didn’t	hear	her	moans
turn	to	soft	cries	at	first.	Not	until	I	felt	a	tear	on	my	shoulder.

I	 leaned	 back,	 pushing	 the	 hair	 off	 her	 face.	 She	 turned	 her	 head	 into	 the	 blankets,
trying	to	hide,	but	I	tipped	her	chin	toward	me	so	she	had	to	look	at	me.	“Baby,	what	is	it?
These	tears	are	killing	me.”

“Sorry.	It’s	nothing.”	She	shook	her	head	and	sniffled,	bringing	up	a	hand	to	wipe	her
face.	“I’m	just	emotional	and	I	had	too	much	champagne.”

“Come	here.”	 I	wrapped	 one	 arm	 around	 her,	 holding	 her	 to	my	 chest,	 as	 the	 other
jerked	down	the	blankets.	Then	I	pulled	out	and	lifted	her	farther	into	the	bed.	“Be	right
back.”

I	went	to	the	bathroom	and	dealt	with	the	condom,	hurrying	back	to	Thea’s	side.	With
her	back	to	my	chest,	I	inhaled	the	lavender	in	her	hair	as	I	held	her	close.	“It’s	going	to	be
okay.”

She	nodded,	sniffling	again.	“I	know.”



Did	she?	Because	there	wasn’t	a	hint	of	confidence	in	her	voice.

She	tried	to	roll	away	to	her	pillow,	but	my	arms	banded	tighter.	I	never	 thought	I’d
miss	her	tiny	bed	at	the	cottage,	but	this	week	had	proved	me	wrong.	When	we’d	been	in
her	bed,	 there	had	been	no	choice	except	 for	us	 to	 sleep	cuddled	 together.	But	with	 the
space	of	my	massive	king,	we’d	both	drift	in	our	sleep.

Not	tonight.	Tonight,	I	didn’t	want	her	going	anywhere.

The	way	she	snuggled	backward,	relaxing	in	my	arms,	I	thought	she	wanted	that	too.

Except	when	I	woke	up	the	next	morning,	Thea	was	gone.

I	 shot	 up	 in	 a	 panic,	 searching	 the	 bathroom	 and	 closet	 for	 her.	 Then	 I	 went
downstairs,	hoping	she’d	just	gotten	up	early	for	coffee	and	breakfast.	But	when	I	didn’t
find	her	there,	I	searched	every	other	room.

I	 finally	 found	her,	 asleep	 in	Charlie’s	bed.	Charlie’s	 feet	were	digging	 into	her	 ribs
and	tears	had	dried	on	Thea’s	cheeks.

“Daddy?”

“Yeah,	peanut?”	I	looked	at	Charlie	in	the	rearview	mirror,	smiling	just	like	I	did	every
time	she	called	me	Daddy.

“Are	you	going	to	come	to	my	first	day	of	school?”

“I,	uh	.	.	.”

My	shoulders	sagged.	How	the	hell	did	I	answer	this	question?	I	hoped	she’d	be	going
to	school	here,	and	in	that	case,	I’d	be	taking	her	to	school	with	Thea.	I’d	already	had	Sean
make	arrangements	 to	get	 her	 enrolled	 at	 a	 small,	 private	 school	 a	 few	blocks	 from	 the
penthouse.

But	with	 the	way	Thea	had	 acted	 last	 night	 and	 this	morning,	 I	wasn’t	 as	 confident
she’d	say	yes	to	my	proposal	as	I	had	been	a	few	days	ago.	Which	meant	there	was	a	slim
chance	Charlie	would	have	 to	 start	 school	 in	Lark	Cove,	 then	 transfer	 once	Thea	 and	 I
worked	everything	out.

With	 school	 starting	 in	 two	weeks,	 I	 couldn’t	 swing	another	 trip	 to	Lark	Cove	 right
now.	One	of	my	newest	clients	was	restructuring	their	business	over	the	next	month	and	I
had	to	be	in	town	to	participate	in	the	discussions.

Would	 I	 be	 able	 to	 take	 Charlie	 to	 school?	 Only	 if	 Thea	 said	 yes	 to	 moving	 and
marrying	me.

“Are	you?”	Charlie	asked	again.

“Honey,”	Thea	turned	in	her	seat,	“we	are	going	home	on	Monday.	Remember?	Logan
has	to	stay	here	for	work.	But	he’ll	come	and	visit	us	as	soon	as	he	can.	Mommy	and	Gran
will	take	you	to	your	first	day	of	school,	just	like	we	did	last	year.”

“Oh.”	Charlie’s	disappointment	darkened	the	car.

“I’m	sorry,”	I	told	her.	“I’d	be	there	if	I	could.”



Charlie	nodded,	then	turned	to	look	out	her	window.

I	focused	back	on	the	road	with	a	frown.

We	were	driving	to	my	parents’	estate	on	Long	Island.	It	had	taken	us	an	hour	to	get
out	of	 the	city,	but	once	we’d	hit	 the	Nassau	County	 line,	 traffic	had	 thinned.	My	white
Land	Rover,	which	spent	most	of	its	time	in	the	garage	at	the	penthouse,	was	free	to	zoom
over	the	highway	on	our	way	to	Oyster	Bay.

I	 reached	 across	 the	 console,	 taking	 Thea’s	 hand	 in	 mine.	 She	 laced	 our	 fingers
together	but	didn’t	look	over.	Her	sunglasses	remained	pointed	out	her	own	side	window.

“Mommy,	we	didn’t	get	Uncle	Jackson	his	meatballs.”

“It’s	okay,”	Thea	said	to	the	glass.	“We’ve	got	those	other	presents	we	bought	for	him
and	Gran.”

“Meatballs?”

Thea	 sighed.	 “When	 we	 were	 kids,	 Jackson	 and	 I	 used	 to	 get	 these	 meatball
sandwiches	 from	 a	 place	 in	 our	 neighborhood.	 I	went	 to	 get	 some	 the	 other	 day	 but	 it
didn’t	work	out.”

“Were	they	closed?”

Thea	shook	her	head	without	further	explanation.

“The	lady	was	mean	to	Mommy.”

My	hand	tightened	over	Thea’s.	“What	lady?”

She	shook	her	head.	“Just	someone	I	used	to	know.	We	used	to	be	friends	but	had	a
falling	out.	I	ran	into	her	at	Giovanni’s.”

Giovanni’s.	I	made	a	mental	note	to	check	it	out	next	week.

“Can	we	stop	for	a	sec?”	Thea	pointed	to	a	gas	station	ahead.	“I’d	like	a	water	and	to
use	the	restroom.”

“Sure.”	I	let	go	of	her	hand,	slowing	to	pull	into	the	parking	lot.

Thea	 pulled	 up	 her	 purse	 from	 between	 her	 feet	 and	 dug	 through	 it	 for	 her	 wallet.
Before	she	got	it	out,	I	had	my	money	clip	out	and	a	hundred	between	my	fingers.	“Here.”

“Thanks.”	 She	 took	 the	 money,	 giving	 me	 a	 small	 smile.	 “Would	 you	 guys	 like
anything?”

“Snacks!”	Charlie	and	I	said	in	unison,	making	us	all	laugh.

“Okay.	Water	and	snacks.	Be	right	back.”

She	opened	the	door,	setting	her	purse	on	the	seat	as	she	went	inside.	It	fell	open	after
she	closed	the	door,	spilling	her	phone	on	the	leather.

The	screen	was	lit	with	a	new	email.	I	dismissed	it,	but	then	did	a	double	take	when	I
made	out	the	word	cunt.

I	grabbed	the	phone.



	

From:	anonymous743

Subject:	You’re	nothing	but	a	filthy	cunt.

	

What	the	fuck?	Red	coated	my	vision	and	I	gripped	the	phone	tight,	stopping	myself
before	I	cracked	the	damn	thing.	Who	would	send	that	kind	of	email	to	Thea?	Was	it	the
first?	Or	had	this	been	going	on	for	a	while?

Alice’s	face	popped	into	my	mind	instantly.	I	could	definitely	see	her	doing	something
like	this.	Her	maturity	level	was	right	on	par	with	Sofia’s	and	it	wouldn’t	surprise	me	at	all
if	Alice	was	behind	this	disgusting	message.

I	set	down	Thea’s	phone	and	pulled	out	my	own,	sending	Sean	a	text.

	

Me:	Someone	is	sending	Thea	threatening	emails.	Find	out	who.	Yesterday.

	

He	didn’t	make	me	wait.	He	never	did.

	

Sean:	On	it.

	

When	it	came	to	my	assistants,	I	hired	the	best	there	was.	Just	like	Piper,	there	was	no
one	 as	 good	 as	 Sean.	 He	 managed	 almost	 every	 aspect	 of	 my	 personal	 life	 including
purchases,	travel	and	even	my	security	protocols.	As	a	former	hacker	who’d	once	lived	in
his	mother’s	basement,	he	was	now	comfortable	on	the	Upper	West	Side.	Sean	would	have
this	asshole’s	information	to	me	tonight.

A	few	years	ago,	a	creep	had	been	stalking	Emmeline.	Sean	had	tracked	him	down	and
arranged	 for	 him	 to	 get	 the	message	 that	 she	was	 completely	 off-limits.	 I’d	 been	 angry
back	then,	pissed	someone	would	want	to	stalk	Emmeline.	But	having	someone	threaten
Thea	sent	me	into	a	blind	rage.	If	not	for	Charlie	in	the	back,	I	would	have	pounded	my
fists	into	the	steering	wheel.

I	was	still	seething	by	the	time	Thea	came	back	to	the	car.	She	came	in	with	a	smile,
but	it	vanished	after	one	look	at	my	face.

“What?”

I	tossed	over	her	phone.	All	the	color	in	her	face	drained	away	before	she	even	opened
it	up.

“How	long	has	that	been	going	on?”

She	looked	at	her	lap.	“A	couple	weeks.	It’s	no	big	deal.”

“He	called	you	a	c—”	I	stopped	myself	before	I	could	cuss	in	front	of	Charlie.	I	took	a
calming	breath,	lowering	my	voice.	“This	is	not	okay.	We’re	going	to	talk	about	this	later.”



“Fine.”	She	nodded,	her	eyes	turned	down.

I	backed	out	of	the	parking	lot	and	pulled	back	onto	the	highway.	As	much	as	I	wanted
answers	this	instant,	I	had	to	wait.	Before	we	talked	about	those	emails	and	before	I	got	to
the	 bottom	 of	 why	 she	 was	 acting	 so	 strangely	 this	 week,	 we	 had	 to	 get	 through	 the
afternoon	and	evening	with	my	parents.



	

Shit.	Shit.	Fucking	shit.
The	last	thing	I	wanted	was	for	Logan	to	know	about	those	emails.

We	had	so	many	more	important	things	to	worry	about	than	some	asshole	who	wanted
to	send	me	messages.	I	was	sure	that	in	a	few	more	days,	they’d	stop.	And	if	they	didn’t,
I’d	tell	Jackson.	If	he	thought	there	was	cause	to	worry,	then	I’d	go	to	the	sheriff.	After	all,
it	wasn’t	the	first	time	a	patron	had	called	me	names.	I	doubted	it	would	be	the	last.	There
was	always	some	drunk	who	thought	cussing	at	a	bartender	was	acceptable.

I	dismissed	the	email	so	I	could	put	on	my	game	face.	We	needed	to	be	all	smiles	and
laughs	today	for	Logan’s	family.

God,	 this	 is	 hard.	 Knowing	 good-bye	was	 right	 around	 the	 corner	was	miserable.	 I
dreaded	it	but	wanted	to	get	it	over	with	all	at	the	same	time.

After	Logan	had	fallen	asleep	last	night,	I’d	fought	hard	not	to	cry	again,	but	I’d	lost
the	 battle.	 So	 I’d	 escaped	 to	Charlie’s	 room,	where	 I	 could	 cry	 into	 her	 pillow	without
worrying	she’d	wake	up.

Logan	hadn’t	been	happy	when	he’d	found	me	there	this	morning,	but	he	hadn’t	been
angry,	just	worried.	He	kept	looking	at	me,	checking	on	me	and	touching	me.	I’d	give	him
small	smiles,	hoping	to	reassure	him	that	I	was	fine.

We	both	knew	I	wasn’t.

On	top	of	it	all,	I	was	nervous	for	Charlie.	She	was	meeting	new	grandparents	today,
and	when	I’d	explained	to	her	over	breakfast	we’d	be	spending	the	weekend	with	Logan’s
parents,	she’d	immediately	gone	quiet.

She’d	barely	muttered	anything	as	we’d	packed	our	 things	and	said	good-bye	 to	 the
penthouse.	The	three	of	us	were	staying	at	the	Kendrick	estate	this	weekend,	then	Monday
morning,	Charlie	and	I	were	flying	home.

“How	much	longer?”	Charlie	asked	from	her	seat.

“Just	right	down	this	road,”	Logan	said	into	the	mirror.	He	smiled	at	her,	then	over	at
me,	taking	my	hand	in	his.

At	this	point,	every	touch	was	torture.	I	craved	them,	but	they	stung.	Still,	I	didn’t	let



go	of	his	fingers,	forcing	Logan	to	drive	with	one	hand.

He	 turned	off	 the	highway	and	down	a	 road	 that	wound	past	gate	after	gate.	People
didn’t	get	to	just	“pop	in”	around	here.	You	made	an	appointment.	You	probably	had	to	get
a	background	check	before	they	gave	you	a	gate	code	to	enter	a	property.	Every	home	we
passed	got	bigger	and	bigger	until	we	reached	the	end	of	the	road.

“Whoa.”	I	was	stealing	Charlie’s	word	as	Logan	turned	down	a	private	drive.	“Is	this
it?”

“This	 is	 it.”	 Logan	 nodded,	 letting	 go	 of	 my	 hand	 to	 roll	 down	 the	 window	 as	 he
approached	the	gate.	An	oval	plaque	engraved	with	KENDRICK	was	in	the	center	of	the
iron	bars.

I	looked	over	my	shoulder	to	a	wide-eyed	Charlie.	Her	mouth	fell	open	as	we	pulled
through	the	gate	and	slowly	made	our	way	up	an	incline	to	the	mansion.

The	 grounds	 were	 enormous.	 Green	 grass	 and	 manicured	 shrubs	 sprawled	 on	 both
sides	of	the	drive	leading	to	the	estate.	The	cobblestone	courtyard	had	enough	room	to	fit
at	least	ten	cars,	maybe	more,	even	with	the	fountain	in	the	center.

“Is	this	where	you	grew	up?”	I	asked	Logan.

“It	sure	is.	We	spent	a	lot	of	time	in	the	city	too,	but	this	is	where	we	lived	most	of	the
time	and	where	I	went	to	school.”

I	couldn’t	imagine	being	a	child	in	this	place.	Like	everything	else	about	our	lives,	it
was	the	polar	opposite	of	the	orphanage.

The	 gray	 stone	 exterior	 spoke	 to	 the	 home’s	 age,	 but	 it	 had	 been	meticulously	well
kept.	The	many	windows	were	large	and	sparkling	in	the	afternoon	sun.	Their	rich,	cream
trim	matched	the	ornately	carved	scallops	along	the	roofline.

Logan	parked	and	shut	off	the	car.	“Ready?”

No.	 I	 nodded	 anyway,	 unbuckling	 my	 seatbelt	 as	 he	 went	 to	 the	 backseat	 to	 help
Charlie	out.	He	took	her	hand,	leading	the	way	to	the	front	door.

I	 smoothed	 down	 the	 front	 of	my	 jeans,	wishing	 I’d	worn	 the	 dress	 I’d	 brought	 for
dinner.	Logan	was	 in	 jeans	 too,	 but	his	were	 a	dark	wash.	Mine	were	 cuffed	 in	 a	 loose
boyfriend	cut.	My	white	tennis	shoes	were	new	but	totally	inappropriate	for	a	home	that
screamed	high	heels	only.	I	straightened	at	the	hem	of	my	black	cardigan,	making	sure	it
covered	my	white	tee	and	that	my	bra	wasn’t	showing	through.

Charlie	and	I	were	wearing	the	same	style	today,	except	she	had	on	her	cap.	I	quickly
swiped	it	off	her	head,	earning	a	glare	as	I	smoothed	down	her	hair.	“No	hats	inside.”

That	had	never	been	a	rule	before.

As	Logan	approached	the	front	wooden	door,	it	opened	for	him.	The	butler	bowed—an
actual	bow—and	waved	us	inside.	“Mr.	Kendrick.”

“Hello,	Phil.	How	are	you	today?”	Logan	asked	as	we	passed	over	the	threshold.

“Very	well,	sir.	Thank	you.	You	are	all	set	up	in	the	guesthouse	this	weekend.”



“Thank	you.”	Logan	grinned	down	at	Charlie,	swinging	her	hand	a	bit.	“Phil,	I’d	like
you	to	meet	my	daughter,	Charlie.	And	this	is	my	girlfriend,	Thea.”

“Please	to	meet	you,	miss.	Ma’am.”	Phil	smiled	at	us	both,	bowing	again.	“If	that	will
be	 all,	 sir,	 I’ll	 take	 care	 of	 unpacking	 your	 belongings.	 Your	 parents	 have	 requested
everyone	meet	in	the	east	parlor	for	cocktails	at	five.”

“Excellent.	 Thanks.”	 Logan	 nodded	 and	 off	 Phil	 went,	 snapping	 his	 fingers	 as	 he
walked	out	the	door.	From	nowhere,	two	other	butlers	appeared,	each	wearing	khaki	pants
and	a	white	button-up	shirt	that	matched	Phil’s.

I	followed	Logan	and	Charlie	farther	inside,	taking	in	the	estate	with	its	tall	ceilings,
gleaming	wood	and	marble	floors.	Everything	was	pristine,	from	the	crystal	chandelier	to
the	gold-framed	artwork,	 likely	worth	millions.	 It	was	 the	most	elaborate	home	I’d	ever
seen.

“Would	you	like	a	quick	tour?”	Logan’s	voice	echoed	in	the	foyer.

Quick?	Not	likely.	We	could	get	lost	in	here.	“Sure.	That	would	be	nice,	wouldn’t	it,
Charlie?”

She	nodded,	her	eyes	scanning	all	over	as	she	tried	to	take	it	all	in.

We	spent	the	next	hour	walking	through	the	house	where	it	seemed	there	were	two	of
everything,	 formal	 and	 informal.	 Dining	 room.	 Sitting	 room.	 Parlors.	 Guest	 rooms.
Bathrooms.	Ten	minutes	into	the	tour	and	I	was	completely	turned	around.	And	the	entire
time,	we	didn’t	see	a	single	person.

Finally,	after	winding	our	way	back	to	the	main	floor,	Logan	led	us	outside	to	a	back
patio.	Right	in	its	center	was	an	enormous	pool	complete	with	a	diving	board,	attached	hot
tub	and	mosaic	mermaid	tiled	into	the	bottom.

“Mommy!”	Charlie	ran	to	the	edge	of	the	pool.	“Can	we	go	swimming?”

“Maybe	tomorrow.	We	have	to	get	ready	for	dinner	tonight.”

“Oh.”	She	frowned,	probably	remembering	that	dinner	meant	another	torturous	dress.
She	shuffled	back	to	Logan’s	side	just	as	a	woman	rushed	out	of	the	pool	house,	waving.

“Logan!”	Her	dark	hair	was	tied	up	in	a	bun,	much	like	mine,	and	I	was	relieved	to	see
she	was	wearing	frayed	denim	shorts	and	a	tank	top.	Without	an	introduction,	I	knew	this
was	Logan’s	sister.

Just	 like	 I’d	 seen	 in	 the	 family	 picture	 at	 the	 penthouse,	 the	 resemblance	 between
Charlie	and	Aubrey	was	even	more	uncanny	in	person.	They	had	the	same	hair.	The	same
nose.	Even	the	same	tilt	of	their	upper	lip.

“Hi,	 Aubrey.”	 Logan	 smiled	 and	 kissed	 her	 on	 the	 cheek.	 “Good	 to	 see	 you.	Meet
Charlie	and	Thea.”

Aubrey	 smiled	at	me	 first,	 then	bent	 in	 front	of	Charlie	and	held	out	her	hand.	“Hi,
Charlie.	I’m	your	auntie	Aubrey.	Your	dad	has	told	me	so	much	about	you.”

Logan	 nudged	 Charlie	 and	 she	 returned	 Aubrey’s	 shake	 hesitantly	 before	 hiding
behind	his	leg.



“We’ll	get	 to	know	each	other	one	of	 these	days	 soon.”	Aubrey	winked	at	her,	 then
stood	again.	This	 time	 she	came	 right	 into	my	space	 for	 a	 tight	hug.	 “Welcome.	 I’m	so
glad	you’re	both	here.”

“Um,	me	 too.”	 I	 hugged	 her	 back,	 unsure	what	 else	 to	 do.	 I’d	 been	 prepared	 for	 a
thorough	inspection,	so	her	friendly	gestures	were	taking	me	off	guard.	If	all	of	Logan’s
family	was	like	this,	I	had	nothing	to	fear	for	the	weekend.

“Well,	I	hate	to	say	hello	and	run.”	Aubrey	glanced	at	her	delicate	gold	watch.	“But	if
I’m	going	to	be	ready	for	cocktail	hour,	I’d	better	get	going.	I	need	to	change	and	return	a
couple	of	phone	calls.”

“We	should	probably	do	the	same.”	Logan	kissed	his	sister’s	cheek	once	more	before
she	disappeared	inside	the	house.	“Come	on.”

He	took	Charlie	and	I	each	by	a	hand	to	lead	us	through	a	garden	trail.	At	the	edge	of
the	garden,	the	path	opened	up	to	a	huge	lawn	that	stretched	to	a	guesthouse	set	in	a	grove
of	trees	at	the	edge	of	the	estate.

“Is	 that	where	we’re	staying?”	Charlie	asked,	wiggling	free	of	his	grip	 to	run	on	the
grass.

“Yeah.”	He	let	go	of	my	hand	and	put	his	arm	around	my	shoulder.	“That	is	our	spot
for	the	weekend.”

I	 leaned	 in	 close,	 tucking	my	hand	 into	 the	back	pocket	 of	 his	 jeans.	 “This	place	 is
incredible.”

“It’s	over	the	top	but	that’s	Mom.”

It	was	over	the	top	but	still	beautiful.	The	guesthouse	ahead	matched	the	main	house,
but	it	was	much	smaller	and	less	ostentatious.	It	even	had	a	porch	swing	by	the	front	door.
The	 house	 resembled	 something	 you	might	 see	 in	 the	wealthier	 neighborhoods	 of	 Lark
Cove.

We	 walked	 along	 a	 paved	 path	 toward	 the	 guesthouse	 as	 Charlie	 ran	 ahead	 in	 the
grass.	She	was	making	a	beeline	for	the	trees.

“Charlie!”	I	shouted.	“Don’t	get	too	dirty!”

“I	won’t!”	she	called	back	over	her	shoulder.

“She	totally	will.”

Logan	chuckled.	“We’ve	got	time	to	clean	her	up.”	He	led	me	to	the	porch	and	toward
the	swing.	“Come	sit	with	me.	We	can	let	Charlie	play	for	a	little	while.”

“Okay.”	I	sank	into	the	wooden	seat	by	his	side,	letting	him	gently	rock	us	back	and
forth.	It	was	cooler	today,	so	I	leaned	in	close.

“We	need	to	talk.”

I	smiled.	“You’re	supposed	to	say	that	and	then	hand	me	a	tequila	shot.	Remember?”

“Sorry.	I’m	out	of	tequila	at	the	moment.”	He	sighed.	“Why	didn’t	you	tell	me	about
the	emails?	Or	Giovanni’s?”



I	 shrugged.	 “Neither	 is	 that	 big	 of	 a	 deal.	 I’m	 used	 to	 taking	 shit	 from	 people	 and
letting	it	roll	off.”

“No,	not	anymore.	You	don’t	take	shit	from	anyone.”

“I	work	 at	 a	 bar,	 gorgeous.”	 I	 patted	 his	 stomach	with	my	 free	 hand.	 “It’s	 going	 to
happen.”

“Those	 emails	 are	 serious,	Thea.	We	need	 to	 find	out	who	 is	 sending	 them.	 I	won’t
allow	you	to	go	back	there	if	you’re	in	danger.	You’ll	have	to	stay	here.”

“Hold	on.”	I	sat	up	straight,	my	temper	rising.	Those	emails	were	not	going	to	be	his
excuse	to	make	me	stay	in	New	York.	“Let’s	not	make	this	a	bigger	deal	than	it	is,	okay?
So	some	asshole	calls	me	a	name	or	two.	So	some	bitch	thinks	it’s	funny	to	write	whore	on
a	napkin	at	the	bar.	It’s	happened	before,	it	will	happen	again.	But	just	like	always,	it	will
blow	over.	I’m	not	in	danger	in	Lark	Cove.	It’s	my	home,	and	I	am	going	back.”

His	jaw	clenched.	“What.	Napkin?”

Shit.	I	hadn’t	meant	to	let	that	slip	in	there.	“It’s	nothing.	Totally	unrelated.”

At	least,	I	hoped	it	was.	There	wasn’t	someone	in	Lark	Cove	who	could	be	doing	all
this,	was	 there?	 I	dismissed	 it	 immediately.	 I	knew	Lark	Cove.	 I	knew	 the	people.	This
was	not	coming	from	someone	local.

“Sticking	your	head	in	the	sand—”

“Is	 not	 what	 I’m	 doing.	 If	 it	 keeps	 up,	 I’ll	 talk	 to	 the	 sheriff.	 Okay?	 But	 I’m	 sure
they’ll	 stop	 and	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 fight.	 Just	 let	 it	 go.”	 I	 stood	 off	 the	 porch	 swing,	 not
wanting	to	deal	with	an	overprotective	Logan.	“I’m	going	to	go	get	ready	for	dinner.”	But
before	I	could	retreat	inside,	he	grabbed	my	hand.

“If	anything	ever	happened	to	you	or	Charlie,	I’d	be	destroyed.”

My	anger	evaporated.	I	stepped	between	his	legs	and	put	my	hands	on	his	face.	“It’s
just	been	one	note	from	someone	immature	enough	to	think	a	nasty	napkin	was	funny	and
a	 couple	 of	 mean	 emails	 to	 the	 bar’s	 account.	 I’m	 sure	 it’s	 just	 a	 guy	 I	 kicked	 out	 or
something,	and	 this	 is	his	way	of	getting	revenge.	Logan,	nothing	 is	going	 to	happen	 to
us.”

He	covered	one	of	my	hands	with	his,	turning	it	to	kiss	my	palm.	“You	don’t	have	any
idea	what	you	mean	to	me,	do	you?”

Maybe	I	don’t.

But	I	knew	how	much	I	loved	him.	It	was	enough	to	know	that	if	we	forced	this—if	I
laid	down	an	ultimatum	for	him	to	move	or	vice	versa—we’d	both	end	up	miserable.

“I	better	get	 ready.”	I	 tried	 to	pull	my	hand	away,	but	he	kept	 it	pinned,	holding	my
gaze	for	a	few	heartbeats,	until	finally	letting	me	go.

“I’ll	bring	Charlie	in	soon,”	he	said.

I	nodded,	turning	before	he	could	see	my	quivering	chin.

With	blurry	eyes,	I	wandered	through	the	guesthouse	until	I	found	the	bedroom	where



Phil	 had	brought	our	 luggage.	Alone	 and	 safe	 from	being	overheard,	 I	 collapsed	on	 the
bed,	ruining	the	perfectly	smoothed	cream	quilt.	I	dropped	my	head	into	my	hands	and	let
my	shoulders	fall.

Was	I	making	a	mistake?	No.	Down	to	my	bones,	 I	knew	going	home	was	 the	right
decision.	Because	unlike	fairy	tales,	there	was	more	to	real	happiness	than	just	being	with
someone	you	loved.

Loving	yourself	was	just	as	important.	So	was	finding	a	place	where	your	soul	was	at
peace.

