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      From USA Today Bestselling Author Ella Frank comes a small town, second chance romance.

      

      Small towns are definitely not for me. Probably because I was born in one, raised in one, and eventually run out of one. The understanding was that I would one day return to Chamberlin California. After all, it is my namesake. What my father didn’t count on however, was that once he sent me away, I would never come back—at least not until he was gone.

      

      Which brings me to now, his wake, at the family winery that was supposed to be mine. It also brings me to her. The sweet girl I left behind. The girl who has since grown into the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on—Laurel Anderson.

      

      She’s looking at me as though she wishes I was the one she watched get buried this morning. But she’s out of luck. I’m alive and kicking. I’m also stuck in this town with nothing to do but wait until the will is read.

      

      Well, nothing to do but see if I can seduce the pure and passionate Laurel, and change that anger I see in her eyes to something just as fiery…desire.

      

      ***

      

      The last time I saw Noah Chamberlin, I was a doe-eyed innocent and he was the boy of my dreams. My future was all planned out down to the wedding dress, until one morning I woke up and he was gone.

      

      You’d think after all these years, I’d feel the same blind indignation and rage that has haunted me since that day. Instead, the second I set eyes on him again, I felt something altogether unwanted and unexpected—lust.

      

      If the rumors are true, he’s only going to be in Chamberlin for a few days. I can handle that, as long as he stops looking at me as though he’s thinking about the last time we were together.

      

      But when Noah’s forced to stay and run the family business, it puts us in dangerously close proximity. And in a town this small, that can only mean one thing—trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To the one and only Donner.

      

        

      
        This past year tested us all in many ways, but your strength, determination, and desire for a better life are only some of the reasons I have such respect for you.

        Thank you for your friendship, patience, and support throughout my writing career.

        I love your face, your crazy ass food combos, and the slew of writing ideas you throw out hoping that one day one will stick to a certain French Chateau’s wall. But for now, hopefully this will tide you over.

      

        

      
        Xx Ella
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      HARRY CHAMBERLIN WAS a bastard. A cold-hearted, manipulative bastard who was still managing to run my life from six feet beneath the ground.

      If that seemed harsh, it was his own fault. He was a man of little kindness or compassion; my father’s relationships had usually revolved around two things, business and intimidation, and if you were one of the unlucky ones, it was a mix of the two.

      I, unfortunately, fell into that category. I’d even go out on a limb and say I had my very own “special” category. One that included threats and blackmail. One that had driven me from my hometown of Chamberlin, California so many years earlier, and had kept me from coming back until now—the day of his funeral.

      His wake, actually. I’d missed the funeral. I’d say that was an accident when my mom asked, but it had been one hundred percent intentional. The idea of standing by Harry’s grave and watching the people of this town pretend they were sad to see him go was too much for me to stomach. Especially when all I wanted to do was celebrate his passing. Because to know Harry was to hate him—that was a fact. One he’d worked really hard to cultivate. So why deny him that pleasure now?

      I stared through the black iron gates of the property and noted the cars filling the parking area and long drive that led up to the main building of the family business—the winery. It seemed as though everyone in town was behind those gates today, and once again I was standing outside of them.

      Nothing had changed, from my situation to the winery inside. The rust-colored gravel still complemented the olive trees on either side of the entryway, and the opulent fountain at the front entrance bubbled and sparkled with fresh water under the sunlight. It was beautiful. But that was the Chamberlin way. Always putting up a good facade.

      I drummed my fingers on the roof of my rental car and then made my way over to the gate to push it wide open. This was a bad idea for so many reasons, none of which included the sudden pain in my chest. But I’d be damned if I let Harry give me a heart attack. He’d already ruined my life once before. The last thing I’d do was give him the satisfaction of ending it too.

      “I hate you,” I said on the off chance that bastard was still floating around here somewhere, and then I inched the car up the drive at a snail’s pace and pulled into an empty spot.

      I sat there for a minute, staring at the main building of the winery, the villa. It was a Spanish-style structure with terra cotta tiles and smooth adobe walls, and I reminded myself that I just had to get through the next couple of days and then I could leave. I could finally be done with this place and all of the ghosts and memories that resided inside.

      After counting back from ten, I was about to push the car door open when a rap of knuckles on the window jolted me in my seat. I turned to see Ryan—one of my brothers—with his hand on the roof, peering inside, and I hit the button of my window and watched it roll down.

      “As I live and breathe, if it isn’t my long-lost brother Noah Chamberlin. Long time, no see, man. You plan to get out of the car sometime soon or just sit out here all day?”

      In a flannel shirt, worn jeans, and muddied work boots, Ryan had a smear of dirt across the dark stubble of his face, and I remembered many days looking that way myself.

      But I’d tossed aside my jeans and flannel for a more polished look these days, choosing to spend my time on a computer as opposed to a tractor. Ryan, however, was the vineyard manager now, and it was clear he’d just come from the vines.

      It seemed there was no taking a day off, even to mourn the loss of his father.

      “I was getting there,” I said. “I was just reminding myself that I wouldn’t burst into flames the second my foot touched holy ground again.”

      Ryan chuckled and straightened to give me room to climb free, and once I was out of the vehicle, he pulled me into a hug.

      “I don’t smell any smoke,” he said, sniffing the air around me. “It’s good to see you, really. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      “To his funeral?” I slipped my hands into the pockets of my pants. “You know better than that. I needed to see this with my own eyes.”

      “Well, you’re a little late for the funeral—that was an hour ago.”

      “Oh, I don’t mean the actual burial. I’ll take your word for that. I mean everyone pretending to care that that asshole is finally gone.”

      “Yeah.” Ryan nodded and crossed his arms. “There was some pretty epic acting out there today.”

      “I bet. Looks like the whole town’s here.”

      “Just about. But that’s got as much to do with your return as it does his departure.”

      “My return? No.” I shook my head. “I haven’t returned. I’m here because you and Bree said Mom asked for me, that’s all. The second I know she’s okay, I’m leaving. I have a job and a life to get back to across the ocean.”

      “That might be the plan—”

      “That is the plan. There’s no other plan.”

      Ryan shrugged. “If you say so.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but as was Ryan’s way, he became quiet and contemplative.

      “Well, you should go on in. Mom will be happy to see you.”

      As I began to walk toward the front door, I realized Ryan was no longer beside me. I turned to see him heading off in the opposite direction. “Where are you going?”

      Ryan looked past my shoulder to the villa and shook his head. “Not in there. I don’t want to be anywhere near the place when you walk through the door. All those tongues wagging? No thanks. I’m gonna go clean up. I’ll see you in a few.”

      Great, and here I thought I’d have an ally, someone to act as a buffer. But I should’ve known better. Out of the four of us, Ryan was the least likely to cause a scene. He was the calm, reliable one.

      “That’s cold, Ryan.”

      “That’s self-preservation. How do you think I lasted this long without you? Good luck in there.”

      Yeah, I had a feeling I was going to need it, because while Harry had sent me away years ago, it had been my decision to stay gone. His plan had been to educate me in the ways of the world—his world—but in order to do that, he’d destroyed mine.

      He’d made me leave the only home I’d ever known and the one girl I’d been able to picture forever with, and there’d been no way I was going to fall in line after that. No way I was going to learn to run his business and then return as his prized stallion, only to be mated off to the highest pedigree around.

      Instead, I’d done the complete opposite. I’d stayed abroad and begun work at a rival winery in Tuscany, and ever since then I’d made it my life’s mission to stick it up Harry’s ass. The only problem with that was, by sticking it to him, my mom had gotten caught in the crosshairs, and so had my relationships with my siblings. Something I deeply regretted to this day.

      I buttoned my suit jacket and made my way up the front steps, where I knocked on the large wooden door and steeled myself against whatever reception I was about to get. A second later, the door was pulled wide by a woman in a black dress and a white apron. She offered a polite smile and then ushered me inside.

      “May I take your jacket for you, sir?”

      I smoothed my hand over the buttons but shook my head. Now that I was here, the jacket felt like an extra layer of armor, and for now I thought it best to keep it in place.

      “Very well. The other guests are in the tasting room and out on the back deck. Would you like me to lead the way?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll be fine. I’ve been here before. I’ll just head on back.”

      She gave a clipped nod and then disappeared behind one of the doors that led to the kitchen.

      Ah, money—it really could buy you whatever the hell you wanted. Cooks, landscapers, someone to answer the front door so you didn’t have to. It was something I’d never felt comfortable around, even as a child. That hadn’t changed in the years I’d been gone. If anything, my discomfort level had intensified.

      I checked my watch and wondered if it was too late for me to claim that my flight hadn’t arrived on time. But knowing that was easily checked up on, I resigned myself to my fate and made my way down the long hallway toward the sunroom where the tastings were held.

      I could hear hushed voices begin to carry throughout the house. Whispers, quiet laughs, a feigned sob here and there, but when I finally stepped through the doorway, all pretense of being there to mourn the late Harry Chamberlin vanished, as every single pair of eyes in the place landed on me.

      It seemed Ryan had been right: news of my arrival had reached the good citizens of Chamberlin, and Harry’s departure was suddenly the last thing on any of their minds.
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      SOMEWHERE IN THE back of my mind I’d known this day would come. I’d dreamed about it, had practice conversations where I’d try to guess what would be said so I’d have something witty and brilliant to come up with. But never could I have imagined this scenario. The one where I was working that bastard Harry’s wake, and in walked the long-lost Chamberlin son, perfect as ever—Noah.

      It’d been years since I’d last seen him, but there was no mistaking who I was looking at, as the boy who had once stolen—and then broken—my heart walked across the threshold of the tasting room and scanned the people standing inside of it.

      Oh, he looked different enough. His thick chestnut hair was a little longer on top now than he used to keep it. He was sporting thick stubble along a jaw line that had definitely changed from boyish to masculine, and the immaculate black suit he’d chosen to wear was so well tailored to his body that it outlined his broad shoulders and waist to breathtaking perfection.

      Yes, he looked different. But not so much that my body didn’t recognize him the second my eyes did, because suddenly, it was really hot in here.

      “Did I miss something?” Willa, my good friend and owner of the local B&B, said, as she popped the last bite of her cheese and spinach quiche in her mouth. “Why is everyone suddenly— Oh…”

      Yes. Oh.

      “Is that who I think it is?”

      Willa knew exactly who it was, even if she was one of the only people standing in the room who didn’t actually know him in person.

      Noah had been long gone by the time Wilhelmina Sinclair arrived in Chamberlin. But she’d heard the stories, since gossip was part and parcel of a town this size. Add in the fact that Noah came from the wealthiest family, which also happened to be the namesake of said town, and, well, rumors were bound to fly.

      One of those rumors had been his appearance today. I hadn’t wanted to believe it. The idea of Noah being back after all this time caused an unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I still hadn’t decided the root cause of it. Betrayal, hurt, anxiety…?

      I looked around for one of the waitstaff with the champagne flutes, but of course there was no one in sight. It was probably for the best anyway. I shouldn’t be drinking, since I was the one running this thing.

      “Laurel?”

      Oh, right, Willa had just asked me something.

      “Sorry.” I somehow managed to tear my eyes away from the man still standing in the doorway. “What did you say?”

      “I asked if that was Noah. But judging by the ghostly hue of your complexion, that’s a yes.”

      I quickly grabbed her arm and tugged her toward the open door, deciding that maybe some cool air would do me good.

      “Laurel? Laurel,” she said, as we came to a stop off to one side of the deck. But I wasn’t listening. I was too busy trying to process everything I’d just seen.

      Noah was here. Here. Back in Chamberlin. Back in my immediate orbit, and shit—suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

      “Okay, why don’t you take a seat? You don’t look so good.”

      I didn’t doubt it. I’d gone from hot to cold in the blink of an eye, and my knees felt as though they were going to give out any second. Willa guided me to one of the bench seats that bordered the back deck, and once I was down, I feared I’d never get back up again.

      “Heeey.” She sat down beside me and rubbed a soothing palm over my back. “It’s okay. Take a deep breath in and then let it out.”

      I did as she said, but all I could think about was how long I’d waited for this day and how much I’d dreaded it. Damn these conflicting emotions—they were doing nothing to help settle my nerves.

      “So, okay, that’s Noah. Holy shit, Laurel. You didn’t say he looked like that.”

      Because he hadn’t looked like that. When I’d last seen him, he looked like the all-American boy. The golden child with a charming smile and eyes that looked right into your soul. He’d been sweet and kind and had broken hearts everywhere he went, and eventually he’d broken mine.

      I took in another shaky breath and then let it out, trying to calm the nerves that had twisted my stomach into knots. “I told you he looked like Ryan. They used to always get asked if they were twins.”

      “Ryan?” Willa laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but that man in there looks nothing like Ryan. That man owns a suit. I’m pretty sure Ryan wouldn’t even know where to buy a suit.”

      That was true. I didn’t think I’d ever seen Ryan in anything other than a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt. And as for Noah? I guess I was still thinking of the boy who’d lived in shorts, shirts, and baseball caps. Not the man who’d just arrived back in town looking as put together as GQ model.

      “Okay, so they dress differently. But other than that, the similarities are pretty clear.”

      Willa peered around my shoulder, her straight black hair falling around her face as she scrunched up her pert nose. “Hmm, I’m not seeing it. Maybe it was more obvious when they were younger, but now? No way. That man in there oozes sophistication. Ryan is homegrown through and through.”

      I braved another glance over my shoulder and braced myself against the barrage of emotions I knew would slam into me again.

      Noah had moved into the center of the room now, and while it was close to full, it wasn’t difficult to spot him. With everyone gathering on the periphery, he might as well have had a spotlight on him, and damn what a vision he made.

      I quickly turned away in fear he’d look in my direction, and tried to regain control of my erratic heart. This wasn’t how I was supposed to feel. Where were all of my carefully rehearsed lines and conversation openers? I wished someone would tell me, because they’d suddenly all vanished from my mind.

      “Uh, do you want me to go and get you some water?” Willa got to her feet. “Or maybe something a little stronger?”

      “No.” I reached for her hand. “Don’t leave.”

      “Okay, I won’t. I just thought some liquid courage might help with the situation.”

      “Courage?” I sat up a little straighter. “What do I need courage for?”

      Willa looked around the empty part of the deck where we were huddled then shrugged. “No reason.”

      So I was hiding. Or trying the best I could to vanish in plain sight. But what other option did I have? This was the last place I wanted my reunion with Noah to happen. Largely because we were surrounded by everyone who lived in Chamberlin, and after my disastrous teens, I’d spent my entire adult life making sure I gave them no reason to include me in the local morning gossip.

      “I’m fine. It’s just a shock to see him after all this time, that’s all.”

      “Sweetie.” Willa took both my hands and squeezed. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”

      “I know, but—”

      “There’s no but. If you want to talk, we can talk. If you want to leave, I’ll make up some kind of emergency and we can leave. I’m here for whatever, and if you want to get fall-on-your-ass drunk, we can do that too.”

      That made me laugh. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten fall-on-my-ass drunk. But if ever there was a time for it, that time would be now.

      “Well, if it isn’t two of the prettiest girls in town.”

      Speaking of fall-on-your-ass drunk, I turned to see Justin Chamberlin draping his leather-clad arms over the deck railing.

      Of all the brothers, Justin was best known for his…conquests around town. His day-old scruff and the strong scent of whiskey that wafted off him pretty much confirmed that he’d stopped off at his local haunt after the funeral.

      I had to admit, I envied him for that. The likelihood he’d remember much of this tomorrow was minimal.

      “What are you two doin’ out here? The party’s in there.”

      I grimaced at the obvious sarcasm. The pain of losing a parent—even one you weren’t particularly fond of—was something I knew about firsthand. I’d lost my mother right out of high school, and it had been brutal. It had taken a long time for me to come to grips with her no longer being in my life, and to this day I still found myself wondering what she would do whenever things got too tough.

      I tried to rack my brain for some sort of excuse as to why we were out here. But when nothing came, Justin’s attention caught on the commotion inside, and he rolled his eyes.

      “Ah, okay, he’s here and we’re hiding.”

      “I’m not hiding.”

      “Do you care if I do?” He ran a hand through his messy, chin-length hair, and then took another look over my shoulder before shaking his head. “Of course he has to look all I’ve got it together and shit. Would it really have been so much to ask that he was a little less than perfect?”

      I had to admit, I’d been thinking the exact same thing.

      Justin patted the pocket of his jacket in search of his ever-present cigarettes. “Is Ryan here yet?”

      Willa shook her head. “Haven’t seen him since earlier. He said he had to come back and check on something with the vines.”

      “Great. At least tell me Bree stayed.”

      I nodded. “She did. The last time I saw her, she was trying to talk one of my guys into a bottle of scotch.”

      Justin chuckled. “Sounds like her.”

      “It does. But if you could kindly ask her to do it when I’m not in charge, that would be amazing. The last thing I need is your mother thinking I’m handing out alcohol to your underage sister.”

      “Pretty sure she’d get a pass today.”

      I was pretty sure Brianna Chamberlin would get a pass every day, being the youngest in the family and the only girl. But that didn’t mean I’d be responsible for liquoring her up.

      “Either way, you might want to go and track her down before she gets into any trouble.”

      Justin gave a mock salute and then pushed off the railing, and as he made his way up the stairs and across the deck, Willa leaned into me.

      “You do realize you just sent Justin to keep his sister out of trouble, right?”

      I nodded, but my attention had once again focused on the man who had taken the spotlight off the man who’d been buried today.

      “Laurel?”

      “Huh?”

      “You want to head back inside?”

      Yes. “No. I think I’m just going to sit out here a little longer. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Willa took my hand and squeezed again. “Not in the least. Take all the time you need. Or, you know, until Emily comes looking for you wondering why her daughter is dancing drunk on one of the tables.”

      I whipped my head around, horrified at the thought.

      “Not ready for jokes just yet? Okay. We’ll just sit here until you feel like heading back inside.”

      That sounded better. Much better. Maybe by that time, Noah would’ve slipped out and left town without us even having to speak to one another—after all, it wouldn’t be the first time.
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      IN HINDSIGHT, I should’ve waited for Ryan to return before deciding to throw myself into Chamberlin’s overly enthusiastic gossip mill. But hindsight was 20/20, and as I stood there in the doorway of the winery’s tasting room, I suddenly felt like the latest attraction at the zoo.

      You could all but hear a pin drop, and when it seemed no one in the place was about to speak up, I cleared my throat and asked, “Could someone please point me in the direction of my mom, Emily?”

      Frantic whispers flowed around the room as inquisitive eyes gave me a thorough once-over. I’d expected this kind of reaction. It’d been years, and I looked different. But it wasn’t as though I was unrecognizable.

      “Noah?” At the sound of my name, I turned to see Miss Betty, who owned the local bakery, with her arms outstretched. “My gosh, it is you.”

      “Miss Betty,” I said, returning her embrace. “I was looking for my mom.”

      “Of course, of course you were. I’m so sorry about your father.”