I	let	myself	be	sad	for	a	few	minutes,	giving	in	to	a	few	tears	that	ruined	the	makeup
I’d	 applied	 this	 morning.	 Then	 I	 pushed	 off	 the	 bed	 and	 dragged	my	 suitcase	 into	 the
adjoining	bathroom	to	get	ready	for	dinner	with	Logan’s	parents.

I’d	just	finished	zipping	up	my	dress	when	Logan	knocked	on	the	door.	“Can	I	come
in?”

“Sure.”	I	flipped	the	lock	and	opened	it	for	him.

“I	 just—”	 He	 stopped	 short,	 letting	 his	 eyes	 rake	 up	 and	 down	my	 body.	 Then	 he
stepped	closer,	resting	his	hands	on	my	hips.	“You’re	beautiful.”

“Thanks.”	I	ducked	my	head,	having	no	confidence	that	I’d	bought	the	right	dress.

It	 was	 a	 simple	 green	 shift,	 nicer	 than	 anything	 I	 owned	 at	 home.	 And	 while	 I
appreciated	Logan’s	compliment,	his	family	might	not	be	as	quick	to	approve.

“You	look	nice	too,”	I	said,	touching	a	button	on	his	shirt.

He’d	 pulled	 on	 black	 slacks	 and	 an	 ivory	 button-up.	 His	 newly	 polished	 wingtips
matched	his	camel	belt.

I	 hated	 this.	 Hated.	 I	 hadn’t	 hurt	 him	 yet,	 but	 I	 hated	 that	 it	 was	 coming.	 This
handsome,	 charming	 and	 generous	man	 deserved	 so	much	more	 than	 the	 heartache	 I’d
leave	him	with	come	Monday.

“Where’s	Charlie?”	I	asked,	swallowing	down	the	urge	to	cry	again.

“I	told	her	to	get	dressed,	but	she’ll	probably	need	some	help.”

“Okay.”	 I	 stood	 on	my	 toes	 for	 a	 soft	 brush	 of	 our	 lips	 just	 as	 Charlie’s	 frustrated
scream	carried	down	the	hallway.

I	stepped	past	Logan,	rushing	to	her	room	two	doors	down.	“Hey.	What’s	the	matter?”

“I	don’t	want	to	wear	this	dress.”	She	balled	up	the	light	blue	dress	we’d	bought	and
threw	it	on	the	floor.	“Why	can’t	I	wear	my	jeans?”

“Sorry,	honey.”	I	went	to	her	side,	picking	up	the	dress.	“We’re	all	going	to	dress	up
for	dinner	tonight.”

“Don’t	 you	 like	 dresses,	 peanut?”	 Logan	 asked,	 leaning	 against	 her	 bedroom’s
doorframe.

She	crossed	her	arms	over	her	chest.	“No.”



“Oh.”	He	came	further	 into	 the	 room	and	sat	on	her	bed.	“I	didn’t	know	that.	Don’t
girls	usually	like	dresses?”

When	she	glared	at	him,	I	couldn’t	help	but	laugh.

“Not	this	girl.”	I	took	Charlie’s	chin.	“But	you	can	make	it	through	one	more	dinner	in
a	dress.”

She	turned	her	glare	on	me	but	stripped	off	her	T-shirt.

I	 slipped	 the	 dress	 over	 her	 head	 after	 she	 tugged	off	 her	 jeans.	Then	 I	went	 to	 her
suitcase	and	found	her	ballet	flats.	“Put	these	on	and	then	let’s	comb	your	hair.”

Twenty	minutes	later,	her	hair	was	tamed	under	a	thin	headband	and	we	were	all	back
at	the	mansion.

We	 followed	Logan	down	a	 series	 of	 hallways	until	we	 reached	 a	 parlor	 filled	with
people.

Elegant	people.

Aubrey	was	in	the	back	corner.	Her	red	dress	was	floor-length	and	nearly	as	fancy	as
the	one	I’d	worn	 to	 the	gala.	Next	 to	her	was	an	older	man	who	I	guessed	was	Logan’s
father.	He	was	wearing	a	suit	jacket	and	tie,	drinking	what	was	probably	Macallan.

“Logan,	 dear.	 You’re	 finally	 here.”	 A	 woman	 stood	 from	 a	 wingback	 chair	 in	 the
corner,	 crossing	 the	 room	 in	 a	 teal	 lace	 dress	 and	 a	 champagne	 flute	 in	 her	 hand.	 Her
brown	hair	was	pulled	back	into	a	fancy	twist,	revealing	strings	of	aqua	jewels	dangling
from	each	ear.	She	kissed	Logan	on	each	cheek,	then	turned	to	me,	her	smile	cooling	as
she	looked	me	up	and	down.

What	I	wouldn’t	give	to	hide	behind	Logan.

But	I	couldn’t	because	my	daughter	had	already	taken	up	that	spot.

“Thea,	this	is	my	mother,	Lillian.”

“Nice	to	meet	you.”	I	smiled.	“You	have	a	beautiful	home.”

“It	is.”	She	nodded,	then	peered	around	Logan	to	get	a	glimpse	of	Charlie.

“Please	come	and	say	hello.”	I	touched	her	shoulder,	but	she	didn’t	budge.	Come	on,
kid.	Not	tonight.

“She’s	just	shy.”	Logan	laughed	it	off	and	stepped	to	the	side,	forcing	Charlie	into	the
open.	Then	he	dropped	to	a	knee	at	her	side.	“Charlie,	this	is	my	mom,	Lillian.”

Charlie’s	brown	eyes	tipped	up	slightly	to	take	in	her	grandmother.

“Hello,	Charlotte.”	Lillian	didn’t	spare	Charlie	more	than	a	glance	before	looking	over
her	shoulder	to	her	husband	as	he	approached.

Charlie	cringed	at	her	full	name,	but	with	Lillian	backing	away	a	few	steps,	 I	didn’t
correct	her.

“Hello,	son.”	Logan’s	father	held	out	his	hand	as	Logan	stood.	“Thea.	Welcome.	I’m
Thomas.”



“Thank	 you	 for	 having	 us.”	 I	 shook	 his	 hand	 as	 he	 gave	 me	 the	 same	 cautious
inspection	as	his	wife.

“This	must	be	Charlotte?”	He	gave	her	a	small	smile.

“It’s	Charlie,”	Logan	and	I	corrected	at	the	same	time.

“Right.	Well,	come	on	in.”	Thomas	gestured	for	us	all	to	join	him	at	the	small	bar	at
the	back	of	the	room.

“Hi,	again.”	Aubrey	appeared	at	my	side,	giving	me	a	reassuring	smile,	then	winking
at	Charlie.

With	the	hand	not	holding	Logan’s,	Charlie	actually	waved	back.

We	followed	Thomas	to	the	back	of	the	room	where	two	other	women	were	standing
by	 the	 bar.	 One	 I	 recognized	 as	 Sofia	 from	 Logan’s	 family	 photo.	 She	 was	 wearing	 a
strapless	 navy	 gown,	 just	 as	 formal	 as	 Aubrey’s,	 and	 much	 like	 her	 sister,	 she	 was
beautiful.	 She	didn’t	 look	 as	much	 like	Charlie,	 especially	with	 all	 the	makeup	 and	her
long	hair	dyed	black,	but	the	family	resemblance	was	still	there.

I	had	no	clue	who	the	other	guest	was,	but	Logan	knew	her.	His	jaw	ticked	and	he	shot
Sofia	an	angry	glare	as	we	reached	the	bar.

“Sofia,	what	do	you	think	you’re	doing?”	he	snapped.

“What	do	you	mean?	I’m	just	standing	here	talking	to	Alice.	We’re	allowed	to	bring
friends	here,	aren’t	we?”

Alice	 pushed	 away	 from	 the	 bar	 at	 the	 mention	 of	 her	 name,	 strutting	 right	 up	 to
Logan	in	a	pink	minidress	and	six-inch	sequined	heels.	“Hey,	stranger.”

The	way	she	purred	made	me	want	 to	vomit.	 I	had	no	idea	who	she	was,	but	by	 the
sultry	gleam	in	her	eye,	she	was	quite	familiar	with	Logan.	Could	this	be	the	woman	he’d
seen	briefly	after	Emmeline?	 It	had	 to	be.	Clearly,	Alice	hadn’t	gotten	 the	message	 that
they	were	over.

“Alice,”	he	clipped.	“Meet	Thea,	my	girlfriend.	And	my	daughter,	Charlie.”	He	gave
Alice	a	tight	smile	before	pushing	past	her	to	the	bar.

“What	can	I	get	for	you?”	Thomas	asked,	taking	up	post	behind	the	bar.

“She	should	make	 the	drinks,”	Alice	 snickered,	 returning	 to	her	place	next	 to	Sofia.
“She’s	the	bartender.”

Ohh-kay.	I’d	never	heard	my	occupation	said	with	such	condemnation.

As	she	and	Sofia	giggled	like	eighth	graders,	I	looked	up	at	Logan.

“Alice,”	he	warned.

“What?”	She	pretended	to	be	clueless.	“Isn’t	she	a	bartender?	That’s	what	Sofia	said.	I
was	just	thinking	if	she	knows	how	to	make	good	drinks,	we	should	let	her.”

“Don’t—”

“No,	 it’s	 fine.”	 I	 cut	Logan	 off	 and	 gave	 both	Alice	 and	Sofia	 a	 sugar-sweet	 smile.



“What	do	you	like?”

Logan	tried	to	grab	my	hand,	but	he	was	too	slow.	I	made	my	way	around	the	bar	and
stood	at	Thomas’s	side.

“A	cosmopolitan.”	Alice	smirked.	“You	know	what	that	is,	right?”

“Of	course.”	I	was	going	to	make	this	bitch	the	best	cosmo	she’d	ever	had	in	her	life.

“Thea,	put	that	glass	down.”

I	 shot	 Logan	 a	 shut-up	 look	 and	went	 about	making	 the	 cocktail.	 “Aubrey?	 Sofia?
Would	you	like	one?”

“Sure.	That’s	 so	 sweet	of	you.”	Aubrey	came	behind	 the	bar,	making	her	 allegiance
clear.	“Dad	does	his	best,	but	he’s	never	mastered	the	cosmo.	Sorry,	Dad.”

Thomas	chuckled.	“I’m	better	at	making	Logan	drinks	than	I	ever	was	you	girls.”

It	took	me	no	time	to	fill	three	martini	glasses,	then	pour	a	Macallan	for	Logan.	As	I
handed	him	a	tumbler,	I	smiled	at	his	mother.	“Mrs.	Kendrick?	More	champagne?”

“No.”	She	raised	her	champagne	flute	to	her	lips,	finishing	the	glass.

I	looked	down	at	Charlie	and	smiled.	She	knew	something	was	wrong,	but	it	was	too
big	for	her	to	comprehend.	“Want	a	Jackson	Special?”

“Yeah.”	She	grinned	and	left	Logan’s	side	to	come	behind	the	bar.

I	picked	her	up	to	sit	on	the	edge	as	I	made	her	the	mocktail	her	Uncle	Jackson	had
invented	when	 she	was	 four.	 It	was	basically	 a	Shirley	Temple	but	he’d	 splash	 in	 some
orange	juice	and	double	the	cherries.

“Both	hands.	Be	extra	careful	not	to	spill.”	I	set	her	down	and	handed	her	the	glass.

The	cream	carpets	wouldn’t	recover	from	a	Jackson	Special,	at	least	not	without	a	lot
of	trouble.	Since	I	knew	Lillian	didn’t	do	the	cleaning,	I	didn’t	want	to	cause	any	hassle
for	their	staff.

“I’ll	 make	 yours.”	 Logan	 came	 behind	 the	 bar,	 setting	 down	 his	 tumbler	 and
practically	knocking	me	out	of	the	way.

Meanwhile,	Alice	and	Sofia	had	retreated	back	a	few	feet	to	whisper	to	one	another,
probably	about	me.

“What	would	you	like?”	Logan	asked.

“Vodka	and	soda	with	a	twist,	please.”

After	all,	vodka	was	for	the	particularly	bad	nights.



	

The	cocktail	hour	was	the	longest	hour	of	my	life.
As	Charlie	and	I	huddled	together,	sipping	our	drinks,	conversation	with	the	Kendricks

carried	 on	 as	 if	 we	 weren’t	 here.	 I	 flip-flopped	 between	 listening	 to	 the	 business
conversations	 between	 Aubrey,	 Logan	 and	 Thomas,	 then	 to	 Alice	 and	 Sofia	 gossiping
about	their	friends.	Meanwhile,	Lillian	stood	quietly,	watching	me	with	a	careful	eye.

Charlie	had	traded	Logan’s	legs	for	mine,	leaning	against	me	as	she	kept	her	eyes	on
the	 floor.	 I	hated	 that	 she	was	so	uncomfortable,	and	 I	was	pissed	 that	her	grandparents
hadn’t	tried	at	all	to	get	to	know	her.	It	made	my	own	misery	even	more	difficult	to	bear.

“Am	I	 late?”	The	conversation	stopped	as	an	elderly	woman	waltzed	into	 the	parlor,
then	answered	her	own	question.	“Of	course	not.	Granny	is	never	late.	You’re	all	early.”

She	crossed	the	room	wearing	cream	slacks	and	a	matching	sweater.	She	was	dripping
in	gold	and	diamonds,	but	the	fact	that	she	wasn’t	in	an	evening	gown	made	me	feel	much
more	comfortable	about	my	own	attire.

She	paid	no	attention	to	anyone	other	than	Charlie	as	she	came	our	way	with	a	warm
smile.	Her	eyes	flickered	to	me	briefly	but	went	right	back	to	my	daughter	as	she	bent	at
the	waist	and	held	out	a	hand.

“You	must	 be	my	most	 special	 great-granddaughter,	 Charlie.	My	 name	 is	 Joan,	 but
everyone	calls	me	Granny.”

Charlie	looked	past	her	to	Logan,	who	gave	her	a	smile	and	nod.	With	a	hesitant	step,
she	moved	closer	to	Joan	to	return	the	handshake.

“Now.”	Joan	stood	up,	not	letting	go	of	Charlie’s	hand	as	she	walked	toward	the	door.
“You’re	going	to	want	to	sit	with	me	at	dinner.	The	cook	knows	to	skip	the	vegetables	on
my	plate,	give	me	 twice	 the	potatoes	and	 three	 times	 the	dessert.	 I	 requested	his	special
french	fries	tonight	so	we	can	pig	out.”

When	Charlie	giggled,	I	let	out	a	huge	sigh.

Joan	 had	 the	 same	 presence	 as	 Logan	 and	 his	 father	 did.	 They	 shared	 an	 air	 of
confidence	 and	 command.	 But	 Joan’s	 was	 warmer.	 And	 she	 still	 hadn’t	 acknowledged
anyone	else	in	her	family	because	she	was	so	focused	on	my	daughter.

Logan	chuckled	as	he	came	to	my	side,	placing	his	hand	on	the	small	of	my	back	as



we	left	the	parlor.	“Watch	out.	Granny	might	try	and	kidnap	her.”

“I	don’t	think	Charlie	would	mind.”

Ahead	 of	 us,	 Granny	 was	 hunched	 to	 the	 side,	 listening	 as	 Charlie	 told	 her	 about
something,	most	likely	her	fort.

I	glanced	over	my	shoulder	to	see	Logan’s	parents	behind	us.	Lillian	and	Thomas	were
both	watching	me.	 Behind	 them,	Aubrey	was	 rolling	 her	 eyes	 at	Alice	 and	 Sofia,	who
were	still	giggling.

“I’m	sorry,”	Logan	whispered	as	we	walked.	“I	had	no	idea	Alice	would	be	here.”

“Ex-girlfriend?”

“She	was	never	my	girlfriend,	just	a	mistake	from	months	ago.	But	we	dated	and	she’s
become	friends	with	Sofia.	I’m	sorry.”

I	shrugged.	“It’s	fine.	Let’s	just	get	through	dinner.”	Then	we	could	escape	back	to	the
guesthouse	and	hide.

We	all	entered	the	dining	room	and	took	our	seats.	Charlie	and	Joan	were	talking	about
soccer.	Thomas	was	engrossed	with	his	phone,	occasionally	asking	Aubrey	if	she’d	seen
this	or	that	email.	And	the	rest	of	us	sat	quietly	and	ate	the	first	course,	a	simple	salad.

“So	Thea,”	Aubrey	said	from	her	seat	across	the	table	as	the	main	course	was	served.
“Logan	says	you’re	a	professional	artist.”

I	shook	my	head	and	swallowed	my	own	fry.	“No.	It’s	just	a	hobby.”

“She’s	incredible.”	Logan	leaned	past	me	to	look	at	Joan.	“I’ll	send	you	some	pictures
of	her	work.	I	think	you’d	like	some	things	for	your	collection.”

“Pass	 those	 on	 to	 me	 too.”	 Aubrey	 smiled	 at	 me.	 “What	 style	 of	 art	 do	 you	 do?
Impressionism?	Contemporary?	Realism?”

“Um,	modern,	I	guess?”	I	had	no	clue	how	to	classify	my	art.	Was	trash	a	style?

“Modern!”	Aubrey	cheered.	“Oh,	I	love	modern.	Tell	me	about	your	process.”

I	shoved	a	bite	in	my	mouth,	chewing	to	buy	myself	some	time.	Aubrey	meant	well,
but	her	questions	made	me	feel	even	more	like	an	imposter.	She	probably	thought	I	was
some	kind	of	starving	artist,	forced	to	work	at	a	bar	until	my	art	career	bloomed.	In	reality,
I	loved	my	job	at	the	bar	and	had	no	desire	to	become	a	full-time	artist.

“Mommy,	can	I	have	some	ketchup?”

“Sure,	 honey.”	 I	 scrambled	 for	 the	 glass	 bottle,	 hoping	 it	 would	 be	 a	 segue	 into	 a
conversation	as	far	away	from	my	garbage	art	as	possible.

Luckily,	 by	 the	 time	 I	 plopped	 a	 blob	 onto	 Charlie’s	 plate,	 Thomas	 had	 stolen
Aubrey’s	attention	again	to	discuss	something	about	work.

“Logan,	have	you	given	any	thought	to	enrolling	Charlotte	at	Rotherchild	Academy?”
Lillian	asked	from	the	foot	of	the	table.

“It’s	Charlie,”	Logan	and	I	both	corrected	in	unison.	“And	no,	Mom.	I	haven’t	thought



about	Rothchild.	She’s	not	going	to	school	all	the	way	out	here.”

“Then	what	about	Fairlane?”	Lillian	asked.	“It’s	closer	 to	 the	penthouse	 if	you’ll	be
staying	in	the	city.”

“We’ll	see,”	he	said.	“Let’s	talk	about	it	later.”

I	 gaped	 at	 Logan.	 Had	 he	 actually	 considered	 putting	 Charlie	 in	 some	 New	 York
academy	after	I’d	specifically	told	him	I	wanted	her	to	go	to	school	in	Montana?

“Charlie	 goes	 to	 school	 in	 Lark	 Cove,”	 I	 announced.	 “She	 won’t	 be	 going	 to	 any
academy.”

Logan	ran	a	hand	through	his	hair	and	turned	in	his	seat.	“That’s	not	what	I	meant.”

I	threw	his	words	right	back	in	his	face.	“Let’s	talk	about	it	later.”

“Charlotte	is	a	lovely	name.”	Lillian	forked	a	piece	of	roast	tenderloin,	cutting	it	into	a
delicate	bite.	“Don’t	you	think,	Sofia?”

“Lovely,”	Sofia	agreed.	“Much	more	fitting	for	the	family	than	Charlie.”

Lillian	nodded.	“I’d	really	love	to	call	her	Charlotte.	Would	that	be	all	right?”

I	looked	down	at	Charlie	to	see	her	frown.

Obviously,	I	loved	the	name	Charlotte.	I’d	picked	it	out	because	it	had	sounded	classy,
like	something	Logan’s	daughter	would	be	named.	It	was	a	name	I	would	have	picked	for
myself.	So	 I’d	been	upset	 the	day	Charlie	had	come	home	 from	camp	and	declared	 she
was	no	longer	Charlotte.

But	my	frustration	hadn’t	lasted	long.	Hazel	had	told	me	about	a	boy	who’d	come	to
the	camp.	His	name	was	Ray,	he	had	muscular	dystrophy,	and	my	little	girl	had	bonded
with	him	instantly.	Ray	was	confined	to	a	wheelchair	and	since	he	couldn’t	get	down	and
play	in	the	dirt,	Charlie	had	brought	the	dirt	to	him.	She’d	found	him	sticks	and	rocks	and
pinecones.	 From	what	Hazel	 had	 said,	 that	 boy	 had	 had	 an	 incredible	 camp	 experience
simply	because	of	my	daughter.

Ray	had	nicknamed	her	Charlie.

So	if	that	name	was	special	to	her,	then	she	could	go	by	it	whenever	she	wanted.	And
I’d	be	happy	to	enforce	it	with	Logan’s	mother.

“I’m	 sorry,	Lillian.	No.	Charlie	 prefers	 her	 nickname	and	 she’s	 old	 enough	 to	make
that	decision.”

Lillian’s	eyes	went	wide,	surprised	that	I’d	deny	her.	She	opened	her	mouth	to	protest,
but	before	she	could,	Logan	intervened.	“Enough,	Mom.	It’s	Charlie.	End	of	discussion.”

“Shall	 we	 change	 the	 subject?”	 Joan	 offered.	 “Thea,	 remind	 me	 what	 you	 do	 in
Montana.”

“I	manage	a	local	bar	and	restaurant.”

God,	 just	 saying	 it	 out	 loud	 sounded	 pathetic.	How	was	 it	 that	 in	 one	 dinner,	 these
people	had	taken	away	something	I’d	always	been	proud	of?



Well,	forget	that.	I	wasn’t	going	to	be	ashamed	that	I	made	a	living	serving	drinks.	The
waiters	coming	in	and	out	of	the	dining	room	tonight	had	nothing	to	be	ashamed	of	and
neither	did	I.

“The	bar	has	been	in	my	family	for	years.”

“Your	family?”	Thomas	asked,	tuning	into	the	conversation.	“What	family?”

My	head	whipped	to	his	end	of	the	table.	His	expression	was	knotted	in	confusion—
Thomas	knew	I	didn’t	have	family.	Because	he’d	looked	into	me.	He	probably	knew	more
about	my	heritage	than	I	did.

Did	 Logan?	 Had	 he	 had	 one	 of	 his	 assistants	 dig	 into	 my	 past	 too?	 He’d	 been	 so
patient	and	understanding,	letting	me	dodge	the	subject	of	my	childhood.	But	maybe	that
was	because	he’d	already	learned	everything	there	was	to	know.

I	couldn’t	confront	him	about	it	now,	not	with	his	father’s	question	hanging	in	the	air.

What	family?

“My	family.”	Hazel	and	Jackson	might	not	share	my	DNA,	but	they	were	my	family.

“So	you	run	a	bar.”	Alice	polished	off	her	 third	glass	of	wine.	The	waiters	had	been
refilling	it	constantly.	“No	wonder	you	jumped	all	over	the	chance	to	trap	Logan.”

“Excuse	me?”

“Alice,”	Logan	shot	across	the	table,	“one	more	word	and	I’ll	have	you	escorted	out.”

Sofia	shushed	her,	scooting	her	water	glass	closer,	but	even	Logan’s	threat	didn’t	stop
her	loose	tongue.

“Oh,	Logan.	Don’t	you	see	this	is	all	just	a	trick?	She’s	obviously	a	gold	digger.	Are
you	 sure	 this	 kid	 is	 even	 yours?	 I	 mean,	 look	 at	 her.”	 She	 flung	 out	 a	 hand,	 nearly
knocking	over	her	water	as	she	snickered.	“The	least	you	could	do	is	cut	her	hair	if	you
wanted	to	pass	her	off	as	his	kid.	She’s	like	a	wild	little	animal.”

Bitch.

Charlie’s	entire	body	flinched	and	I	instantly	took	her	hand.

The	waves	of	anger	coming	off	Logan	crashed	into	my	shoulder.	“Get	her	out	of	my
sight.”

From	nowhere,	Phil	the	butler	appeared	along	with	one	of	his	helpers.	It	took	them	all
of	twenty	seconds	to	hoist	drunk	Alice	out	of	her	seat	and	away	from	the	dining	room.	Her
protests	 echoed	 down	 the	 hall	 for	 a	 moment	 until	 they	 stopped	 with	 the	 sound	 of	 a
slammed	door.

“What	were	you	 thinking,	 inviting	her	here?”	Logan	 snapped	at	Sofia.	 “Why	would
you	do	that?”

“I	just	wanted	to	have	a	friend	over.”	Sofia	huffed.	“This	is	my	house	too.”

“Your	taste	in	friends	is	worse	than	it	is	in	husbands.”

Sofia	gasped.	“Alice	had	a	point.	How	do	you	know	she’s	not	just	out	for	our	money?”



The	look	on	Sofia’s	face	was	full	of	regret	as	the	words	filled	the	room,	but	it	was	too
late.	She’d	said	them	and	Logan	was	not	going	to	be	forgiving.

I	almost	felt	bad	for	her.

The	glare	Logan	sent	his	 sister	gave	me	chills.	 “Say	one	more	word	and	 I’ll	 revoke
your	ability	 to	withdraw	from	your	trust	fund.	Maybe	if	you	went	with	a	 little	 less	from
now	on,	you’d	be	more	respectful	of	the	people	in	this	room.”

“What?”	Sofia	 screamed,	 shooting	 up	 from	her	 chair,	 teetering	 to	 the	 side	 from	her
own	cosmo	buzz.	“You	can’t	do	that!	Dad	is	in	charge	of	the	trust	funds.”

“Not	anymore.”

She	 held	 his	 gaze,	 her	 face	 paling	 when	 he	 didn’t	 falter.	 She	 spun	 to	 Thomas.
“Daddy?”

Thomas	frowned,	but	before	he	could	intervene,	Aubrey	spoke	up.	“Is	this	true?”	she
asked,	looking	just	as	stunned	as	Sofia.

Thomas	nodded,	his	serious	demeanor	not	cracking	a	bit.	“Logan	will	be	taking	over
some	of	 the	family	responsibilities.	Overseeing	the	 trust	funds	 is	part	of	 that.	Until	your
funds	are	released,	he’ll	be	approving	your	withdrawals.”

Or	not	approving	their	withdrawals.

“But	 I	don’t	get	my	money	for	another	 three	years!”	Sofia	shrieked,	now	looking	 to
her	mother	for	help.	“Mom?”

Lillian’s	mouth	was	slightly	open.	“Logan,	you	can’t	be	serious.”

He	didn’t	respond	to	his	mom.	He	just	kept	glaring	at	Sofia.

“Why	are	we	just	learning	about	this?”	Aubrey	asked	Thomas.	“I	work	with	you	every
day,	but	you	couldn’t	bother	telling	me	that	my	brother	is	now	in	charge	of	my	personal
finances?”

“Don’t	be	dramatic,	Aubrey.”	Thomas	waved	her	off.	“We	transferred	it	over	just	last
week.	Besides,	you	haven’t	taken	a	disbursement	in	years.	We	all	know	you’re	living	off
your	salary.	Or	are	you	saying	that	I’m	not	paying	you	enough?”

“That’s	not	the	point.”

“Then	what	is	the	point?”	he	fired	back.	“This	was	a	decision	that	I	made,	and	I	don’t
require	your	approval.	Don’t	forget	your	place.”

“My	 place?	 I	 thought	 I	 was	 your	 daughter	 and	 colleague	 but	 apparently	 I’m	 just
another	employee.”	Aubrey	shot	out	of	her	chair	and	started	yelling	at	her	father	about	all
the	work	she	put	into	their	company.	Meanwhile,	Sofia	ran	to	Lillian’s	side,	sobbing	as	she
cursed	at	Logan.

The	room	was	chaos.	Even	the	waitstaff	had	disappeared.

This	was	no	place	for	my	daughter.

I	kept	Charlie’s	hand	and	stood	from	my	chair.	Logan	grabbed	for	me,	but	I	slid	free.
With	a	nod	to	Joan	as	she	mouthed,	Sorry,	I	took	my	daughter	straight	out	of	the	room.