      “Thank you.” Was that even the right thing to say? I had no idea.

      “My, my, didn’t you grow up into a handsome thing? How long has it been?”

      I gave my most charming smile under the circumstances. “Too long. But you don’t look a day older than the last time I saw you.”

      “Oh, you.” She giggled like a high schooler. “You always were the charmer of the bunch.”

      “Was I?”

      “Yes. Why else do you think I snuck you those free donuts before school?”

      I looked around the room, still trying to spot my mom. “You snuck free donuts to every kid that was smart enough to come and ask for one. I bet you still do.”

      “Hush now. Nobody needs to know that.”

      Everyone knew that. Betty was known for two things: gossip and supplying the children with their morning sugar rush. Both were done out of love…for the most part. “Sorry. It’ll be our little secret.”

      “Good. Very good.” She looked over her shoulder to the curious eyes still aimed at us. “So, you’re looking for…Emily?”

      Not sure who else she thought I’d be trying to find, I nodded. “Yes. Have you seen her?”

      “I think she just slipped upstairs for a few. It’s been a tough day for her. A tough week, really.”

      “I can imagine.” Harry had been a royal bastard to everyone within his orbit. But Emily Chamberlin had been the sun at the center of his universe.

      “Would you like me to go and let her know you’re here?”

      And deprive me of the chance to escape? No way. “That’s okay. I think I might just go and check in on her.”

      “I think that’s a great idea.”

      So did I, and just as I was about to head back into the hall, a woman out on the back deck caught my eye. She was seated on one of the wraparound benches and the afternoon sun was catching the golden strands of her hair like a halo.

      She looked like some kind of angel. But who was I kidding? An angel wasn’t about to show up for anything related to Harry.

      “Noah? Ah! I knew it was you!” Brianna, my sister, threw her arms around my neck and pulled me in tight. So tight I was at real risk of suffocation as she squealed in my ear. “I knew you would be here. Everyone else said there was no way. But I knew. I knew.”

      I smiled and wrapped my arms around her waist. I hadn’t seen her since last summer, when her and Mom had come for one of their many visits, and for the first time since I’d driven back onto this property, I felt a sense of happiness. Something I hadn’t expect to feel here ever again.

      “You always were the smartest one out of the four of us,” I said. “That’s why you’re at that fancy school of yours.”

      “Liar. I’m at that fancy school because Mom didn’t know what else to do with me.”

      That was probably true. Brianna was a wild one. I ran my hand down the back of her long, wavy hair and grinned. “Nooo.”

      “Yesss. But only for six more months. Then I’m free.”

      “God help us all.”

      “Indeed.” She gave an impish shrug, and when her black wrap slipped down her arm, I gently lifted it back in place.

      “You look good, Bree. Are you doing okay?”

      “I’m fine. I mean, it’s not like I was really close with Harry or anything.”

      “No one was close with Harry.”

      “Yeah.” She wrapped her arms around her waist, and I tugged her in under one of mine as we walked down the hall. “Have you seen Justin and Ryan yet?”

      “Ryan, on the way in. Said he’d be over in a few. Justin, no. Is he here?”

      Brianna shook her head. “Not yet. He was going to stop by Gallagher’s for a drink before heading here.”

      That sounded like Justin. If something was hard or unpleasant, he avoided it. If it was fun and easy, he was your guy.

      “I’d kill for a drink right now,” she said.

      I looked down at my sister with a frown. “You are underage.”

      “Trust me, I know. Laurel booze-blocked me at every turn.”

      “Laurel?” I stopped dead in my tracks, and when my arm slipped off Bree’s shoulder, she turned to look at me. “As in Laurel Anderson? She’s still here?”

      Well, that was a definite twist. Up until now, it hadn’t even occurred to me that Laurel—the girl who haunted my dreams—would be exactly where I’d left her. I’d always imagined her leaving Chamberlin and heading to a big city, the way we’d always talked about. To hear she was still close by, well, that suddenly made this trip a whole lot more interesting.

      Brianna frowned. “Of course she’s here. She manages the place. Oh shit, Mom didn’t tell you?”

      No. No she did not.

      “I’m sure she was going to,” Brianna said, trying to cover. “Maybe she wanted to do it in person?”

      Highly doubtful. Laurel had been the driving force in Harry sending me away. If I had to take a wild stab at it, I bet her employment had been kept secret just in case I decided to return. Not that she’d ever take me back. Not after the way I’d just…left.

      “How long has Laurel worked here?”

      “Uh, maybe you should talk to Mom about it.”

      “Bree…”

      Brianna grimaced. “A long time.”

      “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered, wishing in that moment that Harry was alive just so I could kill him again.

      “You really didn’t know?”

      I let out a deep sigh and shook my head. “I really didn’t. I didn’t even know she was still living here.”

      “Yeah. Everyone knows Laurel. She’s the best.” Brianna laughed. “Unless she’s trying to booze-block you.”

      I gave a forced smile, my mind still reeling at this new information. Laurel Anderson, wow. She was somewhere here, right now.

      “Noah?”

      “Sorry. What?”

      “I asked if you were ready to go and see Mom?”

      Shit. It would be poor form not to go and check on her and let her know that I was here. “Yes. Let’s go.”

      I shoved aside the desire I had to go and find the girl I’d once thought I would marry, and instead followed my sister upstairs. I’d be in town for a few more days, so I had plenty of time to see Laurel if I wanted to.

      Hell, who was I kidding? Of course I wanted to. I’d been dreaming about Laurel Anderson for years. She was the bar that was never reached. The fantasy that never disappointed. She was the one girl who had gotten away—or had been ripped away—and before I left town, I was going to track her down and see just how good my memory was.

      Until then—knock, knock, knock—I was going to be a good son.

      “Come in.” My mom’s soft voice was instantly recognizable, and as I slowly opened the door to one of the guest rooms of the winery, I spotted her standing by one of the large windows that overlooked the sprawling vineyards.

      She wore a black A-line dress with an elegant hat and veil to match, and her dark hair was pulled into a tight, prim knot at the back of her neck. She looked the very image of a grieving widow, and her slight frame appeared even smaller than usual as she turned to face the two of us.

      “Noah.”

      “Mom.”

      She clasped her hands in front of herself as she looked between Brianna and myself, and then she walked across the room to stop in front of us.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d come. When you weren’t at the funeral, I just assumed…”

      She had every reason to think that way, and I had every reason to stay gone. But I loved my mom, and there’d been no way I wasn’t going to be here for her.

      I reached for her hands and took them in mine. “Of course I was going to come.”

      Her delicate features softened as her somber eyes assessed me in a quick once-over, the way that mothers do, then she offered up a broken smile.

      “You look well.”

      “I feel well,” I responded, but I realized that might seem callous. “Except for—”

      “Stop, Noah. I don’t need you to pretend you’re upset. I’ll be sad enough for the both of us. I’m just glad you’re here. Your brothers and sister need you. I need you.”

      I looked to Brianna, who was nodding at me, and smiled. “Then I’m happy to be here.”

      “Good. Did you already stop by the house and drop your things off?”

      I hadn’t, actually. I’d come straight here, since I’d already missed the funeral, but it didn’t matter anyway. There was no way I was going to stay in his house ever again.

      “I came straight from the airport.”

      “You must be exhausted.”

      I smirked. “I thought you said I looked well.”

      “You do. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t tired.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll catch up on sleep tonight. I just wanted to be here and make sure you’re okay.” I also needed to see if there was a room in town that I could book at the last minute.

      “I appreciate that. Did you see your brothers on the way in?”

      “Ryan, yes. I haven’t seen Justin yet, though. Bree said he was down at—”

      “Gallagher’s.”

      At the sound of a fourth voice entering the conversation, we all turned to see Justin standing in the doorway with his hands shoved in his pockets and his eyes narrowed on me.

      “Well, if it isn’t my big brother Noah. At least, I think you’re Noah, right? I haven’t seen you in… Actually, I can’t remember the last time I saw you. Nice to know you at least come home for a death in the family.”

      “Justin,” Mom said from behind me.

      “What? It’s true. The last time I saw him I was, what? In high school.”

      The words were thrown out as though he didn’t give a shit one way or another, but the icy undertone spoke volumes. There was true resentment there, and I couldn’t blame him one bit.

      “If anyone wants me, I’ll be looking for some booze to finish the job I started on my way over here.”

      As he turned and left the room, I had an insane urge to go with him. A few drinks sounded like heaven about now, but I doubted he’d want my company. Brianna looked between Mom and me, and it was clear she wanted to go after him. I knew from our emails that the two of them were close, and when Mom nodded, Brianna dashed out of the room, leaving the two of us in her wake.

      I could hear the sounds of voices traveling up the stairs, and as we stood there, my mother did something she hadn’t done in years. She reached for my hand and squeezed. A silent symbol of strength and solidarity, one I’d always cherished and one I hadn’t realized I’d missed, or needed, until this very moment.
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      “THERE YOU ARE, hon. I’ve been looking for you all over.”

      So much for my stealthy re-entrance. I should’ve known that Miss Betty would spot me trying to sneak my way back inside. She had a knack for these kinds of things, and a nose for gossip.

      “Here I am.” I plastered on my best hostess smile and hoped she didn’t see right through it. “Is there, ah, something I can get for you?”

      Betty patted my arm, regaining my attention. “I was just coming to tell you that the quiches are almost out.”

      “Oh. Okay, thanks. I’ll get one of the girls to bring some more out.”

      “Mhmm, that’s a great idea. And also, he went upstairs to see his mother.”

      I blinked at the quick change of topic. “Who did?”

      A sly smile curved Betty’s lips. “Don’t you try that with me, young lady. You know exactly who I’m talking about.”

      I opened my mouth to deny her claim, and she looked toward the hallway leading out of the tasting room.

      “He was a heartbreaker at seventeen, but now?” Betty leaned in as though imparting a state secret. “That boy grew into all kinds of tall, dark, and delicious.”

      Betty fanned her face as she continued to look down the hall, as though Noah would reappear at any moment. I, on the other hand, wanted nothing more than to get out of there for the exact same reason.

      “Uh, I’ll take your word for it.” I went to pull my arm free and make a run for it, but Betty was a step ahead of me. She tightened her fingers around my wrist and leaned into my side. All the while, her eyes were glued to the doorway.

      “You two were so in love back in the day. There was never a minute one of you was without the other.”

      No kidding.

      “I really thought you’d end up married, you know? Have a couple of kids together, and one day run this place. It just seemed like destiny. Until…”

      Yes…until. That was the problem with this little story. It held up really well, until that part right there.

      “Betty?” I gently removed my arm from her grip, and this time made sure to move out of her reach. “I’m going to go and get some more of those quiches moving out of the kitchen. I’ll catch up with you a little later?”

      “Of course, dear. Don’t let me hold you up.”

      With a final smile in her direction, I made a quick dash through the door and hightailed it into the kitchen, which, I was happy to note, was empty. After the door swung shut behind me, I leaned against it and breathed a sigh of relief.

      This was insane. My stomach was a wreck, and my hands? I held them up in front of me. They were shaking like leaves on a tree. I needed to pull myself together if I had a hope in hell of getting through the next couple of hours. But until then, maybe I could hide in here for a few minutes.

      Pushing off the door, I made my way over to the fridge to get the next tray of finger food for the oven, then I heard movement from the wine cellar. Thinking it was Bree trying to sneak that bottle of scotch again, I headed over there to stop her at the pass.

      I pushed through the door, and just as I was about to give my well-practiced speech about underage drinking, my eyes landed on a broad set of shoulders that definitely did not belong to Brianna Chamberlin.

      The cellar door clicked shut behind me, and when the man turned to see who had entered his space, the breath I’d finally gotten under control once again lodged itself in the back of my throat.

      Good God, the glimpse I’d gotten of Noah earlier was nothing compared to him standing in front of me with a wine bottle in his hand, and as much as I hated to admit it, Miss Betty was right. He was the very definition of tall, dark, and delicious, and when those rich caramel-colored eyes found mine, I had to reach for the door handle just to be certain I wouldn’t fall at his feet.

      “Laurel Anderson.”

      My heart all but stopped at the sound of my name in that smooth, seductive timbre, and my fingers tightened on the handle.

      “Hi.” Brilliant. After all these years, that was what came out of my mouth.

      A smile slowly curved his lips, as though he knew I was tongue-tied, and I wanted to kick myself—or him—for it.

      “Hi yourself.”

      I swallowed and tried to remember that somewhere inside my head I possessed a brain. Now if I could just locate it, that would be fantastic. “I, uh, I didn’t know you were coming today.”

      “No? Everyone else in town seemed to.”

      “Well, you know how it goes. You can’t rely on everything you hear.”

      “Ah. So you heard—you just didn’t believe it.”

      “I didn’t really think about it either way.” Liar. “I’m sorry for your loss, though. Harry was—”

      “An A-grade bastard?”

      My eyes widened at the cool edge to Noah’s voice. It was a tone I’d never heard from him before. But then again, I didn’t know this man, so I had no point of reference.

      “That seems harsh, huh?”

      “It seems…” Noah’s eyes locked on me with an intensity I felt all the way to my bones. “Honest.”

      He shifted the wine bottle from one hand to the other, then he held it up by the neck and asked, “A good year?”

      I focused on the label, a 2012 Pinot Noir. “It was a great year.”

      Noah nodded and turned the bottle around so he could look at it again. “And you should know, or so I’m told. You manage this place now.”

      I wondered who had told him. His mother? Or one of his siblings? I’d never imagined a career in the wine business, and I certainly hadn’t imagined one here at his family’s winery. But circumstances had left me little choice, and now I couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

      “I do. I’m also the head sommelier.”

      Noah let out a sound of disbelief that made my spine stiffen. I was good at my job—damn good at it.

      “I hope that won’t be a problem for you.”

      “A problem?” Noah shook his head. “No. I was just thinking how my family hasn’t changed at all. They still like their secrets.”

      The temperature in the room dropped back to arctic, and as I was about to hightail it out of there, Noah took a step forward. I plastered my back to the door and, cursing myself for showing my hand—and my nerves—counted back from ten before daring to look him in the eye.

      That was a mistake. I recognized those eyes and the thick lashes that curtained them. I also recognized the look in them right now. It was one of curiosity and interest.

      “I wasn’t so sure about coming back here when I showed up earlier.”

      His gaze roved over my face, as though he were searching for the girl he once knew, and I wondered if he saw parts of her in there.

      “But suddenly I find myself even happier that that asshole up and died. Otherwise I’d never have known you were here.”

      I wasn’t surprised in the slightest that my working here had been kept quiet. Harry had worked really hard to remove me from Noah’s life. He wasn’t about to tell him I was still around.

      “Well, um, I don’t want to hold you up anymore, and I need to get back to your mother’s guests.” I turned to open the door, but when I felt his hand on my shoulder, my feet froze.

      “Looking to make a quick escape again, Bonnie?”

      I closed my eyes and for a second allowed myself to remember the first time he’d ever called me that. Then I quickly shoved it aside, not willing to allow in the emotions and vulnerabilities those kind of memories would bring.

      “Do you blame me?”

      There was a pause, and the tension simmering in the air made it even more imperative that I get out of there right now.

      “No. I guess I don’t. But before you go?”

      “Yes?” As his hand fell away, I let out a silent sigh of relief.

      “I was wondering if you could tell me the best place to stay in town?”

      To stay? Why wouldn’t he stay at his mother’s?

      “It’s been a while, and I promised myself I’d never set foot in Harry’s house again.”

      Oh…

      I straightened my shoulders and glanced back to see him checking me out as he waited for an answer. When his eyes found mine, he gave a slight smirk, not ashamed at all for being caught.

      “Wilhelmina’s. It’s the local B&B. It’s beautiful. You won’t find better.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I was just about to push open the cellar door when suddenly it was pulled wide, revealing my shocked expression to the person on the other side. “Jake? Hi, um, what are you doing here?”

      My surprise was mirrored on Jake’s face, as were the questions in his eyes. But before he could respond, I put my hands on his chest and shoved him back a step.

      “I was looking for you,” he finally said as he tried to get another look at the stranger behind me.

      “Well, you found me.”

      Jake frowned, but before the conversation could go any further, I said over my shoulder to Noah, “Be sure to stop by Wilhelmina’s,” then I took Jake’s hand and led him out of the kitchen.

      “Mom?” Jake tugged me to a stop once we reached the food area back out in the tasting room. “Who was that?”

      “Who was—”

      “The man in the cellar stealing a bottle of wine?”

      “Oh.” I pretended to straighten up the serving plates on the table. “That’s Noah. Bree’s brother.”

      “No shit.”

      “Jake, what have I told you about that mouth of yours? Keep it clean. Especially when in company, please.”

      Jake shrugged it off and then looked over his shoulder as though he could see back into the kitchen. “He’s the one everyone talks about? The one who left and never came back—ever?”

      I nodded, feeling slightly sick to my stomach. “That’s the one.”

      “Huh. Maybe he was just waiting for Harry to die. He was kind of a dick.”

      “Jake.” I looked around to make sure no one had heard my mouthy teenager. “Don’t talk like that about the dead.”

      “Oh, come on, you know I’m right.”

      “That doesn’t matter. Show some respect.”

      “Okay. You’re right.” He leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I’ll show respect today and call him a dick tomorrow.”

      I smirked as he straightened. “That’s better.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna go find Caleb for a bit. Unless you need me to keep you from getting locked in any more wine cellars.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I wasn’t locked in there.”

      “Uh huh.” He picked up a carrot stick and took a bite. “Man, where’s all the good food at? I figured there’d be more than veggies at the almighty Harry’s going-away shindig.”

      Damn it. It wasn’t until right then that I realized I hadn’t put the extra quiches in the oven. Oh well, carrots and dip would have to do for the moment, because there was no way I was going to risk being caught in that kitchen or wine cellar again with Noah Chamberlin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Noah

          

        

      

    

    
      LAUREL ANDERSON, WOW. She sure had grown up nicely. Actually, that was a lie. The sweet, pretty girl I’d once known had grown into the most beautiful women I’d ever seen in my life—and I’d seen a lot of women.

      In her perfectly respectable black dress and heels, I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her. Her hair was cut a little shorter than it used to be, with loose curls styled in a way that teased the soft skin under her chin. And those long legs that had seemed to go on for miles and miles even as a teenager? They were even more entrancing now, encased in those smoky-colored stockings. It’d been a couple of hours since our run-in, and I was still thinking about them, wondering if they were full coverage or thigh-highs with a garter belt to match.

      It was completely inappropriate, I knew that, especially considering where I was and why. But damn, I was only human, and there’d been no stopping the instant attraction I’d felt the second I was back in her presence.

      That was, until he opened the door. Whoever he was. I’d thought about asking Bree but immediately squashed the idea when I imagined the barrage of questions that would no doubt follow. I was already the latest gossip around town; the last thing I wanted was to add to that in any way. So that meant I was going to have to find out for myself, maybe just not tonight.