We	wasted	no	time	escaping	the	dining	room	or	the	house.	I	opened	the	first	door	that
led	to	the	patio,	breathing	in	the	freedom	of	the	night	air.

I	swung	Charlie’s	hand	at	my	side	as	we	walked	down	the	pathway	to	the	guesthouse.
“That	wasn’t	much	fun,	was	it?”

“No.”	She	scuffled	her	feet.	“They	didn’t	like	me.”

When	I	heard	her	sniffle,	I	stopped	and	bent	 in	front	of	her,	catching	a	 tear	with	my
thumb,	holding	back	tears	of	my	own.

“I	love	you,	Charlie.	Just	the	way	you	are.	Who	cares	what	those	mean	people	think?”

She	 sniffled,	wiping	her	nose	with	 the	back	of	her	 free	hand.	 “Do	 I	have	 to	 cut	my
hair?”

I	pulled	out	her	headband,	 setting	her	brown	strands	 free.	There	was	nothing	 wrong
with	her	hair.	It	was	thick	and	soft	and	hung	long	down	her	back.	Millions	of	little	girls
would	love	to	have	her	hair.

“Of	course	not.”

“Good,”	she	whispered.	“Can	we	go	home	now,	Mommy?”

“Pretty	soon.	We’re	almost	done	with	this	place.”	I	stood	back	up	and	kicked	off	my
nude	heels.	“Let’s	forget	about	dinner	and	have	fun.	Take	off	your	shoes.”

“Why?”	she	asked	as	she	kicked	them	off.

“Because	we’re	going	to	have	a	race.	Guess	what	I	saw	in	the	freezer	earlier	when	I
was	poking	around?”

She	handed	me	her	shoes.	“What?”

“Ice	cream.	The	first	person	back	to	the	house	gets	to	pick	the	flavor.”

Without	 a	 moment’s	 hesitation,	 she	 shot	 off	 the	 path,	 running	 as	 fast	 as	 she	 could
through	the	grass.	I	laughed	and	did	the	same.	She	was	giggling	as	she	ran,	looking	over
her	shoulder	to	make	sure	I	wasn’t	too	close.

Her	precious	smile	lit	up	her	face.

Logan	had	asked	me	what	I	wanted	last	night.	It	was	simple:	a	happy	child.

I	loved	that	Charlie	was	wild.	I	loved	that	she	ran	free.	New	York	and	Logan’s	family
might	kill	her	untamed	spirit.	I	couldn’t	risk	her	suffocating	here.

So	I	was	taking	her	home.



	

Sitting	at	the	dining	room	table,	I’d	never	been	so	disappointed	in	my	family.	This	dinner
seemed	more	like	a	nightmare	than	reality.	I’d	wanted	to	follow	Thea	and	Charlie	out	the
door,	but	there	were	things	to	be	dealt	with	here	first.

Sofia	had	 finally	 calmed	down	after	 her	outburst.	She	was	 sitting	back	 in	her	 chair,
sniffling	like	a	toddler	in	timeout.	Aubrey	was	fuming	in	her	seat,	throwing	glares	at	Dad.
Clearly,	 things	at	Kendrick	Enterprises	were	not	going	as	smoothly	as	I’d	 thought	given
Aubrey’s	overreaction.	I’d	have	to	discuss	it	with	her	later,	but	for	now,	I	needed	to	right
things	for	Thea	and	Charlie.

“What	 is	wrong	with	you?”	I	asked	the	room.	“How	could	you	treat	 them	that	way?
That	is	my	child	and	the	woman	I’m	going	to	marry.”

“Marry?”	Mom	asked.	“You	can’t	be	serious.	You	hardly	know	her,	Logan.	She’s—”

“She’s	 what?”	 I	 cut	 her	 off.	 “Kind.	 Talented.	 Loving.	 Beautiful.	 Are	 those	 not
desirable	traits	these	days?”

“That’s	not	what	I	meant.”	Mom	sighed.	“She’s	.	.	.	she’s	come	out	of	nowhere.	How
can	we	be	sure	she	isn’t	trying	to	manipulate	you?”

Granny	scoffed.	“Please,	Lillian.	Thea	 isn’t	 trying	 to	manipulate	anyone.	You’re	 just
being	paranoid.”

“I’m	just	looking	out	for	my	son,”	Mom	told	her.	“And	I	have	a	right	to	be	paranoid.
Let’s	be	honest	here.	My	children	don’t	have	the	best	taste	in	romantic	partners.”

We	all	looked	at	Sofia,	who	sank	deeper	into	her	seat.

“This	 entire	 thing	 is	 suspicious,”	Mom	 said.	 “You	 went	 to	Montana	 for	 a	 business
meeting	and	found	a	long-lost	child.	Then	she	refused	to	give	you	a	paternity	test—”

“No,	I	refused.”

“Because	she’s	convinced	you	 that	 the	girl	 is	yours.	You’ve	obviously	 fallen	 in	 love
with	 them	 both,	 but	 Logan,	 that’s	 the	 problem.	 Love	 has	made	 you	 blind.	How	 do	we
know	that	this	all	isn’t	a	trap	if	she	won’t	give	you	proof	that	Charlotte	is	your	child?”

“Charlie.”	 I	 fisted	 my	 hands	 on	 the	 table,	 trying	 to	 keep	 my	 cool.	 “Her	 name	 is
Charlie.	 And	 she	 is,	 without	 a	 doubt,	 my	 child.	 I	 won’t	 hear	 another	 thing	 about	 it.



Understand?	Do	not	mention	the	words	‘paternity	test’	to	me	ever	again.”

“But—”

“Logan,”	Dad	stopped	Mom’s	rebuttal,	“your	mother	has	a	point.”

“Does	she?”	I	clipped.	“Because	to	me,	it	seems	like	Thea	and	Charlie	had	to	pay	the
price	tonight	for	Sofia’s	poor	choice	in	husbands.”

“We’re	just—”

“Looking	out	for	me?”	I	finished	Dad’s	sentence.	“I	don’t	need	you	to	look	out	for	me.
What	I	do	need	is	for	you	to	be	supportive	of	the	choices	I	make,	right	or	wrong.	I	need
you	to	embrace	my	daughter	and	welcome	her	into	this	family,	because	whether	or	not	you
want	to	accept	it,	she	is	a	part	of	this	family.	Thea	will	be	too.”

I	stood	from	the	table.	“Now	if	you’ll	excuse	me.	I	need	to	go	find	my	daughter.	She
deserves	an	explanation	for	dinner,	though	I’m	not	quite	sure	how	to	explain	to	a	six-year-
old	that	her	grandparents	don’t	like	her	because	they	think	her	mother’s	a	gold	digger.”

“Logan,	I	.	.	.”	Mom’s	shoulders	drooped.

Her	actions	stemmed	from	love.	I	knew	that.	But	 it	didn’t	change	the	fact	 that	she’d
crossed	the	line	tonight.

“Charlie’s	not	a	pawn	in	some	manipulative	game,	Mom.	She’s	a	little	girl.	My	 little
girl.	And	she’s	your	granddaughter.	Maybe	tomorrow	you	could	try	not	to	be	so	cold	and
indifferent?”

Her	face	paled	as	she	nodded.

“Good	night.”	I	 tossed	my	napkin	on	my	unfinished	meal,	 then	I	 turned	for	the	door
and	marched	down	the	hall.	I	only	made	it	a	few	feet	before	Dad	called	my	name.

“Logan,	we	need	to	talk.”

“Not	tonight.”

“Just	give	me	five	minutes	before	you	run	off.	Please.”

I	 sighed	 and	 turned,	 following	 him	 down	 a	 few	 doors	 to	 his	 office.	 As	 much	 as	 I
wanted	to	get	the	hell	out	of	this	house,	I	needed	to	get	this	over	with	and	hear	whatever
he	had	to	say.

We	entered	the	office	and	Dad	went	straight	for	his	mahogany	desk.	This	was	the	one
room	in	the	house	that	Mom	wasn’t	allowed	to	redecorate	every	few	years,	so	it	was	the
same	as	it	had	been	when	I	was	a	kid.

There	were	dark	bookshelves	on	every	wall.	A	liquor	cart	sat	in	the	corner.	His	desk
rested	on	a	Persian	rug	in	the	middle	of	the	room.	A	leather	couch	faced	a	gas	fireplace.
The	smell	of	his	last	Cuban	cigar	lingered	in	the	air.	Every	time	I	walked	into	his	office,	it
brought	back	memories	of	me	doing	my	homework	on	the	couch	while	he	worked	every
evening.

Dad	had	always	worked,	and	until	tonight,	I	hadn’t	thought	anything	of	it.	As	kids,	if
we’d	wanted	to	spend	time	with	him,	it	was	in	this	room.



Was	 that	 how	Charlie	 had	 felt	 this	 last	 week?	 I’d	 brought	 her	 and	 Thea	 here	 for	 a
vacation	 but	 had	basically	 abandoned	 them	 in	 favor	 of	work.	Did	 they	 feel	 like	 second
place	to	my	job?

Shit.	Was	I	becoming	my	father?	 I	 loved	 the	man.	 I	admired	him.	But	he	wasn’t	 the
type	of	dad	to	coach	soccer	games,	read	bedtime	stories	or	play	in	forts.	If	I	wanted	all	of
that	with	Charlie,	things	had	to	change.

I	had	to	cut	back	at	work.

“I	need	to	check	on	Thea	and	Charlie,”	I	told	him.

“This	won’t	take	long.”	He	slid	a	file	folder	to	the	edge	of	his	desk,	then	ran	a	hand
through	his	hair.	It	was	a	habit	I’d	also	picked	up	from	him	long	ago.	Granny	had	always
told	me	that	when	I	did	it,	I	looked	just	like	Dad.	“Read	that.”

I	picked	it	up,	opening	it	to	a	large	photo	of	Thea	working	at	the	bar.	What	the	hell?
“Where	did	you	get	this?”

“I	hired	an	investigator	to	look	into	Thea.”

“You’re	 kidding	me.”	The	 corner	 of	 the	 cover’s	 folder	 crumpled	 in	my	 fist.	 “Why?
Isn’t	it	enough	that	I	trust	her?”

“Logan,	 be	 reasonable.	Your	mother	wasn’t	 entirely	wrong	 earlier.	 You	 don’t	 know
this	woman.”

“But	you	do?”	I	held	up	the	file.	“I’m	not	looking	at	this.”	I	tossed	the	folder	on	the
desk.	I	trusted	Thea	to	tell	me	about	her	past	when	she	was	ready.

“Then	I’ll	tell	you	what	it	says.”	I	turned	to	leave,	but	his	words	stopped	me.	“She	was
dumped	 as	 a	 newborn.	 Did	 you	 know	 that?	 She	 was	 found	 in	 a	 Dumpster	 in	 Harlem,
strung	 out	 on	 heroin.	 According	 to	 the	 notes	 in	 her	 hospital	 records,	 she	 went	 weeks
without	a	name	because	they	didn’t	think	she	was	going	to	live.	I	guess	one	of	the	nurses
finally	named	her.”

My	dinner	almost	came	up,	but	 I	 swallowed	 it	down	and	 let	Dad	continue.	 I	 should
walk	away.	I	should	leave	this	for	Thea	to	explain.	But	I	couldn’t	move	my	feet.

“She	grew	up	in	an	orphanage	in	Brooklyn.	From	what	the	investigator	could	tell,	that
place	 should	 never	 have	 been	 left	 open.	But	 it	 looks	 like	 the	 director	 had	 some	 sort	 of
connection	with	the	city	to	keep	her	funding.	From	what	he	could	dig	up,	he	thinks	most
of	the	money	she	got	went	into	her	own	pocket.”

Dad	came	around	the	desk,	swiping	up	the	folder	as	he	approached.	He	rifled	through
it	and	held	out	a	picture.

I	took	it	from	his	hands,	finding	Thea	immediately	in	a	group	of	ten	young	children.
She	was	the	smallest,	probably	close	to	Charlie’s	age,	and	standing	on	the	concrete	steps
of	an	old	brick	building.	Her	pants	were	 three	 inches	 too	short.	Her	shirt	was	 too	small.
And	damn	she	was	thin.	So	thin	it	made	me	want	to	scream.

A	large	woman,	 the	director	most	 likely,	was	standing	off	 to	 the	side.	Her	smile	was
wide	while	the	kids	were	all	forcing	it.



Thea	had	learned	that	fake	smile	much	too	young.

“The	director	kept	about	ten	kids	on	average	in	that	orphanage.	I’m	guessing	that	was
done	strategically.	Enough	kids	to	keep	the	place	open,	not	so	many	to	take	away	from	her
own	profits.	She	let	some	turnover	happen,	just	so	she	could	say	she	was	trying	to	get	kids
adopted.	 Not	 too	much	 though.	 The	 investigator	 found	 out	 that	 three	 different	 families
tried	to	adopt	Thea	when	she	was	a	baby.	Each	time	their	applications	were	denied.”

The	 temptation	was	 too	much	and	 I	 yanked	 the	 file	 from	Dad’s	hands.	He	 stood	by
watching	 as	 I	 thumbed	 through	 grainy	 pictures,	 school	 records	 and	 notes	 from	 the
investigator.

As	 the	pictures	progressed,	 there	were	fewer	and	fewer	children	 in	 them.	Except	 for
Thea’s	face,	consistent	in	them	all.	“Was	she	by	herself?”

Dad	 nodded.	 “We’re	 not	 sure,	 but	 I	 suspect	 the	 director	 made	 some	 sort	 of
arrangement	to	keep	the	orphanage	open	until	all	the	kids	turned	eighteen.	They	probably
didn’t	want	to	uproot	the	kids	who’d	lived	there	all	their	lives.	Thea	was	the	youngest,	so
it	closed	down	after	she	graduated.	She	lived	there	alone	for	about	a	year.”

I	stared	at	the	last	picture	in	front	of	the	orphanage.	Only	Thea,	the	director	and	Hazel
were	pictured	on	the	steps.	“Was	Hazel	in	on	it?”

“The	cook?	No.”

My	shoulders	sagged.	I	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	tell	Thea	if	Hazel	had	betrayed	her.
I	wouldn’t	have	had	the	guts	to	take	Charlie’s	gran	away	from	her.

“You’re	sure?”

He	nodded.	“We	suspect	she	was	the	one	to	file	a	few	of	 the	anonymous	complaints
about	the	director.”

Anonymous.	Hazel	had	probably	been	too	nervous	about	losing	her	job	and	access	to
the	kids	to	file	with	her	name	on	them.

“When	 the	 complaints	 didn’t	 go	 anywhere,	 she	 started	 using	 her	 personal	 funds	 to
supplement	 the	 food	 budget.	 Hazel’s	 parents	 wired	 her	 money	 for	 years.	 The	 money
stopped	the	day	Thea	turned	eighteen	and	left	the	orphanage.”

I	went	back	to	the	file,	thumbing	through	the	rest.	There	wasn’t	much.	Just	a	picture	of
a	 seedy	apartment	 complex	where	Thea	had	moved	after	 the	orphanage.	Another	of	 the
outside	of	 the	hotel	where	we’d	met.	All	 landmarks	that	gave	me	a	glimpse	into	the	life
she’d	led	before.

She	was	too	good	for	it	all.

I	handed	Dad	back	the	file	before	I	could	rip	it	in	half.	“You	had	your	investigator	go
deep.”

“He	 always	 does.	 Hell,	 I	 doubt	 Thea	 even	 knows	 some	 of	 the	 things	 in	 his	 report.
She’s	probably	never	seen	her	hospital	records.”

She	probably	didn’t	know	how	close	she’d	been	to	death.	Hazel	had	been	right	the	first
day	I’d	met	her.	Thea	had	been	fighting	her	whole	life.



“What	do	you	want	me	to	do	with	all	this,	Dad?	It	doesn’t	change	anything.”	I	looked
him	in	the	eye.	“I	love	her.”

“I	know.”	He	nodded.	“I	admire	Thea	for	making	something	of	her	life.	Over	half	the
other	kids	in	this	picture	are	strung	out	on	drugs,	in	jail	or	dead.	But	before	you	decide	to
marry	her,	ask	yourself	if	that’s	right	for	her.	It	seems	to	me	she	worked	hard	to	get	away
from	her	old	life.	Will	she	be	happy	coming	back	here	for	yours?”

“She	could	be.”	I	could	make	her	happy	here.

“Maybe.	But	 if	not,	what	 then?	You	 two	get	divorced	and	she	 takes	Charlie	back	 to
Montana.	Where	does	that	leave	you?”

In	the	same	place	I	was	now—two	thousand	miles	away	from	my	daughter.	“I	could
leave	New	York.”

It	wasn’t	the	first	time	the	idea	had	crossed	my	mind,	but	it	was	the	first	time	I’d	said
it	out	loud.	The	words	tasted	bitter	and	my	stomach	churned.

“Not	an	option,”	Dad	declared.	“You	can’t	abandon	your	responsibilities	to	this	family.
Before	too	long,	I’m	handing	everything	over	to	you	and	Aubrey.”

I’d	always	known	his	position	at	 the	head	of	 the	Kendrick	family	would	one	day	be
mine.	And	though	Aubrey	might	run	the	business	side	of	things,	we	all	knew	I	was	the	one
who’d	fill	Dad’s	shoes	as	leader.

I’d	 be	 the	 one	 to	 solve	 problems	or	 family	 disputes.	 I’d	 oversee	 the	 foundation.	 I’d
ensure	all	of	the	Kendricks	got	their	fair	share.	Aubrey	would	manage	the	business.	I’d	get
everything	else.

Dad	was	right.	Leaving	New	York	wasn’t	an	option.	I	couldn’t	just	quit	my	job	at	the
firm;	partners	were	owners	too.	Plus,	I	couldn’t	shirk	my	responsibilities	with	the	family.

“Is	 this	 all?	 I	 need	 to	get	 back	 to	Thea	 and	Charlie.”	The	urge	 to	 convince	Thea	 to
move	was	stronger	than	ever.	When	Dad	nodded,	I	started	for	the	door.

“Oh,	and	Logan?”	he	called,	causing	me	to	pause	and	glance	back.	“I’m	sorry	about
tonight.	Your	mother	and	I	will	do	better	tomorrow.”

“I’d	appreciate	that.”	I	turned	again	but	stopped	as	Sofia	hurried	into	the	office.

“Logan?”	Her	eyes	were	puffy	from	crying.	Her	shoulders	were	hunched	forward	and
her	eyes	downtrodden.	 It	was	 the	 innocent,	 “poor	me”	 look	 she’d	perfected	by	 thirteen.
“Did	you	really	mean	it	when	you	said	you’d	take	away	my	money?”

No.	But	I	was	still	pissed	she’d	brought	Alice	up	here	just	to	cause	drama,	so	I	wasn’t
going	to	tell	her	that	tonight.	“You	went	too	far.”

She	sniffled.	“I’m	sorry.”

“Are	 you?	You	 and	 your	 friend	 condemned	Thea	 because	 of	 her	 profession.	 Ironic,
considering	 you’ve	 never	 had	 one.	 Maybe	 if	 you	 actually	 had	 to	 get	 a	 job,	 you’d
appreciate	the	money	you	were	born	into.”

Something	 I’d	 make	 sure	 Charlie	 knew	 was	 a	 privilege,	 not	 a	 right.	 My	 daughter
would	value	the	trust	fund	I’d	set	up	for	her	weeks	ago.	Though,	I	doubted	I’d	be	the	one



to	 teach	 her	 that	 lesson.	 Thea	 would	 do	 a	 better	 job	 than	 I	 ever	 could.	 After	 all,	 she
actually	knew	what	it	was	like	to	go	without.

“You’re	serious?”	Sofia’s	jaw	dropped.	“You’d	really	cut	me	off?”

I	shrugged.	“I	guess	that	depends	on	you.	Grow	up,	Sofia.”

With	that	parting	shot,	I	left	her	standing	with	her	mouth	agape	in	the	office	and	darted
down	 the	hall.	 I	 opened	 the	back	door	 to	 the	patio,	 finally	 escaping	 the	house,	 but	was
stopped	short	when	I	spotted	Granny	sitting	on	a	rocking	bench	by	the	pool.

“I	figured	you’d	be	long	gone	by	now	to	escape	the	drama.”

She	smiled	and	patted	the	seat	next	to	her.	“I’ll	be	off	soon	enough.”

Granny	lived	just	down	the	road	in	a	house	slightly	smaller	than	ours.	As	kids,	Aubrey,
Sofia	and	I	had	spent	our	time	alternating	between	her	pool	and	our	own	each	summer.

“So,	dinner	was	interesting.”

She	laughed.	“It	always	is.”

“I’m	not	sure	what	to	do	here,	Granny.”

“What	do	I	always	tell	you	when	you’re	stuck?”

“To	sally	forth.”

Except	pushing	harder	didn’t	feel	right.	Not	this	time.	It	would	be	like	forcing	together
two	puzzle	pieces	that	had	never	been	meant	to	fit.

“I	can’t	lose	them.	I	refuse	to	lose	them.”

There	had	to	be	a	way	to	have	it	all.	Somehow,	I	had	to	find	a	way	to	keep	my	job	and
uphold	my	family	responsibilities	while	having	Thea	and	Charlie	by	my	side.

Granny	patted	my	knee	without	another	word	of	advice,	then	stood.	“Come	and	visit
me	tomorrow.	Bring	my	little	Charlie	and	Thea	along	too.”

“I	will.”	I	stood	too	to	kiss	her	cheek	and	say	good	night.

After	she	disappeared	inside,	I	jogged	down	to	the	guesthouse.	According	to	the	wall
clock	in	the	entryway,	it	was	still	early,	only	eight,	but	all	the	lights	were	off	except	one
over	the	stove	in	the	kitchen.	I	went	straight	down	the	hall	toward	the	bedrooms,	hoping
Charlie	wasn’t	already	asleep.

I	 grinned	 at	 the	 light	 glowing	 from	underneath	her	 door.	 I	 reached	 for	 the	knob	but
stopped	when	I	heard	Charlie	and	Thea	giggling.	I	leaned	in	closer,	savoring	the	sound.

“What	else	should	we	do	when	we	get	home?”	Thea	asked.

“Let’s	go	fishing	with	Uncle	Jackson.”

“Oooh.	Good	idea.	It’s	my	turn	to	catch	the	biggest	fish.”

Charlie	laughed.	“Nuh-uh.	You	caught	the	biggest	one	last	time.	It’s	my	turn.”

“Oh,	right.	Sorry.”	Thea	was	smiling.	I	heard	it	in	her	voice.	“Well,	then	I	guess	it	can
be	your	turn.	What	else?”



“Hmmm,	I	don’t	know.”

“How	about	we	do	something	special	with	Gran?	I	bet	she’s	missed	us	almost	as	much
as	we’ve	missed	her.”

“Yeah!”	Charlie	cheered.	“We	should	go	to	our	special	waterfall.”

“Definitely.	We’ll	pack	a	picnic	and	make	it	a	whole	afternoon.	Then	we	can	tell	Gran
all	about	our	trip.”

Charlie	giggled.	“I’m	going	to	tell	her	it	always	smells	like	poop.”

Ironic	that	my	daughter	would	think	New	York	smelled	bad	when	I’d	told	Nolan	the
same	thing	about	Montana.

When	she	stopped	 laughing,	 the	bed	moved	and	Charlie	yawned.	“I	can’t	wait	 to	go
home.”

“You	and	me	both,	my	love,”	Thea	whispered.	“You	and	me	both.”

The	pain	in	my	chest	was	staggering.	I	backed	away	from	the	door,	leaning	against	the
wall	and	sinking	down	 to	sit	on	 the	carpet.	This	dread	was	achingly	 familiar.	 It	was	 the
same	one	I’d	felt	when	Emmeline	had	decided	to	move,	except	this	time,	it	was	a	hundred
times	worse.

The	 woman	 I	 loved—the	 love	 of	 my	 life—was	 leaving	 me	 for	 Montana.	 She	 was
taking	my	daughter	with	her,	and	there	wasn’t	a	damn	thing	I	could	do	to	stop	it.

All	 along,	 I’d	 believed	 that	 we	 could	 make	 this	 work.	 I’d	 believed	 that	 I	 could
convince	them	to	move.	But	as	I	listened	to	Thea	and	Charlie	talk	about	going	home,	my
beliefs	slipped	into	the	night.

Because	I	knew,	deep	down,	the	right	thing	to	do	was	to	let	them	go	where	they	would
be	happiest.



	

I	closed	the	door	to	Charlie’s	room	and	almost	screamed	when	I	saw	Logan	sitting	outside
it.	My	hand	flew	to	my	pounding	heart.	“Oh	my	god,	you	scared	me.”

“Sorry.”

“What	are	you	doing?”	I	whispered.

He	shook	his	head,	staring	at	the	floor.	“Just	listening.	Is	she	asleep?”

“Yeah.	She’s	exhausted.	It’s	been	a	long	week.”	I	held	out	a	hand	to	help	him	up.

He	took	it,	standing	quickly	and	yanking	me	into	his	arms.	We	stood	there	for	a	few
minutes,	 clinging	 to	 the	other	 in	 the	dark	hallway.	Finally,	 he	broke	 away	 and	 took	my
hand,	leading	me	to	our	bedroom.	Logan	flipped	on	the	light,	then	ran	a	hand	through	his
hair	as	he	sat	on	the	end	of	the	bed.

I	crossed	the	room	and	plopped	next	to	him,	our	hunched	shoulders	touching.

“I’m	sorry,	baby.	 I	never	would	have	brought	you	here	 if	 I’d	 thought	 they’d	act	 like
that.	I	just	can’t	believe	.	.	.”	He	shook	his	head.	“I’m	so	sorry.”

“Don’t	 be	 sorry.	 It’s	 not	 your	 fault.”	 He	 might	 not	 have	 expected	 them	 to	 act	 so
suspicious,	 but	 I	 hadn’t	 been	 entirely	 surprised.	 Disappointed,	 yes.	 But	 not	 all	 that
surprised.

Logan	took	one	of	my	hands,	his	long	fingers	easily	wrapping	over	my	palm.	Then	he
turned	it	over,	studying	my	knuckles.	I	felt	his	next	words	before	they	came	out.	“Don’t
leave.”

“I	have	to,”	I	whispered.

“Why?”

I	turned	to	meet	his	pleading	gaze.	“I	need	to	go	home.	This	life	.	.	.”	I	stood	from	the
bed,	swinging	an	arm	to	indicate	the	expensive	room.	“This	life	isn’t	for	me.”

“It	could	be.”

I	took	a	deep	breath,	willing	myself	not	to	cry.	If	even	a	single	tear	fell,	I’d	never	be
able	to	finish.	And	Logan	deserved	an	explanation.

It	was	time	for	the	conversation	I’d	been	dreading	for	days.



“Your	dad	looked	into	me,	didn’t	he?”

He	nodded.	“I	didn’t	know,	but	he	 told	me	tonight.	There	are	some	things	he	found.
Things	you	should	know.”

“Did	he	find	my	mother?”

He	shook	his	head.	“No.	It’s	about	the	orphanage	and	the	director.	She—”

“Don’t	 tell	 me.”	 I	 cut	 him	 off.	 “I	 don’t	 want	 to	 know.”	 I’d	 said	 good-bye	 to	 that
chapter	of	my	life	earlier	this	week	at	the	orphanage.

“Are	you	sure?”

I	nodded.	“I	might	ask	you	one	day,	but	not	now.”

“All	right.”

“It’s	probably	easier	 that	way.”	 I	was	glad	 I	didn’t	have	 to	explain	 it	 all.	 “Now	you
know	 that	 I	 come	 from	 nothing.	All	 I	 have	 from	my	 childhood	were	 those	 photos	 you
found	and	some	old	tattered	baby	booties	that	a	nurse	made	me	while	I	was	detoxing	in	the
hospital.”

“I	don’t	care	where	you	came	from.”

“I	know.	But	can	you	understand	how	big	of	a	change	this	is?	You	have	so	much.”

“And	you	can	too.”	He	stopped	me.	“You	can	have	anything	your	heart	desires.”