      As I pulled into Wilhelmina’s Bed & Breakfast, I congratulated myself on somehow slipping out of the wake without detection, but I was pretty sure my mom would clue in soon enough. That was okay, though—it would be much easier to tell her I wasn’t planning to stay at the house if I was already booked to stay somewhere else.

      I remembered this place, but not as it stood now. What had once been a dilapidated building—my brothers and I used to dare each other to spend the night there—had since had a major makeover. It now stood tall and proud, the way it was no doubt intended, and as I parked my car and climbed outside, I took a moment to appreciate what the new owners had done with the place.

      Built in the 1800s, the picturesque three-story craftsman-style home was bordered with a wide balcony that wrapped around its entirety. There were rocking chairs on one side and a classic porch swing on the other, and flanking the entrance to the beautifully restored home were four thick columns that gave the place an authentic feel that you just couldn’t replicate.

      I made my way through the immaculate grounds toward the front door, and when I stepped inside the lobby/seating area, I stopped dead in my tracks. Holy shit. It was hard to even remember what it had looked like pre-reno. The broken floorboards, the cobwebs so thick they could suffocate you if you ran into them. Not to mention the ghosts—well, according to Justin.

      I took in the now polished floorboards and sweeping staircase that wound up the three flights, before glancing through the open pocket door to where there was a desk that I assumed was the check-in area. The furniture was all era-appropriate and looked comfortable and charming, and as I made my way to check-in, the strong scent of freshly brewed coffee and apple pie filled the air.

      It was quiet and peaceful, perfect for the lounging area off to my right, where the only sound was the running water of a fountain that was lit up through one of the side windows.

      I looked around, trying to spot an employee or maybe a guest who was staying there. It wasn’t until I heard a loud crash followed by someone muttering, “Shit,” that there was any indication someone else was here.

      A few more rumblings came from behind a wooden door at the far end of the room, and then it swung open and a frazzled woman I’d never seen before appeared. In jeans, a white t-shirt, and a black apron splattered with something she’d clearly been cooking, the woman reached for her earbuds and cursed a second time, before she glanced up to see me standing by the desk.

      Her dark eyes widened a fraction, and then she immediately plastered on a smile. “Hi. I’m sorry. I had my music on and didn’t hear you.”

      She rushed over to the desk and was about to hold out her hand when she glanced down at it and grimaced.

      “Sorry—again. I was cooking.” She held her palm up to show it was still covered in a fine sheen of what I assumed was flour, then she quickly brushed it off on the apron and moved to stand behind the desk. “I’m usually more organized than this, but I got caught up today at a—”

      When she cut off her words and quickly looked away from me, I knew exactly where she’d gotten caught up. Harry’s funeral. This woman might’ve been a stranger to me, but she clearly knew who I was.

      “A funeral?”

      “Yeah, uh, again—”

      “I know, you’re sorry.”

      A sheepish expression crossed her face, and I couldn’t help but take pity on her.

      “It’s fine, really.”

      “It’s not. Oh God. What a horrible first impression I’m making. I’m Willa, and despite all appearances to the contrary, I own and run this place. Usually much more smoothly than this.”

      I chuckled and flashed a smile her way, hoping to ease some of her obvious embarrassment. “I’m not judging, I promise. I’m just looking for a room, if you have one.”

      “You’re not staying with your family?” The second the words were out of her mouth, she looked as though she wanted to take them back. But…too late.

      “Have you met my family?”

      “I have.”

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      She let out a quick burst of laughter and immediately seemed to loosen up as she typed something in on the keyboard in front of her.

      It was weird. Here I was coming back to my hometown, and yet this woman I’d just met probably knew more about me and my family than I did. But that had been my choice. Not at first, but definitely in the end.

      “Actually, your brother Ryan helped me renovate this place.”

      No shit. I took another look around, even more impressed than when I first arrived. “Really? How long did that take?”

      “Five years.”

      I whipped my head back around so I was facing her. “Five years?”

      “Uh huh. Your brother’s a busy guy. I had to get him on his downtime.”

      “Some downtime.”

      “Eh, he likes it. Says whacking things with a hammer relaxes him.”

      That sounded like Ryan, but seriously, five years?

      “So you and Ryan, you’re close?” I asked.

      Willa grinned as she leaned her hip up against the desk and crossed her arms. “Close enough to know that he’s really happy to have his brother back home.”

      “I’m not back home. I’m visiting.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Not really.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      “Only because Harry died.”

      “Yeah, but there’s no love lost there. So there must be another reason.”

      Willa eyed me as she pondered, and it was amazing how comfortable I suddenly felt around her. All day I’d been on edge around my family and the locals. Then there was that moment in the wine cellar with Laurel. But that was a whole different kind of edge. The kind I wanted to feel again, as soon as possible.

      “I came back because of my mom.”

      “Ah. Well, maybe you’ll stay for a different reason.”

      “I’m not staying.”

      Willa clicked several buttons on the computer then asked, “Then how long should I book you in for?”

      “Don’t you need my name?”

      “It’s Noah, right?”

      I opened my mouth and then shut it again. She really did know my family. “Right.”

      “That’s what I thought. All I need now is a credit card and the length of your stay.”

      I fished out my wallet and handed over my card. “Can we leave it open-ended for now? Or do you need a definite date?”

      Willa picked up my card and began typing in the numbers. “We can leave it open.”

      “Okay, good.”

      “Mhmm.” She went back to filling in the rest of my details, and once she was done, she ran through the times that breakfast and evening coffee were served, along with what was and wasn’t available for guests in the way of rooms in the house.

      I listened quietly as she ran through her spiel, and once she was done, she handed me a key and brochure.

      “You’re on the second floor in the Shakespeare suite. Would you like some help with your bags?”

      “No. No. That’s fine, thanks. I really appreciate this.”

      “Of course.”

      I turned and headed for the front door to collect my things, and just as I was about to step outside, I heard her call out, “How did you hear about Wilhelmina’s?”

      I paused and looked back at her. “Uh, through an old friend. You probably know her. Laurel Anderson?”

      “I do. Laurel’s lovely.”

      I thought about the way Laurel’s dress had clung to the curves of her body and had to agree. “She is.”

      A small smile tugged at the corner of Willa’s lips. “Okay, well, everything’s set and I’ll just assume you plan to stay until…whenever you go.”

      I had no idea what that smile was about, and I wasn’t about to ask—the last thing I needed was any speculation over when I planned to leave. Instead, I headed out to the car to collect my things, ready for a good night’s sleep.
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      “JAKE? JAKE! ARE you home?” I pushed through the front door, kicked off my heels, and tossed my keys on the entryway table.

      It had just turned seven, and I was exhausted. It’d been a long day from beginning to end, but as the familiar smell of pepperoni pizza hit my nose, I closed my eyes and inhaled.

      Ah, my son was a saint.

      “I’m in here,” he called from the kitchen.

      As I made my way down the hall, I shrugged out of my coat. “Pizza? You do love me.”

      I rounded the corner to see Jake standing over by the fridge with a bottle of Coke in his hand. He’d changed out of his black slacks and shirt, and was now in his favored jeans, t-shirt, and backward baseball cap. At six foot two, my baby boy wasn’t so much a baby anymore, and every time I remembered that, it hit a little harder.

      “Yeah, you’re not so bad. You know, as a mom and all.”

      I scoffed and draped my coat over the back of the kitchen chair. “High praise coming from you.”

      I took a seat, and when he placed the Coke on the table, I poured us both a glass. “Did you catch up with Caleb?”

      “Yeah, his dad finally said that he can come and work with me and Ryan for the summer. I thought for sure he’d be stuck at the grocery store.”

      I cracked my neck from side to side and then sat back in my chair. “You have to remember, Mr. Wilson relies on Caleb to help him—”

      “For free.”

      “Well, he is his son, Jake.”

      “So? How’s he ever gonna make any money if he’s always doing free labor for his dad? Most parents would pay their son to work at their store, but not Mr. Cheap Ass.”

      “Jake. Don’t talk like that.”

      “Sorry, but it’s true.”

      It was, but I wasn’t about to bad-mouth one of the local business owners. This place was too tight-knit, too in each other’s pockets, and one wrong word or miscommunication and your life—or business—could go down the tubes.

      “He said yes, though, right? Now Caleb can earn a little money before he goes away to college at the end of summer. That’s good.”

      “I guess.”

      “It is. And you know how Ryan gets around this time of the year. Another pair of hands and eyes won’t hurt you.”

      Jake rubbed the back of his neck, a dead giveaway that he was anxious about something. “Don’t remind me. Bud-break brain really is a thing. I swear, he goes from the coolest boss in the world to the highest strung.”

      “It’s a stressful time. One cold night and the whole crop can go to waste. That’s a lot of pressure when you wait all winter for the vines to bloom.”

      “I know. It’s just funny. Ryan’s usually so chill, so it’s weird when he acts all tripped up.”

      I smirked and reached for my drink. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. But maybe keep that opinion to yourself when he’s waking you up at three a.m. to go and turn all the fans on.”

      Jake chuckled as the timer on the oven buzzed. “No lie. I’d like to keep my head on my shoulders, thank you very much.”

      He removed the pizza from the oven and cut it into slices, then he put two on a plate and slid it on the table in front of me.

      “You’re too good to me.”

      “I really am. But also, you worked your ass off today. I wasn’t about to let you come home and cook dinner.”

      A saint. He really was a saint. “Well, it’s much appreciated. Pizza is such a better option than what I had in mind if you weren’t here.”

      “What’s that?” he asked as he took the seat opposite me.

      “Peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

      Jake screwed his nose up. “In that case, I’m glad I was here to save you.”

      “Me too.”

      We sat there in comfortable silence, each munching down on the cheese and pepperoni goodness. It was like heaven on a hand-tossed crust.

      “So…that guy in the wine cellar with you today. That’s Ryan’s brother, huh?”

      Jake’s question was so out of the blue, so casual, that it almost made me choke on the bite I’d just taken. Luckily, I still had some Coke in my glass, and I quickly washed down the piece of pizza that was threatening to end my life.

      “Yes, it is. But I wasn’t in the wine cellar with him. I thought it was Bree sneaking some alcohol, so I went to check. You make it sound so scandalous.”

      Jake laughed. “I was just asking a question. Sheesh, relax over there, would you.”

      “I am relaxed.”

      “Uh huh.” Jake took another bite of his pizza. “Sure you are. Maybe you should get caught in the wine cellar with a guy.”

      “Jake.”

      “What? I mean, you never go out. When was the last time you went on a date?”

      I couldn’t actually remember. But that was beside the point. “Thanks for the reminder there, bud. But I’ll have you know, I’m just fine as I am.”

      “Okay. But you’re acting kind of weird.”

      “No I’m not.” As soon as I said the words, I realized they were a lie. I sounded like a thirteen-year-old girl. Or maybe the sixteen-year-old who had fallen madly in love with Noah Chamberlin.

      “Riiight. Well, on that note, I’m gonna be on the PS5 for a while. That okay?”

      “That’s fine. Leave this, and I’ll clean up.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure. It’s just a couple of plates.”

      “Okay. By the way, you threw an awesome wake today.”

      I frowned. “I’m not sure those two things go together.”

      “Too bad, it’s true.”

      The grin on his lips as he left the room belied any sadness over the one we’d sent off today. But then again, I wasn’t sure anyone in town was truly sorry to see Harry go. Still, I’d have to remind Jake not to be so obvious about it tomorrow.

      I finished off my last bite of pizza and got to my feet to take our plates to the sink. As I rinsed them off, I stared out the bay window at the large oak tree swaying in the breeze, and had a fleeting thought as to what Noah was doing right now.

      It had been a long time since I’d allowed myself to think about him. His memory was locked away along with my mother, classified as too painful to think of. But as I stacked the plates and started up the dishwasher, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d taken up my suggestion and gone to Willa’s.

      I could always call and ask? See if he got there okay.

      And why would I do that? It would be weird and cause way too many questions. If Noah wanted a place to stay then he would find one. It was none of my business what he did. So why couldn’t I stop thinking about him?

      I made my way into my room, ready to get into something more comfortable, and when I pulled open my closet to grab my robe, I stood there staring at the row of coats to my left.

      There, wedged between the wall and about ten overcoats, was the memory I never allowed myself to revisit. Blue, white, and gold. The colors of Chamberlin High.

      This varsity jacket was a stark reminder of one of the worst memories of my life. But instead of going back there to that point in time, I closed my eyes and remembered the moment Noah had walked into my life instead…

      

      “I REALLY DON’T want to go in there, Mom. Can’t I just go back to my old school?”

      “Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I know this won’t be easy, but this is where you have to go now. I’m sure after the first couple of days you’ll settle in and make new friends.”

      Yeah, somehow I doubted that. The kids that went here were nothing like me. They were rich, spoiled, and had no problem whatsoever looking down their nose at anyone who wasn’t like them. I should know—I’d been on the receiving end of that look many times. That was what happened when you grew up on the wrong side of the tracks, and no, I wasn’t being dramatic.

      I’d grown up three towns over from the charming town of Chamberlin, where the railway tracks divided the rich from the poor. But as of last week, my mother had gotten a new job managing the local hair salon, and we’d moved on up. Or at least over the tracks, through the town, and five miles down the road from the Chamberlin winery, where at the very end of a loose gravel road was a nicely hidden trailer park.

      I stared up at the intimidating two-story brick building and wondered what teenage horrors waited inside for me. The last thing any sixteen-year-old girl wanted to do was make new friends. It was hard enough to keep the ones you had with all the gossiping and moodiness that came with the onslaught of hormones at that age.

      “Come on, Laurel. I don’t have all day.”

      I groaned and shoved open the car door. Then I reached for my backpack and climbed outside. As Mom revved the engine, I turned around and stuck my head back in the window.

      “Are you sure I can’t just start tomorrow?”

      She gave me a soft smile and shook her head. “You’re going to be fine. You’re smart and strong, I made sure of that. Just be yourself and I’ll see you tonight.”

      I rolled my eyes and moved back from the car, not wanting to be the reason she was late on her first day. Then I turned to look back at the building. This was going to be a nightmare, and as I heard her drive away, I thought about making a run for it.

      “I wouldn’t if I were you. They have cameras.” At the sound of the unfamiliar voice, I turned to see one of the cutest—no, hottest—guys I’d ever seen in my life.

      He was tall, really tall, and had thick brown hair that was swept back from his gorgeous face. He was wearing a blue, white, and gold varsity jacket over a white t-shirt, and his smile was full of the kind of confidence one had when everything in their life was perfect. And, I was ashamed to admit, the second he flashed it my way, my heart thumped a little faster.

      “Cameras?”

      “Yeah.” He chuckled and pointed at the front steps that led up to the doors. “Up in the corner. See?”

      I looked in the direction he was pointing, and when he moved in closer, I almost forgot to breathe.

      “If you’re gonna make a break for it, you should tell your mom to drop you off around the corner there. That way they won’t see you.”

      I opened my mouth, about to deny my escape plan, but instead heard myself ask, “How’d you know I planned to skip?”

      He grinned down at me, and I swore his eyes were smiling too. “I recognized the look. That one that says you’re about to bolt. I totally get it—most days I’m dreaming up escape plans too.”

      I seriously doubted that. The guy was wearing a jacket that all but broadcast his popularity for everyone to see.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “Huh?”

      “You rolled your eyes. You don’t believe me.”

      I shrugged and tightened my fingers around the strap of my backpack. “It’s just you don’t seem like the type who’d hate school. That’s all.”

      He slowly nodded as he began to head toward the building, then he turned around and called out, “Maybe I won’t now that I’ve found a partner in crime. See you in there, Bonnie.”

      Bonnie? What? Oh, Bonnie and Clyde.

      When he grinned and turned to run up the front steps, I couldn’t help but think that maybe today wouldn’t be so bad after all…

      

      GOD. IT’D BEEN years since I’d thought about that day. But after hearing him call me Bonnie tonight, it was no surprise that the memory had found its way back to me.

      I shook it off and placed the jacket back in the closet where it had hung for all this time, then I slowly closed the doors and headed to the bathroom. I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to lie here in my bathtub and let a boy—a man—whom I hadn’t seen or heard from in forever consume my every thought.

      But as I climbed into the hot, fragrant water, I knew that was a lie. Because the second I shut my eyes, all I could see was the way that Noah had looked me over today, and all I wanted to know was if he’d liked what he saw.
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      THE OLD HARDWOOD floors of the courthouse creaked under my feet as I paced back and forth outside one of the conference rooms. It was Monday morning, and per my mom’s instructions, I was ready and waiting to hear whatever final surprises Harry had in store for us.

      Today was the reading of the will, and ever since she’d called last night to tell me we all had to be present or it could not proceed, I’d had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Harry never did anything in half measures. He also never did anything to benefit anyone except himself. So the idea that he’d sat down and penned some elaborate final demands to be read in the presence of all his children made me think he still had some kind of end game to play.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets to keep from running them through my hair as I continued to wear a hole in the floor. I should’ve known this visit wouldn’t be a simple check-in on Mom. Of course not. This had been the real reason. I was needed for this next step in Harry’s little shitshow—whatever that might be.

      The echo of the front doors opening bounced around the cavernous lobby of the courthouse, alerting me to someone’s arrival, and when I spotted Justin heading my way, I began to think God had a sense of humor.

      I readied myself for what would no doubt be an awkward greeting, as Justin came to a stop opposite me and glanced past my shoulder.

      “Where is everyone?”

      With his rumpled clothes and bloodshot eyes, there was no doubt in my mind that he’d finished whatever bottle he’d tracked down yesterday. I was actually surprised he’d showed up this morning, and on time too.

      “They’re not here yet,” I said as I looked over his scuffed-up boots, ripped jeans, and t-shirt. He had a silver chain linked to his belt loop that fed into one of his pockets, and now that he no longer wore his leather jacket, I could see an elaborate ink design up his left bicep.

      “Great. Mom said nine, right?”

      “That’s what I was told.”

      Justin walked by me, our shoulders bumping up against one another, and the message was clear: stay out of my way.

      “I’m sure they’ll be here soon enough.”

      “Whatever.” He headed to the long wooden bench seat on one side of the room, then sat down, crossed his arms, and kicked his legs out in front of him. “Not like I’ve got Italy to get back to.”

      Right. He wasn’t pissed or anything, was he?

      “Look.” I stood in front of him. “I want to be here about as much as you want me here, okay?”

      Justin shrugged. “I don’t care if you’re here or not.”

      “Yeah, that’s obvious.”

      “Good. What you do makes no difference to me one way or another. I wanna get this over with and get back to my life.”

      I was about to tell him he’d get no arguments from me when the doors of the courthouse opened again and Brianna, Ryan, and Mom stepped inside.

      Thank God, now we could finally get this thing started.

      “Noah, Justin, sorry we’re running late.” Mom gave a quick wave before rushing by us toward the door at the very far end of the hall. Ryan and Brianna came to a stop where I stood.

      “You two been here long?” Ryan looked to Justin, who shook his head, then he turned to me.