“It’s	 not	 about	 the	 things,	 Logan.”	 I	 started	 pacing.	 “Or	 money.	 It’s	 about	 our
lifestyle.”

“And	I’m	telling	you	that	we	can	have	any	lifestyle	you	want.	If	you	don’t	want	to	live
in	the	penthouse,	we’ll	move.	If	you	want	to	live	where	there’s	more	space,	we	can	buy	a
home	out	here,	and	I’ll	commute	to	work.	Whatever	you	want,	we	can	have	it	here.”

“But	 that’s	 just	 it.	 I	don’t	want	here.”	 I	pointed	 to	 the	 floor.	“I	don’t	want	 to	 live	 in
New	York.”

His	forehead	furrowed.	“Why?”

“Because	 I	 hate	 it	 here.”	 My	 hands	 came	 to	 my	 heart	 as	 the	 truth	 came	 out.
“Everything	about	New	York	just	makes	me	feel	like	less.	It	makes	me	small.	It	reminds
me	of	how	powerless	I	was	back	then.	No	matter	how	hard	I	worked,	I	just	couldn’t	get
ahead.”

No	matter	how	nice	or	polite	or	happy	I	appeared,	no	one	would	ever	give	me	a	home.
Every	 young	 couple	who	 came	 into	 the	 orphanage	 left	without	 a	 backward	 glance.	Yet
each	time	someone	came	in,	I’d	been	foolish	enough	to	hope	that	they’d	pick	me.

Years	of	shattered	hopes	had	finally	crushed	my	spirit.	If	Hazel	hadn’t	come	along,	I
doubted	I’d	have	even	a	shred	of	it	left.

Logan	 reached	 for	me	but	 I	kept	pacing.	 “It	doesn’t	have	 to	be	 like	 that	 ever	again,
Thea.	You	don’t	ever	have	to	work.	You	can	do	your	artwork	here.	We’ll	get	your	pieces
into	a	gallery.	You	don’t	have	to	mix	a	drink	ever	again	or	pour	another	beer.”



“No.”	The	burn	in	my	throat	was	choking	me,	but	I	swallowed	it	down.	“It’s	not	about
my	job.	And	I	don’t	want	to	be	in	galleries.	I	don’t	want	art	to	be	my	job.	I	do	it	for	me,
and	that’s	it.	It’s	about	living	a	life	I	created.	One	that	I’m	proud	of.”

“And	you	couldn’t	be	proud	to	live	with	me	here?”	The	pain	in	his	voice	gutted	me.

“I’m	always	proud	to	be	with	you.”	I	walked	to	the	bed	and	put	my	hands	on	his	face,
making	him	 look	me	 in	 the	 eye	 so	 he	knew	how	 true	 that	was.	 “Always.	But	 this	 isn’t
about	you.	It’s	about	me.”

I	let	him	go	and	sat	back	down	by	his	side,	this	time	taking	his	hand	in	both	of	mine.

“I	 have	 three	 thousand,	 seventy-four	 dollars	 and	 fifty-one	 cents	 in	 my	 checking
account.”	I’d	memorized	the	number	this	morning,	just	like	I	did	every	day.	“Every	penny
came	from	mixing	drinks	and	pouring	beer.	Running	the	Lark	Cove	Bar	isn’t	just	my	job.
It’s	my	passion.”

His	eyebrows	came	together.	“Your	passion?”

“My	passion.”	I	nodded.	“When	I	left	the	city,	I	had	nothing.	Not	in	the	literal	sense,
though	I	didn’t	have	much,	but	I	had	nothing	in	here.”	I	placed	his	hand	on	my	heart.	“No
confidence.	No	strength.	I	was	so	lonely	and	broken	and	tired.	The	only	thing	keeping	me
going	was	Charlie.	Knowing	 that	she	was	growing	 inside	of	me	and	needed	me	 to	keep
pushing.”

His	face	softened	and	he	placed	his	free	hand	on	top	of	mine.

“She	saved	me,	in	so	many	ways.	She	gave	me	this	ambition	and	this	drive	to	give	her
everything	in	my	power.	She	made	me	fearless.	Because	of	her,	I	built	us	a	life	that	I’m
proud	of	and	it	all	started	at	the	bar.”

When	 I’d	 gotten	 to	Montana,	 I	 think	Hazel	 had	 taken	 one	 look	 at	me	 and	 known	 I
needed	a	project.	I’d	always	been	a	hard	worker,	at	school	or	at	whatever	job	I’d	been	in.
But	I’d	had	no	ownership	in	them.	Hazel	had	handed	over	the	keys	to	the	bar	and	led	me
to	the	office.	She’d	stood	in	the	doorway,	pointed	to	a	desk	buried	in	papers	and	said	fix	it.

Three	 days	 after	 that,	 I’d	 come	 home	 to	 find	 her	 cleaning	 out	 the	 garden	 shed	 so	 I
could	 have	 it	 for	 my	 art.	 She’d	 given	 me	 a	 proper	 place	 to	 create	 instead	 of	 the
orphanage’s	kitchen	table	where	she’d	watched	me	draw	so	many	years	before.

I	leaned	into	Logan,	who	was	waiting	patiently	for	me	to	continue.	“That	place	means
a	lot	to	me.	I’ve	taken	it	from	barely	paying	expenses	to	making	money	for	me,	Jackson
and	Hazel.	I	didn’t	have	a	fancy	education.	Charlie	learned	things	in	kindergarten	last	year
that	 I	 didn’t	 learn	until	 third	or	 fourth	grade.	But	 I	worked	my	ass	off,	 researching	 and
experimenting	and	running	that	business.	I’m	proud	of	what	it’s	become.”

“You	should	be.”	He	kissed	my	forehead,	his	praise	making	it	even	harder	not	to	cry.
“If	you	want	to	run	a	business	here,	we	can	make	that	happen.	I’ll	buy—”

“No,	Logan.”	I	stopped	him.	“Not	here.	I	know	I’m	not	doing	a	good	job	of	explaining
it,	but	I	feel	different	here.	Like	the	past	is	weighing	me	down.	All	those	self-doubts	and
insecurities	have	come	back.”

“It	won’t	always	be	like	that.	Give	it	time,”	he	pleaded.



“Maybe.	Maybe	 this	all	 seems	silly	and	after	a	year	or	 two	here,	 it	wouldn’t	be	 like
that	anymore.	But	it’s	more	than	just	bad	memories.	If	we	left,	I’d	have	to	say	good-bye	to
Hazel	and	Jackson,	and	I	honestly	don’t	think	I	can.	They’re	my	family.	I	worked	.	.	.”	I
choked	back	more	tears.	“I	worked	so	hard	to	find	a	family,	Logan.	I	don’t	want	to	give
them	up.”

I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 be	 thousands	 of	 miles	 away	 if	 Hazel’s	 health	 started	 to	 fail	 or	 if
Jackson	finally	found	love.

“I’m	worried	that	if	I	stay	and	I’m	unhappy,	I’ll	start	to	resent	you.”	I	held	tighter	to
his	hand.	“And	so	would	Charlie.”

He	hung	his	head.	“She’s	miserable,	isn’t	she?”

“She	 loves	 you.	 I	 think	 she’d	 put	 herself	 through	 all	 the	 dresses	 and	 uncomfortable
shoes	in	the	world	if	you	asked	her	to.	But	.	.	.”

“But	I	won’t,”	he	whispered.

And	 that	was	why	 I	 loved	 him	 completely.	His	 love	 for	 our	 daughter.	He’d	 known
Charlie	for	weeks	and	already	put	her	happiness	first.

I’d	do	the	same.	If	I	truly	thought	she’d	be	happier	here	than	in	Montana,	we’d	stay.
I’d	sacrifice	my	home	and	job	and	family	so	she	could	be	with	her	dad.	But	I	knew	deep	in
my	soul	that	my	girl	needed	open	space	and	big	skies.

“She’s	all	that	matters.”

He	brought	a	hand	up	to	my	cheek.	“Not	all.”

A	tear	fell	onto	his	thumb.	“I	wish—”

“I	know.”	His	eyes	were	still	full	of	pain,	but	there	was	understanding	too.	“Me	too.”

Logan	blew	out	a	deep	breath	and	stood	from	the	bed.	“I	don’t	know	what	to	do.”

I	 shrugged.	 “There’s	 nothing	 to	 do.	 We	 move	 forward.	 We	 make	 Charlie’s	 life	 as
happy	as	it	can	be.”

“And	what	about	us?”

I	 looked	at	my	 lap	and	 let	a	 few	more	 tears	 fall	onto	my	dress.	“I	 think	 it	would	be
better	to	end	it	now.	Before	it	gets	even	harder.”

“Even	harder?”	He	scoffed.	“Thea,	I	am	in	love	with	you.	I	have	a	ring	in	my	suitcase
that	I’d	hoped	to	give	you	tonight.	How	could	it	get	any	harder?”

My	shoulders	began	to	shake.	“I	love	you	too.”

“Just	not	enough	to	stay.”

My	entire	body	flinched.	The	pain	burned	hot	for	a	moment	until	anger	took	its	place.
“You	could	move.	Why	are	we	the	ones	who	have	to	make	the	huge	life	change?”

He	shook	his	head.	“I	can’t.	My	career	is	in	New	York.	My	family	too.	You’re	not	the
only	one	who’s	proud	of	what	they’ve	accomplished	and	doesn’t	want	to	give	it	up.”

“Okay.	Then	we’re	back	to	where	we	were.”	I	swiped	my	eyes	dry.	“The	impossible.”



He	stopped	pacing,	his	balled	fists	relaxing.	“I	don’t	want	to	fight.”

“Me	neither.”

I	didn’t	want	us	to	end	on	bad	terms.	We	had	years	ahead	of	us	as	Charlie’s	parents,
and	they’d	be	easier	if	we	could	end	this	amicably.	We	had	to	find	a	way	to	move	past	the
pain	and	just	focus	on	raising	a	happy	child.

Logan	crossed	the	room	to	take	my	hands	and	pull	me	to	my	feet.	Then	he	wrapped
me	in	his	arms,	breathing	in	my	hair.	“I	don’t	want	to	let	you	go.	Being	with	you.	Having
Charlie.	It’s	the	happiest	I’ve	ever	been.	But	my	family.	My	career.	I	can’t—”

“It’s	okay.”	I	relaxed	into	his	chest.	“I	understand.”

And	 I	 did.	 I	 didn’t	 blame	 him	 for	 needing	 to	 stay.	But	we’d	 hit	 a	 dead	 end	 on	 our
conversation	and	there	wasn’t	anything	more	to	say.

I	leaned	back,	standing	on	my	tiptoes	to	press	my	lips	against	his.

He	returned	my	kiss	without	hesitation,	taking	charge	like	he	always	did.

I	melted	into	him	completely,	telling	him	through	my	touches	how	desperate	I	was	for
things	to	be	different.

We	stripped	each	other	bare	and	fell	into	a	tangled	mess	of	limbs	under	the	bed	sheets.
Neither	of	us	wanted	to	break	away	to	turn	off	the	lights.	Logan	made	love	to	me	with	his
weight	bearing	down	hard,	like	he	wanted	to	keep	me	pinned	to	this	place.	He	moved	over
me	with	a	ferocity	I’d	never	seen	before.	The	despair	 in	his	eyes	never	really	gone,	 just
masked	by	heat.

And	 through	 it	 all,	 I	 held	 him	 tight,	 whispering	 the	 three	 words	 I’d	 never	 say	 to
another	man,	memorizing	the	way	he	said	them	in	return.	I	love	you	didn’t	scare	me	now.

It	was	just	.	.	.	the	perfect	end.

“Hello.”

I	looked	up	from	my	lounge	chair	as	Thomas	and	Lillian	came	out	to	the	patio.	“Hi.”

Charlie	 and	 Logan	 were	 swimming	 in	 the	 pool,	 enjoying	 the	 cool	 water	 on	 a	 hot
afternoon.	 The	 overcast	 skies	 and	 cool	 breeze	 from	 yesterday	 had	 disappeared,	 so	 this
morning,	Logan	and	I	had	decided	to	let	Charlie	just	play.	We	wanted	to	give	her	a	fun	last
day	with	her	dad	because	he	wasn’t	sure	when	he’d	be	able	to	get	to	Montana	next.

So	we’d	camped	out	by	the	pool	this	afternoon	to	soak	up	the	sun.

“May	we	join	you?”	Thomas	asked.

“Of	course.”	I	sat	up	and	swiped	Charlie’s	clothes	off	the	chair	next	to	me.	Then	I	did
a	quick	check	to	make	sure	my	bikini	top	hadn’t	slipped	down.

Lillian	sat	in	the	lounge	chair	next	to	me,	while	Thomas	pulled	up	a	regular	seat	from
a	table	under	an	umbrella	behind	us.

I	looked	down	the	pool	for	some	rescue,	but	Logan	was	too	busy	watching	Charlie	to



notice	his	parents	had	come	out.	Instead,	he	was	treading	water	while	she	stood	at	the	end
of	the	diving	board,	psyching	herself	up	to	jump.

“We	owe	you	an	apology,”	Thomas	said,	his	eyes	fixed	on	my	daughter.	“Our	behavior
last	night	was	 intolerable.	On	behalf	of	 the	entire	 family,	 I’d	 like	 to	assure	you	 it	won’t
happen	again.”

I	 blinked	 a	 couple	 of	 times,	 glad	 they	 couldn’t	 see	 my	 shocked	 eyes	 behind	 my
sunglasses.	 “I,	 um,	 thank	 you?”	 When	 my	 ears	 registered	 that	 it	 had	 come	 out	 as	 a
question,	I	cleared	my	throat	and	tried	again.	“Thank	you.”

“We’d	like	to	get	to	know	Charlo—”	Lillian	caught	herself,	swallowing.	“Charlie.”

“I’m	sure	she’d	like	that.”	It	was	a	lie,	but	if	these	people	were	trying,	then	so	could	I.

There’d	come	a	 time	when	Charlie	would	come	out	here	 to	visit	Logan	without	me.
Any	bond	she	made	with	her	grandparents	while	I	was	here	would	make	those	future	trips
easier.

“Have	you	all	eaten	lunch?”	Lillian	asked.

I	nodded.	“We	went	down	to	visit	Joan	this	morning	and	she	invited	us	to	stay.”

After	a	 few	hours	with	Logan’s	granny,	 I	 loved	her	even	more	 than	I	had	 last	night.
Joan	had	showered	Charlie	with	affection,	constantly	hugging	or	kissing	her	cheek.

“Well,	if	Mom	got	to	enjoy	your	company	at	lunch,	we	get	dinner,”	Thomas	declared.
“Is	there	something	you	and	Charlie	would	prefer?	Our	chef	can	make	just	about	anything.
Or	we	can	get	takeout.”

“We’re	 pretty	 easy	 to	 please.	 Charlie	 loves	 your	 typical	 kid	 food.	 Macaroni	 and
cheese.	Pizza.	Corn	dogs.”

“Corn	dogs!”	Thomas	clapped	once.	“I	haven’t	had	a	corn	dog	in	ages.	Let’s	have	him
make	those	and	more	of	those	fries.	She	seemed	to	like	them	last	night.”

I	smiled,	glad	he’d	noticed.	“She’ll	love	it.”

“Look,”	Lillian	gasped,	sitting	up	straighter	in	her	chair.

My	eyes	tracked	hers	 to	where	Charlie	was	plugging	her	nose	and	Logan	counted	to
three.	She	screwed	her	eyes	shut	and	pushed	off	 the	board,	 splashing	water	all	over	her
dad	as	she	disappeared	under	the	water.

Logan	was	right	there	as	she	came	up	for	air,	holding	her	to	his	side	while	she	wiped
the	water	from	her	smiling	face.

The	patio	broke	out	in	cheers	as	we	all	stood	to	clap	for	Charlie.	She	looked	at	us,	then
ducked	her	head	into	Logan’s	neck	at	the	sight	of	Thomas	and	Lillian.

Logan	 just	 glared,	 swimming	 for	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 pool.	He	 hoisted	Charlie	 out	 first,
then	 himself.	 The	 water	 glistened	 as	 it	 slid	 down	 his	 sculpted	 chest	 and	 abs	 in	 steady
streams.	A	shiver	rolled	down	my	shoulders	and	I	shut	my	eyes,	committing	that	image	to
memory.	It	was	one	I’d	use	to	keep	me	company	on	the	lonely	nights.	I’d	probably	draw	it
in	a	sketchbook	as	soon	as	I	got	home.



With	Charlie	trailing	behind	him,	Logan	strode	down	the	pool	to	our	chairs.	He	swiped
a	towel	off	another	lounger,	handing	it	to	Charlie,	before	getting	one	for	himself.

“Mom.	Dad.”	He	nodded	to	his	parents,	then	looked	at	me	from	underneath	his	towel,
giving	me	the	Are	you	okay?	look.

I	smiled.	All	good.

“We	were	 just	 deciding	 on	 dinner	 plans,”	 Thomas	 said.	 “Charlie,	 do	 you	 like	 corn
dogs?	I	was	hoping	we	could	have	them	for	dinner.	Is	that	okay	with	you?”

She	nodded,	sliding	closer	to	Logan’s	leg.

“Hi,	guys!”	Aubrey	came	out	onto	the	patio,	her	face	split	into	a	wide	smile	aimed	at
my	daughter.	“Charlie,	want	to	swim	with	me?”

Logan	looked	down,	giving	her	a	grin.	“Aunt	Aubrey	is	scared	of	the	diving	board.”

Aubrey	rolled	her	eyes.	“I’m	not	scared.	I	just	don’t	like	water	going	up	my	nose.”

“You	should	plug	your	nose.”	Charlie	pinched	her	nostrils	together.	“This	is	how	my
daddy	taught	me.”

“Hmm.”	Aubrey	tapped	her	chin,	pretending	like	she’d	never	heard	of	the	idea	before.
“Maybe	you	could	show	me?”

Charlie	smiled,	tossing	her	towel	on	the	deck	and	wasting	no	time	scurrying	her	little
butt	back	to	the	diving	board.

Aubrey	smiled	and	followed	close	behind	just	as	Logan’s	phone	rang	on	a	table.

“I’ll	be	right	there,”	he	called	to	their	backs,	then	took	the	call.

Thomas	stood	from	his	seat.	“I	haven’t	been	swimming	in	ages.	I	think	I’ll	change	and
join	them.”

“And	 I’d	better	 let	 the	kitchen	know	our	 dinner	 choice.”	Lillian	gave	me	 a	 genuine
smile	as	she	stood	and	followed	Thomas	into	the	house.

I	let	out	a	deep	breath,	relieved	at	how	painless	that	had	been.	With	Sofia	having	left
for	 the	city	already,	 it	might	actually	be	an	enjoyable	Sunday	afternoon.	And	 I	couldn’t
help	but	feel	excited	for	Charlie	that	she	might	actually	get	to	know	her	extended	family.

Her	shyness	was	gone	with	Aubrey—and	the	diving	board—as	she	catapulted	herself
into	 the	water.	One	by	one,	Charlie	would	warm	 to	 these	people	and	pull	 them	 into	her
circle.	 If	 they	 were	 anything	 like	 Logan,	 which	 I	 suspected	 they	 were	 even	 with	 last
night’s	events,	she’d	have	more	than	just	me	and	Hazel	and	Jackson	in	her	family.

“That	was	Sean.”	Logan	sat	by	my	feet,	blocking	my	view	of	Charlie	and	Aubrey.	“He
tried	 to	 track	down	 the	owner	of	 that	 email	 account	but	 is	having	 trouble,	which	 is	 just
pissing	him	off.	Sean	thinks	the	guy	is	a	hacker	too	and	is	blocking	him.”

I	frowned.	“This	is	not	a	big	deal,	Logan.	Let	it	go.	It’s	just	some	guy	being	a	jerk.	The
emails	will	stop.”

“I’m	not	willing	to	take	that	chance.”



We	 went	 into	 one	 of	 our	 stare-downs,	 but	 I	 finally	 gave	 in.	 Even	 behind	 my
sunglasses,	he	was	winning.	“Fine.	If	you	want	to	waste	Sean’s	time,	that’s	your	choice.
But	I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	it.	Not	today.”

Today,	I	just	wanted	him	to	be	close.	To	have	this	last	day	together	before	everything
changed	tomorrow.

“Okay.	Not	today.”	The	tension	in	his	face	disappeared	and	he	scooted	closer.	His	hand
skirted	up	my	knee	to	my	thigh	and	he	leaned	down,	giving	me	a	gentle	kiss.

I	relaxed	into	him,	leaning	my	forehead	on	his	shoulder.

We	held	one	another	without	another	word	until	he	wrapped	his	arms	tight	around	my
hips.

“Logan,	that’s	too	ti—”

I	couldn’t	get	the	words	out.	One	second	I	was	sitting,	the	next	Logan	had	scooped	me
off	the	chair	and	was	hurling	us	both	toward	the	pool.	I	screamed	as	we	crashed	into	the
water,	laughing	as	I	came	up	for	air.

“You’ll	pay	for	that.”	I	splashed	Logan’s	smug	grin.

“Oh,	yeah?	What	are	you	going	to	do	about	it?”

I	smiled,	just	as	Aubrey	and	Charlie	came	up	from	behind	him	and	dunked	his	head	in
the	water.

And	that	was	how	we	spent	our	last	day.

Playing	with	our	daughter.	Getting	to	know	his	family.	Eating	corn	dogs.	And	saying
good-bye	with	every	gentle	touch	and	chaste	kiss.

We	spent	the	day	savoring	every	moment.	A	calm	understanding	had	cleared	the	worry
between	us	and	given	us	the	liberty	to	just	.	.	.	be.

As	heartbreaking	as	it	would	be	to	say	good-bye	tomorrow,	we	both	knew	it	was	the
right	decision.	The	 fairy	 tale	was	over.	The	glass	 slipper	was	coming	off.	Charlie	 and	 I
needed	to	go	home.

Where	we	belonged.



	

The	day	 I	drove	Thea	and	Charlie	 to	 the	 airport	was	 the	worst	day	of	my	 life,	without
question.	We	rode	in	solemn	silence	back	to	the	city.	Charlie’s	sad	eyes	often	found	mine
in	 the	rearview	mirror.	Thea	held	 tight	 to	my	hand	as	I	drove,	keeping	us	connected	for
just	a	bit	longer.

The	entire	time,	I	contemplated	my	options.	I	wanted	to	tell	Thea	I’d	find	a	way	for	us
to	be	together,	but	I	couldn’t	make	that	kind	of	promise,	not	if	I	couldn’t	keep	it.

So	when	we	pulled	up	to	 the	hangar,	 I	 took	a	 long	breath	and	prepared	for	an	awful
good-bye.

I	got	out	first,	waving	to	the	pilots	and	crew	as	they	approached	from	the	base	of	the
jet’s	stairs.	They	came	over	and	took	the	luggage,	then	backed	away	as	Charlie	and	Thea
climbed	out	of	the	SUV.

“We’re	ready	anytime,	sir.”	The	pilot	smiled	to	Thea.	“Just	come	on	up	when	you’re
ready	and	we’ll	be	off.”

“Thank	you.”	She	nodded	at	him,	then	let	go	of	Charlie’s	hand,	motioning	her	to	my
side.

I	 dropped	 to	 a	 knee,	 tipping	 up	 Charlie’s	 chin	 with	 my	 finger.	 “I’ll	 see	 you	 soon,
peanut.”

“Okay,	Daddy,”	she	told	her	feet.

My	heart	broke	as	the	tears	welled	in	her	eyes.	I	yanked	her	forward,	pulling	her	to	my
chest	and	hugged	her	tight.	“I	love	you,”	I	whispered	into	her	hair.

“I	love	you	too.”	Her	small	frame	shook	as	she	cried	into	my	shoulder.

I	breathed	through	the	crushing	ache	in	my	chest,	getting	my	emotions	under	control.
But	when	I	looked	up	to	see	Thea	swiping	tears	off	her	cheeks,	a	whole	new	wave	of	pain
hit	my	center.

The	 idea	 floating	 in	my	 head	 had	 to	work.	 It	 has	 to.	Seeing	 these	 two	 in	 tears	was
more	than	I	could	bear.

I	stood,	picking	Charlie	up	off	the	ground,	and	took	Thea’s	hand,	tugging	her	into	my
side.	The	three	of	us	held	tight	to	our	small	huddle.	None	of	us	were	in	a	hurry	to	break



apart,	but	when	I	saw	one	of	the	crew	checking	their	watch,	I	knew	my	time	was	up.

“Call	me	when	you	get	home.”

Thea	nodded,	sniffling	as	she	stood	back.	“We	will.”	Thea	rubbed	our	daughter’s	back
and	I	set	her	down.	“Okay,	Charlie.	Time	to	go.”

They	linked	hands	and	took	a	step	away.

“Wait.”	I	stepped	forward,	taking	Thea’s	face	in	my	hands.	“I	love	you.”

Her	eyes	filled	with	new	tears.	“I	love	you	too.”

Thea’s	explanation	for	leaving	hadn’t	been	easy	to	hear.	I’d	lain	awake	with	her	draped
over	my	side	for	two	nights	now,	replaying	her	words.	And	after	all	those	hours	of	sorting
it	out	and	putting	myself	in	her	place,	I	came	to	a	conclusion.

She	loved	me.

But	she	also	needed	to	love	herself.

If	New	York	made	her	feel	like	less,	then	I	wouldn’t	ask	her	to	stay.	If	she	needed	to	be
with	her	family,	I	had	to	let	her	go.

She	loved	me	enough	to	be	honest.	I	loved	her	enough	to	want	her	to	have	it	all.

I	 pressed	my	 lips	 to	 hers	 in	 a	 hard	 kiss.	 “I	 promise	 to	 see	 you	 soon,”	 I	 whispered
against	her	lips.

She	nodded.	“You	know	where	we’ll	be.”

At	home.

I	 let	 her	go,	watching	as	 she	 led	Charlie	 to	 the	plane.	My	daughter	 looked	over	her
shoulder,	giving	me	a	tiny	wave	as	she	climbed	the	stairs.	Thea	never	looked	back.

She	still	didn’t	believe	in	promises.

But	she	would.

It	took	me	two	weeks	to	unravel	my	life.

Two	weeks,	and	I	was	no	 longer	a	partner	at	Stone,	Richards	and	Abergel.	 I	was	no
longer	the	Kendrick	prince,	preparing	to	be	king.	And	soon,	I’d	no	longer	be	the	chairman
of	the	foundation’s	board	of	directors.

“How	did	brunch	go?”	Nolan	asked,	leaning	back	in	his	chair	as	I	came	into	his	office.

I	collapsed	in	a	leather	club	chair	across	from	his	desk,	loosening	the	knot	in	my	tie.
“About	as	well	as	I	expected.	Dad	thinks	I’m	fucking	up	my	life	and	Mom	can’t	fathom
why	Thea	doesn’t	just	move	here.”

“They’ll	come	around.	Give	them	a	couple	more	grandkids.	Buy	them	a	lake	house	in
Lark	Cove.	Once	they	spend	some	time	there,	they’ll	understand.	Besides,	it’s	not	like	you
can’t	manage	the	Kendrick	fortune	from	Montana.”

I	shrugged.	“We’ll	see.”



My	parents	 thought	abandoning	 the	career	I’d	worked	so	hard	 to	build	was	reckless.
They’d	been	disappointed	in	my	decision	to	move,	especially	Dad.

He	wasn’t	concerned	about	me	managing	logistics	for	the	family	from	Lark	Cove.	He
knew	 location	 didn’t	matter	when	 it	 came	 to	 handling	 finances,	 taking	 phone	 calls	 and
returning	 emails.	Dad	was	 convinced	 that	 I’d	 never	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 leader	 if	 I	was	 living
thousands	of	miles	away.	He	had	a	point.

So	I’d	handed	over	my	crown.

Aubrey	could	take	his	place	because	I	wasn’t	changing	my	mind.	Two	weeks	without
Thea	and	Charlie	and	I	was	coming	out	of	my	skin.

“Any	word	from	the	firm?”	Nolan	asked.

“No.	I	don’t	expect	to	hear	from	them	again.”

The	day	I’d	dropped	off	Thea	and	Charlie	at	the	airport,	I’d	called	for	an	impromptu
meeting	with	the	senior	partners	at	the	firm.	I’d	gotten	lucky	that	it	had	been	on	a	Monday
and	 none	 of	 them	 had	 been	 out	 golfing.	 Though	 I’m	 pretty	 sure	 all	 three	 of	 them	 had
wanted	to	take	a	club	to	my	head	after	the	first	five	minutes	of	the	meeting.

“Are	they	still	pissed?”

I	shrugged.	“I	think	they’re	chagrinned	that	I	outsmarted	them.	But	they	got	the	better
end	of	the	deal,	so	they’ll	get	over	it	as	soon	as	they	cash	a	few	Kendrick	checks.”

Nolan	grinned.	 “Remind	me	 to	 have	 you	 review	 any	 and	 all	 contracts	 before	 I	 sign
them.”

“You	got	it.”

When	 I’d	 bought	 into	 the	 firm	 as	 a	 partner,	 I’d	 signed	 their	 standard	 partnership
contract.	It	was	fairly	boilerplate,	outlining	the	responsibilities	of	the	partnership	and	the
consequences	if	expectations	weren’t	met.	It	also	included	a	nepotism	clause,	stating	that
no	partner	 could	be	 in	 a	 relationship	with	other	 employees.	 Immediate	 family	members
were	allowed	to	work	at	the	firm,	but	not	in	the	chain	of	command	with	the	related	partner.

All	standard.

Including	the	clause	where	a	partner’s	spouse	and	family	members	were	not	allowed	to
be	clients	of	the	firm.

That	had	been	my	loophole.

When	I’d	been	offered	a	partnership,	Kendrick	Enterprises	had	been	with	another	firm
across	town	and	it	was	well	known	that	Dad	was	loyal	to	them.	Since	there	was	no	shot	at
winning	the	Kendrick	business,	the	senior	partners	had	taken	the	next	best	thing:	me.	I’d
become	their	star,	bringing	in	clients	they	wouldn’t	have	earned	without	my	last	name.

So	my	proposal	 to	Stone,	Richards	and	Abergel	was	simple:	 they	buy	me	out	of	my
partnership	and	I	bring	them	the	Kendricks.	Aubrey	had	been	more	than	willing	to	shuck
their	 existing	 firm,	 which	 was	 full	 of	 lawyers	 who	 continually	 double-checked	 her
directives	with	my	father.	It	was	in	her	authority	to	change	firms,	and	after	I’d	asked	her	to
consider	it,	she’d	agreed	immediately.



I	was	letting	her	deal	with	Dad’s	reaction	to	the	change.

The	 senior	 partners	 had	 put	 on	 a	 good	 show,	 hemming	 and	 hawing	 for	 at	 least	 five
minutes	 before	 agreeing.	They’d	 even	 held	 back	 their	 excitement	 until	 after	 I’d	 left	 the
conference	room.

I’d	 spent	 two	weeks	on	 the	phone	and	 in	meetings,	notifying	clients	 and	getting	 the
other	partners	up	 to	speed	on	my	former	portfolio.	Finally,	yesterday,	 I’d	packed	up	my
office	and	handed	in	my	keys.

“What	do	you	have	left	to	do?”	Nolan	asked.

“Not	much.	Sean	has	my	personal	belongings	all	packed	up	and	ready	for	shipment	to
Lark	Cove.	Most	 everything	 else	 is	 staying	 since	 I’m	keeping	 the	penthouse.	Now	all	 I
have	left	to	do	is	step	down	as	chair	and	I’m	free.”

“I	think	this	is	a	mistake.”	Nolan	frowned.	“You	can	do	this	job	from	Montana.”

I	chuckled.	“If	I	didn’t	know	better,	I’d	say	you	were	going	to	miss	me.”

“You’re	trained.	If	you	leave,	I’ll	have	to	break	in	someone	new.”

“I’ll	miss	you	too.”

“Listen,	I’ve	been	thinking	about	this	and	I	have	an	idea.	Let	me	bring	Piper	in	so	we
can	pitch	it.”	He	picked	up	the	phone,	dialing	her	extension.	Not	thirty	seconds	later,	she
waltzed	into	the	office	and	took	the	chair	at	my	side.

She	looked	me	up	and	down.	“You	look	like	hell.”

“Thanks,”	I	muttered,	knowing	she	was	just	saying	it	out	of	concern.	The	circles	under
my	eyes	were	darker	 than	any	I’d	sported	during	 law	school,	but	 I	hadn’t	slept	much	in
two	weeks.	Without	Thea	in	my	bed,	I’d	been	restless.

“Okay,	 so	 we’ve	 got	 an	 idea.”	 Nolan	 leaned	 his	 forearms	 on	 his	 desk,	 nodding	 to
Piper.

“I’ve	been	playing	with	the	org	chart	and	job	descriptions.”	She	handed	me	a	piece	of
paper,	showing	me	the	current	structure	of	the	foundation.

The	circle	at	the	top	was	me,	the	chairman	of	the	board.	Below	that,	a	row	of	the	other
board	members.	Beneath	them	was	Nolan,	followed	by	a	row	of	vice	presidents.	Next	to
each	bubble	was	a	brief	description	of	job	responsibilities.

It	was	the	same	as	it	had	been	for	decades.

“Now	look	at	this.”	She	handed	me	a	new	sheet.

The	structure	of	 the	circles	was	 the	same	except	one	vice	president	bubble	had	been
removed	and	its	job	duties	placed	with	me.	With	this	new	structure,	I’d	be	taking	over	the
team	responsible	for	sorting	through	donation	proposals.

My	eyes	snapped	to	Nolan	and	his	smug	grin.	“What	about	Mike?”	He	was	the	current
vice	president	in	the	role	they	were	proposing	to	eliminate	and	had	worked	with	us	for	a
decade.

“He	wants	to	retire.	He	talked	about	waiting	a	year,	but	I	already	spoke	with	him	and



he’s	on	board	with	leaving	early.	We’ll	cut	him	a	check	and	he’ll	move	to	Florida	a	year
earlier	than	expected.”

“But	what	about	everything	else?	The	events.	The	trips.	I	can’t	be	here	to	split	 them
with	you.”

“I’ve	got	them	covered.	With	you	weeding	through	proposals,	it	will	take	less	time	for
me	 to	 review	 them.	Mike	does	a	great	 job,	but	 I	 still	 spend	a	 lot	of	 time	going	 through
everything,	mostly	so	I	can	get	you	up	to	speed.	I	won’t	have	to	do	that	anymore.	We	can
either	ask	other	board	members	to	become	more	active,	or	we	can	cut	down	on	some	of
the	events.	Worst-case	scenario,	I	go	to	them	all.”

I	sighed.	“That’s	going	 to	cut	 into	your	 time	with	your	 family.	 I	can’t	ask	you	 to	do
that.”

“Not	necessarily.	If	I’m	hitting	more	events	at	night,	then	I’m	going	to	cut	back	at	the
office.	Spend	more	 time	at	home	 in	 the	mornings.	 I	can	 take	Tyler	 to	school,	hang	with
Kayla	 until	 lunch,	 then	 come	 in	 for	 the	 afternoons	 and	 attend	 the	 functions	when	 they
happen	in	the	evenings.	All	of	that’s	possible	if	you	take	over	Mike’s	job.”

“Kayla	would	be	okay	with	that?”

He	nodded.	“She’s	one	hundred	percent	on	board.”

God,	 this	 would	 be	 amazing.	 More	 than	 quitting	 my	 career,	 one	 that	 I’d	 poured
thousands	of	hours	into	building,	I	hated	losing	my	place	at	the	foundation.

It	was	my	passion.	It	was	my	connection	to	my	family.	And	more	so,	I	could	do	this
job	and	be	home	every	night	for	dinner.	I’d	never	miss	a	soccer	practice	or	game.	I’d	have
the	chance	to	make	up	for	the	time	I’d	already	lost	with	Charlie.

The	last	two	weeks	had	taught	me	a	lot.	My	eighty-hour	workweeks	were	over.	I	was
trading	up	for	Thea	and	Charlie.

But	if	I	could	keep	this	tie	to	the	foundation,	to	my	family’s	legacy,	then	maybe	I	could
have	my	cake	and	eat	it	too.

“I	 love	 it,”	 I	 told	 Nolan	 and	 Piper.	 “But	 I	 just	 don’t	 see	 the	 board	 approving	 the
change.”

The	chairman	of	the	board	had	always	been	a	Kendrick,	picked	purposefully	to	be	the
face	of	the	family.	Before	me,	it	was	my	uncle.	When	he’d	been	ready	to	retire,	I’d	taken
over.	I	didn’t	see	how	the	board	would	want	it	any	other	way.

“It’s	worth	 asking,”	 Piper	 said.	 “If	 they	 say	 no,	 then	 you	 can	 step	 down	 like	 you’d
planned.”

“True.”	My	original	 plan	had	been	 to	move	 and	 settle	 in	 to	Lark	Cove.	When	 I	 got
bored,	I’d	find	a	low-stress	job.	If	this	didn’t	work	out,	I	could	always	fall	back	on	Plan	A.

But	damn,	I	wanted	Plan	B.

“The	meeting	with	the	board	doesn’t	start	until	ten.”	Nolan	checked	the	clock	on	the
wall.	 “We’ve	 got	 thirty	 minutes.	 Let’s	 prep	 to	 pitch	 this,	 instead	 of	 the	 list	 of
recommended	chair	candidates	we	came	up	with	last	week.”



I	grinned	at	them	both.	“It’s	worth	a	shot.”

Two	hours	later,	the	three	of	us	were	back	in	Nolan’s	office,	celebrating.

The	board	had	agreed	to	try	this	new	structure	temporarily	and	see	if	it	worked.	They
weren’t	 crazy	about	 the	CEO	not	being	 in	 the	office	 from	nine	 to	 five,	or	 the	chairman
living	 in	Montana,	but	we’d	 somehow	managed	 to	 convince	 them	 that	 there	were	more
benefits	than	costs	on	this	one.

“I	knew	they’d	go	for	 it!”	Piper	hadn’t	stopped	smiling	since	 the	board	meeting	had
adjourned.	 “And	 I	 bet	 it	 will	 be	 less	 than	 two	 months	 and	 they’ll	 vote	 to	 make	 this
permanent.”

I	chuckled.	“You	realize	this	means	you’re	going	to	have	to	deal	with	me	a	lot	more
frequently	now.”

“I’ll	 adjust.”	 She	winked.	 “Besides,	 this	means	 I	 get	 to	 take	 regular	 ‘work	 trips’	 to
Montana.	Didn’t	you	say	you	bought	a	boat?”

Nolan	laughed.	“We’re	just	pawns,	Logan.	Little	pieces	on	her	chessboard.”

Piper	gave	us	both	a	diabolical	smile.

“What’s	Thea	going	to	think	about	all	this?”	Nolan	asked.

I	ran	a	hand	through	my	hair	and	sighed.	“I	haven’t	told	her	anything	yet.”

“What!”	 Piper	 shrieked	 as	 she	 punched	me	 in	 the	 arm.	 “You	 haven’t	 told	 her	what
you’re	doing?	Oh	my	god,	why	not?	What	is	wrong	with	you?”

“Ouch.”	I	rubbed	my	bicep.	“I	didn’t	want	to	get	her	hopes	up	if	something	came	up.
There	was	no	guarantee	the	firm	would	let	me	out	of	my	partnership.	And	I	wasn’t	going
to	make	 her	 a	 promise	 that	 I	wasn’t	 one	 hundred	 percent	 sure	 I	 could	 keep.	 She’s	 had
enough	people	let	her	down.	I	won’t	be	one	of	them.”

“Oh.”	Piper	relaxed.	“Well,	everything	is	all	set	here.	What	are	you	waiting	for?”

I	grinned	and	checked	my	watch.	“My	flight.”

“Hi,”	I	answered	Sean’s	call	as	I	beeped	the	locks	on	the	rental	car	waiting	for	me	outside
the	airport.

“Did	you	make	it?”

“Yeah.	I	just	got	in.”	The	six-hour	flight	from	New	York	to	Kalispell	had	put	me	back
in	Montana	right	before	dark,	thanks	to	the	favorable	time	change	and	tailwind.	I’d	landed
with	just	enough	time	to	call	Charlie	and	say	goodnight,	then	talk	to	Thea	while	the	plane
had	taxied	off	the	runway.

“Good.”	Except	he	didn’t	sound	good.	“I’ve	got	some	news.”

The	 hairs	 on	 the	 back	 of	my	 neck	 stood	 up	 as	 I	 opened	 the	 door	 and	 slid	 into	 the
driver’s	seat,	tossing	my	bag	in	the	back.	“Did	you	find	him?”

Sean	had	been	trying	to	track	down	Thea’s	email	harasser	for	two	weeks	without	luck.



And	since	the	emails	to	Thea	had	stopped,	it	had	made	his	hunt	that	much	harder.	But	I’d
told	him	to	keep	digging,	no	matter	the	cost.	So	after	hitting	one	dead	end	after	another,
Sean	had	called	in	one	of	his	underground	hacker	friends	to	help.

“We	found	him.	Does	the	name	Ronny	Berkowitz	ring	any	bells?”

Ronny	Berkowitz.	I	replayed	it	a	few	times	as	I	turned	on	the	ignition.	“No.”

“He’s	 a	 local,	 but	 from	 what	 we	 can	 tell,	 he	 lies	 low.	 He	 works	 from	 his	 house,
building	cyber	security	systems.”

Which	explained	why	Sean	had	such	a	hard	time	tracing	his	identity.	“What	else?”

“He’s	originally	from	Dallas	but	moved	to	Lark	Cove	about	five	years	ago.	Ronny’s
not	someone	you	want	around	Thea,	Logan.”

“Fuck.”	I	shoved	the	SUV	into	drive	and	floored	it	out	of	the	parking	lot.	“Why?”

“He	was	arrested	about	seven	years	ago	for	stalking	a	bartender	in	Texas.	Things	got
fairly	 intense.	He	ended	up	breaking	 into	her	house	and	scaring	her	pretty	bad.	Luckily,
her	boyfriend	got	home	early	before	Ronny	could	hurt	her.”

My	 jaw	clenched	as	 I	 swerved	around	a	 semi-trailer	 to	get	on	 the	highway.	 Its	horn
blared	as	I	zoomed	past,	gunning	the	engine	faster.

“I’ve	got	a	picture	of	that	bartender.	Her	name	is	Angela	Peters.	And	she	looks	a	lot
like	Thea.”

“Call	the	cops.	Now.	Send	them	everything	you’ve	found,	plus	the	emails	you	pulled
from	Thea’s	account.”

“I	already	did.	The	sheriff	is	fully	briefed.”

“Call	them	back.	I’ll	be	at	Thea’s	in	thirty	minutes,	maybe	less	if	I	hurry.	Until	I	get
there,	I	want	someone	outside	her	house.”

“Will	do.	What	else?”

“Ruin	him,”	I	growled.

“Same	drill	as	last	time?”

The	last	 time	being	when	I’d	discovered	Emmeline	had	a	stalker.	Sean	had	arranged
for	someone	to	scare	him	off.	This	time	around,	a	few	punches	to	the	face	weren’t	good
enough.	I	wanted	Ronny	Berkowitz	destroyed.

“No.	I	want	him	broke.	Zero	out	his	bank	account.	Max	his	credit	cards.	Have	his	car
impounded.	 Get	 him	 fired	 from	 his	 job.	 Expose	 him	 as	 a	 stalker	 to	 the	 local	 media.
Whatever	you	can	think	of.	I	want	Lark	Cove	to	be	the	last	place	on	earth	this	guy	wants
to	stay.	Can	you	do	that?”

Sean	 chuckled.	 “And	 then	 some.	 Now	 that	 I’m	 into	 his	 network,	 I	 can	 bring	 it	 all
down.”

“Do	it.”	I	hung	up	the	phone	and	immediately	dialed	Thea.

When	she	didn’t	answer,	I	tried	her	again.	And	again.



“Answer	the	phone,	Thea.”

She	didn’t.	By	my	fourth	attempt,	I	was	doing	twice	the	speed	limit	down	the	highway.

Because	my	gut	was	screaming	that	we’d	found	Ronny	too	late.



	

With	my	phone	resting	on	my	lap,	I	stared	across	the	yard	toward	the	lake.	The	water	was
glassy	tonight,	much	like	my	eyes.

Logan	had	called,	but	I’d	ignored	it.	After	the	ringing	stopped,	I	put	it	on	mute.

We’d	already	spoken	once	tonight,	and	as	of	now,	I	was	going	to	start	cutting	down	on
phone	calls.	I	lived	to	hear	his	voice,	but	after	each	one,	I	felt	miserable.	It	hurt	too	much.

He’d	 been	 busy	 these	 last	 two	weeks,	 per	 his	 usual	 schedule.	Maybe	 he	was	 using
work	 to	 hide	 from	 the	 pain	 of	 our	 split.	Maybe	 he	 just	wanted	 to	 return	 to	 his	 regular
routine.	Either	way,	he	always	seemed	to	be	in	the	middle	of	something	when	we	talked.
But,	to	his	credit,	once	he	answered,	we	had	his	full	attention.	In	the	two	weeks	since	we’d
left,	he	hadn’t	missed	a	single	call	to	wish	Charlie	sweet	dreams.

Tonight,	though,	he’d	sounded	different.	Still	just	as	busy,	but	almost	in	a	hurry	to	end
our	call.	A	quick	hello.	A	faster	good-bye.

Would	this	become	the	new	normal?

I’d	worked	hard	the	last	two	weeks,	catching	up	at	the	bar.	Charlie	had	gone	right	back
to	days	with	Hazel	at	the	camp,	and	for	the	most	part,	I	was	glad	for	the	routine.	Except
for	nights	like	this,	when	I	wasn’t	working.	Free	time	was	my	new	enemy.

I	was	an	emotional	wreck	when	left	alone	with	my	thoughts,	which	was	probably	why
I	hadn’t	set	foot	in	my	workshop.	I	knew	once	I	got	in	there	and	pictured	Logan	in	his	spot
by	the	cabinet,	I’d	completely	lose	it,	something	I	had	yet	to	do.

One	of	these	nights	I’d	go	in	there	and	have	an	ugly	cry.	Until	then,	I	was	toughing	out
the	blurry	tears	and	stinging	nose.

Footsteps	 sounded	behind	me	 in	 the	kitchen	and	 I	 blinked	 fast	 to	 clear	my	vision.	 I
didn’t	want	Hazel	to	know	I’d	been	on	the	verge	of	crying.	So	as	the	screen	door	creaked,
I	forced	a	smile	when	she	stepped	onto	the	porch.

“Figured	I’d	find	you	here.”

I	nodded.	“I	thought	I’d	better	enjoy	the	evening	before	it	gets	too	cold.”

As	soon	as	the	snow	fell,	Hazel	and	I	traded	our	porch	visits	for	living	room	campouts.
Each	 winter,	 we’d	 pick	 a	 new	 show	 to	 binge	 after	 Charlie	 was	 asleep.	 Though	 Hazel



would	still	brave	the	cold	to	smoke.

She	slid	a	cigarette	from	its	box	and	pulled	out	a	lighter	from	her	jeans	pocket.	After	a
heavy	drag,	she	took	her	spot	on	the	railing,	blowing	the	smoke	as	far	away	from	me	as
she	could.	“I	think	Charlie’s	more	nervous	about	first	grade	than	she	was	kindergarten.”

I	sighed.	“I	think	you’re	right.”	Charlie	was	struggling	because	one	of	her	friends	from
kindergarten	had	moved	away	and	because	Logan	wasn’t	here.

As	 expected,	Charlie	 had	 been	withdrawn	 these	 past	 two	weeks.	 She	was	 definitely
happy	to	be	home,	but	she	missed	her	dad.

Just	like	me,	she	was	torn.

“How	are	you	doing?”	Hazel	asked.

“I’m	good,”	I	lied.	“Glad	we’re	going	to	be	getting	into	the	fall	routine.”

She	laughed.	“Try	again.”

“I	 knew	 you	 wouldn’t	 buy	 that,”	 I	 muttered.	 “I	 guess	 I	 just	 wish	 things	 could	 be
different.”

“But	they	aren’t.”

My	gaze	went	back	to	the	lake.	“No.	They	aren’t.”

On	the	plane,	I’d	wondered	if	I’d	feel	the	same	sense	of	home—of	peace—when	I	got
back	 to	 Lark	 Cove.	 There’d	 been	 a	 niggling	 feeling	 that	 I’d	 built	 up	 Lark	 Cove	 as	 a
sanctuary	when	it	really	wasn’t	and	that	without	Logan	in	our	lives,	it	would	feel	different.
By	the	time	the	captain	had	announced	we	were	landing,	I’d	all	but	convinced	myself	that
Montana	wasn’t	everything	it	had	been	before.

But	 the	moment	 I’d	 stepped	 off	 the	 plane,	 breathing	 in	 the	 clean	mountain	 air,	 the
worries	of	the	last	week	had	vanished.	A	deep	contentment	had	settled	the	anxieties	from
the	city.

It	just	felt	like	.	.	.	home.

Charlie’s	 smile	 the	 moment	 we’d	 pulled	 up	 to	 the	 cottage	 had	 been	 impossible	 to
ignore.	She’d	been	so	happy	to	be	back	in	her	safe	place	that	I	knew	we’d	made	the	right
decision.

So	now	I	was	holding	out	hope	that	with	time,	the	ache	in	my	heart	would	lessen.

“I	know	I’ve	told	you	this	already,	but	it’s	worth	repeating,”	Hazel	said.	“I’m	proud	of
you	for	going.	It	couldn’t	have	been	easy	to	go	back,	but	I	think	it’s	good	you	faced	the
past.”

“Thanks.”	It	hadn’t	been	easy,	but	 it	had	been	a	chance	for	me	to	confront	 those	old
demons.	The	wounds	from	my	childhood	cut	deep,	but	they’d	healed	more	in	the	past	two
weeks	than	they	had	in	years.

“Why	 don’t	 you	 go	 to	 your	workshop	 and	 paint	 or	 something?	 It’s	 better	 than	 you
sitting	out	here,	dwelling	on	the	things	that	cannot	be.”

I	shrugged.	“I’m	just	not	feeling	it.	But	you’re	right.	I	shouldn’t	just	sit	here.	Maybe



I’ll	go	for	a	quick	walk.”

Hazel	frowned.	“It’s	almost	dark.”

“I’ve	still	got	thirty	minutes	or	so.	I’ll	be	back	soon	but	call	if	you	need	me.”

I	 stood	 from	my	 seat	 and	 turned	my	phone	off	mute.	Logan	had	 called	 again,	 but	 I
cleared	 the	 notification,	 willing	 myself	 to	 stay	 strong	 and	 not	 call	 him	 back	 until
tomorrow.	Then	I	tucked	my	phone	into	my	jeans	pocket.

“Okay.”	She	didn’t	press	too	hard	for	me	to	stay,	likely	knowing	that	some	movement
would	clear	my	head.	“See	you	in	a	bit.”

I	hurried	down	the	stairs	and	around	the	side	of	the	house,	setting	a	fast	pace	on	the
sidewalk.	I	didn’t	follow	my	normal	route	past	the	bar	and	through	town.	Instead,	I	turned
down	a	small	dirt	road	that	wound	along	the	lake.

It	 took	a	while	 for	my	mind	 to	quiet,	 but	by	 the	 time	 I	 reached	a	 small	bend	 in	 the
road,	I’d	found	the	calm	I’d	been	seeking	all	evening.	From	there,	I	let	my	flip-flops	lead
the	way	as	I	watched	the	sun	lower	on	the	horizon.	Its	lingering	rays	cast	an	amber	glow
over	the	lake’s	surface.

As	the	light	began	to	disappear	behind	a	mountain	range,	I	turned	around	to	go	home
but	stopped	as	I	recognized	my	surroundings.

I’d	walked	right	to	the	house	that	Logan	had	bought	in	Lark	Cove.

The	gleaming	windows	reflected	pastel	pink	and	sherbet	orange	from	the	sunset.	The
lawn	was	a	deeper	green	under	 the	fading	sky.	And	the	cedar	shakes	were	so	warm	and
inviting,	I	found	myself	crossing	the	grass	to	take	a	closer	look.

I	was	 jealous	 that	 Charlie	 had	 gotten	 a	 full	 tour.	When	 he’d	 been	 here,	 Logan	 had
driven	us	by	it	again,	showing	us	the	lot.	But	since	the	purchase	hadn’t	gone	through	yet,
he	hadn’t	had	a	key	to	take	me	inside.	As	I	peeked	inside	the	windows,	I	wished	I’d	taken
him	up	on	his	offer	to	call	the	realtor.

There	wasn’t	much	 I	could	see	 from	outside,	 so	 I	gave	up	my	snooping	and	walked
over	 to	 the	driveway,	 testing	the	side	entrance	of	 the	garage,	 just	 in	case.	I	smiled	when
the	door	opened.

I	didn’t	hesitate	to	go	inside	and	flick	on	the	lights.	The	two	empty	garage	bays	were
the	cleanest	 I’d	ever	 seen.	The	concrete	 floors	weren’t	marred	with	a	drop	of	oil.	Fresh
paint	hit	my	nostrils	and	I	pulled	in	a	deep	breath.	Since	this	property	had	been	built	about
six	years	ago,	Logan	must	have	arranged	for	a	crew	to	come	in	and	paint.	One	of	them	had
probably	forgotten	to	lock	the	door.

I	crossed	 the	 room,	walking	 toward	a	 row	of	cabinets	at	 the	back.	The	sound	of	my
footsteps	echoed	in	the	bright	space,	bouncing	off	one	white	wall	 to	the	other,	while	the
fluorescent	lights	hummed	over	my	head.

I	 knew	 I	 was	 invading	 Logan’s	 space,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 resist	 opening	 up	 a	 couple
drawers	and	cabinets.	As	I	opened	the	last	drawer,	a	man’s	voice	echoed	in	the	garage.

“Hello,	Thea.”



I	 screamed,	 spinning	 around	 so	 fast	 that	 I	 slammed	 my	 hip	 into	 the	 corner	 of	 the
counter.	My	heart	was	in	my	throat	as	I	tried	to	regain	my	breath.	“Oh	my	god,”	I	heaved.
“Ronny?	You	scared	me	to	death.”

“Sorry	about	that.”	He	reached	behind	him	and	pulled	the	door	closed.	When	he	turned
the	deadbolt,	every	muscle	in	my	body	tensed.

Nothing	about	this	situation	was	right.	Nothing	about	Ronny	was	right.	Whoever	this
was,	 it	 wasn’t	 the	 sweetheart	 who	 came	 into	 the	 bar	 almost	 every	 weeknight	 and
occasionally	on	Sundays	to	keep	me	company.	This	wasn’t	the	quiet,	polite	and	shy	Ronny
I	knew.

His	movements	were	aggressive,	stiff	and	hard.	His	normally	slouched	shoulders	were
pulled	back	like	he	was	preparing	for	a	fight.	And	his	jaw	was	clenched	and	angry.

Every	hair	on	my	body	stood	on	end,	affirming	with	 their	prickles	what	my	gut	was
screaming.	This	is	not	right.

Ronny’s	 gaze	 ran	 up	 and	 down	my	 body,	 hovering	 too	 long	 on	my	 chest.	His	 eyes
were	narrowed	with	a	predatory	stare.	He	was	the	cat.	I	was	the	stupid	mouse	who’d	gone
for	a	walk	in	her	safe,	small,	trust-everyone	town.

“I,	um	.	.	.”	I	swallowed	the	fear	clogging	my	throat.	“What	are	you	doing	here?”

“I’m	here	for	you.”	He	said	it	like	I	should	have	known	it	already.	Like	the	next	word
out	of	his	mouth	was	going	to	be	duh.

I	needed	to	get	the	hell	out	of	here,	but	Ronny	held	his	position	by	the	door.

Stay	calm,	Thea.	Don’t	panic.

“Well,	 I’d	 better	 get	 going.”	 I	 plastered	 on	 a	 wide	 smile	 as	 I	 shuffled	 down	 the
cabinets.	“Hazel’s	probably	wondering	where	I	went.”