      “About ten minutes.”

      “Gotcha.” He slipped his hands into his pockets, obviously sensing the tension.

      Brianna sat beside Justin. “How are you feeling?” she said in a hushed tone. “Jameson said you passed out on his couch last night.”

      Justin’s eyes found mine as if he were daring me to judge. But hey, to each their own. Whatever way he wanted to celebrate—or mourn, I guess—Harry’s life, that was entirely up to him.

      “Yeah? Well, Jameson’s got a big mouth.”

      Brianna smirked. “Does he? Maybe I’ll have to take a closer look.”

      “Not on your life.” Justin rubbed his forehead. “Now stop talking.”

      Brianna chuckled and then looked at me. “Did you end up finding Wilhelmina’s last night?”

      “You’re staying at Willa’s?” Ryan asked.

      “He isss,” Brianna said. “Guess who told him about it? Laurel.”

      I looked between the two of them with a frown. “She was hosting Harry’s wake—she was kind of hard to avoid.”

      Brianna’s dark eyes all but twinkled. “Mhmm, sure.”

      “Okay, stop thinking whatever it is you’re thinking right now. I ran into her and asked where a good place to stay was. I can’t believe that bed and breakfast is that old, broken-down, creepy place. It looks amazing.”

      Ryan nodded. “Willa did a great job.”

      “She said you did most of it.”

      “No way. It was a joint effort. She needed the help.”

      “Five years’ worth, apparently.”

      Brianna snorted at my comment, and Justin decided to chime in. “What’d you two do all night, talk and give each other a manicure?”

      “No,” I replied. “We met when I was checking in. I think she was trying to be friendly and make me feel welcome.”

      “Or she was checking you out, since she’s Laurel’s best friend and she’s heard rumors that you’re an asshole.”

      Okay, I didn’t know that. But before that could even compute, I backtracked to his last comment. “Rumors?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Justin shoved to his feet and pushed a hand through his hair. “Does it always have to be about you? So you’re back, you saw your ex—which, by the way, you must be kicking yourself over for leaving, because Laurel is hot—and now you want to know what’s been said about you since you’ve been gone? Who cares? You left when you were a teenager and now you’re older and wear preppy suits. Get over yourself.”

      Ryan stepped between the two of us about to try to calm things down, but Mom stepped out of the room she’d disappeared into earlier and looked at the four of us. “Is there something the matter out here?”

      Brianna quickly got to her feet and stepped in front of us, shaking her head. “No. We were all just chatting about how good it is to have Noah back.”

      “No we weren’t,” Justin said.

      “I’m not back,” I said.

      Brianna aimed a death glare over her shoulder at us, and it was so effective that I felt it in my bones. For a seventeen-year-old, she sure had no problem standing up to two grown-ass men—not that we were acting like it.

      “Well, if you’re done, they’re ready for us,” Mom said.

      I wasn’t sure what it was about her clipped tone, but the second I heard it, I immediately felt like a teenager again.

      We headed into the room she indicated, and in the center was a large conference table. At the head was a balding man in a brown tweed coat who had a slew of paperwork in front of him, and off to his left sat a red-headed woman dressed in a prim black blouse. She had a matching pair of glasses that sat perched on her nose, and as we walked in and took our seats, they looked up from their paperwork to see who had just joined them.

      “Welcome, welcome,” the man said as he half stood to greet us. “Please sit wherever you like.”

      Not surprisingly, Justin moved to the opposite side of the table to Ryan and myself, and, seeming to want to keep the peace, Brianna went with him. When Mom took a seat at the far end of the table, the man took a quick look around and offered up what could only be called a grim smile.

      That didn’t bode well. Not considering what we were all here for. I looked at Ryan and shook my head. I had a feeling that whatever was about to happen was going to be typical Harry. And by that, I mean fucked up in every way possible.

      “Let me start by introducing the two of us. I’m John Ackerman, and this is Abigail Fairmont. I am your mother and father’s attorney, and Abigail here is their accountant. We’ve been working with them for nearly ten years now on both business and personal matters, and today we’ve brought you all together, as instructed by Harry for when he passed away.”

      “Okay,” Justin said, looking at Mom. “We’re all here, even the missing son over there. So now what?”

      “Justin, please,” she said, and reached out to pat his arm. “Have a little patience. We have some paperwork we need go through, and then this will all be over.”

      “It’s actually a little bit more than that,” John said, and that gnawing feeling in my gut turned into a sharp knife twisting through my insides. “Harry, your husband and their father, made some changes in the last couple of months of his life.”

      Mom sat up a little straighter and drew her hands back from the table to clutch at her purse. “What kind of changes?”

      John looked at the paperwork in front of himself and flicked through several pages. “Some…stipulations to the first draft he drew up with you.”

      “Stipulations?” Brianna said. “What does that mean? I thought everything automatically went to Mom.”

      John smiled, but it was a tight, tentative smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Of course, his personal assets were all left to your mother. However, the business—”

      “He divided up between the four of you.”

      At the sound of Mom’s voice, I turned in my seat to make sure I hadn’t misheard her. But no, she seemed very confident in her wording, and when her eyes found mine, I shook my head.

      “Why would he do that? The winery is as much your place as it is his. You’re alive—it should automatically go to you.”

      “Noah—”

      “No. This is such bullshit. Even from the grave he’s disrespecting you.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “It is like that. But you know what, it doesn’t matter anyway because I don’t want it. I’ll just sign my deed over to you.”

      Mom opened her mouth to speak, but before she could get a word out, John cleared his throat.

      “There something you want to say?” I asked.

      “Actually, yes. Like I was saying before, there’s some new provisions added to details of Harry’s will. Some requirements that need to be met before the deeds are handed over.”

      “Of course there is.” I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, wondering when the day would come that Harry would stop pulling the puppet strings.

      “Requirements?” Ryan said, when it was clear I’d run out of patience for this shit. Here I’d thought it would be fuck you, you get nothing, Noah, and then we’d be done. Apparently not.

      “Yes. I can start with the oldest and work my way down if you like?”

      “Lucky me,” I said.

      Justin smirked, and I wasn’t sure if it was in response to my words or my suffering.

      “I assume you’re Noah,” John said, looking in my direction.

      “You assume right.”

      “Very good. Let’s get to this, then. I, Harry Chamberlin, of sound mind and body, hereby bequeath all my personal assets to my wife, Emily Rebecca Chamberlin. This includes our home and our personal investments. The family business, Chamberlin Winery, is to be divided between our children.”

      What the hell had Harry been thinking? Clearly, he hadn’t been. But before I could voice my opinion on that, John kept talking.

      “My eldest son, Noah Harry Chamberlin, will receive the deed to his portion of the property one year after he has lived and worked as the new CEO of Chamberlin Winery, at which time he can sell, give away, or keep the property for himself. If he chooses to leave and disregards these wishes, his portion of the vineyard and any money procured from it will be signed over to the town that his forefathers founded.”

      “What? Wait a fucking minute. Are you serious with this shit? I live in Italy. I have a business there.”

      “Sorry,” John said as he looked up from his papers. “That’s what it says.”

      “So I can’t sign it over to Mom?”

      “Unfortunately, no. If you leave, the will states that your part of the business will be signed over to the town.”

      “Can you believe this?” I said, as I looked down the table to where Mom sat with a stoic expression on her face.

      “If this is what your father wanted, then—”

      “Fuck that.”

      Mom’s eyes widened.

      “We’ve all been doing what he wanted for years. That’s the reason I left. There’s no way I’m going to let him pull this shit now.”

      “Oh yeah?” A low laugh came from across the table, and when I cut my eyes to Justin, a smug smile curved his lips. “And what are you gonna do about it?”

      “You know, I wouldn’t be feeling too superior if I were you. Your terms haven’t been read yet.”

      “What’s the worst he could do? Restrict me to town? Oh no.”

      “And are you Ryan or Justin?” John said.

      “Justin.”

      “It states here: to my youngest son, Justin Marcus Chamberlin, fellow co-owner of Chamberlin Winery, I bequeath any profits that come from his share. He may collect his allowance from the new CEO—Noah Harry Chamberlin—and family accountant Abigail Fairmont once a month.”

      “Hang on, Noah is in charge of my fucking money?”

      It was my turn to look smug. “Not laughing so hard now, are we?”

      Justin clenched his teeth as he glared at poor John, who seemed worried we were about to launch ourselves at one another across the table. “Technically, Abigail will be looking after the money, but yes, Noah will have to sign off on it.”

      “Fucking bullshit,” Justin said, shaking his head. “What else does it say?”

      “That the deed to your portion of the business will be signed over to you after you work a year at the winery in some capacity.”

      Justin swiveled in his chair to face Mom. “Are you really trying to say you didn’t know about this? You’ve been trying to get me to work there for years.”

      “Justin,” Ryan said. “Stop it.”

      Justin shook his head, his annoyance riding him almost as hard as mine was. But I was too busy trying to work out my own problems to think about what his were.

      This was so like Harry. Issuing ultimatums even from the fucking grave. I wasn’t about to move to Chamberlin for a year, though. God, he was such an asshole. But then again, what else was new?

      “No, I want to know.” Justin’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts and back into reality.

      “Knock it off, Justin,” I said.

      “I didn’t know anything about this.” Mom’s voice was eerily calm as she looked between the four of us. “The last I heard, he was going to leave the business to the four of you. That’s all I knew. I didn’t know it came with a set of conditions.”

      Justin slumped back in his seat. “Why am I being treated like some kind of kid? Do Brianna and Ryan have to go to Noah and Moneypenny over there?”

      I could’ve sworn the accountant’s spine stiffened at the nickname. But she remained silent.

      John was looking back down at the paper. “Brianna, is it?”

      Brianna nodded, then looked to Ryan and me with what I could only describe as fear in her eyes.

      “Let’s see here. To my daughter, Brianna Emily Chamberlin, fellow co-owner of Chamberlin Winery, I bequeath any profits that come from her share. She may access her trust fund from the new CEO—Noah Harry Chamberlin—and family accountant Abigail Fairmont after she completes college.”

      Brianna rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “So, you all get your money now, but I have to wait until I finish college. How did I know that was coming?”

      “I’m sure it’s just a wait until you’re older kind of thing,” I said. “That’s a lot of money, Bree.”

      “Are you trying to say she wouldn’t know how to look after it?” Of course Justin had an opinion on that.

      “No. I’m just saying it’s a lot of money for someone her age.”

      “What do you know about her? She’s extremely responsible.”

      “Says the one who has to have his money issued to him by me and the family accountant.”

      “Fuck you, Noah.”

      “Just stating the facts.”

      “Yeah, well, it seems you’re in charge of all of us. Kind of ironic, since you’re the one who left us.”

      “I didn’t leave. I was told to fucking go. And he hasn’t read Ryan’s yet, so why don’t you shut your mouth?”

      All of us looked to Ryan, who shrugged. “I don’t care what it says, as long as I get to keep my job.”

      John nodded, clearly as ready for this to be as over with as we were.

      “To Ryan Chamberlin I leave the cabin up on the west hill, and the job title and wage of vineyard manager. The deed for the cabin will be signed over to him immediately upon my death.”

      Mom made a sound from the far end of the table, and when we all turned her way, her hand was over her mouth.

      “Mom?” Ryan was on his feet and over to her in a second. “What is it?”

      “He didn’t leave you any money, man.” Justin looked back to John. “I heard that right, yeah? There was no co-ownership or profit talk? No stipulations mentioned in there.”

      “No. Just the cabin and his job.”

      “Okay, that’s fucked,” Justin said. “That place is a woodpile.”

      Ryan squeezed Mom’s shoulder, trying to calm her. “I love that place. He knew that. It means more to me than money.”

      Mom looked up at Ryan and shook her head. “No, it’s not right. You work so hard on the property. You should get your share. We can fix it.”

      “It’s fine, Mom. This is the way he wanted it.”

      She looked to John, who shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Mrs. Chamberlin, I understand this is quite a change from the original will and testament that Harry drew up regarding the business, but his personal wishes have not changed. All personal assets and investments will go directly to you to do with as you please. We can go into the nitty-gritty later if you like—”

      “Yes, yes.” She nodded. “I think that would be best. We all need some time to…process.”

      “Very well. Unless anyone has any questions, that’s all.”

      That was all? It was amazing how he said that as though he hadn’t—or should I say, Harry hadn’t—just screwed us all over in some form or another. The room fell into an uncomfortable silence as we all sat there trying to digest what we’d just learned.

      It was blackmail, pure and simple. Harry was blackmailing us all in one way or another, and the underlying threat was the loss of the family business. It was bullshit.

      I reached for my collar and pulled at it, suddenly feeling as though it might strangle me. I needed to get out of there. I needed space. Fresh air. I needed to think about what the hell I could do to get out of this clusterfuck.

      I shoved back from the table and got to my feet.

      “Noah?” Mom said. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to… I have to think about this.”

      “What is there to think about?” Justin said. “You’re not going anywhere, brother.”

      “Justin…” Brianna said softly, but Justin just shrugged.

      Ignoring him, I said to Mom, “I’ll come by the winery later, okay?”

      “Okay.” Her voice was steady but the worry in her eyes was evident. Unfortunately, I didn’t have it in me to offer any words of comfort. Hell, I didn’t even have any for myself.

      I stormed out of the courthouse in a haze of fury, my head spinning at the implications of what Harry had just done, and as I made my way down the stairs, I ran smack bang into someone on the sidewalk.

      “Shit. I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for the innocent bystander, but when my eyes locked on who it was, all of the anger, all of the rage at being trapped in this town, dissipated in an instant.

      “Laurel?”
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      WHAT PACKS A stronger punch than Miss Betty’s coffee on a Monday morning? Running headfirst into the wall of solid muscle known as Noah Chamberlin.

      As the books in my arms fell to the ground, I cursed and watched them scatter at my feet. I’d taken the morning to visit the library, since Emily had shut the winery to the public today to take care of matters regarding her and Harry’s private affairs. I had a little while until she expected the staff to arrive for a meeting involving some changes to the business, and I’d planned to spend it having said coffee and reading one of the books I’d just borrowed. Now it seemed I’d be nursing a headache instead.

      “Laurel?”

      “That’d be me,” I said, and flashed a grimace his way as I crouched down to pick up my books.

      Noah immediately moved to help, reaching for the one that had fallen by his feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      “It’s okay, honestly. I’m fine.” I stacked my books, and when he held the last one out to me and I went to reach for it, he didn’t let go.

      I glanced up, and when our eyes met, he grinned. “Still a big reader, I see.”

      “Some things never change.”

      “No, they don’t. But sometimes they do, and the result is”—Noah’s eyes roved over my face as his thumb brushed up alongside mine—“stunning, to say the least.”

      A shiver raced up my spine at the contact, and I couldn’t tell if it was due to pleasure or my flight response kicking in. Either way, I needed to get away from him. Now.

      I tightened my fingers around the book, and when I tugged on it, he let go. I quickly got to my feet, and as he slowly straightened, I tucked my hair behind my ear.

      “I should go,” I said, moving around him to do just that.

      I was about three steps away when I heard him call out my name, and despite everything inside me telling me to keep going, I stopped and looked back to see him walking my way.

      “Have coffee with me.”

      The request was so out of the blue that I didn’t even know what to say. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Noah in forever, and coffee seemed so…familiar. I made a show of looking at my watch, but before I could speak, Noah jumped in.

      “Don’t say no.” He looked to the courthouse and then back to me. “I’ve had a horrible morning, and the last thing I want is to be alone to think about it. So what do you say? Want to help an old friend out?”

      If he was just an old friend then I wouldn’t have a problem with that at all. But he wasn’t, and when he added that heartbreaker smile to the request, I was instantly reminded of that.

      God, how was it possible that after all this time he still had the ability to make me feel like this? Heart thumping, a rose-colored haze, until all I could see was him.

      Pull yourself together, Laurel—you’re an adult, for God’s sake.

      “Sure. Okay,” I heard myself say, as though I had everything under control. “But not at Betty’s.”

      Noah slipped his hands into his pockets and moved up beside me as we made our way down the sidewalk.

      “But Betty makes the best lattes. We always used to go to Betty’s.”

      “I know. Which is exactly why we’re not going there this morning. We wouldn’t even get a chance to sit down before everyone in town knew what we ordered.” We stopped at the corner where Wilson’s Market was, and I looked up at him. “Have you been away that long that you’ve forgotten the way news travels here?”

      Noah chuckled, and the low sound was smooth and hypnotic. I wanted to hear it over and over again, softly by my ear.

      “I guess I have. I’m not used to watching my every step anymore.”

      I blinked, shaking myself out of my daydream. “Well, get used to it. You’re the biggest piece of gossip to hit Chamberlin since—” I cut myself off, not wanting to go down the rabbit hole of when he left, and, seeming to understand that, Noah let it go.

      After checking both ways for cars, we crossed the road and walked in silence for a minute or two before he asked, “If we aren’t going to Betty’s, where are we going?”

      I grinned to myself as I led him down one of the town’s narrow side streets. “If I tell you that, I’ll have to kill you.”

      “Oh, I see. It’s a secret.”

      “It’s not a secret. I just don’t advertise that I go there.”

      Noah laughed. “You hide the fact that you sometimes go to a different coffee shop so you don’t hurt Betty’s feelings?”

      Okay, when he said it like that, it sounded slightly ridiculous.

      “That’s really…sweet.”

      I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “It’s not sweet; it’s self-preservation.”

      “Huh, that’s funny.”

      “What is?”

      “Ryan said something similar yesterday about self-preservation.”

      I nodded as we reached our destination. “It’s definitely necessary for small-town living. Otherwise, you’d go insane.”

      “Then why stay?”

      “Because not all of us had a father who sent us off to Italy.” The words were out of my mouth before I even thought them through, and the air around us shifted from comfortable to awkward.

      What was I thinking saying that to him? It wasn’t like he’d had a choice in the matter. But really, if he’d hated it so much, why had he stayed?

      Before I could focus on that, however, Noah reached for the door and pulled it open.

      Dave’s Coffee House had opened five years ago, and while it was never quite as busy as Betty’s Bakery, it still turned a good profit and offered a quieter, less trafficked eat-in area. Dave was a newbie by Chamberlin’s standards and wasn’t heavily involved in the local gossip. He also left his customers to their own business, which was something I appreciated very much at this moment.

      We each placed our order and then took a seat at one of the back tables, and once we were settled, Noah gestured for my books. I handed them over, and he placed them on the chair beside himself, then he sat back in his seat and let his eyes wander over me.

      I flushed under his intense once-over, and when he finally brought his gaze back to mine, I shook my head.

      “Be a little more obvious, why don’t you?”

      He grinned unrepentantly. “Should I say I’m sorry?”

      “Are you?”

      “No.”

      “Then I guess not. Would you like me to get up and do a twirl for you?”

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      I smirked. “Uh huh. Still the same old Noah, I see. Always trying to push your luck.”

      “Like you said, some things never change.”

      As a waiter brought over our coffees, I took a moment to look at Noah the way he’d just done with me. Willa was right: there was something incredibly put together and sophisticated about him.

      The last time I saw Noah, he’d been nothing but a boy. But now the fit of his suit and shirt showed off the powerful body I’d run into earlier, and the stubble lining his strong jaw line made me wonder how it would feel against the soft skin between my—

      “Want me to stand up and do a twirl?”

      My cheeks flamed at being caught, but when he chuckled, I shoved it aside and decided, why should I be embarrassed? He’d been checking me out—it was only natural for me to do the same, and this feeling of familiarity and unfamiliarity at the same time was a head trip for sure.

      “I can see all that I need to from here, thank you very much.”

      “Ah, well, if you want to see more, just let me know.”

      I shifted slightly on my seat, that feeling of awareness from earlier returning and moving a little lower.

      Knowing I needed to change the subject or risk saying something completely inappropriate, I went with the first thing that came to mind: “So, tell me about Italy. What’s it like? It must be exciting to live somewhere so glamorous.”

      Noah took a sip of his coffee before he relaxed and rested his arm on the back of the chair holding my books. “It’s amazing. At first it was…hard not knowing anyone. But by the time I graduated, I’d secured a job on one of the vineyards—Sergio’s—as a ‘cellar rat.’ I worked hard and learned not only the steps of being a winemaker, but the artistry behind producing a great bottle of wine. My background helped too, I hate to admit. But Harry taught me a lot over all those summers he forced me to work. The real learning began when I got over there, and eventually I worked my way up to be Sergio’s business partner. I’ve been there ever since.”

      I placed my cup down and schooled my features the best I could, trying not to show how much it hurt to hear that he’d had such a wonderful life-changing experience after he left.

      It wasn’t that I hoped he’d been miserable, or that I’d wished him ill will. But after not hearing from him—not even an email—it was difficult to sit there and listen to how he’d replaced his original life with something completely new. I could only imagine how quickly he’d replaced me.

      “I heard about that part. Sergio’s? It kind of became Harry’s archnemesis.”

      “One of the side perks of being sent away. I made it my mission to be better than Harry, and make damn sure that he knew about it.”

      “I know. It must’ve all been very exciting.” I lowered my eyes, unable to help the tears that had formed, and suddenly remembered all of the reasons why revisiting the past was such a bad idea.

      I was trying to think up an excuse as to why I had to go, when Noah placed his hand over mine on the table.

      “Laurel, I never wanted to leave. That was—”

      “Years ago,” I interrupted, and drew my hands free. This little stroll down memory lane was bringing back all of the heartbreak I’d buried for so long.

      I quickly got to my feet and smoothed my hands down the front of my dress. “I, umm, have to get back to work. We’re starting a little late today, since we’re not opening to the public. I’m sure you know—you probably spoke to Emily. But I need to get going now.”

      I reached for my books, knowing I was rambling, and once I had them in front of me like a shield, I suddenly felt a whole lot better.

      “I hope you have a good day. You know, better than the one you were having earlier.” Before he could get a word in, I gave a quick wave and then hurried out of the coffeehouse.
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      “ARE YOU DONE yet?”

      “No.”

      “What about now?” I threw a daisy over the top of Laurel’s book, and when it landed on her page, she picked it up and twirled it between her fingers.

      “Still no.”

      “But you’ve been reading for—”

      “Ten minutes?”

      That was about nine minutes more than I ever liked to read, but Laurel? That was her thing, and since I was the one who’d suggested doing our homework together, I was stuck, whether I liked it or not.

      “That’s enough time, right? I mean, how much more could you possibly need to read today?” I plucked the book from her hands and rolled to my back. We’d picked a sunny spot under one of the large oaks at the end of Willow Lane.

      It was Laurel’s favorite place to come, because there was only one house at the end of the road—that was currently empty—and other than that, the place was secluded. Perfect for reading and relaxing, according to her.

      Me, however? I was getting restless. I hated sitting still, even for ten minutes.

      “Noah, give it back. I want to be finished before next class, and—”

      “We only have to read to chapter twenty. You’re already up to”—I flicked through the pages of her book—“chapter twenty-five.”

      She leaned over to take the book, and I dropped it to the grass to grab her arm, pulling her down over me. She landed with a cute little oomph, and her long blonde hair fell forward to curtain our faces.

      “Now this is better.”

      “How is it better? We have an exam tomorrow, and I need to study. You need to study.”

      “I am studying.” I kissed her gently, her soft lips always so tempting. “I’m studying the shape of your mouth. The color of your hair in the sun. The way you feel squirming around on me the way you are.”

      “I’m not squirming.” She planted her hands on either side of my head and pushed up from me. “I’m trying to get away from you so I can study. I need this grade if I’m going to have a chance at that scholarship.”

      She was right, and suddenly I felt like a total asshole for interfering with that.

      “Sorry,” I said, and reluctantly let her go. “I wasn’t thinking.” I picked up the book and handed it back to her, before settling in against the trunk of the tree.

      “Don’t be sorry for wanting to kiss me.” She laughed. “That’s why I’m working so hard. I want you to be able to kiss me for the rest of my life, and you won’t be able to do that if I’m stuck here and you’re—”

      I placed a finger to her lips and grinned. “What did you just say?”

      She frowned, and I swear I could see the wheels in her head rewinding. Then a rosy flush hit her cheeks. Yep, there it is.

      “I didn’t mean that like it sounded.”

      “You didn’t? ’Cause I kind of like the idea of you and me for the rest of our lives.”

      Laurel looked down in her lap as she fiddled with the edge of her book. “You do? I mean, I know we talked about going to USC together and getting out of here, but—”

      “But what? You don’t think I’m going to let you go once we get there, do you?”

      She raised her head so we were eye to eye.

      “I’m not letting someone else have you. You’re mine, Bonnie. We go together, you and me. Forever.”

      Her shy smile made my heart thump. Laurel put her book to the side and moved to her knees next to me. “Give me your keys.”

      “What?”

      “Your car keys. Give them to me.”

      I handed them over and watched as she began to carve something into the trunk of the tree, and when she was finally done, she sat back and grinned.

      “There.”

      I looked at her handiwork, and when I saw what she’d written, I smiled. Bonnie & Clyde, and under that, Together Forever.

      “Come here.”

      Laurel nodded and closed her eyes as she moved into my arms and snuggled into me. “I don’t want to read any more.”

      “No? I thought you wanted to finish the book.”

      She shrugged and tipped her face up to mine. “You were right. We only have to read to chapter twenty. I was being ambitious. Overreaching, as always. I just don’t want to mess this up for us.”

      “Stop worrying. You could never mess this up.”

      She smiled at me, and with the sun in her hair and her blue eyes twinkling, I knew I was done. Laurel was my forever, and I knew I’d love her—always.

      

      YEAH… FOREVER HADN’T really worked out for us, and it seemed Laurel was content to leave anything we did have well in the past.

      In fact, I didn’t think I’d ever seen a woman run away from me so fast in my life. But as Laurel had shoved out the door of Dave’s Coffee House, you could all but see the cloud of dust in her wake.

      Not that I could blame her—up until she’d asked about Italy, we’d slipped back into familiar territory as we tried to reacquaint ourselves with one another. There was too much history there, however, too many landmines to dodge. So it wasn’t that much of a surprise when one of them blew up in my face.

      I finished off my coffee and headed back to where I’d parked my car behind the courthouse, and when I climbed inside, I pulled out my cell. For a minute I just sat there staring at the screen, trying to come up with a solution to the problem facing me.

      I had one of two choices. I could say fuck it and Harry and go back to Italy, and in the process screw over my mom and siblings, giving them every reason in the world to hate me. Or I could call up Sergio, explain to him what had just gone down, and see what kind of options we had.

      Honestly, it didn’t feel like I had any. It was like déjà vu: Harry blackmailing me and threatening me with something he knew I would never say no to.

      He’d put me in a horrible position, one I’d never actually wanted. CEO of Chamberlin Winery? I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to carry on his legacy. Not to mention that it was so much fucking work running a business that size. Not only were you in charge of making sure the vineyard was a success, you were also in charge of the lives of the people working for you, and unless you were all in, it was a job that would make you truly miserable.

      I was no stranger to hard work, so that wasn’t the problem here. The problem was that I’d have to give up my life in exchange for the one Harry had decided for me, and that was the exact same thing he’d done to me all those years ago.

      Not seeing any other choice, however, I called my mom and waited for it to connect. I needed to sit down with her and see where her head was about all of this. I also wanted to know where the business was. How it was doing? It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that Harry had left me a sinking ship just to be spiteful. But if that were the case, I would do everything I could to turn it around for Mom, just so he could roll over in his damn grave.

      One year. That wasn’t all that long in the scheme of things, right?

      “Noah?”

      “Yeah, hi, Mom. Are you back at the winery or still here in town?”

      “I’m back. Ryan drove me.”

      “Good, that’s good,” I said, and gripped the steering wheel as I stared out the windshield. “Do you mind if I head over that way now? I think we need to talk about what happened this morning.”

      “Of course. I can’t begin to imagine what you must be thinking…or feeling. I’m still trying to process it all myself.”

      “It’s a big ask, Mom. A year?”

      “I know. He shouldn’t have done it.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned back against the headrest. “Well, what else is new when it comes to Harry?”

      There was a pause, and then she said, “There’s a staff meeting scheduled this afternoon at three to talk about how we’ll be moving forward. But we don’t need to tell them anything until you’ve made a decision.”

      I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Let me come over there and talk to you. Then we can try to work out what to do.”

      “Okay.”

      I was about to end the call when I heard her say my name.

      “Yeah?”

      “I really am sorry.”

      “I know, Mom. I know.”

      

      BY THE TIME I arrived at the property, the sun was high and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was a beautiful spring day, and this time when I pulled into the drive, there were only a handful of the staff’s cars.

      I parked in one of the guest spots and made my way to the front door, and this time, instead of knocking, I headed right inside. There was no one to greet me today, no one to cut me off at the pass and make sure I only went where I was told. So I took a second to look around the front entrance.

      It hadn’t changed much over the years. A circular rug covered the hardwood floors, and beyond that a thick wooden desk that was a hand-carved work of art served as the check-in point. It housed a computer at one end and a display of souvenirs and knickknacks at the other.

      There were wine glasses, bottle openers, keychains, and postcards. They all had the winery’s logo, phone number, email, and address stamped on them, and behind the desk, built into the wall, was an enormous wine rack that went from one side to the other. It must’ve housed over fifty or more bottles, and the overall feel of the place was warm and inviting, classy and elegant.

      I was about to hunt down my mom when she walked out of the hallway that led to the tasting area. Her face lit up the second she spotted me, and as she crossed the lobby, my anger at Harry from earlier begin to ease.

      I didn’t want to be tied to this place—that was the God’s honest truth. Small-town living was not how I’d envisioned my life. Laurel and I had talked of L.A. and college, and after that, traveling had been the dream. But that hadn’t happened, so maybe getting to know the family I’d been forced to leave would be one of the highlights of this shitshow Harry had made me the star of.

      “Noah. I can’t tell you how nice it is to walk in and see you standing there.”

      When she reached me and held out her hands, I took them in mine and gave them a light squeeze. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Too long,” she said, and moved in beside me, slipping her arm through the crook of my elbow. “I know you didn’t get to really take in the place yesterday—too many people watching you. How about we go and sit out on the back deck? It’s a beautiful day, and it offers such a lovely view of the vineyards.”

      I nodded and patted her hand, letting her lead the way, and when we stepped out onto the deck, the sight that greeted me was breathtaking.

      With spring now in full season, the first buds were beginning to appear on the vines. It was known as “bud break,” and it turned the bare, dormant vines into a thing of beauty, as the cover crop—which was a vibrant mustard color—blanketed the grounds between the vine rows. It went on and on for as far as the eye could see, and under the bright rays of the sun, the fields looked golden.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said in a reverent tone, as we stopped by the rail and looked out at the property.

      “It is. It’s my favorite time of the year. Although it makes your brother kind of a bear.”

      I chuckled, knowing just how stressful bud break could be, especially for the vineyard manager. It was one of the most precarious times for the crop. It could either make or break you for the season, because one night below freezing and all of those new shoots could sustain irreversible damage. That meant long nights monitoring the weather, and often having to implement strategies like giant fans as loud as airplanes to save the fragile harvest.

      I knew firsthand the strain and pressure that could put on a person. It was enough to even make Ryan foul-tempered.

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” I said as I looked down at her. “Are there are any other helpful hints you need to tell me before I start working here?”

      Mom gasped, and then she quickly covered her mouth. “Do you mean it?”

      “I do. It’s not going to be easy, though. I’m going to have to get in contact with Sergio and work out how I can make this happen. But there’s no way I’m going to hand this place over to the town. It’s yours, Mom. And if I have to stay here for a year and work the place to make that happen, then I’ll stay.”

      “Oh, Noah.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and held on tight, and when she began to shake, I knew she was crying. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry he did this to you again. Disrupting your life like this.”

      So was I, but it wasn’t her fault. “Don’t you be sorry. That’s on him. Let’s just get everything squared away so the year can begin. I want a smooth season, and that’s going to start with me getting the lay of the land.”

      She wiped the tears from her cheeks and nodded. “You’re right. Of course. Where do you think we should start?”

      I turned around and faced the main building behind us. “You said there was a staff meeting this afternoon?”

      “Yes. I was just going to let them all know that they didn’t need to worry about their jobs with Harry being gone. That’s all.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s a good place to start.” I thought about Laurel and what a shock she was about to get when she found out I was her boss. But there was nothing I could do about that now, and it wasn’t as though I’d really had a choice.

      “Why don’t I show you where your father’s—well, your office will be, and I can run through the staff and who works what.”

      “That sounds good. Is Ryan here? It might be helpful to bring him in on all of this.”

      “He is, yes. Let me call down to him and have him meet us.”

      “Sounds good. You lead, I’ll follow.”

      With a final look at the vineyards I’d just agreed to take on, I followed Mom inside and wondered what in the hell Harry had just gotten me into.
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      “DID YOU HEAR? Apparently Harry sold the place to some bigwig family from out of town, and that’s what this afternoon’s meeting is for, to introduce them.”

      “No way. Why would he do that? Emily and Ryan work here. It’s their family’s business. He’s not gonna just sell it out from under them.”

      “Umm, we did work for the same guy, right? Harry was an ass—”

      The gossipy whisperings from two of my servers ceased as I pushed through the door to the kitchen, and when Amy and Miles saw who it was, they let out a collective sigh of relief.

      “Working hard, I see.” I gestured to the wine glasses on the counter in front of them. They had been forgotten somewhere around mid-shine.

      “We were just giving our wrists a rest.” Miles flexed his hand back and forth, making both Amy and I laugh.

      “You’re the last person whose wrist would ever need a rest,” Amy said.

      Miles shoved her in the arm as the two of them busted up laughing, and I headed over to the fridge to grab myself a bottle of water. I’d spent the morning doing inventory on the wine—in-house—after the wake. Anything to keep my mind busy and off the embarrassing way I’d run away from Noah earlier.

      What had I been thinking, accepting an invitation to coffee with him? Nothing good was ever going to come of that. But when he’d given my books back and his fingers had brushed over my skin, it was like he’d flicked a switch and my brain had shifted to autopilot.

      That was my only excuse, or at least the one I was sticking to. He’d short-circuited my brain, and nothing I did after that could be blamed on me. Especially not giving in to my curiosity and saying yes to a coffee, when every other warning sign had been flashing NO! NO! NO!

      “Laurel?”

      “Huh?” I glanced over at Amy, who was watching me with a curious look on her face.

      “You okay?”

      I unscrewed my bottle of water and nodded. “What were you saying?”

      “Oh, I asked if you knew anything about the meeting this afternoon?”

      “Emily told me it was just a formality. She wants to make sure that we all know nothing’s going to change with Harry not being here anymore.”

      “That’s not what I heard,” Miles said as he leaned a hip up against the counter. “Emily’s been in Harry’s office for the past hour with someone, and Pete says it’s the new owner.”

      “New owner? The Chamberlins are not about to sell the winery, Miles. This is their family’s legacy.”

      “I didn’t say sell it. Rumor is, Harry gave it away.”

      No…there was no way Harry would ever do that. He’d poured his blood, sweat, and tears into this place. Alienated a son over it. He’d schemed and plotted and God knew what else over the course of his life to make Chamberlin Winery as successful and profitable as it was. There was no way he was handing that over to someone else. He’d loved this place more than anything—except perhaps Emily.

      “Rumors.” I rolled my eyes. “This town would be so boring without the live updates we receive on the hour.”

      “Right?” Miles waggled his brows. “So do you know anything?”

      “I know that you’re a gossipy busybody.”

      “Yeah, well, we all knew that.” Miles picked up the towel he’d been using to shine the glassware as the door to the kitchen pushed open and Emily stuck her head inside.

      “If you could please meet me in the tasting room, we’re about to start the meeting. Thank you.”

      When the door swung shut behind her, I glanced at Amy and Miles and gestured for them to follow. “Guess we’re about to find out if the Chamberlin gossip mill got it right, huh?”

      We headed into the room where the rest of the employees—including the cleaning crew, maintenance, the vine workers, and winery staff—all waited, and when I spotted Ryan at the back of the small crowd, I made my way toward him.

      He offered up his usual friendly smile, and I said under my breath, “Should I be worried?”

      He looked down at me with a question in his eyes.

      “You know this place—rumors are flying. I was just wondering if I should be worried about my job.”

      Ryan smirked and shook his head. “Emily didn’t tell you yet?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Good afternoon, everyone.” At the sound of Emily’s voice, I turned to see her walk through the door and wondered what Ryan was talking about. But when a second, very familiar person walked in directly behind her, my stomach dropped and my head began to spin.

      What was Noah doing here? More importantly, what was he doing standing up there with Emily? My mind began to race with possibilities, even as my eyes drank in the sight of him.

      The jacket he’d been wearing this morning was gone, and he’d rolled the sleeves of his white shirt midway up his forearms. His hands were resting loosely in the pockets of his tailored pants as though he didn’t have a care in the world, and the picture he made had my pulse humming.

      Casual, confident, and sexy, that was Noah, and when his eyes scanned the room and landed on me, my stomach flipped.

      Would I ever get used to seeing him back here in town? Judging by my body’s irrational responses to him, I was going to go with no.

      “What’s he doing here?” I whispered to Ryan.

      “Noah?”

      I aimed a droll look his way, and Ryan grinned.

      “Shh, you’re about to find out.”

      “Thank you for coming in today, everyone, even though we aren’t open.” Emily looked around the room, her eyes touching upon each and every one of her employees before she continued. “This past week has been extremely difficult for me and my family, and I appreciate all of your help and support. It’s meant the world to me. I understand with Harry’s passing that some of you might be concerned with the future of the winery, your jobs, and where we all go from here, and today I wanted to come in and reassure you that you have nothing to worry about.”