“You’re	not	going	anywhere.”	Ronny	shook	his	head.	“Not	until	we	talk.”

With	Ronny	standing	by	the	door,	I	didn’t	have	any	choice	but	to	go	past	him	to	get
out.	 The	 buttons	 for	 the	 garage	 doors	 were	 right	 next	 to	 the	 light	 switches	 too,	 so	 I
couldn’t	escape	through	one	of	the	bays.

Relying	on	years	of	dealing	with	creeps	and	jerks	at	the	bar,	I	dropped	my	shoulders
away	from	my	ears,	hoping	he’d	take	it	as	a	sign	I	was	relaxing.	“Sure.	I’d	love	to	talk.
But	would	you	mind	if	we	went	outside?	The	paint	fumes	are	getting	to	me.”

He	frowned.	“Do	you	think	I’m	stupid?”

“Of	 course	 not!	 You’re	 the	 best,	 Ronny.	My	 favorite	 customer.”	 I	 was	 laying	 it	 on
thick,	but	I	didn’t	care.	I	had	no	idea	what	Ronny’s	intentions	were,	but	I	was	sure	they
were	nothing	wholesome	or	friendly.	And	I	had	a	little	girl	waiting	for	me	at	home.	She
needed	her	mother	to	stay	in	one	piece.

“You	have—”

My	phone	rang	in	my	pocket.	I	reached	for	it	but	stopped	when	Ronny	took	three	fast
steps	my	way.



“Don’t,”	he	barked.	He	held	me	captive	with	his	 angry	glare	until	 the	phone	 finally
stopped	ringing.	“You	aren’t	going	 to	 ignore	me	 this	 time.	Now	that	you’re	back,	we’re
going	to	have	a	long	overdue	discussion.”

Ignore	him?	When	had	I	ignored	him?	“Ronny,	I	don’t	understand.	What’s	going	on?”

My	phone	rang	again,	stopping	him	before	he	could	explain.	His	nostrils	flared	as	his
face	turned	red.

I	went	for	my	pocket	again.	“Let	me	just	put	it	on	silent.”

“I	said	don’t	touch	it!”	His	roar	filled	every	inch	of	the	garage.

I	flinched	hard,	nodding	as	I	whispered,	“Okay.”

Ronny’s	entire	body	was	shaking	with	fury.	His	hands	were	balled	by	his	sides.	The
red	 from	 his	 face	 seeped	 across	 his	 fair	 skin,	 coating	 his	 neck,	 staining	 his	 ears	 and
tingeing	his	arms.	He	had	light-brown	hair	buzzed	short,	and	even	his	scalp	was	turning
crimson.

What	was	happening?	Who	was	this	man?	Because	he	sure	as	shit	wasn’t	the	regular	at
my	bar	who	I’d	known	for	years.

My	body	was	shaking	from	head	to	toe	and	I	sucked	in	a	hitched	breath.	Then	I	balled
my	own	fists,	fighting	the	panic	away.	“Ronny,”	I	said	quietly,	“I	don’t	know	what	I	did	to
make	you	so	upset,	but	I’m	sorry.	Let’s	talk	about	this.	We’re	friends,	right?”

His	face	was	still	red,	but	his	hands	relaxed.	“Friends?	We’re	more	than	friends.	We’re
meant	to	be	together.	I	knew	it	when	I	saw	that	drawing	you	did	of	me	last	year.	I	knew
you	thought	about	me	as	much	as	I	thought	about	you.”

My	head	spun	as	I	thought	about	all	the	drawings	I’d	done	of	Ronny.	There	had	to	be
at	least	twenty	in	all	of	my	notebooks.	Not	because	he	had	a	particularly	interesting	face	or
anything,	but	because	he	was	just	.	.	.	there.	I’d	drawn	all	of	the	regulars	that	many	times
because	some	nights,	they’d	been	the	only	ones	around.

“I’m	so	sorry,”	I	 lied,	scrambling	for	anything	to	say	to	calm	Ronny	down.	“I	didn’t
mean	to	lead	you	on.	I	draw	everyone.	It’s	just	a	hobby.	I	didn’t	know	you	had	feel—”

My	phone	rang	again,	cutting	off	my	apology.

“Give	me	that	phone!”	Ronny	exploded,	storming	across	the	garage	in	a	flash.

I	backed	up,	trying	to	get	away,	but	he	trapped	me	against	the	cabinet.	He	grabbed	my
arms,	his	fingers	digging	into	my	biceps,	as	my	phone	kept	ringing.

“After	 all	 the	 nights	 we	 spent	 together.”	 He	 shook	 me	 as	 he	 spoke,	 the	 jolts
accentuating	his	words.	“After	all	the	hours	I	kept	you	company	so	you	wouldn’t	be	alone.
After	everything	we	had,	how	could	you	turn	your	back	on	me	just	because	he	showed	up?
Were	you	thinking	of	me	when	you	fucked	him	at	the	motel?	Or	in	your	shed?	How	could
you	do	that	to	us?	How	could	you	leave	me	for	him?	You	really	are	just	a	filthy	cunt.”

Bile	rose	in	my	throat	as	I	recalled	the	last	 threatening	email	I’d	gotten,	 the	one	that
had	set	Logan	off.

Ronny	was	Anonymous743.



He’d	been	watching	me.	He’d	been	watching	me	with	Logan.

He	was	off	his	fucking	rocker.

Ronny	 wasn’t	 much	 taller	 than	 me,	 maybe	 an	 inch	 or	 two,	 but	 he	 was	 stocky.	 He
outweighed	me	by	at	least	fifty	pounds.	The	grasp	he	had	on	my	arms	was	so	tight,	there
was	no	way	I	could	wiggle	free.	My	only	shot	was	to	get	him	to	let	me	go	long	enough	to
make	a	dash	for	the	door.

I	 relaxed,	completely,	 letting	my	shoulders	go	 limp.	The	move	caught	him	off	guard
just	enough	that	he	stopped	shaking	me.	And	the	moment	he	did,	I	shoved	my	knee	right
between	his	legs.

The	second	I	made	contact	with	his	balls,	Ronny	doubled	over,	his	hands	going	slack.
I	wasted	no	time	dashing	around	him	and	going	for	the	door.	That	was	lucky.	So	goddamn
lucky.	Elation	swelled	until	panic	set	back	in.

Ronny	 recovered	more	 quickly	 than	 I	 thought	 and	 his	 boots	 thudded	 on	 the	 cement
behind	me.	I	had	twenty	feet	on	him,	maybe	less,	but	I	kept	running.	My	palms	slammed
into	the	door	and	my	fingers	scrambled	for	the	lock.	Open,	dammit.	Open!

The	deadbolt	 flipped	easily	and	I	gave	the	knob	a	hard	 turn.	I	yanked	the	door	open
and	 flew	 through	 but	 kept	my	 grip	 on	 the	 knob.	Once	 I	was	 clear,	 I	whipped	 the	 door
closed,	watching	over	my	shoulder	as	it	slammed	shut.	Then	I	made	a	break	for	it,	turning
for	the	road	just	in	time	to	collide	with	a	solid	chest.

I	screamed	as	two	arms	wrapped	me	tight.

“Thea!”	Logan	pulled	me	closer,	holding	me	so	I	wouldn’t	fall.

I	blinked,	looking	up	at	a	familiar	chin.	“Logan?”

“Thank	god.”	He	breathed	in	my	hair.	“Are	you	okay?”

I	shook	my	head,	trying	to	spin	back	around	to	the	garage.	“It’s	Ronny.	He’s	in	there.
He’s	crazy,	Logan!	He’s	been—”

“You	can’t	run	from	me,	you	fucking	bitch!	I	want	to	talk!”	The	garage	door	flew	open
and	Ronny	rushed	around	the	corner.	He	skidded	to	a	stop	on	the	driveway	when	he	saw
Logan.

Logan	moved	faster	 than	I’d	ever	seen	a	human	move.	He	 let	me	go,	 took	 two	 long
strides	 toward	Ronny	and	started	 throwing	punches.	His	arms	were	 like	snakes,	 striking
Ronny’s	face,	then	recoiling	only	to	strike	again.	It	didn’t	take	more	than	two	seconds	for
Ronny	to	drop	to	the	ground	in	a	bloody	heap.

I	 swayed	 on	 my	 feet,	 unable	 to	 process	 what	 was	 happening,	 when	 two	 sheriff’s
deputies	flew	past	me.	They	went	right	to	Logan,	ready	to	drag	him	off	Ronny,	but	Logan
was	already	backing	away.

“We	got	him,	Sheriff,”	one	of	the	officers	said	into	his	radio	while	the	other	fished	out
a	set	of	handcuffs.

Logan’s	breath	was	coming	hard	as	he	turned	and	came	back	to	me.	His	hands	ran	up
and	down	my	torso	in	a	frenzy.	“Are	you	hurt?	Did	he	touch	you?”



“No.”	I	shook	my	head	as	my	eyes	took	him	all	in.

He	was	wearing	a	suit,	sans	the	jacket.	His	tie	had	come	askew	underneath	his	vest	and
his	sleeves	were	rolled	up	his	forearms.

He	was	gorgeous.

He	was	here.

If	this	was	a	dream—if	I’d	fallen	asleep	on	the	porch—I	didn’t	want	to	wake	up.	Crazy
Ronny	and	all,	I’d	take	this	dream	every	night.

Logan	finished	his	inspection,	and	when	he	was	convinced	I	was	fine,	he	wrapped	me
in	his	arms.	Then	he	held	my	head	to	his	heart.	My	ear	was	pressed	right	against	its	frantic
rhythm.

Behind	him,	I	could	hear	handcuffs	being	clicked	around	Ronny’s	wrist.

“He	came	after	me,”	I	whispered.	“He	was	watching	us.	He	sent	the	emails.”

“I	 know.	 Sean	 tracked	 him	 down	 this	 afternoon.”	 His	 arms	 banded	 tighter.	 “Thank
god,	you’re	okay.”

The	 adrenaline	 was	 fading	 and	 my	 muscles	 were	 shaking.	 The	 sides	 of	 my	 arms
throbbed	where	 Ronny	 had	 grabbed	me.	 The	 strength	 in	my	 legs	was	 seeping	 into	 the
concrete.	So	I	clung	to	Logan,	letting	him	hold	me	up.	“You’re	here?”

“I’m	here.”	He	kissed	my	hair.	“And	I’m	not	going	anywhere.”



	

Seated	at	the	kitchen	table	with	Hazel	and	Thea,	I	sipped	my	coffee	in	silence.	Hazel	was
staring	blindly	at	her	own	coffee,	letting	everything	Thea	had	just	told	her	about	last	night
sink	in.

I’d	never	forget	the	feeling	of	helplessness	I’d	had	last	night.	First	on	the	drive	to	Lark
Cove,	when	I	hadn’t	been	able	to	get	ahold	of	Thea.	Then	getting	here	to	find	out	she	was
gone.

By	the	time	I	had	arrived	in	Lark	Cove,	the	sheriff	was	already	at	the	house	to	warn
Thea.	Except	Thea	was	on	a	walk.	Hazel	panicked	and	tried	to	get	ahold	of	her	numerous
times,	but	every	call	went	unanswered.	When	she	called	Jackson	at	the	bar	and	no	one	had
seen	Thea,	I	immediately	called	Sean.

Within	two	minutes,	he	triangulated	her	cell	to	my	house.	It	was	a	miracle	that	I	found
her	in	time	and	that	nothing	had	happened	to	her.	I	wasn’t	letting	myself	even	consider	the
unthinkable.

After	I	knocked	that	psychopath	Ronny	unconscious,	Thea	and	I	spent	the	rest	of	the
night	 at	 the	 sheriff’s	 department.	We	 stopped	 by	 briefly	 to	 assure	Hazel	 that	 Thea	was
okay,	then	went	into	the	station	right	afterward	to	deliver	our	statements.

Even	 with	 everything	 Sean	 had	 already	 sent	 the	 officers—emails,	 prior	 records,
photographs	found	on	Ronny’s	computer—it	took	hours	before	we	could	leave.

So	when	Thea	and	 I	got	back	 to	 the	 cottage,	we	collapsed	 into	bed	 for	 a	 few	quick
hours	of	sleep	until	we	woke	up	to	explain	to	Hazel	what	had	happened,	then	take	Charlie
to	her	first	day	of	school.

“Daddy?”

I	spun	around.	Charlie	was	standing	in	the	doorway	wearing	her	pajamas.

I	smiled	and	set	down	my	coffee	mug.	“Hi,	peanut.”

She	 blinked,	 then	 flew	 across	 the	 room,	 launching	 herself	 into	 my	 lap.	 Then	 she
wrapped	her	arms	around	my	neck,	hugging	me	with	all	her	might.

“I	missed	you.”	I	ran	a	hand	up	and	down	her	back.	I	wanted	so	badly	to	tell	her	that
I’d	never	be	far	again,	but	since	Thea	and	I	hadn’t	 talked	about	 it	yet,	 I	kept	my	mouth
shut	and	just	held	my	girl.



“Good	morning,	honey.”	Thea	stood	from	her	chair	and	came	to	kiss	Charlie’s	hair.

There	 were	 tears	 in	 her	 eyes,	 a	 mix	 of	 emotion	 and	 exhaustion.	 She’d	 tossed	 and
turned	against	my	side	last	night,	until	I’d	held	her	so	tight,	using	my	arms	and	a	leg	to
trap	hers	down,	that	she’d	finally	fallen	asleep	for	a	couple	of	hours.

But	even	with	dark	circles	under	her	eyes,	she	was	heart-stopping.

After	she’d	hugged	me	enough,	Charlie	leaned	back	and	smiled.	“Can	you	take	me	to
school?”

I	nodded.	“I	wouldn’t	miss	it	for	the	world.”

I	wouldn’t	miss	any	of	her	first	days	of	school	again.	Hell,	if	she	wanted	me	with	her
for	her	first	day	of	senior	year,	I’d	walk	her	to	class.

“Okay.”	Thea	sniffled.	“We’d	better	get	ready.”

The	morning	turned	into	a	blur	of	activity	as	we	had	breakfast	and	got	Charlie	ready
for	school.	Then,	dressed	in	her	new	jeans,	new	shoes	and	new	shirt,	Charlie	walked	to	her
first	day	of	first	grade,	accompanied	by	Hazel,	Thea	and	me.

She	 kept	 ahold	 of	 my	 hand	 until	 we	 took	 her	 into	 her	 classroom	 and	 she	 put	 her
backpack	in	her	cubby.	She’d	been	anxious	on	the	walk,	tugging	on	her	hair	and	chewing
her	lip.	But	when	two	of	her	kindergarten	friends	and	soccer	teammates	rushed	up	to	her,
all	 the	 nervous	 butterflies	 flew	 away.	My	 peanut	 gave	 us	 a	 huge	 smile	 and	wave,	 then
disappeared	into	the	classroom	to	pick	her	desk.

“Is	it	always	that	hard?”	I	asked	Thea	and	Hazel	as	we	headed	back	to	the	cottage.

I	 hadn’t	 expected	 a	 first-day-of-school	 drop-off	 to	 be	 so	 difficult.	 Charlie	 had	 been
ready	to	let	go,	but	I	hadn’t.

“Yes,”	Hazel	and	Thea	answered	together.

I	took	Thea’s	hand,	lacing	her	fingers	with	mine.	Then	I	brought	it	up	to	my	lips	for	a
kiss.	“I’m	glad	I	made	it.”

“Me	too.”

“So	what	else	happened	last	night?”	Hazel	asked	as	we	turned	down	their	road.	“When
will	we	know	what’s	going	to	happen	with	Ronny?”

Thea	took	a	deep	breath	before	summarizing	our	discussion	with	the	sheriff	last	night.
“They’re	 going	 to	 charge	 him	 with	 assault	 and	 criminal	 stalking.	 I’ve	 put	 in	 for	 a
restraining	 order,	 just	 in	 case	Ronny	 gets	 out	 of	 jail,	 but	 the	 sheriff	 thought	 the	 district
judge	would	work	quickly	on	this	one.	It’s	likely	Ronny	won’t	get	bail	and	he’ll	be	sent
straight	 to	 sentencing.	We’ve	 got	 a	meeting	with	 the	 county	 attorney’s	 office	 at	 two	 to
discuss	it	all.”

With	this	being	Ronny’s	second	stalking	offense,	the	chances	of	him	getting	jail	time
were	 high.	 Prison	 was	 going	 to	 be	 hard	 on	 a	 sick	 bastard	 like	 Ronny	 Berkowitz.	 My
money	would	make	sure	of	it.	And	when,	or	if,	he	was	released,	he’d	be	coming	home	to	a
life	in	ashes.

Sean	had	been	up	all	night,	digging	into	Ronny’s	system.	I	doubted	we’d	ever	know



for	sure,	but	it	appeared	that	his	obsession	with	Thea	had	all	stemmed	from	his	obsession
with	Angela,	the	bartender	in	Texas.

Because	of	their	physical	and	occupational	similarities,	Ronny	had	latched	onto	Thea.
He’d	 actually	 known	 Angela	 as	 a	 kid.	 They’d	 gone	 to	 elementary	 and	 middle	 school
together.	From	early	on,	he’d	formed	an	attachment	to	her,	one	that	had	turned	sour	when
Angela	hadn’t	 returned	his	affections	and	began	dating	 someone	else	 instead.	The	 same
emails	 that	Ronny	had	sent	Thea,	Sean	had	 found	 to	Angela.	He	was	still	 emailing	her,
even	after	years	of	living	in	Lark	Cove.

He’d	just	added	Thea	to	his	routine	too.

None	of	us	were	sure	why	he’d	come	to	Montana	after	he’d	been	arrested	for	stalking
Angela	 in	Texas.	As	far	as	we	knew,	he	had	no	personal	connection	here.	Sean’s	 theory
was	that	Ronny	had	come	up	here	for	a	vacation	after	being	let	out	of	jail	 in	Dallas	and
had	 stumbled	 across	 Thea	 at	 the	 bar.	 Since	 he	 couldn’t	 have	Angela,	 he’d	 settled	 here
instead.

If	not	for	me	showing	up,	he	might	have	gone	on	as	a	quiet,	unsuspecting	citizen.	He
might	have	just	admired	Thea	from	afar,	never	progressing	to	the	extreme.

“I	hope	they	put	him	away	for	a	good	long	while,”	Hazel	said,	stopping	as	we	reached
the	sidewalk	leading	up	to	the	front	door.	She	stepped	closer	to	Thea,	placing	her	hands	on
her	shoulders.	“No	more	late-night	walks.”

Thea	nodded.	“Never	again.”

“And	no	more	scaring	me	to	death.	My	heart	can’t	take	it.”

“Neither	can	mine.”

Hazel	pulled	Thea	in	for	a	tight	hug,	then	kissed	her	cheek.	“I’m	going	to	take	a	nap.”

As	Hazel	went	inside,	I	tugged	Thea’s	hand.	“Come	on.”

I	led	her	around	the	house	and	across	the	lawn,	straight	to	the	dock.	We	walked	down
the	worn	planks	and	stood	at	the	end,	looking	out	across	the	water.	The	morning	air	was
crisp	and	 fresh.	 It	was	 the	next	best	 smell	besides	Thea’s	hair.	The	 sky	was	a	cloudless
blue,	bright	with	the	early	sun.

“It’s	beautiful	this	morning.”	Thea	yawned.	“But	I’m	going	to	need	a	nap	too.”

“Same	here.”

“I’m	glad	you’re	here.”	Thea	leaned	into	my	side.	“How	long	are	you	staying?”

“For	a	while.”

I	 grinned	 and	 patted	 my	 jeans	 pocket.	 Inside	 was	 the	 ring	 I’d	 stashed	 there	 this
morning.

Proposing	 today	 hadn’t	 been	 on	 my	 agenda.	 Thea	 and	 I	 were	 both	 exhausted,
physically	and	emotionally.	 I	had	a	 lot	I	needed	to	explain.	I’d	only	grabbed	the	ring	so
Thea	wouldn’t	 find	 it	 accidentally.	 But	 I	 couldn’t	 stop	my	 hand	 from	 slipping	 into	my
pocket	just	to	touch	the	delicate	band.



Should	I?	Should	I	ask	her?

Marry	me.	The	words	were	right	there,	practically	leaping	from	my	lips.	I	wanted	to
start	building	our	life	together	today,	and	when	I	told	her	I	was	moving,	I	didn’t	want	her
to	have	a	shred	of	doubt	that	I’d	ever	leave	her	again.

I	should	wait.

Fuck	it.	I	wasn’t	waiting	any	longer.

I	dug	out	the	ring	and	spun	Thea	away	from	the	lake	to	face	me.

“Thea	Landry.”	I	took	her	hand,	then	dropped	to	one	knee.	She	deserved	a	proposal	on
one	knee.

“Oh	my	god,”	she	gasped	as	panic	flashed	across	her	face.	She	probably	thought	I	was
here	to	beg	her	to	move	back	to	the	city.	“Logan,	what	are	you—”

“Let	 me	 go	 first,”	 I	 said.	 “When	 I	 asked	 you	 what	 you	 wanted,	 you	 said	 the
impossible.	But	I	don’t	believe	anything	is	 impossible,	not	for	you.	I’ll	do	everything	in
my	 power	 to	make	 sure	 you	 never	 have	 an	 impossible	 again.	 Including	 living	 our	 life
together	in	Lark	Cove.”

Her	eyebrow	quirked.	“Really?”

“I	love	you.	I	want	you	to	be	my	wife	and	for	us	to	be	a	family.	Marry	me?”

She	nodded,	a	tear	sliding	down	one	cheek.	“Yes.”

Yes.	Fireworks	exploded	 in	my	chest	as	 I	slid	on	her	 ring.	As	soon	as	 it	was	nestled
against	her	knuckle,	she	dropped	to	her	knees,	nearly	tackling	me	in	a	kiss.

I	smiled	against	her	lips,	stroking	them	gently	with	my	tongue.	When	she	opened	for
me,	I	slid	inside	slowly,	savoring	her	taste	and	the	feel	of	her	 in	my	arms.	It	didn’t	 take
long	for	the	spark	to	ignite	and	the	two	of	us	to	get	lost	in	a	kiss	I’d	never	forget.

We	 poured	 everything	 into	 that	 moment.	 Love.	 Passion.	 Hope.	 Excitement	 for	 the
unknown	we’d	face	together.

When	we	finally	broke	apart,	I	looked	up	to	the	sky	and	said	a	silent	thank	you	to	the
angel	who’d	led	me	into	her	hotel	bar	all	those	years	ago.	The	same	angel	who’d	brought
me	to	Montana	and	back	to	Thea’s	side.

“I	can’t	believe	it,”	Thea	whispered,	studying	her	ring.	I’d	gotten	the	best	solitaire	in
Manhattan	and	set	it	in	a	diamond-studded	gold	band.	From	here	on	out,	Thea	would	live
a	life	full	of	sparkles.	“I	just	.	.	.	I	can’t	believe	it.”

“This	 is	 real,	 baby.	 Me	 and	 you	 and	 Charlie.	 It’s	 as	 real	 as	 it	 gets.	 I’m	 not	 going
anywhere.”

Her	forehead	furrowed	as	she	met	my	eyes.	“Are	you	sure?	What	about	your	job?	And
your	family?	I	can’t	ask	you	to	give	it	all	up.”

“You	didn’t.	I	made	this	decision	because	it’s	the	right	one.	I’d	never	be	happy	without
you	or	Charlie,	so	if	this	is	your	home,	then	it’s	my	home	too.”

“What	about	the	firm?”



I	shrugged.	“I	quit.”

“You	quit?”	Her	jaw	dropped.	“How	can	you	quit?	You	love	your	job.”

“Yes,	I	did.	I	loved	working	hard.	I	loved	the	challenge.	At	the	time,	I	needed	that	in
my	life.	Now,	I	don’t.	I	don’t	want	a	job	that	keeps	me	from	you	at	night.	Or	makes	me
miss	breakfast	and	bedtime	with	Charlie.	Being	a	lawyer	isn’t	at	the	top	of	my	priorities
anymore.”

My	first	priority	was	watching	her	and	Charlie	shine.

I’d	finally	realized	what	mattered.

The	dock	planks	were	digging	into	my	knees,	so	I	shifted	Thea,	moving	us	so	we	were
seated	and	looking	out	across	the	water.

“So	what	are	you	going	to	do?”	she	asked.

“I’m	sure	I	won’t	be	bored.	Nolan	and	I	are	juggling	some	responsibilities	around	at
the	foundation	so	I	can	play	a	more	active	role.	I’m	going	to	spend	some	quality	time	on
my	new	boat.	And	I’m	taking	over	coaching	for	Charlie’s	soccer	team.”

She	laughed.	“Are	you	now?”

“Next	year,	we’re	going	all	 the	way.”	 I	put	my	arm	around	Thea’s	shoulder,	 tucking
her	close.	“I’ll	be	able	to	do	ninety	percent	of	my	work	from	home	here,	but	there	will	be
times	 I’ll	have	 to	go	back	 to	 the	city	 for	 family	 things	and	such.	Foundation	meetings	 I
can’t	miss.	But	it	won’t	be	often.”

“I	can	live	with	that.”

“Maybe	one	day,	you’ll	want	to	come	with	me.	I	understand	it	might	take	time,	but	I’d
love	the	chance	to	show	you	the	part	of	the	city	I	love.	We	can	make	our	own	memories
there,	 good	 ones	 to	 overshadow	 the	 bad.	 If	 it	 takes	 ten	 years,	 then	 I’ll	wait.	 If	 it	 never
happens,	then	that’s	okay	too.”

She	 thought	 about	 it	 for	 a	moment.	 “I	 think	 I’d	 like	 that.	One	day.	What	 does	your
family	think	about	all	this?”

“They’ll	come	around.”	And	if	they	didn’t,	then	it	wasn’t	my	problem.	If	I	had	to	give
up	the	Kendrick	family	responsibilities	to	ensure	that	my	Kendrick	family	was	happy,	then
I’d	do	it	every	day	of	the	week	and	twice	on	Sunday.

“You’re	sure?”

I	kissed	her	hair.	“I’m	sure.”

We	sat	there	for	a	while,	watching	as	a	flock	of	birds	flew	over	the	water.	Across	the
bay,	a	woman	was	walking	her	dog.	A	few	houses	down,	someone	was	mowing	their	lawn.

My	 phone	 rang	 in	 my	 pocket	 and	 I	 shifted	 my	 weight	 to	 dig	 it	 out.	 “Sorry.	 It’s
Granny.”

“You	should	take	it.	I	don’t	mind.”	She	leaned	away,	but	I	pulled	her	right	back	in	as	I
answered	the	call	and	put	it	on	speaker.

Other	 than	 Charlie,	 I	 couldn’t	 think	 of	 anyone	 else	 I	 wanted	 to	 tell	 about	 our



engagement.

“Hi,”	I	answered.

“Hello,	Grandson.	What	are	you	up	to	today?”

“Not	much.”	I	grinned.	“I	was	actually	going	to	call	you	today	to	tell	you	that	I	figured
it	out.”

“Figured	what	out?”

“The	secret	to	life.”

Granny’s	laughter	rang	through	the	speaker.	“I	take	it	you’re	in	Montana?”

“I	am.”	Right	where	I	belonged.

“Well,	it’s	about	time.	Hello,	Thea.”

Thea	giggled.	“Hi,	Joan.	How	are	you?”

“Much	better	now.	I’ll	let	you	two	go,	but	please	have	Charlie	call	me	tonight.	I’d	like
to	hear	about	her	first	day	of	school.	And	Logan?”

“Yes?”

“You	have	two	weeks	to	get	your	house	set	up	for	guests.”	With	that,	she	hung	up	the
phone.

“I	guess	we	have	some	work	to	do,”	Thea	muttered.	“We	can’t	have	police	tape	by	the
garage	when	Granny	shows	up.”

“Hey.”	I	took	her	chin,	turning	it	so	I	could	see	her	eyes.	“If	you	don’t	want	that	house,
we’ll	find	another	one.”	I’d	never	force	her	to	live	there,	not	after	what	had	happened	last
night.