      As Emily continued to talk, Noah looked around the room at the other staff listening. But I was more than aware every time his attention came back to me. The intensity of his stare caused my blood to heat.

      “Some of you may be wondering who is going to be running the winery now that Harry is gone.”

      No… Oh God no. Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.

      “And as of this morning, I’m happy to say that I have an answer for you.” Emily turned to Noah, and when he smiled at her, my legs threatened to give out.

      “Noah, my eldest son, is going to be coming on as the CEO effective immediately. He brings a wealth of experience and knowledge all the way from Italy, and I’m extremely grateful to have him here.”

      Holy shit. I whipped my head around and looked to Ryan for confirmation, and when he nodded, my mouth fell open.

      A barrage of questions slammed into me after that.

      How? Why? When? Oh my God, did Noah know about this this morning at coffee?

      I looked back to the man now smiling and introducing himself to his new employees.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but this has come as quite a shock to me. I’m still wrapping my head around it. Don’t worry, though—Ryan is still going to be in charge of the vines and Laurel will continue on as the manager here inside the villa. In the meantime, just go about things as you always have and I’ll try to catch up. We won’t keep you any longer today, so feel free to head out when you’re ready and we’ll see you all back here tomorrow morning.”

      Everyone began to talk amongst themselves as they exited the room, and as I tried to get my feet to move, tried to walk over to where Noah and Emily were, I realized they’d already left.

      Damn it. This was not good. Noah was only supposed to be staying a couple of days, not take on a job as my…my boss. I couldn’t work with him. No way I could be that close to him every day and keep him locked in the he’s just a memory box where I had kept him all these years.

      I followed Ryan outside and into the wine production facility that was his home away from home, and when I was satisfied we were alone, I asked, “Did you know this was happening today? That he was going to be my new boss?”

      “We literally found out this morning.”

      “Unbelievable,” I said to no one in particular.

      Ryan grabbed a pair of gloves and shoved them in his back pocket before picking up the wire cutters. “He didn’t have a choice, Laurel. He was ready to pack his bags and go back to Italy at the end of the week. This is all Harry’s doing.”

      Harry? Of course this was Harry’s fault. What else was new?

      “I can’t work for him, Ryan.”

      “Why not?” Ryan picked up a bundle of wire and slung it over his shoulder. “Because you used to date? If anything, I think that’d make it easier. You know you get along with him.”

      “I got along with him when he was a teenager. Now he’s…he’s…”

      “An adult?” Ryan laughed. “News flash, so are you. I think.”

      “Helpful, Ryan. That’s really helpful.”

      Ryan headed for the door, but before he walked out of it, he looked back over his shoulder at where I was frozen in place. “He’s feeling just as weird about all of this as you are. When he found out, he stormed out of the courthouse like his ass was on fire.”

      Oh shit. So that was why he’d had a horrible morning.

      “He’s been told he has to stay a year or Mom won’t get the winery.”

      “What? That’s…that’s crazy.”

      “Yeah. His whole life has been turned upside down. He’s going to need your help getting to know everything and everyone around here. I think it’s good that it’s you stuck with him.”

      While I disagreed on that, I kept it to myself, and with a final wave, Ryan headed out to mend one of the wine trellises.

      I stood there staring after him, thinking about this morning and my coffee with Noah, and as everything Ryan just told me came rushing in, I did the one thing any respectable woman in a conundrum about a man would do.

      I sent off a text to my best friend.

      Need a girls’ night this weekend. You free?
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      “MOM? YOU READY to go?”

      Jake’s voice traveled downstairs to where I was standing in my bedroom’s en suite applying the finishing touches to my makeup. It was a routine I could generally do with one eye closed and little to no caffeine in my system, but this morning I seemed to be running behind.

      “Nearly! Why don’t you go on ahead? I don’t want you late for school.”

      I tossed my tube of mascara on the counter and reached for the hair curler to do a quick touch-up on the front few layers of hair.

      That was how Jake found me a couple seconds later when he stuck his head in the door.

      “Wow, you look nice.”

      My eyes found his in the mirror, and I frowned. “I look like I always do.”

      “No, this is a different kind of nice.” He looked at his watch. “And you’re running ten minutes late.”

      “Shit.” I released my hair, which bounced back in a nice curl just beneath my chin, and placed the wand down on the counter. I knew I’d been running a little behind, but not by that much.

      Great. The last thing I needed to do was be late on my first day with my new boss.

      Jake drummed his fingers against the doorframe and cocked his head to the side as I pulled the plug from the wall and did a final quick spray of my hair.

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the new management at the winery, would it?”

      Yes. “No.”

      I screwed my nose up as my son gave me the eagle eye, and then I made a break for it, brushing by him and heading to my closet to hunt down a pair of heels.

      “Because I wouldn’t care if it did. I already told you that.”

      I located the black strappy heels I’d been hunting for and scooped them up, then took a seat on the chest at the end of my bed to slip them on. “It’s not like that. This is his first day, and I have to show him around. I want him to be impressed with how we run the place.” And yes, maybe a little impressed by me. Okay, a lot impressed.

      When Jake said nothing, I looked up from the strap I’d just secured. “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. I’ll see you there after school.”

      “Yes you will.” With the other shoe on, I got to my feet and smoothed my hands down my skirt. “What do you think? Do I look professional?”

      Jake pushed off the door and kissed my cheek. “Yep. I’ll see you later.”

      “Later.” I waved, followed him out of my room, and put a Pop-Tart in the toaster as I listened for the front door. The second I heard it shut, I let out a sigh.

      I needed to pull it together. I was acting like this was some kind of date, not work. Nothing was going to be different. It was going to be like any other day. Except this time, I’d been in close proximity to the man I’d shared my first kiss, my first dance, and my first time with.

      Yeah, sure, it was just going to be like any other normal day. That was why I’d spent all of last night picking out an outfit that screamed professional, in control, and, okay, maybe a little bit I’m a smart, sexy woman.

      But I wasn’t going to think about that. I was going to find my keys, get in my car, and blow Noah’s mind—with my knowledge on the winery, of course.

      I slung my handbag over my shoulder and headed to the door, but before I rushed out, I skidded to a halt and cursed—my Pop-Tart. I quickly dashed back, tore off a paper towel, and juggled it from hand to hand as I again made my exit.

      

      BY THE TIME I’d parked my car and made a mad dash for the front entrance, I’d somehow managed to shave a couple of minutes off my time. I pushed through the front door and was relieved to note that no one was around to see me sneaking in late.

      I sent up a quick note of thanks to the big guy and ran a hand over the wayward curl that had fallen across one of my eyes. The door to my right opened, and in walked…Noah, of course.

      So much for my unnoticed tardiness.

      Looking as put together as ever in a charcoal suit and white shirt, which he’d casually left unbuttoned at the neck, Noah looked devastating in that relaxed and self-assured way I was coming to associate with him.

      His thick hair was swept back from his face and his tempting lips pulled into a smug smile. His eyes zeroed in on me and he walked in my direction.

      Breathe, I reminded myself as my thighs clenched under the slow perusal he was giving me. Breathe and remember that he is the new one here today, not you.

      “You’re late,” he said, coming to a stop in front of me. “What happened? Did you catch all the red lights on your way over here?”

      There were exactly two traffic lights in downtown Chamberlin, so Noah knew very well that that had not been the case.

      “Actually, I forgot something on my way out the door this morning and had to run back to get it.”

      Noah slipped his hands into his pockets and grinned. “Oh? And what might that be? I only see heels, a skirt, and a shirt. I can’t imagine you’d forget a handbag quite that large, so what could you have possibly forgotten?”

      Smart ass. “A Pop-Tart.”

      “A Pop-Tart?”

      “Mhmm. A—”

      “Strawberry frosted with sprinkles?”

      “Yes. How did you know that?”

      Noah chuckled and reached out to me, and when I immediately reared back, he arched a brow. “Whoa, easy there. I was just going to do this.”

      He brushed his thumb over my cheek and then held it up to show a sprinkle, and I felt my face heat with embarrassment.

      “They used to be your favorite, and, well, this was a dead giveaway.”

      When he sucked the sprinkle off his thumb and laughed at my horrified expression, I gritted my teeth and walked on by him. This was off to a fantastic start.

      I headed down the hall to where my office was, and with every step I took, I was aware of Noah behind me. His attention was like a tangible thing. It was as though I could feel his eyes as they lowered over me, and I was suddenly glad I’d spent the extra time picking out what to wear today.

      “I assume you’ll be working out of Harry’s old office?”

      I placed my bag on the bottom shelf of the bookcase behind my desk, then reached around the computer to switch it on. When I still got no response, I looked up to see Noah watching me with a heat and potency that made my nipples tighten and my entire body ache with need.

      “Noah?”

      “I know you asked me something about work just now, and in a minute, I’ll pay attention and answer it. But first, I have to say this: you grew into one sexy woman, Laurel. Jesus. It’s hard to concentrate around you.”

      At the blunt honesty in his words, I found myself smiling. Up until this moment, I’d felt like a teenager back in high school every time I ran into this man. But as I stood there in front of him now, I felt nothing but confident in the woman I’d become.

      “Thank you.”

      Noah let out one of those low chuckles, and this time, it made me…want.

      “Thank you?”

      “Yes. Thank you. And now that you have that off your chest, are you ready to get to work?”

      His lips kicked up at one side in a grin, and the dangerous glint that entered his eyes belied his submissive tone when he said, “Yes, ma’am. Just tell me what you want me to do.”
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      ABOUT AN HOUR into my tour with Laurel, I knew I’d need to get Ryan to run over things with me again at a later date. I was doing my best to pay attention to what she was telling me about the business, but my mind was too busy documenting every little nuance about her instead.

      From the mile-high black heels to the A-line skirt that hugged her curves like a lover, I was having a difficult time concentrating on anything other than the tempting picture she made.

      She wore a prim white button-up blouse tucked in at her waist, but she’d left the top couple of buttons free, so I kept getting glimpses of the smooth skin beneath. Every now and then she’d glance over her shoulder to make sure I was paying attention, and when her soft blonde curls brushed against the upturned collar, it made me want to pull it aside and kiss my way up her elegant neck.

      It was difficult to reconcile this beautiful, sexy woman with the girl I’d left behind. But what had I expected? The last time I’d seen Laurel, we were teenagers. We’d just graduated and had our whole lives ahead of us, or so we’d thought.

      “Noah?”

      “Sorry, what?”

      We’d just made our way into the kitchen’s wine cellar, where we’d first reunited, and when Laurel crossed her arms and eyed me, I knew I’d missed a question somewhere along the way.

      “I asked if you planned to make any changes to the menus as the new CEO. We serve a picnic or light meal as a lunch option, a full menu for dinner reservations, or the usual appetizers that accompany the tastings.”

      “Honestly, I haven’t thought that far ahead. I’m still working on the logistics of moving my life back here. But maybe we can go over the meals and their pairings throughout the week and you can bring me up to speed. If I feel it needs some updates—or you do—we can look into making them then.”

      Laurel smiled, and I couldn’t help but think I’d just passed some kind of test.

      “That works for me.”

      “Good.”

      She turned away and rose on her toes to reach for one of the bottles in the highest rack. But when she began to sway, I quickly moved in beside her and placed a hand at her waist to hold her steady.

      “Careful there.”

      She sucked in a breath and then licked at her lower lip. “It’s these heels. They’re dangerous.”

      She tried for a laugh, but it came out more a breathy sigh that made my cock throb. Shit, I’d barely touched her and all I could think about was backing her up against the cool brick wall and tearing the buttons off that very proper shirt of hers.

      Instead, I let my gaze wander down to the shoes under discussion. “Hmm, dangerous is the perfect word for them.” The air in the cellar all but crackled with tension.

      Laurel bit down into her soft, pillowy lip. “I think you should, um…” Distracted, she looked at my mouth, and it was all I could do not to crush my lips against hers.

      “You think I should what?”

      She blinked as though snapping herself out of whatever fantasy she’d just been indulging in. Then, clearing her throat, she reached for my wrist and gently pulled it from her waist.

      “I think you should try that wine up there.”

      She took a step away from me and then pointed to the bottle she’d originally been reaching for.

      “It’s the 2016 Cabernet Sauvignon. It’s one of our best sellers. It has those lush, opulent flavors you get when the wine is dominated by the fruit. The savory aromas of the allspice and blackberry compote meld on the palate into a final ripe plum flavor with hints of tobacco and clove spice. It’s exquisite, and right now, we pair it with the Hawaiian rib-eye steak that’s on the dinner menu.”

      She walked a little further down the aisle and took out a second bottle.

      “This is our oaked 2018 Chardonnay. It’s a rich, full-bodied wine that combines citrus notes with those additional oak-aged flavors like vanilla and baking spices. This one in particular has hints of marshmallow. It pairs beautifully with Pete’s linguine vongole, and for tastings the obvious Brie-style cheeses are a classic go-to.”

      I took the second bottle she held out to me and ran my thumb over the label. The golden logo with the grapes and wine glasses embossed on it was as familiar to me as my own name at the top. It was also the emblem on the wrought-iron gate at the entrance of the property. An image I’d drawn as a child and Harry had used to create the family…empire.

      How ironic, that he’d ended up driving away the son he’d always imagined would one day run it.

      Not wanting to head down that particular path, I focused instead on the woman in front of me. “You know your stuff.”

      Laurel’s spine straightened as she angled her dainty chin upward. “I do. You can ask me anything you want to know pertaining to the business. Whether it be in reference to the finished product or how it’s made. I’m well versed on everything that Ryan and his team produces and everything he’s thinking of producing. It’s imperative, considering these things are planned out years in advance.”

      “Agreed. And I have no doubt you are at the top of your game, otherwise Harry never would’ve hired you. Your knowledge is impressive and, honestly, a surprise. I had no idea you were interested in the business.”

      Laurel lowered her eyes to the bottle I held, and for the first time since she’d arrived this morning, she looked uncomfortable.

      “I didn’t either, really. But after graduation…” She frowned. “I got a job here, and, well, it all just kind of fell into place after that.”

      When her words faded and we were standing in the silence they left behind, I couldn’t help but think I was missing something. But before I could ask, or press her for more details, Laurel spoke again.

      “Would you like me to take you over to the property’s main cellars? I could get Ryan to meet us there.”

      “No. That’s okay. I think I’m going to focus on one thing at a time. Today I’ll stick to the villa. Get a feel for the inner workings of the place and take a look at the books.”

      Laurel smiled, and then gestured to the Cabernet. “Well, take that with you. Later on, I’ll have Pete prepare the rib-eye for you to try.”

      She walked by me, and the intoxicating scent of her perfume beckoned me to follow, which was just fine by me. I had no problem whatsoever walking behind Laurel, especially in those heels and that skirt.

      We exited the cellar. Several staff members were gathered around the counter in the center of the kitchen, and when they spotted us, all talking ceased. As their eyes ping-ponged between us, Laurel stopped and smiled.

      “Good morning, everyone. Mr. Chamberlin here—”

      “Noah.” Laurel glanced at me, and when I winked, her eyes widened. Then I turned back to the staff members. “You can call me Noah.”

      Laurel cleared her throat. “Well then, Noah is going to need your help around here for a few days while he learns the ins and outs of how we run things. Also, try to be on your best behavior. We want to impress him.” They all chuckled but nodded. “Okay, get to it, and Pete?”

      The stocky guy with the shaved head and apron standing over by the oven turned our way.

      “Let’s serve him up the rib-eye for dinner tonight.”

      “You got it, boss lady.”

      “Very good. If any of you need me, I’ll be around.”

      I followed Laurel out of the kitchen and down the hall to our offices, and once we reached them, she said, “I have to go and check in on something with Ryan. Will you be all right here for a bit?”

      Truth be told, I didn’t want to let her out of my sight. I was enjoying watching her in her element. Knowing I couldn’t trail her all day, however, I gave a clipped nod and gestured to my office.

      “I’m sure I’ll manage. I’ve got some books to look over, and if they stress me out”—I held up the bottle—“some good wine to drink.”

      “Great wine to drink.”

      “If that’s the case, why don’t you join me for dinner tonight and we can enjoy it together?”

      Laurel grinned, and I wanted to kiss her so badly I ached, but she took a step back and shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      “But I need to taste the food with the wine. We need to go over the pairings.”

      She nodded and bit down into her lower lip. I had her, and she knew it. “That’s true, and we definitely will. But you have enough to go over today. We’ll work on the menu throughout the week and have Pete join us so we can add or take away foods.”

      Ah, she wanted to bring along a safety net. I wasn’t upset by that. It just meant she was feeling the same things I was, and that was going to make things over the next year very interesting indeed.
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      “IF THERE WAS anything I could do to change this, I would. But once again, Harry has gone and fucked us all.”

      I leaned back in my chair and looked out the window as the sun began to set. It was Saturday afternoon here—nearly a week since I’d been back in Chamberlin—and late Saturday night in Italy. But knowing Sergio as the night owl he was, I’d taken the opportunity to give him a call and see how this all sat with him now that he’d had time to process the news.

      “He’s put us in a difficult position for sure. But it’s your family, Noah. I’m not going to issue some ultimatum that will make you the one responsible for losing part of the business.”

      Sergio paused, and I could hear the distinct sound of wine pouring out of a bottle.

      “We can hire on a manager while you’re gone. They can pick up your share of the work, and when your obligation there is through, you come back. What else can we do?”

      Nothing. There was nothing I could do unless I sold off my half of the partnership, and I wasn’t about to do that. As far as I was concerned, the only option was to put in the year required of me here, and once I was done, I’d return to Italy.

      “I hate this. I hate that he’s controlling me again.”

      If anyone understood how I was feeling right now, it was Sergio. When I’d arrived at his winery as a twenty-something-year-old, I’d been a bitter, surly pain in the ass. But after graduating with top grades for my viticulture and enology degree, he’d taken me under his wing anyway.

      Over the years he’d become my surrogate family, and I his, after he lost his wife in a car accident. He knew all of the ugly details about Harry, and all of my misgivings on having to return. The one thing neither of us had counted on was Harry pulling a last-minute coup to trap me into staying.

      “Look, it’s one year. And this is for your mother, not him. You always spoke of how you regretted the distance between you and the rest of your family because of Harry. Maybe this is a chance to rectify that. To heal those relationships.”

      I thought about Justin and how angry he was, and the way my mom had held my hand the day of the wake. It was a small gesture, but in that moment it had meant everything to me. It had been a symbol of solidarity that I hadn’t expected upon my return, and one I hadn’t realized I’d missed.

      “You’re right. I need to stop thinking about Harry and focus on the good.”

      “There you go. Now go out and do something that makes you happy for a change. You’re too young to be so serious all the time.”

      “You think so, old man?”

      “I know so, and because I’m old, I’m gonna go to bed now. I’ll send you some resumés for your replacement over the next week or two.”

      “Send away. I’ll try not to be too picky.”

      “Just get me someone who knows what they’re doing. I don’t have time to teach a newbie anything other than where things are.”

      “Got it. Now go and get your beauty sleep.”

      We ended the call, and I tossed my phone down on the desk and thought about what Sergio had said: Go out and do something that makes you happy. My mind immediately went to Laurel and the fantastic dress she’d worn today. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn she was dressing to torment me with her penchant for sexy heels and those designer outfits that molded to every curve of her body.

      But I did know better, and considering she’d done everything possible to avoid me this week, I’d had to be content with watching from afar whenever she came into a room.

      It was probably for the best anyway—I’d been so busy trying to learn how Harry ran things that I’d barely had time to think beyond what had to be done next. But one thing I’d been acutely aware of was where and when Laurel was nearby. I’d kept my distance for the most part, only bothering her if I needed to know something.

      She was good, too. She knew her job inside out, and the staff clearly adored her. Laurel ran the inner workings of the winery like a well-oiled machine, and I suddenly wondered if she was still here or if she’d gone home for the night.

      I was about to get up and check, maybe see if I could finally convince her to go to dinner, when my office door opened and Ryan stuck his head inside.

      “Hey, you done for the night? Want to hit Gallagher’s with me?”

      I thought about my plan to track down Laurel.

      “She’s already left for the night. It’s her Saturday off.” When I frowned, Ryan shook his head. “You know, the better option you’re thinking about? She’s gone.”

      I got to my feet and scooped up my phone up. “I wasn’t thinking about anyone.”

      “Uh huh.” Ryan leaned against the door. “That why you’re still looking over my shoulder after I already told you she left?”

      “I’m not looking anywhere.” I grabbed my suit jacket off the coat rack in the corner and shrugged into it.

      “You do know you don’t have to wear a suit every day now, right?”

      I looked down at my clothes and then back to my jeans-and flannel-wearing brother. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      “Nothing.” Ryan pushed off the door and moved out of the way so I could walk through. “Just seems a little formal for around here, don’t you think?”

      “Hey, you don’t see me giving you shit about your one-stop shopping, do you?” Ryan shook his head. “Then keep your opinions about my suits to yourself.”

      Ryan chuckled as we walked across the back deck. “My mistake. Didn’t realize you were so touchy about it.”

      When we reached his truck and he popped the locks, I climbed inside. “I’m not touchy.”

      “Sure seems that way. But maybe you have a point—the women in town haven’t shut up about you since you got back. So you must be doing something right.”

      I wondered if that included Laurel. And if it did, would Ryan tell me? Not about to ask and look like some kind of dopey-eyed moron with a crush, I focused instead on where we were going. “This place Gallagher’s, it’s new?”

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah. When Marty passed, the Gallaghers bought the place and gave it a bit of a facelift. It needed it, so no one was complaining too hard.”

      “Gallagher… Don’t know the name.”

      “Nah, you wouldn’t. You weren’t around when they arrived. Justin’s tight with the son. Has been since his senior year. He’s the local mechanic now, Jameson.”

      Ryan pulled into an empty spot around the back of the place, and the two of us climbed out and headed for the front entrance. It was busy tonight, which wasn’t surprising, since it was Saturday and this was the only bar in town, and when we walked inside and the live music and chatter met my ears, I began to second-guess my decision in coming.

      Trying to think up a reason to beg off, I scanned the low-lit interior that was jam-packed with people. Ryan began to make his way through the crowd, who all greeted him with a friendly wave and smile, and when their attention shifted to me, those expressions changed to curiosity and, yep, judgment.

      It was clear that just because I was a Chamberlin, that didn’t mean I wasn’t a stranger in town. These people didn’t know me. They might know of me, which was never a good thing. But I was still being treated to the warm welcome of a newbie in a town where everyone knew everyone.

      When we reached the bar, Ryan snagged us two stools and gestured to the bartender while I looked around. Over in one corner the band was playing a U2 song, while the people in the booths laughed and sang along. The high-top tables scattered around the main floor were taken up by people drinking and talking amongst each other in a way that said this was a weekly thing, a social thing, and as I took in the sea of denim, flannel, and work boots, I understood what Ryan was getting at earlier—I stood out like a sore fucking thumb.

      “Heya, Ryan, what’ll it be tonight?”

      I turned back in time to see that a tall older man had stopped in front of us. He had salt-and-pepper hair, tanned, leathery skin, and laugh lines around his eyes—courtesy, no doubt, of the friendly smile on his face.

      “Same as usual for me, and…” Ryan looked my way.

      “A whiskey neat for me. Thanks.”

      “So you’re the long-lost brother, huh? I heard you were back in town.” The man wiped a hand on his jeans and held it out to me.

      I nodded and shook it. “That’d be me. I’m Noah.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Justin called you…among other things.”

      Ryan laughed as the man turned to the back counter to grab the bottle of whiskey.

      “Let me guess, Justin’s been in here running his mouth,” I said.

      “And so what if I have?”

      I almost groaned at the sound of Justin’s voice, and in that moment I wished like hell the floor would open up and swallow me whole. The last thing I needed was a go-around with my youngest brother. I was supposed to be doing things that made me happy tonight, and again, “anywhere but here” looked like it would’ve been a better option.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Justin with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. I was starting to think that was his permanent expression. Or maybe it was just reserved for me.

      “You had to bring him here tonight?” he said, looking at Ryan.

      “Knock it off, Justin. We’re just getting a drink.”

      “Yeah, well, if you don’t mind, I’d rather do it without my warden standing guard.”

      “Jesus, you don’t let up, do you?” I shook my head and looked at Ryan. “I’m just gonna go. It’s been a long week, and I’m not in the mood for this.”

      “You forgetting you don’t have a car?”

      “No, but it’s not too far to the B&B. A walk would be good about now.” I got off the stool and turned to face Justin. “You might want to think about having that chip removed from your shoulder. A year of carrying it around is going to be pretty fucking tiring.”

      I brushed by Justin’s shoulder a little harder than necessary, and when I was several steps away, I heard Ryan say something and looked back in time to see him whack our idiot brother over the back of the head.

      Justin shoved him in the arm, and then they laughed, and as I headed out the door, I couldn’t help but think back to Sergio’s comment on how a year would fly by.

      Somehow, I seriously fucking doubted it.
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      “DO YOU WANT sweet or sour? And are we aiming for flirty and tipsy or fall-on-your-face drunk?” Willa sized me up from the bar across the room and winked. “I think flirty.”

      I shifted on the antique wingback chair I’d parked myself in minutes ago and feigned great interest in a piece of nonexistent lint on my skirt. “Why would you think flirty?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Willa grabbed two cocktail glasses and placed them on the counter. “Your high school sweetheart’s back in town. He’s your new boss. You’ve both been working very closely this week, and your hair and makeup look like you’ve touched it up every hour on the hour.”

      I reached up to finger the curl brushing my chin. “You’re crazy. I look like I always do.”

      “Of course you do. Just a little more…polished than usual.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

      Willa laughed as she reached for the Kahlua. “Definitely a compliment. You look like you just stepped off the cover of a fashion magazine.”

      I had to admit, this particular dress was one of my favorites and always made me feel confident as a professional woman. Its three-quarter sleeves and boatneck cut were both classy and sophisticated, and the navy color did wonders for my complexion.

      So maybe I’d been trying a little harder this week. But could anyone blame me? Everything Willa had said was true, except she’d left out the fact that Noah was now a devastatingly attractive man. One who had the ability to make my pulse race and my brain short-circuit the second he stepped into a room.

      At first, I’d thought maybe it was just nerves, that being around him again made me anxious because it made me confront memories I’d locked away long ago. It also made me feel guilty as hell whenever I thought about Jake. But it was becoming increasingly obvious with every passing hour Noah was near that my reaction was much more powerful than a slight case of nerves or guilt. And God help me, it was getting harder and harder not to give in to my curiosity and see if that wicked mouth was as dangerous as I suspected.

      “Laurel?”

      “Huh?”

      Willa chuckled. “I asked you what it’s like being back around him again.”

      “It’s…” As I searched for the right word, Willa crossed the room and handed me my cocktail, a Screaming Orgasm.

      Yeah, I sure could do with one of those about now.

      “It’s what?” she asked.

      The icy glass was cool under my fingers, and I had a sudden urge to bring it up to my cheek. “Confusing.”

      Willa moved to the matching settee and tucked her legs up under her. “Confusing how?”

      I sat back and crossed one leg over the other, then took a sip of my drink. Wowza, she sure hadn’t gone light on the vodka. “Confusing as in, one minute I’m thinking about him as the Noah I knew back in high school, and the next—”

      “Yesss?”

      I glanced up to see Willa batting her lashes as she sucked the icy drink through her straw.

      “And the next I’m wondering what it would be like to have him lay me across my desk and, I don’t know, rip all my clothes off.”

      Willa’s eyes widened, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I know.” I sighed and sat back. “This is so not like me.”

      “But it’s amazing. When was the last time you ever felt like this about someone?”

      The fact that I couldn’t remember was kind of pathetic. But I’d had a different set of priorities over the last seventeen years, and they all revolved around one guy in particular: Jake.

      Sure, I’d dated here and there, but nothing serious. I’d never wanted to confuse or upset the balance at home by bringing strangers into Jake’s life. I’d always made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t disrupt him for my personal relationships unless I saw a future with that person. So far, no one had fit the bill.

      “Honestly? I don’t know, and that’s what worries me,” I replied.

      “Why? You’re single, gorgeous, and deserve to have some fun. Jake’s not going to care if you date someone.”

      “Who said anything about dating?”

      “Ah, okay. I see what you’re thinking. More like a quick one and done? I mean, who could blame you? The guy is seriously doable.”

      “Willa.” I didn’t know why I was so shocked—she wasn’t wrong. But not having anything remotely intelligent to contribute to that, I found myself thinking about the way I’d caught Noah looking at my mouth every now and then this past week, as though he wanted to…devour it.

      “What?” Willa said. “He is. And Ryan said he can’t keep his eyes off you.”

      I almost choked on my drink. “He did?”

      “Mhmm. Said he gets all stupid whenever you walk in a room.” She sat up and leaned across the arm of her chair toward me. “Ryan said he almost fell off the golf cart yesterday trying to look at you when they were heading out to the vines.”

      A flash of the two of them leaving the production facility came to mind. I’d been updating the winery’s website out on the back deck, enjoying the sun with my feet propped up on one of the benches.

      “I…uh, don’t remember that.”

      “Sure you don’t.” Willa aimed a conspiratorial grin my way. “Sooo, what are you going to do about it?”

      “Shh.” I looked around to make sure none of her guests were in the sitting room with us. Well, one guest in particular.

      “Don’t worry. He’s not here.”

      “I wasn’t looking.”

      “Yes you were, but if you want to stay in denial a little while longer, that’s okay.”

      “I’m not in denial.”

      Willa held her thumb and index finger a couple inches apart. “Maybe just a little?”

      “No. I have eyes.” Noah’s striking face came to mind, and a low heat swirled between my thighs. Quickly, I got to my feet. “I’m aware of how good-looking he is. With that thick black hair and the stubble to match. Not to mention how tall he is now.”

      I looked down at Willa, who nodded.

      “I swear it feels like he’s grown several inches, but that’s stupid. Maybe it’s just all those muscles and those suits that fit him so well. I don’t know.”

      As I paced back and forth, I took another sip of my drink, my mind suddenly filled with images of the man I couldn’t seem to shake.

      “He’s smart, too. Knows this business like the back of his hand. And he keeps asking me to go over the blasted menus with him like I suggested, but…” I let out a sigh and turned to face Willa. “The idea of sitting in a dining room with him and having a glass of wine and tasting expensive food makes me…flustered. He makes me flustered.”

      “That’s great.”

      “No. It’s not great. Every time he walks in a room, my entire body goes into hyperdrive. My heart thumps, my pulse goes crazy, and this delicious ache starts and— God, I think I forgot what it feels like to really want someone. I need it to stop.”

      Willa opened her mouth, about to respond, when a familiar, deep voice interrupted her.

      “Now why would you ever want that?”
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      WHEN I’D LEFT Gallagher’s tonight I had one goal in mind: to work out a quick legal way that I could get out of this fucked-up situation that Harry had put us all in. But as I stood in the entryway of Willa’s sitting room staring at Laurel’s curvaceous figure, every thought other than getting closer to her instantly left my mind.

      I leaned against the doorframe, knowing there was no way Laurel hadn’t heard me, and when she finally turned and I caught the obvious flush in her cheeks, my suspicions were confirmed.

      “Please, don’t stop on my account.” I started toward her as though being drawn like a moth to a flame, and when the tip of her tongue worried her plump lower lip, my body responded as though she’d just flicked it over the head of my cock. “I believe you were discussing wanting someone?”

      “Um…” Willa popped up from where she was sitting. But my eyes were firmly locked on Laurel. “I think that maybe I’m going to, you know, go. Unless of course you, um, need something, Noah?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” I ran my eyes down Laurel’s chic dress. “I’ve got everything I need right here.”

      “Okaaay, then I’m leaving.”

      Laurel didn’t say a word to stop Willa, which surprised me. I almost expected her to protest. All week she’d gone out of her way to make sure we were never alone, and if we were, it was only for a handful of minutes each time. But as Willa left the room and the two of us remained, the only movement from Laurel was her fingers, which had tightened around her frosty cocktail glass.

      “Did you have a good night?” she finally said, angling her chin up a fraction, revealing the lovely lines of her elegant neck.

      “No, actually, I didn’t. But I have a feeling that’s about to change.”

      “Oh?”

      “Hmm. What are you drinking?”

      Laurel took a sip from the straw poking out of the glass, and I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of the thing. Even as a teenager, her mouth had always fascinated me.

      No, that was a lie—as a teenager, her mouth had fucking tormented me. With her pouty, bow-shaped lips, it had been a never-ending source of distraction. That clearly hadn’t changed over the years we’d been apart, and I wasn’t about to let her leave tonight until I’d had a taste of them.

      “A Screaming Orgasm,” she said, and the smile on that fantasy-inspiring mouth almost brought me to my knees. Fuck, she was gorgeous.

      “Felt like one of those tonight, huh?”

      “I’ve felt like one of those all week.”

      And just like that, I had a sudden flash of Laurel naked and writhing under me as I gave her exactly what she needed to have a screaming fucking orgasm.

      “You should’ve told me. Maybe I could’ve helped you out.”

      She chuckled, and the sound was husky and sensual, unlike the professional tone she used around me at work. “I don’t think that would end very well.”

      “On the contrary—I think it would end very well. In fact, I’d lay bets on it.” I took a step closer. Laurel backed up and her legs hit the edge of the wingback chair, and she fell down into it.

      Her breathing was coming a little faster now, and her grip on the glass was so tight that I was surprised it hadn’t shattered. But, not about to let the moment pass me by, I placed a hand on the arm of the chair and leaned down until Laurel’s spine was flush against the back of the seat.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting a little closer, so I can memorize every inch of you for when I’m upstairs in bed tonight. I want to get it just right.”

      She sucked in a gasp of air as I trailed my fingers along her jaw to her chin. Then I gripped it gently, held her in place, lowered my head, and ghosted my mouth over the top of hers.

      A soft moan left her as she parted her lips for me and pushed up a little from the chair. My cock jerked in response, and I wanted nothing more than to drag her to the floor and take her on the plush rug beneath my feet. But I’d be damned if I rushed this.

      Instead, I nipped at her lush lip and then raised my head.

      “This mouth of yours has haunted me. The way it feels, the way it tastes.” I speared my fingers into her hair and held her in place. “And I’m not leaving here tonight until I know both those things again.”

      When she slowly slicked her tongue over her lips, my erection got impossibly harder, then I took her mouth the way I’d wanted to from the moment I saw her again.

      Hot, fiery, and full of pent-up lust, the kiss was like a lit match thrown inside of a can of gasoline. Flames heated my skin as I slid my tongue into her mouth for a deeper taste, and when Laurel’s tongue tangled with mine, I knew this was just the beginning.

      I sucked, bit, and licked at her lips until she moaned in a way that made my balls tighten. She was too fucking sweet, and too damn sexy. A combination of the woman I now knew and the girl I remembered. Add in the way she was arching up into me like she wanted to crawl up my body and never leave, and I knew if I didn’t stop now, this would all be over before I could blink.

      I reluctantly released her and pushed her back in the chair, and when she looked at me, her eyes were full of desire and confusion. I circled one of her knees with my fingers. “I like these.”

      I traced my fingertip up the sheer stocking covering her thigh. When I reached the hem of her dress, I grinned at her. “I wonder what other secrets you have on under here?”

      Laurel swallowed as I flirted with the tight hemline, but at the last moment, I removed my hand and straightened.

      “Maybe one day you’ll let me find out. For now, enjoy your Screaming Orgasm. I think I’m gonna go and enjoy one of my own. Good night, Laurel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Laurel

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SUN WAS not welcome the following morning, as it slipped through the billowy curtains of Willa’s Jane Austen suite and woke me from the thirty minutes I’d finally managed to catch in dreamland.

      Sleep had eluded me last night, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out why. After Noah had wound me up and then left me high and dry, there was no way I was getting any kind of sleep—and he knew it.

      I’d tossed and turned all night, imagining him one floor up, stretched out in bed, naked and hard and thinking of me. It had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed to stay tucked safely away behind my locked door like one of those good girls from an Austen novel.

      But it was for my own good. I knew what it was like to fall under Noah’s spell, and I could only imagine how much more potent it would be now that he’d had all these years to perfect it.

      Hell, ten minutes in close proximity with him and he’d sparked something inside me that had left me aching and wanting in ways I hadn’t felt…ever. I’d tried to push it aside and talk myself into believing that my response had been due to my lack of love life. But the insistent throb between my thighs, even this morning, was a glaring reminder that not just any man could elicit this reaction—it was Noah.

      “This mouth of yours has haunted me. The way it feels, the way it tastes.”

      As his words echoed in my mind, I slid a hand under the sheet and fingered the edge of my lace panties where a small gold heart adorned the center of a bow. I wonder what he would’ve thought of these?

      I smoothed my fingers under the expensive material and sucked in a breath. Determined not to stop, however, I closed my eyes and brought to mind Noah’s face. His dark, smoldering eyes, that chiseled jaw line, and the mouth that had driven me wild in a matter of minutes, and I glided my fingers down over my bare mound.

      My heart thumped in time with the throb between my thighs, and as I slipped two fingers between my legs, I bit back a moan. A rush of pleasure swept over me as I clenched my thighs together. My body was on edge after being denied what it wanted only hours earlier. But it wasn’t about to be denied now.

      I flattened my palm so the heel rubbed against my clit, and as I rolled my hips up against my hand, I couldn’t help the desperate sound that left me. I clamped my teeth into my lower lip, and that immediately brought to mind the way Noah had done the same. Teasing and taunting me, kissing and biting at my mouth until I’d all but begged him to give me some sort of release.

      But he’d denied me. Made me wait. Teased me just enough that the ache was so great I needed some kind of relief.