“No.”	She	shook	her	head.	“I	think	it	will	be	fine.	It’s	such	a	pretty	home	and	in	the
best	 spot.	 It	will	probably	 take	me	hours	 to	 clean,	but	 I	don’t	want	 to	 let	 it	 go	 just	yet.
Maybe	we	could	go	over	later	and	you	could	give	me	the	full	tour.	See	how	that	goes	and
then	move	forward	from	there.”

“All	right.”

I	 let	 the	 cleaning	 comment	 go	 for	 now.	 She’d	 never	 clean	 or	 cook	 or	wash	 clothes
another	day	in	her	life	unless	she	wanted	to.	But	we’d	work	into	that	after	the	dust	from
last	night’s	drama	had	settled.

The	 two	of	us	went	back	 to	watching	 the	 lake,	both	yawning	 from	 time	 to	 time	but
neither	making	a	move	to	leave.	A	fish	jumped	not	far	off	and	I	made	a	mental	note	to	take
the	 boat	 out	 tomorrow.	 Maybe	 Thea	 could	 come	 with	 me	 and	 we	 could	 break	 it	 in
properly.	 I	wanted	 to	 talk	 her	 into	 forgetting	 the	 condoms	 from	here	 on	 out.	Call	me	 a
barbarian	but	getting	her	pregnant	was	the	next	item	on	my	to-do	list.

I	 just	 hoped	 she	 was	 as	 eager	 as	 I	 was	 to	 expand	 our	 family.	 Because	 this	 time,	 I
wasn’t	going	to	miss	a	thing.	I’d	be	here	for	the	pregnancy	test,	the	doctor’s	appointments
and	the	midnight	feedings.	Every	moment	for	the	rest	of	my	life,	I’d	spend	with	Thea.



“Logan?”

“Hmm?”

She	looked	up	at	me.	“I	love	you.”

“I	love	you	too.”

“It’s	hard	to	believe	this	is	really	happening.”

I	smiled.	“Believe	it.	Always	believe.”



	

Three	years	later	.	.	.

	

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	Jackson	snapped	as	he	walked	into	the	bar	and	spotted	me
mixing	a	drink.

“What	 am	 I	 doing	 here?”	 I	 poured	 a	 shot	 of	 vodka	 into	 my	 shaker.	 “Working.
Obviously.”

“You’re	not	supposed	to	be	here.”	He	turned	his	glare	to	Logan.	“Why	is	she	here?”

Logan	chuckled	and	held	up	his	hands.	“I	tried	to	get	her	to	go	home,	but	she	threw	a
beer	bottle	at	me.”

I	winced.	I	hadn’t	been	able	to	help	myself	with	all	of	Logan’s	nagging	to	take	a	break.
One	minute	 the	beer	bottle	was	 in	my	hand	and	 the	next	 it	was	 flying	across	 the	 room.
Pregnancy	had	stolen	my	sanity.

Lucky	for	me,	Logan	had	fast	hands	and	caught	it	before	it	broke.

“Sorry,	gorgeous.”

He	walked	up	behind	me,	putting	his	arms	around	my	enormous	belly	and	kissed	my
neck.	“It’s	okay,	baby.	I	know	you’re	miserable.”

“I	am.”	Tears	 flooded	my	eyes,	 something	 that	happened	every	 five	 seconds.	 “I	 just
want	her	to	come	out.”

“She	will.	We	just	have	to	give	her	a	little	more	time.”

Easy	for	him	to	say.	He	wasn’t	nine	months	and	five	days	pregnant.	I	hadn’t	slept	in
days	and	I	was	on	the	verge	of	a	complete	meltdown.	Exhausted	and	uncomfortable,	my
temper	flashed	on	and	off	faster	than	a	strobe	light.	If	I	wasn’t	crying,	then	I	was	snapping
at	people.

The	doctors	said	nothing	was	wrong	with	the	baby,	she	just	wasn’t	ready	yet.	Take	it
easy.	Enjoy	this	quiet	time.	Be	patient.

Fuck	 patience.	 I’d	 spent	 the	 last	 two	 days	 in	 bed	 trying	 to	 relax	 without	 luck.	 I’d
finally	gotten	so	fed	up	that	I’d	come	to	the	bar	in	hopes	that	work	would	distract	me	from



my	swollen	feet,	aching	back	and	raging	heartburn.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	Logan	asked	Jackson	as	he	took	a	stool.	“It’s	our	weekend
at	the	bar.”

He	 shrugged.	 “I	 just	 thought	 I’d	 come	 and	 keep	 you	 company	 for	 a	while.	 I	 didn’t
know	she’d	be	here.	Go	home,	Thea.	Or	for	fuck’s	sake,	at	least	sit	down.”

My	hands	shot	across	the	bar,	stretching	for	Jackson’s	neck.	But	Logan	held	me	back
before	I	could	strangle	my	best	friend.

“Why	are	you	tormenting	my	wife?”	Logan	asked.

Jackson	just	grinned.	“Maybe	if	I	get	her	fired	up	a	bit,	that	kid	will	pop	out	and	she’ll
turn	back	 into	Nice	Thea.	We	can’t	 afford	 to	keep	 scaring	customers	away	 just	because
they	ask	for	a	lemon	wedge	in	their	water.”

“It	wasn’t	 just	a	 lemon	wedge!”	I	shouted.	“She	already	had	 ten!	Ten	 lemons	 in	one
glass	of	water.	Who	does	that?	And	I	didn’t	scare	her	away.	I	 just	reminded	her	 that	we
served	lemonade.”

Logan’s	chest	shook	against	my	back	as	he	laughed.	“Baby,	you	told	her	the	only	way
she	was	getting	another	lemon	was	if	she	found	a	lemon	tree	and	plucked	one	herself.”

“We	don’t	need	customers	like	her,”	I	muttered.

The	woman	had	come	in	with	a	couple	of	friends	about	a	month	ago.	Every	time	I’d
waddle	over,	she’d	need	just	one	more	thing.	Lemon	wedge	after	lemon	wedge,	followed
by	 a	 glass	 of	 ice,	 a	 cocktail	 napkin	 and	 two	more	 straws.	 The	 final	 lemon	wedge	 had
pushed	me	over	the	top.

“So	where’s	Charlie	and	Collin?”	Jackson	asked.

“With	Hazel.”	Logan	let	me	go	to	get	Jackson	a	beer.	“They’re	spending	the	evening
with	her	and	then	having	a	sleepover	at	the	cottage	tonight.”

Hazel	 loved	the	weekends	when	Logan	and	I	were	at	 the	bar.	 It	was	an	arrangement
we’d	made	with	Jackson	not	long	after	Logan	had	moved	to	Lark	Cove.

It	 had	 taken	 us	 less	 than	 a	month	 to	 get	 pregnant	 with	 our	 son,	 Collin.	 I	 think	we
conceived	him	one	 lazy	afternoon	out	on	 the	boat.	When	we	 found	out	 I	was	pregnant,
Logan	and	I	agreed	it	was	time	to	cut	back	at	the	bar.

With	Jackson’s	agreement,	we	hired	our	first	employee.

Dakota	had	been	new	to	Lark	Cove	at	the	time,	so	he’d	been	more	than	willing	to	take
some	of	my	evening	and	weekend	shifts.	Our	weekend	rotation	just	worked	out	naturally
from	there.	Dakota	had	one	weekend.	Jackson	another.	Logan	and	I	the	next.

He	was	always	my	weekend	partner.

Not	once	 in	 the	 last	 three	years	had	Logan	suggested	 I	give	up	my	 job	at	 the	bar.	 It
wasn’t	 like	we	needed	the	income.	But	he’d	embraced	the	Lark	Cove	Bar	as	part	of	our
family.	On	our	weekends,	we	worked	here	 together.	 If	 I	had	a	new	idea,	 I	 ran	 it	by	him
before	anyone	else.	He’d	even	helped	me	establish	a	partnership	so	Jackson	and	I	could
buy	Hazel	out	and	fund	her	retirement.



My	husband	was	so	damn	smart	it	amazed	me.

In	 the	 last	 three	years,	he’d	grown	 the	Kendrick	Foundation	considerably,	especially
their	 influence	on	 the	West	Coast.	 It	 gave	Logan	an	outlet	 to	 channel	his	brilliance	and
ambition.	It	gave	him	a	passion.

Everything	we	did	was	for	our	own	happiness.

“Guess	what?”	Logan	handed	Jackson	his	beer.	“I	got	a	call	 from	that	 indoor	soccer
league	up	in	Kalispell	this	morning.	They	agreed	to	let	us	add	a	Lark	Cove	team	if	we	can
get	enough	players.”

“Yes!”	Jackson	pumped	his	fist.	“We’ll	get	enough.	I’ll	start	making	calls.”

The	 two	 of	 them	 had	 thrown	 themselves	 into	 Charlie’s	 soccer	 life,	 something	 she
loved	almost	as	much	as	them.	Any	of	the	old	animosity	between	Logan	and	Jackson	had
vanished	the	night	Ronny	came	after	me.	They’d	both	gone	over-the-top	protective	for	a
few	months	and	come	out	as	friends.

They	co-coached	Charlie’s	soccer	team	each	summer,	and	now	they’d	coach	the	winter
league,	even	if	that	meant	shuttling	kids	up	to	Kalispell	once	a	week	for	indoor	games.	I
wouldn’t	be	surprised	if	Logan	had	an	indoor	field	built	here,	just	so	they	could	host.

Logan	didn’t	flaunt	his	money,	but	when	it	came	to	the	kids	or	me,	he	didn’t	skimp.	He
took	me	on	a	vacation	twice	a	year	because	he	wanted	to	show	me	the	world.	And	slowly,
he	was	making	New	York	a	place	I	didn’t	mind	visiting.

We	still	had	the	penthouse,	but	we	mostly	spent	time	in	New	York	with	Joan	and	his
parents.	 Thomas	 and	 Lillian	 had	 come	 around	 to	 Logan	 living	 in	Montana,	 and	 they’d
even	bought	a	place	a	couple	of	miles	away	for	their	vacations	in	Lark	Cove.	Aubrey	was
an	 incredible	 aunt	 to	 the	 kids,	 even	 though	 she	 lived	 so	 far	 away.	But	 she	 called	 every
week	and	was	always	sending	over	gifts.

Sofia	eventually	came	around	too,	just	in	time	to	attend	the	small	wedding	we’d	had	in
the	backyard	of	our	house.	I	doubted	we’d	ever	be	best	friends,	but	I	was	glad	to	see	that
she’d	 been	 working	 hard	 lately	 to	 rid	 herself	 of	 the	 toxic	 people	 in	 her	 life,	 including
Alice.

“Hey,	Thea.”	Wayne,	my	one	and	only	regular	these	days,	sidled	up	to	the	bar.

“Hi,	Wayne.”	I	smiled	at	him	and	went	to	the	tap	for	his	favorite	beer.	It	had	hit	Wayne
hard	to	learn	about	Ronny’s	stalking.	The	two	had	been	friends,	or	at	least	he’d	thought	so.
Now	Wayne	 sat	by	himself	when	he	came	 in	each	night	 and	 I	made	 it	 a	point	 to	 spend
more	time	chatting	with	him.

That	 was	 after	 Logan	 had	 instructed	 Sean	 to	 do	 a	 full	 background	 check	 on	 every
person	he	and	Jackson	had	deemed	a	“regular.”

It	had	taken	me	a	while	to	get	over	the	garage	incident	with	Ronny.	But	eventually,	I
let	it	go.	Logan	had	originally	intended	for	the	garage	to	become	my	art	studio,	but	it	was
too	big	and,	well,	clean.	So	we	used	it	for	the	cars	and	he’d	had	my	old	shed	moved	over
from	the	cottage.

“Are	you	sure	you	should	be	working,	Thea?”	Wayne	asked	as	I	set	down	his	beer.



I	shrugged.	“I	can’t	stay	at	home	anymore.	I’m	going	crazy.”

“Want	me	to	go	buy	you	some	castor	oil?	My	sister	says	it	was	the	only	way	she	could
get	her	kids	out.”

I	gagged.	“No,	thanks.	I	tried	that	with	Charlie	when	she	was	late	and	it	was	awful.”

“How	about	some	spicy	food?	I’ll	split	a	jalapeno	pizza	with	you.”

“Let	me	throw	some	sausage	on	there	and	you’ve	got	yourself	a	deal.”

He	smiled.	“You’re	on.”

I	 turned	to	go	to	 the	kitchen,	but	Logan	was	right	 there.	“I’ll	make	your	pizza.	Why
don’t	you	sit	for	just	a	minute?”	When	I	frowned,	he	just	grinned.	“Please,	baby?	Just	sit
for	a	few	minutes.	For	me.”

“Okay.”	 I	 sighed.	My	 feet	were	 getting	 tired.	 I	 gave	 him	 a	 quick	 kiss	 and	 shuffled
around	the	bar,	taking	the	stool	between	Jackson	and	Wayne.

The	three	of	us	chatted	for	a	while	until	the	pizza	came	out.	I	didn’t	have	much	room
for	food,	with	the	baby	taking	up	so	much	space,	but	I	managed	to	eat	two	pieces.	I	was
picking	at	the	crust	of	the	third	when	the	front	door	flew	open.

Charlie	 ran	 through	first	with	a	huge	smile	on	her	 face.	Collin	was	 right	on	her	 tail,
doing	his	best	to	keep	up.

“Hey!”	 I	 slid	off	my	stool	and	stood	 just	 in	 time	 to	catch	Charlie	at	my	side.	Collin
collided	with	my	legs	next.	“What	are	you	guys	doing	here?”

“We	went	to	check	on	you	at	home	but	you	weren’t	there,”	Charlie	said.	“Gran	thought
you’d	be	here	with	Daddy	for	dinner.”

Hazel	 came	 through	 the	 door	 with	 a	 scowl	 on	 her	 face.	 “You’re	 supposed	 to	 be
resting.”

“So	I’ve	been	told,”	I	muttered.

“Who	do	I	hear?”	Logan	came	out	from	the	back,	where	he’d	been	putting	in	another
pizza.	The	instant	Collin	spotted	him,	he	abandoned	my	leg.

“Daddy!”	Collin	giggled	as	Logan	scooped	him	up	and	tossed	him	into	the	air.

My	 heart	 melted	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 them	 together.	 Charlie	 looked	more	 and	more	 like
Logan	 every	 day	while	Collin	was	 the	 two-year-old	 version	 of	me.	But	 he	 and	 his	 dad
shared	a	special	bond.	They	were	inseparable.

Logan	had	vowed	not	to	miss	a	moment	of	Collin’s	life,	and	he	hadn’t.	The	same	was
true	with	Charlie.	Every	step	of	the	way,	he	was	the	most	engaged	and	loving	father	I	ever
could	have	hoped	for.	And	I	knew	he’d	be	the	same	with	our	baby	girl.

I	stroked	my	belly,	hoping	that	spicy	pizza	would	do	the	trick.	Then	I	sat	back	down
and	spent	the	rest	of	the	evening	talking	with	my	husband	while	he	bartended	and	my	kids
ate	some	pizza	before	going	to	the	cottage	with	their	Gran.

Jackson	 left	 to	go	home	not	 long	after	dinner,	and	by	eleven	o’clock,	 it	was	 just	me
and	Logan	in	the	bar.



We	were	 sitting	 in	 a	 back-corner	 booth.	 Both	 of	 us	 were	 crammed	 in	 on	 one	 side
because	 this	 spot	 had	 the	 best	 view	 out	 the	 front	 windows.	 From	 here,	 you	 could	 see
outside	 and	 across	 the	 highway	 where	 the	 lake	 peeked	 out	 between	 a	 grove	 of	 trees.
Tonight,	the	moonlight	was	dancing	on	the	rippled	water.

“I’m	so	tired.”	I	leaned	deeper	into	Logan’s	side	and	yawned.

“I	know	you	are,	baby.	I	wish	there	was	something	I	could	do.”

I	smiled.	“Just	love	me.	Even	when	I’m	acting	crazy	and	hoarding	lemon	wedges.”

He	chuckled.	 “I	 love	you	no	matter	what.”	With	his	 arm	around	me,	 he	hugged	me
closer.	“We	need	to	get	you	home.	Let’s	close	up	early.”

“Good	idea.”

But	neither	of	us	made	a	move	to	leave.	Instead,	we	sat	together	enjoying	the	peaceful
moment	until	my	first	contraction	squeezed.	Then	the	second.	During	the	third,	Logan	was
racing	down	the	highway	toward	the	hospital	in	Kalispell.

And	by	nine	 the	next	morning,	Logan	and	I	were	cuddled	 together	 in	a	hospital	bed
with	Charlie,	Collin	and	our	baby	girl,	Camila	Hazel	Kendrick.

My	family.

Finding	them	had	been	so	worth	the	wait.
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“Dad,	is	it	okay	if	I	get	two—”

The	Snickers	bar	in	my	hand	slipped	out	of	my	grasp	and	dropped	to	the	floor.	My	jaw
was	 down	 there	 too,	 thanks	 to	 one	 glimpse	 at	 the	man	walking	 through	 the	 gas	 station
door.

He	was,	without	contest,	the	most	beautiful	man	in	the	world.	No,	the	universe.	He’d
stepped	straight	out	of	my	Seventeen	magazine	and	into	the	Lark	Cove	Gas	’N’	Go.

His	 golden-blond	 hair	 was	 buzzed	 short	 to	 his	 scalp,	 a	 cut	 seen	 regularly	 in	 the
hallways	of	my	high	school	because	most	boys	in	Lark	Cove	had	their	moms	whip	out	the
bathroom	clippers	once	a	month.	Except	nothing	about	this	man’s	haircut	was	boyish.	On
him,	it	was	rugged.	A	little	dangerous	even.	This	guy	couldn’t	be	bothered	to	style	his	hair.
He	 had	more	 important	 things	 to	 do,	 like	 bench-press	 cars	 or	 battle	 zombies	 or	 rescue
kittens	from	treetops.

Hidden	in	the	candy	aisle,	I	peered	around	a	display	of	Doritos	as	he	grabbed	a	bottle
of	water	from	the	cooler	by	the	register.	He	set	it	on	the	counter	and	dug	out	a	wallet	from
his	back	jeans	pocket.

“Just	the	water?”	the	clerk	asked.

The	man	nodded.	“And	the	gas	on	pump	two.”

A	shiver	 ran	down	my	spine	at	his	 low,	 rumbling	voice.	He	made	 the	word	gas	and
pump	sound	hot.

The	clerk	punched	in	some	numbers	on	the	till.	“Anything	else?”

The	man	leaned	back	from	the	counter,	eyeing	the	row	of	candy	bars	placed	below	for
impulse	buys,	then	grabbed	a	Snickers.

We	liked	the	same	candy.	That	had	to	mean	something.	Like	.	.	.	fate.

He	handed	 the	bar	 to	 the	clerk	before	casually	 leaning	an	elbow	on	 the	counter.	His
shoulders	pivoted	my	way,	enough	so	I	could	get	a	better	look	at	his	face	but	not	enough
he	could	see	me	spying.	With	a	smile,	he	nodded	to	the	lottery	ticket	machine.	“I’ll	take	a
Powerball	too.	Maybe	it’s	my	lucky	day.”



My	knees	wobbled	at	that	smile.	Wowzah.	His	soft	 lips	stretched	over	straight,	white
teeth.	His	sky-blue	eyes	brightened.	The	smile	softened	his	square	jaw	just	enough	that	he
became	 a	whole	 different	 kind	 of	 dangerous.	 It	was	 the	 kind	 that	made	me	want	 to	 do
stupid,	 embarrassing	 things	 just	 to	 get	 a	 fraction	 of	 his	 attention.	 It	 was	 a	 smile	 that
vaporized	the	two-year	crush	I’d	had	on	Brendon	Jacoby,	my	lab	partner	in	biology.

I	couldn’t	like	a	boy	now	that	I’d	seen	this	man.

Who	was	he?	He	had	to	be	a	tourist	passing	through	town.	I’d	lived	in	Lark	Cove	my
entire	life	and	never	seen	this	guy	before,	which	meant	I’d	probably	never	see	him	again.

My	stomach	dropped.	Doing	the	only	thing	I	could	think	of,	I	closed	my	eyes	and	said
a	prayer	that	we’d	get	a	freak	July	snowstorm	and	the	man	would	be	trapped	here	for	at
least	a	week,	preferably	without	a	place	to	stay	other	than	my	house.

“Hey	there,	Jackson.”	My	eyes	popped	open	as	Dad	walked	up	to	the	register	with	his
hand	extended.	“Nice	to	see	you	again.”

“You	too.”	A	frenzy	of	excitement	shot	through	my	veins	as	the	two	shook	hands.	“It’s
Nate,	right?”

“That’s	right.”	Dad	smiled.	“My	wife,	Betty,	and	I	were	down	at	the	bar	last	week.”

“For	your	anniversary.”	Jackson	snapped	his	fingers	as	he	put	it	together.

“Right	again.	Are	you	getting	all	settled	into	town?”

“I	am.	I	didn’t	have	much	to	move	so	it	made	unpacking	easy.”

Jackson	said	something	else	to	Dad,	but	my	heart	was	beating	so	hard	I	couldn’t	focus
on	their	conversation.

Jackson.	His	name	was	Jackson.	And	he	lived	in	Lark	Cove.

“Willa.”

Jackson	and	Willa.	Willa	and	Jackson.	Our	names	went	together	like	peanut	butter	and
jelly.

“Willa.”

Maybe	people	in	town	would	merge	us	into	a	nickname.	Will-son.	Jack-illa.	Both	were
terrible,	but	I’d	think	of	something	better	tonight.

“Earth	to	Willa!”

I	flinched,	my	eyes	whipping	up.	“Huh?”

Dad	shook	his	head	and	laughed.	“Lost	in	outer	space	again?”

“Yeah.”	Heat	crept	up	my	cheeks	as	I	bent	 to	pick	up	my	fallen	Snickers.	With	 it	 in
hand,	I	came	out	from	behind	the	aisle.

“Jackson,	meet	my	daughter.”	Before	Dad	could	finish	his	introduction,	the	clerk	stole
his	attention,	asking	if	he	wanted	his	weekly	scratch	ticket	too.

“Hey.”	Jackson	waved.	“I’m	Jackson.”

“I’m	Willa,”	I	mumbled.	Articulating	words	was	impossible	standing	in	front	of	him.



“Nice	to	meet	you,	Willow.”

“It’s,	um	.	.	.	Willa.”

But	Jackson	had	already	 turned	away.	The	clerk	had	his	attention	again,	 joking	with
both	Jackson	and	Dad	that	if	either	won	the	lottery,	he	wanted	a	kickback.

With	his	purchases	in	hand,	Jackson	said	good-bye	to	Dad	and	went	right	for	the	door
and	pushed	outside.

“Ready	to	go?”	Dad	asked.

I	nodded	and	handed	him	my	Snickers.

As	 the	 clerk	 rang	up	my	candy	bar,	Dad’s	 ticket,	 a	bag	of	M&M’s	and	 two	cans	of
Coke,	 I	 peered	 outside,	 hoping	 to	 get	 one	 last	 glimpse	 of	 Jackson.	 But	 with	 the	 front
windows	stacked	full	of	beer	boxes	and	a	 rotating	rack	of	maps	blocking	 the	only	other
free	space,	I	couldn’t	see	anything	past	our	car	parked	right	outside	the	door.

I	drummed	my	fingers	on	the	counter,	willing	the	clerk	to	make	change	faster.	Finally,
he	handed	Dad	a	dollar	and	some	coins,	and	I	bolted	for	the	door,	stepping	into	the	bright,
summer	sunshine	just	in	time	to	see	Jackson	slide	into	an	old	Chevy	truck.

“Did	 you	 forget	 something,	 honey?”	 Dad	 appeared	 at	 my	 side,	 handing	 me	 my
Snickers	and	Coke.

“Whoopsie.	Sorry,	Dad.”

He	just	laughed.	“It’s	okay.”

I	 took	my	 things,	 then	 slowly	walked	 toward	our	car,	keeping	one	eye	on	 Jackson’s
truck	as	it	pulled	onto	the	highway.	When	it	disappeared	behind	a	patch	of	trees,	I	sighed
and	resumed	normal	speed,	opening	the	passenger	door	and	sliding	inside.

Luckily	for	me,	Dad	didn’t	comment	on	my	strange	behavior.	He	just	popped	the	top
on	his	Coke,	took	a	sip	and	backed	us	out	of	the	parking	lot	to	go	home.

“Um,	Dad?	Who	was	that?”

He	pulled	onto	the	highway,	going	the	opposite	direction	of	where	Jackson	had	turned.
“Who	was	who?”

“That	guy	you	introduced	me	to	in	the	gas	station.	I	haven’t	seen	him	around	before.”	I
added	that	last	part	hoping	I	sounded	more	curious	than	desperate	for	information.

“That’s	Jackson	Page.	He	just	moved	to	 town	to	work	with	Hazel	down	at	 the	bar.	 I
think	he’s	from	New	York	or	New	Jersey?	I	can’t	remember.”

“That’s	good.”	More	like	freaking	fantastic.

Dad	gave	me	a	sideways	glance.	“Is	it?”

Uh-oh.	Maybe	I	hadn’t	hidden	my	crush	as	well	as	I’d	hoped.	“Totally!”	I	came	out
too	 loud	as	 I	 scrambled	for	a	 recovery.	“It’s,	um,	good	 that	Hazel	has	some	help.	Don’t
you	think	she’s	kind	of	old	to	be	working	at	the	bar	all	by	herself?”

Dad	frowned	as	he	turned	down	the	street	toward	our	house.	“Old?	Hazel	isn’t	all	that



much	older	than	me	and	your	mom.	But	I	guess	teenagers	think	anyone	past	thirty	is	old.”

I	giggled.	“Ancient.	You’re	practically	fossils.”

“Ouch.”	He	clutched	his	heart,	pretending	to	be	hurt	as	he	pulled	into	our	driveway.

“Just	kidding.”

Dad	smiled.	“Try	to	save	part	of	your	candy	bar	until	after	dinner.”

“Deal.”	I	hopped	out	of	 the	car,	escaping	inside	while	Dad	went	 to	check	on	Mom’s
progress	in	her	vegetable	garden.

I	yanked	my	diary	out	from	underneath	my	mattress	and	got	comfortable	on	my	bed.
Then	I	tore	into	my	Snickers	bar,	chewing	as	I	opened	to	a	blank	page.	My	pen	flew	across
the	paper,	leaving	a	trail	of	purple	ink	as	I	recounted	every	second	at	the	gas	station.	When
I	 was	 done,	 I	 closed	 the	 book	 and	 clutched	 it	 to	my	 chest,	 smiling	 at	 the	 last	 line	 I’d
written.

One	day,	I	am	going	to	marry	Jackson	Page.

I	just	had	to	get	him	to	notice	me	first.





	

	

Nine	years	later	.	.	.

	

“There’s	 one,”	 I	 whispered,	 pointing	 toward	 the	 shooting	 star	 that	 streaked	 across	 the
midnight	sky.

Even	though	I	was	alone,	pointing	them	out	had	become	a	habit.	My	dad	had	been	my
stargazing	partner	 for	 as	 long	 as	 I	 could	 remember.	As	 a	 kid,	 he’d	 taught	me	 about	 the
constellations	and	galaxies.	We’d	have	contests	to	see	who	could	spot	the	most	shooting
stars.

These	days,	he	preferred	to	sleep	at	night	unless	there	was	a	special	stellar	occasion,
like	a	comet	or	a	lunar	eclipse.	So	my	nights	counting	falling	stars	were	done	alone.	I’d
come	out	to	the	playground	behind	my	house,	sit	in	the	same	swing	with	my	eyes	to	the
sky,	then	report	to	Dad	the	next	morning	how	many	I’d	counted.

Sending	some	wood	chips	flying,	I	kicked	off	the	ground	and	got	my	swing	moving.
My	 hands	 gripped	 the	 chains	 as	 I	 pumped	 my	 legs	 for	 some	 speed.	 When	 I	 had	 my
momentum	built,	I	let	my	head	fall	back.	The	tips	of	my	long,	blond	hair	nearly	touched
the	ground	as	I	smiled	at	the	Milky	Way.

Today	had	been	a	good	day.	No,	an	incredible	day.

Months	ago,	 I’d	petitioned	a	charitable	 foundation	 in	New	York	 to	buy	 the	Flathead
Summer	Camp,	 the	 children’s	 camp	where	 I	worked	as	 the	director.	 It	was	owned	by	a
local	 church,	 but	 after	 years	 of	 barely	 covering	 the	 overhead	 and	 maintenance	 costs,
they’d	decided	it	was	time	to	let	it	go.	The	church	had	wanted	to	sell	it	to	someone	who’d
continue	 it	 as	 a	 camp,	 but	 with	 no	 buyers,	 the	 camp	 would	 have	 to	 be	 closed	 down
permanently	and	the	land	sold	off	for	private	development.

But	kids	needed	that	camp.	They	needed	a	place	to	escape	for	a	week	every	summer
without	 toys	 or	 iPads	 or	 video	 games.	 So	 I’d	written	 a	 proposal	 and	 sent	 it	 to	 various
charitable	organizations	around	the	country,	then	wished	on	a	hundred	shooting	stars	for	a
miracle.

I	still	couldn’t	believe	my	wish	had	come	true.	Earlier	today,	the	Kendrick	Foundation
from	New	York	City	had	agreed	to	buy	my	camp.	And	as	a	bonus,	they	were	keeping	me



on	as	director.

Tonight,	I	wasn’t	wishing	on	falling	stars.	I	was	simply	grateful.

My	swing	slowed	to	a	stop.	I	pulled	myself	upright	and	took	in	the	quiet	night.	Behind
me	was	Lark	Cove	School.	Its	cream	cinderblock	walls	glowed	with	reflected	moonlight.
The	 school	 and	 the	 long	playground	 took	up	 the	whole	block,	 except	 for	 five	houses—
three	straight	ahead	and	two	to	the	left,	one	of	which	was	mine.

My	parents	had	never	needed	to	build	an	outdoor	play	area.	Instead,	growing	up,	I’d
just	cross	 the	 invisible	boundary	 that	 separated	our	 lawn	 from	 the	playground’s	and	use
the	same	swing	set	and	jungle	gym	that	I	played	on	during	recess.

All	of	the	houses	were	dark	tonight,	the	only	light	coming	from	across	the	street	where
a	few	porch	lights	were	on.	I	was	admiring	a	hanging	basket	of	flowers	when	a	dark	figure
strode	onto	the	sidewalk.

I	gasped,	nearly	falling	off	my	swing	as	he	stepped	off	the	cement	and	onto	the	grass.

My	 fingers	 slipped	 into	 the	 right	 pocket	 of	 my	 navy	 sundress,	 palming	 the	 small
canister	of	pepper	spray	Dad	had	bought	me	for	nights	when	I	came	out	here	alone.	He’d
also	given	me	the	whistle	I	was	wearing	around	my	neck.

I	contemplated	jumping	off	my	swing	and	hurrying	home,	but	stopped	short.

I	knew	that	stride.	No,	that	swagger.

It	 belonged	 to	 the	 man	 who’d	 made	 my	 heart	 race	 and	 cheeks	 flush	 since	 I	 was
seventeen.

Jackson.

Was	he	coming	over	here?	I	looked	over	my	shoulder,	expecting	someone	behind	me,
but	there	wasn’t.

Forgetting	 the	 pepper	 spray,	 I	 used	 both	 hands	 to	 smooth	 down	 my	 hair.	 It	 had	 a
natural	wave	that	looked	great	for	the	first	eight	hours	of	the	day,	but	somewhere	between
hours	 nine	 and	 ten,	 it	 grew	 exponentially	 in	 volume	 and	 frizz.	With	 it	 sort	 of	 tamed,	 I
swallowed	the	nerves	in	my	throat	just	as	Jackson	stepped	off	the	grass	and	into	the	wood
chips	surrounding	the	swings.

“Hey,	Willa.”

Oh.	 My.	 Goodness.	 He’d	 called	 me	 by	 the	 right	 name.	 Finally!	 After	 years	 of
correcting	him	each	time	he	called	me	Willow,	hearing	my	name	in	his	deep	voice	gave
me	wings.

Heat	broke	across	my	cheeks	and	I	managed	a	breathy	“Hi.”

“Is	this	swing	taken?”

I	shook	my	head.

He	 grinned,	 then	 somehow	 fit	 his	 large	 frame	 into	 the	 small	 black	 rubber	 seat.	His
broad	 shoulders	 extended	 past	 the	 chains	 by	 at	 least	 five	 inches	 on	 each	 side,	 his	 jean-
covered	legs	too	long	for	the	short	seat.



“Nice	night.”

I	nodded.	“Yeah.”

It	came	out	quieter	than	I	had	intended,	probably	because	I’d	stopped	breathing.	So	I
ducked	my	chin	into	a	shoulder	and	pulled	in	a	long	breath	through	my	nostrils,	hoping	he
couldn’t	hear	me	shaking.

The	chains	on	his	swing	creaked	as	he	dug	a	heel	into	the	wood	chips	and	propelled
himself	backward.	“It’s	probably	not	safe	for	you	to	be	out	here	at	night.”

“I	have	 this	whistle.”	I	held	 it	up	so	he	could	see	 it.	“And	some	pepper	spray	in	my
pocket.”

“Is	that	what	you	were	reaching	for	when	you	spotted	me?”

“Sorry.”	Mortification	crept	up	my	face,	flaming	my	already	hot	cheeks.	The	last	thing
I	wanted	was	for	Jackson	Page	to	think	I	was	scared	of	him.	Well,	I	was	scared.	More	like
terrified.	But	only	because	I’d	crushed	on	him	for	basically	my	entire	 teenage	and	adult
life.

“I’m	 just	 teasing	you.”	He	chuckled.	 “I’m	glad	you	have	 the	 spray.	Though	 I’d	 feel
even	better	if	you	were	behind	a	locked	door	at	night,	not	sitting	alone	in	a	playground.”

I	 gripped	 the	 chains	 on	 my	 swing	 tighter	 so	 I	 couldn’t	 jump	 up	 and	 start	 dancing
around.	He	was	concerned	about	me.	Me.	Willa	Doon,	the	girl	who’d	been	trying	to	get	his
attention	for	nearly	a	decade.

Jackson	pushed	off	the	ground	again,	letting	the	silence	of	the	night	surround	us.

Too	 shy	 to	 say	anything,	 I	 resumed	my	swinging	 too.	The	color	 in	my	 face	drained
away	 in	 the	 cool	 rush	of	 air.	Every	 time	 Jackson	 swung	 forward	and	 I	 swung	back,	 I’d
catch	a	whiff	of	his	spicy	scent,	cloves	mixed	with	forest	moss.

A	combination	that	shouldn’t	have	smelled	so	good,	but	boy	did	it	ever.

“Crazy	day.”

“What?”	I	asked	as	it	clicked	what	he	was	talking	about.	“Oh!	You	mean	with	Thea.
Yeah.	That	was	crazy.”

Two	executives	from	the	Kendrick	Foundation	had	flown	to	Montana	today	to	check
out	my	camp.	I’d	taken	them	on	a	tour	and	that’s	when	they’d	agreed	to	buy	the	place	and
keep	me	on	as	director.	To	celebrate,	I’d	taken	them	down	to	the	bar	for	a	drink.

The	Lark	Cove	Bar	was	where	Jackson	had	worked	for	years	alongside	his	childhood
friend,	Thea.	 I’d	 gotten	 to	 know	Thea	 and	 her	 five-year-old	 daughter,	Charlie,	 over	 the
years.	They	were	awesome,	but	I’d	never	had	the	courage	to	ask	about	Charlie’s	father.

It	turns	out,	I	hadn’t	needed	to	ask.	I’d	had	a	front-row	seat	as	Thea	had	dropped	the
bomb	of	a	lifetime	on	one	of	the	executives	I’d	brought	to	the	bar.

Logan	 Kendrick,	 the	 chairman	 of	 the	 foundation	 and	 now	my	 boss,	 had	 met	 Thea
years	ago	in	the	city.	I	hadn’t	gotten	the	dirty	details,	but	I’d	deduced	from	the	show	that
they’d	hooked	up	without	sharing	important	info,	like	last	names	or	phone	numbers.	She’d
gotten	 pregnant	 and	 come	 to	Montana	 as	 a	 single	mom.	He’d	 come	out	 today	 to	 buy	 a



camp	and	gotten	a	daughter	as	a	bonus.

It	was	the	biggest	drama	we’d	had	in	Lark	Cove	in	ages.

“How	is	Thea	doing?”	I	asked.

“I	dunno.”	He	went	back	to	his	swinging.

I	pushed	off	 the	ground,	swinging	back	and	forth	 too,	stealing	glances	at	Jackson	as
our	swings	crossed	at	the	bottom.

That	was	 the	story	of	my	 life,	watching	Jackson	Page.	 It	 sounded	 like	 the	 title	 for	a
made-for-TV	movie.

I’d	been	watching	him	for	years,	ever	since	the	first	day	I’d	seen	him.

As	a	teenager,	I’d	search	for	him	or	his	truck	everywhere.	Occasionally,	I’d	see	him	at
the	gas	station	filling	up.	Or	sometimes	I’d	spot	him	at	the	town	grocery	store	or	eating	at
Bob’s	Diner.	There	weren’t	a	lot	of	places	to	go	in	Lark	Cove,	and	since	he	didn’t	go	to
our	church	and	had	no	reason	to	come	to	my	school,	I’d	been	forced	to	settle	for	chaste
glimpses	every	month	or	so.

My	diaries	had	the	exact	dates	and	times.

I’d	 seen	 Jackson	 even	 less	 after	 high	 school.	 I’d	 moved	 two	 hours	 away	 to	 attend
college	in	Missoula,	and	my	infrequent	trips	home	had	meant	six	or	more	months	between
sightings.	By	the	time	I’d	come	back	home,	I’d	been	certain	I	would	be	returning	to	news
that	he’d	gotten	serious	about	a	woman.

No	sirree.	He	was	still	the	same	playboy	he’d	been	for	years.

Despite	 all	 the	 floozies	 and	 bimbos,	 I’d	 never	 stopped	 crushing	 on	 Jackson	 and	 I’d
never	stopped	watching	for	him.	It	was	just	easier	to	do	now	that	I	was	old	enough	to	go
into	the	bar.

Tonight	was	different	though.	Tonight,	it	was	just	the	two	of	us.	Not	once	in	nine	years
had	we	shared	a	space	alone.	And	because	he	wasn’t	putting	on	a	show	for	his	customers
or	flirting	with	every	woman	in	Flathead	County—well,	except	me—I	saw	something	in
his	eyes	I	hadn’t	seen	before.

Loneliness.

Deep,	dark,	empty	loneliness.

I	wanted	to	jump	off	my	swing	and	hug	it	out	of	him.

Had	 Jackson	 always	 been	 lonely?	Had	 I	 been	 so	mesmerized	by	his	 handsome	 face
that	I’d	missed	this	all	along?

Outside	of	Thea	and	Hazel	at	the	bar,	I’d	never	seen	him	around	town	with	a	buddy.
He’d	never	had	a	passenger	in	his	truck	or	a	partner	in	his	fishing	boat.	The	few	times	I’d
seen	him	at	the	diner,	he’d	been	eating	alone.

Year	after	year	of	watching,	 it	was	sufficient	 to	say	that	I’d	become	an	expert	on	all
things	Jackson	Page.

So	how	had	I	missed	this	loneliness	he	wore	for	all	the	stars	to	see?



I	 let	my	feet	dangle	and	my	swing	slowed.	 Jackson	gave	his	a	 few	more	pumps	but
then	 stopped	 too.	 As	 the	 two	 of	 us	 rocked	 back	 and	 forth,	 I	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and
mustered	the	courage	to	speak.

“Are	you	okay,	Jackson?”

His	shoulders	sagged,	digging	into	the	chains.	He	looked	over	with	a	sad	smile.	“I’m
having	a	rough	night.”

“Want	to	talk	about	it?	I’m	a	good	listener.”

He	looked	out	over	 the	grass.	“It’s	crazy,	don’t	you	think?	That	after	all	 these	years,
this	guy	shows	up	and	all	of	a	sudden	Charlie	has	a	dad?”

I	 didn’t	 know	 if	 Logan’s	 appearance	 would	 spell	miracle	 or	 disaster	 for	 Thea	 and
Charlie.	 But	 I	 did	 know	 that	 Jackson	 loved	 that	 little	 girl	 like	 his	 own.	 “For	 what	 it’s
worth,	I	spent	some	time	with	Logan	today.	He	seems	genuinely	nice.”

Jackson	 shrugged.	 “We’ll	 see.	 Thea	 never	 said	 anything	 bad	 about	 him,	 but	 I	 don’t
trust	the	guy.	I	just	.	.	.	don’t	want	things	to	change.”

I	didn’t	have	anything	wise	to	say	or	advice	to	offer.	So	I	shuffled	my	feet,	scooting
my	swing	a	bit	closer	to	his	before	reaching	over	to	give	him	a	reassuring	touch.

The	moment	my	 hand	 settled	 on	 his	 forearm,	 an	 electric	 shock	 zapped	my	 fingers.
What	was	that?	I	almost	pulled	back	to	examine	my	palm	but	stopped,	not	wanting	to	let
him	go.	I’d	never	touched	Jackson	before,	not	even	to	shake	his	hand.

His	face	whipped	to	mine,	his	eyes	widening.	Focusing.

My	 breath	 caught	 at	 the	 intensity	 of	 his	 gaze,	 but	 I	 still	 didn’t	 remove	 my	 hand.
Instead,	I	wobbled	a	smile	and	stroked	his	skin	with	my	thumb.

His	eyes	softened.	“Thanks	for	listening.”

“Anytime.”	With	my	cue	to	let	go,	I	picked	up	my	feet	and	swung	back	to	my	groove.

He	pushed	off	the	ground,	resuming	an	easy	swing.	“What	are	you	doing	out	here?”

“Just	counting	shooting	stars.”	My	eyes	tipped	up	to	the	sky	just	in	time	to	see	another.
“There.”	My	finger	shot	in	the	air.	“Did	you	see	it?”

“Yeah.”

“Aren’t	they	pretty?”

“Beautiful.”	But	he	wasn’t	staring	at	the	sky.	He	was	looking	at	me.

I	 blushed	 and	 dropped	my	 arm	 as	my	 heartbeat	 raced.	 Had	 Jackson	 just	 called	me
beautiful?	 Because	 it	 seemed	 like	 it.	 I	 didn’t	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 experience	with	men.	None
really.	But	that	definitely	sounded	like	flirting.	And	gosh,	I	liked	it.

“Sure	are	a	lot	of	stars.	You	don’t	see	stars	like	this	in	the	city.”

I	nodded.	“I	love	it	out	here.	I	come	out	as	much	as	I	can	in	the	summer	to	enjoy	them.
I	live	right	over	there.”	I	pointed	past	him	to	the	back	of	my	parents’	house.	“Above	the
garage.”	Yes,	it	was	borderline	loser	to	live	twenty	feet	from	my	parents,	but	it	was	free



and	there	wasn’t	a	huge	rental	market	in	Lark	Cove.

Jackson’s	boots	skidded	on	 the	wood	chips	as	he	stopped	his	swing	and	stood.	With
his	hand	extended,	he	nodded	to	my	place.	“Come	on.	I’ll	walk	you	home.”

I	practically	 flew	out	of	my	seat.	The	minute	my	fingers	slid	against	his	palm,	 I	got
another	one	of	those	zaps.	My	breathing	came	in	erratic	pants	rather	than	smooth	ins	and
outs	as	he	led	me	toward	my	house.	With	every	step,	I	wished	home	wasn’t	so	close	and
my	mom’s	garden	miles	away,	not	just	yards.

I	tried	not	to	wiggle	my	fingers,	keeping	them	still	 in	his	grip	so	he	wouldn’t	let	me
go.	But	 I	was	 so	 excited	 to	be	holding	 Jackson’s	hand,	 it	was	nearly	 impossible.	Every
atom	 in	my	 body	was	 buzzing.	Never	 before	 had	 electrons	whirled	 around	 protons	 and
neutrons	so	fast.

Much	 too	soon,	we	 reached	 the	base	of	 the	 staircase	 that	 ran	up	 the	backside	of	 the
garage.	I’d	expected	him	to	let	go	of	my	hand,	but	he	didn’t.	He	towered	over	my	five-five
with	an	odd	stare.

Maybe	it	was	the	light,	or	lack	thereof,	but	his	eyes	seemed	duller	than	usual,	the	blue
clouded	by	a	slight	haze,	and	they	looked	tired.

I	would	 stand	 here	 forever	 holding	 Jackson’s	 hand,	 but	 as	 exhaustion	 rolled	 off	 his
wide	shoulders,	I	reluctantly	slipped	my	hand	free.	“I,	um	.	.	.	thanks.	Maybe	we	could—”

One	moment	I	was	trying	to	find	the	words	to	ask	him	out	to	dinner.	The	next,	he	was
kissing	me.

Jackson	Page	was	kissing	me.

On	the	lips.

His	thick	hands	came	to	my	cheeks.	His	calloused	fingers	slipped	into	the	roots	of	my
hair.	And	his	tongue	ran	over	my	bottom	lip.

My	 eyes	 went	 wide.	 Was	 this	 happening?	 His	 eyelids	 were	 closed.	 His	 nose	 was
brushing	mine.	Our	mouths	were	touching.

Jackson	Page	was	kissing	me.	On.	The.	Lips!

I	 couldn’t	not	 smile.	When	 I	 did,	 he	 took	 advantage	 of	 the	 part	 in	my	 lips	 and	 his
tongue	slid	inside,	tickling	the	inside	of	my	cheek.

I	 gasped	 and	 turned	 to	 mush.	 Gripping	 his	 forearms	 so	 I	 wouldn’t	 fall,	 I	 relaxed
completely	into	his	kiss,	letting	my	eyelids	fall.	His	taste	was	incredible.	It	was	minty	with
a	hint	of	citrus.	There	was	something	else	on	his	tongue	too,	but	I	wasn’t	sure	what.

Hesitantly,	I	stroked	my	tongue	against	his.	I	had	no	idea	if	I	was	doing	this	right,	but
when	Jackson	moaned	into	my	mouth,	I	did	it	again.

From	there,	whatever	he	did,	I	copied.	When	he	crested	his	tongue	over	my	top	lip,	I
did	the	same	to	his	bottom.	When	he	nipped	at	the	corner	of	my	mouth,	I	gave	him	one
right	back.	And	when	he	sucked	my	bottom	lip	between	his	teeth,	I	waited	until	his	was
free,	then	did	the	same.

It	was	hot	and	wet	and	magic.



The	scruff	on	his	jaw	made	the	skin	around	my	lips	the	exact	right	amount	of	raw.	An
ache	unlike	anything	I’d	felt	before	curled	in	my	belly.	A	throb	pulsed	between	my	legs.
Without	thinking,	I	shuffled	my	hips	closer,	brushing	against	the	hardness	in	his	jeans.

He	hissed,	 sending	a	blast	of	 air	 between	us	 that	 cooled	 the	wet	 skin	 above	my	 lip.
Then	after	one	last	lick,	he	pulled	away.

“Sorry,”	he	whispered,	not	letting	go	of	my	face.	“I	didn’t	mean—”

“Don’t,”	I	breathed.	“Don’t	be	sorry.”

Because	I’d	never	be	sorry	for	that	kiss.

My	first	kiss.

Something	I’d	avoided	for	years	because	I’d	been	waiting	for	this	kiss	with	Jackson.

“I’d	 better	 go.”	His	 hands	 dropped	 from	my	 face	 and	 he	 planted	 a	 soft	 kiss	 on	my
forehead.	Then	he	backed	away	three	steps	before	turning	around.	Even	then,	he	glanced
over	his	shoulder	a	couple	of	times	as	he	walked	through	my	parents’	yard.

I	waved	and	hurried	up	my	stairs.	The	minute	I	closed	the	door	behind	me,	I	went	to
the	window	beside	 the	door	 since	 it	 overlooked	 the	playground.	Crouched	on	my	 floor,
hidden	behind	a	curtain,	 I	watched	as	 Jackson	passed	 the	 swings	and	 the	 silver	 slide.	 It
didn’t	take	him	long	to	step	back	onto	the	sidewalk	and	turn	toward	his	house.

When	 he	 disappeared	 behind	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 school,	 I	 sank	 to	 the	 floor	 and	 let	 a
happy	grin	stretch	my	cheeks.

After	years	of	watching	and	waiting	and	hoping,	Jackson	had	finally	noticed	me.

Me,	 the	 shy	 girl	 who’d	 loved	 him	 from	 a	 distance.	 Tonight,	 he’d	made	 one	 of	my
dreams	come	true.

Sleep	didn’t	come	easy	after	my	kiss	with	Jackson.	I	replayed	it	over	and	over	and	over,
touching	my	swollen	lips	until	eventually	I	crashed	around	four	a.m.	When	my	alarm	went
off	at	six,	I	jumped	out	of	bed	with	a	perky	smile,	like	I’d	slept	for	a	day.

The	smile	stayed	all	day	long.	Every	time	I	got	weary,	I’d	think	of	Jackson’s	kiss	and
get	hit	with	a	fresh	burst	of	energy.

By	six	o’clock,	 I	was	eager	 to	get	away	 from	 the	camp.	Not	because	 I	hadn’t	had	a
great	day	with	the	kids	and	my	staff,	but	because	I	wanted	so	badly	to	see	Jackson	again.
So	 instead	of	 going	home,	 like	 I	 normally	 did	 on	Tuesday	 evenings,	 I	 steered	my	Ford
Escape	toward	the	bar.

The	parking	lot	was	full	but	I	squeezed	into	a	tight	space	in	the	last	row.	I	did	a	quick
check	in	my	visor	mirror,	pulling	my	hair	into	a	topknot	and	smearing	on	some	lip	gloss.
Then	I	popped	a	piece	of	cinnamon	gum.	I	doubted	Jackson	would	kiss	me	while	working,
but	he	might	and	I	wanted	to	be	prepared.

I	walked	 into	 the	bar	with	a	confidence	 I	hadn’t	 felt	 in	years,	maybe	ever.	 I	 strolled
right	up	to	 the	bar,	sliding	into	a	rickety	old	stool	next	 to	Wayne	and	Ronny,	 two	locals
who	came	down	 to	 the	bar	most	nights.	Normally,	 I	picked	a	 table	 in	 the	middle	of	 the



room	or	a	booth	in	the	corner,	somewhere	I	wasn’t	conspicuous.

But	not	tonight.

Tonight,	I	was	going	to	be	front	and	center.

“Hi,	guys.”

“Hey,	Willa.”	Wayne	patted	my	shoulder.	“How	are	you	today?”

“I’m	great.	How	are	you?”

“Can’t	complain.”

I	 loved	 that	Wayne	 always	 had	 a	 smile.	 I’d	 known	 him	my	 entire	 life	 and	 couldn’t
remember	a	time	when	he	wasn’t	in	a	good	mood.	Even	during	his	divorce.	He	was	in	his
late	fifties,	like	my	dad,	and	worked	at	the	school	doing	maintenance.	He’d	always	walk
the	halls	whistling	a	cheery	tune.

“Um,	is	Jackson	here	tonight?”	I	asked,	my	eyes	scanning	the	bar.

Wayne	didn’t	answer	because	at	that	moment,	Jackson	came	out	of	the	back	carrying	a
pizza	pan.	He	delivered	it	to	one	of	the	tables,	then	came	back	around	the	bar.

The	minute	he	made	eye	contact,	my	heart	jumped	into	my	throat.	“Hey,”	I	breathed	as
the	smile	on	my	face	got	impossibly	wider.

Jackson	grinned.	“Hey,	Willow.	What	can	I	get	for	you?”

My	smile	 faltered.	Willow?	I	 stared	at	him,	hoping	he’d	start	 laughing	at	his	not-so-
funny	joke,	but	he	just	stood	there,	waiting	to	take	my	drink	order.

“It’s	Willa.	With	an	a,”	I	snapped.	“Will-a.”

He	winced.	“Sorry.	I	suck	at	names.	Did	you	want	a	drink?”

I	suck	at	names.	That’s	how	he	was	going	to	play	this?	He	was	going	to	pretend	that
last	 night	 hadn’t	 happened?	Was	 kissing	 me	 really	 so	 bad	 that	 he’d	 resort	 to	 childish
games?

“I’ll	get	your	drink,	Willa,”	Wayne	offered.	“How	about	a	Bud	Light?”

I	nodded,	unable	to	speak.

“Coming	up.”	Jackson	whipped	a	pint	glass	from	beneath	the	bar	and	took	it	to	the	tap.

“It’s	still	weird	to	me	that	you’re	old	enough	to	drink.”	Wayne	chuckled.	“I	remember
you	coming	into	the	school	every	summer	when	you	were	just	a	little	thing,	helping	your
daddy	get	his	classroom	all	ready	for	the	school	year.”

I	faked	a	smile	for	Wayne	as	Jackson	set	down	my	beer.

He	turned	and	grabbed	a	bottle	of	aspirin	from	behind	 the	cash	register,	opening	 the
cap	and	popping	a	couple	of	pills	into	his	mouth.

“Not	feeling	good?”	Ronny	asked.

Jackson	shook	his	head.	“I	haven’t	had	a	bitch	of	a	hangover	 like	 this	 in	years.	The
damn	 thing	has	 lasted	all	day.	Remind	me	never	 to	do	 tequila	 shots,	 then	smoke	a	 joint



with	the	tourists	again.	I’m	a	fucking	dumbass.”

Ronny	and	Wayne	both	laughed.

I	did	not.

Tequila	 and	 weed.	 That	 was	 the	 taste	 I	 couldn’t	 pinpoint	 last	 night.	 That	 was	 the
reason	for	the	haze	in	his	eyes.	He’d	been	drunk	and	high	during	my	first	kiss.

“Did	you	stay	out	late?”	Ronny	asked	Jackson.

He	shrugged.	“Not	 really.	 I	 closed	up	around	midnight	after	 the	 tourists	 left	 the	bar.
Walked	home	and	passed	out.”

I	stared	at	his	profile,	waiting	for	his	eyes	to	at	least	flicker	my	way.	He	was	forgetting
a	 stop	 on	 his	 stroll	 home.	Was	 that	 intentional?	Did	 he	 not	want	Wayne	 and	Ronny	 to
know	he’d	even	talked	to	me?	Or	had	he	forgotten	me	completely	in	his	inebriated	state?

“You	just	went	home	and	fell	asleep?”	I	asked.

He	glanced	over.	“Pretty	much.	Had	some	crazy	dreams	though.”

I	narrowed	my	gaze,	assessing	his	expression.	He	wasn’t	lying.	He	wasn’t	pretending.
He	wasn’t	omitting	pieces	of	his	story.

He	really	had	forgotten.

He’d	forgotten	the	best	night	of	my	life.	The	best	first	kiss	in	the	history	of	first	kisses.

He’d	forgotten	me.

The	pain	nearly	knocked	me	off	my	stool.	Jackson	continued	to	chat	with	Wayne	and
Ronny	while	I	stared	unblinking	at	my	beer	glass.	The	bubbles	collected	on	the	rim,	then
burst.

Like	my	heart.

Enough,	Willa.	Enough.

My	friends	had	told	me	for	years	to	move	on,	to	forget	my	schoolgirl	crush	on	Jackson
and	go	after	a	man	who	actually	knew	I	existed.

But	I’d	nurtured	and	coddled	the	fantasy	for	nine	years.

I’d	finally	had	enough.	This	was	the	kick	in	the	rear	I’d	needed	to	let	him	go.	In	a	way,
I	was	glad	this	had	all	happened.

Yep,	glad.	Super	glad.

G-L-A-D,	glad.

He	was	just	a	silly	dream.

And	it	was	time	to	chase	a	new	one.
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