      I kicked the sheet off, my skin now burning up as I pressed my head back into the pillow and slid a finger inside. A soft cry left me as I pushed a second one in, and when I opened my eyes and looked down at my busy hand, I immediately thought of what it would be like to see Noah down there, his mouth hovering over my heated flesh.

      Ah… I slammed my eyes shut and thrust up into my palm, and the climax that hit was soul shaking.

      Damn it.

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

      This was not supposed to be happening. Not with him.

      I lay there staring at the ceiling, trying to get my breathing back under control, and when I finally did, I took a quick look at the clock.

      Oh, thank God, it was still early enough that if I got dressed now and headed out, the possibility I’d run into him during my walk of shame was much less than if I waited until breakfast was served.

      After a quick shower, I slipped back into my dress and slowly pulled open my door to see if anyone was around. When it appeared the coast was clear, I tiptoed down the hallway with every intention of sneaking out the back door, but a voice from the kitchen doorway stopped me in my tracks.

      “Don’t even think about it, Laurel May Anderson.”

      I winced at Willa’s no-nonsense tone and slowly pivoted to see her propping open the kitchen door with her hip. She had an apron on and a stainless-steel mixing bowl in her arms. Her eyes dropped to the heels hooked over my fingers, and then to my bare feet, and I curled my toes into the hardwood floor, guilty of making a run for it.

      “I wasn’t thinking about anything.”

      “Except how fast you could run out the back door.”

      Apparently not fast enough. “I just… I didn’t want to get in your way this morning, that’s all.”

      Willa arched an eyebrow. “As opposed to every other one of the hundreds of times you’ve talked with me over coffee while I make Sunday baseball muffins?”

      Oh shit, with everything that had happened last night, I’d completely forgotten the Sunday baseball game.

      “Which did you forget? The game or the day of the week?” Willa chuckled and turned on her heel. “Damn, he must be good.”

      The door swung shut behind her, and I hurried through it, not about to let her think I’d spent the night in Noah’s bed. “It’s not like that.”

      Willa raised the mixer’s top and clicked the bowl in place. “Not like what?”

      “I didn’t sleep with him.”

      “I didn’t say you did. But now that I know, I’m kind of disappointed. I was hoping for some details.”

      “Some— You’re insane.”

      “No offense,” Willa hit the button on the mixer, then said, a little louder, “But I think you get that award this morning. He was all but undressing you with his eyes when I left the two of you. What happened?”

      He almost undressed me with his hands…then stopped. “Nothing.”

      “If you think I believe that for a second, you must have me confused with someone who doesn’t know you.”

      At the sound of footsteps, I glanced over my shoulder.

      “Relax, it’s just Tim. I asked him to come and check on the AC unit this morning.” Willa snorted as she opened the fridge. “Nothing happened my ass.”

      I pinched one of the choc-chip muffins that were sitting on the cooling rack. I had no idea what time Willa got up on Sundays, but she always made enough muffins to feed a small army. “He kissed me.”

      Willa shut the fridge and leaned against it, a colander full of fresh blueberries in her hand. “I knew it. What kind of kiss?”

      “What kind?”

      “Yes. I’m guessing it wasn’t just a quick kiss goodnight?”

      No, it definitely wasn’t. It was more like a come up to my room and let me spend the night inside you kiss.

      “It was…” As I tried to think of a way to put that into words, I remembered how it felt when his fingers had crept up my thigh.

      Willa grinned. “Pretty damn amazing, judging by the look on your face.”

      “Oh God.” I sighed and shook my head. “I can’t be here when he gets up. I need to go.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. You know that, right?”

      “I know, but I don’t act like this. I don’t fall into bed with guys after a week of knowing them.”

      Willa crossed the kitchen and put the colander in the sink. “Laurel, he’s not some stranger that just rolled into town. You’ve known him your whole life.”

      “No. I knew him when he was a teenager. He might as well be a stranger who rolled into town.”

      “Oh, come on. You know what I mean.”

      I did, but it didn’t matter. If anything, it made things worse. The Noah I’d known had stolen and broken my heart, and both of those things had forever changed me.

      “I need to go. Jake’s on the team today, and I don’t want to make him late.”

      “You really think Jake can’t get to the field on his own? That boy is more responsible than most of the adults in town.”

      “I know he is, but this is our thing.” It really was, which was kind of ironic, since I was about the least athletic person on the planet. But Sunday baseball was a tradition, and we’d been going to the local game ever since Jake could walk.

      “Okay, I’ll give you that.”

      Thank you, Jesus. I dropped my heels to the floor and slid my feet inside.

      “But Laurel?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Jake’s almost an adult now. It might be time you start thinking about you for a change. I’m pretty sure he wants you to be happy too, and why not with someone who’s right there in front of you?”

      That might be the case, but Noah wasn’t the answer to that. We had way too much history, and he was only going to be here for a year at the most. Then he’d pack his bags and head back to Italy. That didn’t scream happiness to me—it screamed heartbreak all over again, and having barely survived it the first time around, I wasn’t about to voluntarily sign up for a second chance.

      “I really should go.” I walked to the kitchen door, but before I left, I stopped and looked back at my friend. “Hey, Willa?”

      She glanced up from the blueberries she was washing.

      “You might want to take some of that advice for yourself.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I go on dates all the time.”

      “I know you do.” I looked around the kitchen she’d poured all her time and effort into over the last ten years—five of which had been renovation. “But maybe it’s time you start looking at what’s in front of you?”

      Before she could tell me something along the lines of I don’t see anyone, I quickly headed out the door, leaving her to ponder what it was I was truly getting at.
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      THE SMELL OF freshly baked muffins was not a bad way to start a Sunday morning. I could think of an even better one that involved smooth skin moving on top of mine while soft curls fell around my face, but for now, I could settle for baked goods.

      Last night had been a lesson in sweet torture and painful restraint. One my body was still rebelling against this morning as I thought about the sensual way Laurel had responded to my touch.

      When I returned to my room last night, I’d spent the better part of the evening kicking myself for pulling back after finally getting the green light. But then I reminded myself just how explosive it would be if I let those sparks that had flickered build to an all-out burn, and suddenly I was happy I’d left things where I had.

      I glanced at the clock to see it was just turning eight, and I wondered if Laurel was still somewhere here at the B&B. If I had to guess, she’d already left for the morning. She didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who’d stick around for a potentially awkward scene the next day. Not that she had anything to feel awkward about.

      Laurel had turned into the sexiest women I’d ever had my hands on, and every time I closed my eyes last night, I’d thought about her in some way or another. Her mouth, her hair, that sinful moan that slipped free when I gripped it just a little too tight.

      Even now as I lay here, I could clearly see her lust-filled eyes as she stared up at me with the hazy look of arousal, and I reached under the sheet to rub my aching cock.

      Fuck. If this was what she could do to me from a ten-minute make-out session with all our clothes on, I couldn’t begin to imagine the power she would wield naked, in my bed.

      I shoved aside the covers and thought about heading to the shower, but I knew if I got in there this morning I’d finish what I’d started just now—and for some demented reason, I found myself wanting to wait. I would wait until I got inside that hot, luscious body of Laurel’s, and that was when I’d finally let go.

      Once I was decent, I made my way downstairs, following the mouth-watering scent in the air. Willa was a damn fine baker, I’d learned that firsthand over the past week, as I’d enjoyed her morning pastries, muffins, and pancakes. But if I didn’t get out of here and find somewhere else to live, and soon, I was going to end up fifty pounds heavier.

      However, when I walked into the dining area where the usual breakfast setup was located, I found an empty table. There was no tablecloth, no tray filled with different juices, no coffee or tea sitting at the far end. There was absolutely nothing, and for a moment I wondered if I’d missed something on the brochure that said there were no breakfasts served on Sundays.

      Just as that thought entered my mind, the kitchen door swung open and Willa rushed out carrying the tray of juices. When she spotted me, she plastered on a smile, and I rushed over to help her.

      “Good morning,” she said as I took the tray from her. “I’ve got it, I’ve got it. I’m just running a little behind.”

      “That’s okay, I don’t mind, and good morning to you.”

      I placed the tray on the table, and when she hurried off into the kitchen, I followed, ready to lend a helping hand. I pushed through the door and stepped inside, and the sight that greeted me was impressive, to say the least.

      There must’ve been over a hundred muffins around the large kitchen. There were some in Tupperware containers, some in baskets, some on cooling racks, and some still in trays.

      Willa grabbed one of the baskets on the end of the counter and whirled back around, barely missing running right into me. “Oops.” She laughed and then waved a hand behind her. “Ignore all of this. I make muffins on Sundays for the town, and, well, you’re the only guest here right now, and time got away from me.”

      I took the basket she was holding. “You make muffins for the entire town?”

      Willa glanced over her shoulder and shrugged. “Give or take a few. We have our local Sunday baseball match.”

      “That’s right. I remember those. They still have them, huh?”

      “They sure do. Rain, hail, or shine. I often think that missing Sunday baseball in Chamberlin is a far greater sin than missing church.”

      I laughed, remembering the extreme competitiveness of the locals. “I think you might be right.”

      Willa grinned and cocked her head to the side. “Do you play?”

      I did. I’d actually played on my high school team for years, but she didn’t need to know that. “I might.”

      “Then you should come.”

      No way. The idea of being surrounded by the whole town so soon after last weekend didn’t sound appealing at all. “I was going to head out to the winery this morning. Get a jump-start on the day.”

      “Oh, come on. The winery doesn’t open until noon on Sunday, and you don’t have to be there—you have staff for that. Even Ryan takes a couple of hours for baseball.”

      “He does? Ryan always hated baseball.”

      “Really?” Willa scrunched her nose up. “Huh, he always helps me bring over the muffins and then stays for the game. He’s really good. You should come and see.”

      As I mulled over it a little more, Willa added, “Laurel will be there.”

      My lips twitched as I looked at my current landlord. “And why do you think that would matter?”

      Willa crossed her arms and rested against the end of the kitchen counter. “Because you have a thing for her.”

      “A thing?”

      “You know what I mean. You like her. Admit it.”

      “I don’t remember ever saying that I didn’t. Of course I like Laurel. She’s a great girl.”

      “Uh huh.” Willa shoved away from the counter and walked over to the oven where a timer had just gone off.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What does uh huh mean?”

      She pulled two more trays of muffins from the oven and turned back to face me. “It means she’s not a girl anymore, and you know it. You were all over her last night, and this Mr. Cool act? I don’t buy it for a second. You like her. Admit it.”

      I knew the way small towns worked: you told one person something, and ten minutes later a hundred different variations on what you’d originally said was being whispered in eager ears. But something about Willa told me that whatever I said right now would stay between me, her, and the hundred and one muffins surrounding us.

      “Okay, I admit it. I like her—a lot. But every time I’m near her, all I want to do is kiss her, which is kind of problematic in a town that likes to talk.”

      “It wasn’t problematic last night…”

      “No one was here last night.”

      “I was.”

      I wondered just how much Laurel had told her. Then a mischievous grin split Willa’s lips.

      “This is exactly why you have to come to the game today. Then you can decide if whatever sparked last night between you two is still, you know, there.”

      “All right. You win. What time does it start?”

      “Twelve thirty. Why don’t you meet me and Ryan down here and we can all go together?”

      “Sounds good.” I gestured to the basket of muffins I held. “Mind if I take one of these to tide me over until the game?”

      “Go ahead.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I’ll grab a juice and then bring the tray back in here for you. I only need the one glass.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

      I looked at the chaos surrounding us. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.”

      “It’s no problem at all. I’ll see you down here at…twelve fifteen?”

      “Perfect.”

      Willa went back to her muffins as I headed out into the dining room, and I couldn’t help but think about getting Laurel alone somewhere at this game and working out a way to convince her to go to dinner with me.

      Baseball had been our thing. I’d play; she’d cheer. It seemed like the perfect trip down memory lane to warm her to me—right?
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      “YOU PLAYING TODAY, or is your head throbbing a little too hard?”

      I glanced over the roof of the car to where Jake was hiking his sports bag up his arm. “I already told you, I’m not hungover.”

      “Uh huh. That’s why you look like you haven’t slept all night.”

      Awesome. That was good to know, considering I was about to see ninety percent of the town this afternoon. “Haven’t I taught you not to ever tell a woman she looks anything other than perfect?”

      Jake laughed as he came around the hood of the car. “I mean, you don’t look bad. But the big old sunglasses, the baseball cap? You look like you’re hiding in there. And there’s only one reason you’d do that.”

      “Oh? And what’s that, genius?”

      “Bloodshot eyes.”

      “I do not have bloodshot eyes.” I slid my glasses down my nose. “See?”

      Jake made a show of inspecting them then shrugged. “A little baggy, maybe.”

      I shoved him in the arm. “You’re horrible. I’m disowning you.”

      “You’ve been threatening that for years.”

      “Yes, and one day I will follow through.” I pushed my glasses back in place and shut the car door behind me. “Now get going, would you? I might not be playing, but I’m pretty sure Betty won’t be impressed if her star player has a sudden leg injury from a kick to his shin.”

      Jake chuckled as he took off jogging toward the field, and I quickly turned around to take a look at myself in the car’s side mirror. I winced at the picture I made. Jake was right: I looked like one of those celebrities who shoved on the hat and glasses, then made a mad dash for their favorite fast food restaurant, hoping the paparazzi wouldn’t see the Quarter Pounder and large fries they just bought for a late-night binge session.

      However, I wasn’t out here trying to score some greasy fries. I was just trying to hide from someone. Someone very specific—Noah.

      Not long after I got home this morning, Willa had sent me a text letting me know he would be coming to the game today. It shouldn’t have been that much of a surprise, really—Noah had been one of the best baseball players in Chamberlin during high school. Of course he’d come to the Sunday game. But that had been the last thing I was thinking about this morning. I’d been too busy focused on the way he’d kissed and touched me the night before.

      Heat curled in my stomach at the memory, and the ache I’d managed to ease this morning returned tenfold.

      Great. This was hardly the time or the place for that to happen. I was here for baseball. Good, fun, family-friendly, PG-rated baseball. The last thing I needed was my body to start wishing it was off somewhere having a good time.

      After a quick pep talk with myself, I tugged the bill of my cap further down in the hopes of covering my flushed cheeks, and cursed my fair complexion. I might as well have a GUILTY sign stamped across my forehead. It didn’t need to say of what, because I had a feeling everyone in town would draw their own conclusions after five minutes in Noah’s presence.

      The fact that they’d be spot-on was enough to make me rethink my appearance today. I mean, would it really be so bad if I left? It wasn’t like I actually got called up to play all that often.

      Just as I’d talked myself into making a break for it, I turned and ran straight into—yeah, thank you, God—Noah. Shit.

      “You know, we really need to stop meeting like this.”

      I brushed at the crumbs decorating my shirt and looked at the squashed basket of muffins I’d collided with. “It does seem to be a habit these days.”

      “Not one you’ll ever hear me complain about.”

      Aaaand there go my cheeks again.

      “But how about we try this the right way?” There was that killer grin that seemed to have increased in potency over the years. “Good morning.”

      “Uh, yeah, hi. I mean, you know, morning.”

      I could’ve kicked myself for my rambling. My eyes flicked to Willa and Ryan, who were looking at me as though I was acting really weird—which I was.

      “Hey, guys.”

      Willa clamped her teeth into her lip, barely containing her laugh. “Hey.”

      Ryan—the much nicer of the two—winked at me then bumped into Willa’s shoulder. “Hey, Laurel. How goes it?”

      “I’m good. Just heading to the game,” I said, gesturing to the field I’d been in the process of running away from.

      “Then aren’t you going the wrong way?”

      My eyes shifted to Noah, whose grin had turned smug. Of course he’s smug. I’m acting like a high school girl with a crush—and he would know.

      “I, uh, left something in the car.”

      Noah looked like he believed that about as much as he believed in the tooth fairy. “What?”

      “Huh?” I asked.

      “What did you leave in the car?”

      I narrowed my eyes, but when he didn’t react, I realized my death stare was being hampered by my glasses. “My water bottle.”

      “You’re playing today?” Willa said, and when I aimed the death stare her way, she seemed to get it—glasses or not. “Oh, would you look at that? I see Miss Betty calling us, Ryan. We better take her the muffins.”

      As they started off toward the gathering crowd, Noah called out, “I’ll be there in a few. I’m gonna keep Laurel company.”

      Alarm and something much more inappropriate hit at the prospect of being alone with Noah. But before I could protest, Willa waved and walked off, dragging Ryan with her.

      “Did you really leave your water bottle in the car?” Noah asked.

      I turned to see he had moved a step closer, and with the midday sunlight shining down over us, it was difficult to look anywhere but at him. His eyes were magnetic, but it was his expression that made them extra hypnotic.

      “I—”

      “Yes?” Noah reached out and pulled my glasses down my nose.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I couldn’t see your eyes. It was bothering me.”

      Deciding removing my glasses was a better option than having him reach for me again, I folded them in my hand and glared his way. “Better?”

      “Much. Now, did you really leave something in the car, or are you running away?”

      My mouth fell open. “And why would I be running away?”

      “Because you heard I was coming to the game.”

      “And you think that would make me run?”

      “If it doesn’t, maybe it should.” Noah lowered his head until his mouth was by my ear. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you last night, and that sexy little sound you made when I—”

      “Stop.” My voice sounded breathy even to my own ears. “I can’t do this. Not here.”

      I was precariously close to losing sight of where I was, and with Jake only feet away, I could feel my two worlds beginning to collide.

      “Then where?” Noah fingered the hair curling out from under my cap. “I want to kiss you. Taste you again. Last night wasn’t enough, Laurel.”

      Okay, he needed to stop talking to me like that or I was going to overheat in the middle of Chamberlin’s baseball field.

      “Come with me,” I said. Oh God, am I really about to do this? As I led him away from the field and past the amenities block to the football stadium, the answer was obvious—yes, yes, I was.

      I looked around to make sure no one was near, and then directed him in under the bleachers. When I came to a stop, Noah looked at our surroundings and chuckled.

      The low, sexy sound vibrated through me, sending a shiver up my spine. When his eyes landed back on me, it was all I could do to not reach between my thighs and ease the throbbing pressure that appeared anytime he was near.

      “Well, it’s been a long time since I was under here…”

      As his gaze roved over me, I stood tall and let him look. “Me too.”

      “Oh yeah?” Noah licked at his lower lip, raised his eyes, and began to stalk my way.

      I took in a breath and backed up a step. “Mhmm. The last time was with you—”

      “The day of our SATs.”

      I nodded as my back hit the cool metal of the stands. Noah stopped mere inches from me, and I swallowed. He hadn’t even touched me yet and I could already feel myself getting wet. This was crazy. No one had ever affected me like this—no one except Noah.

      He reached out and took off my hat, and when he put it on his head backward, I was thrust back into the past and that afternoon here under the bleachers.

      “We were a lot younger then.” He moved in closer and ran the back of his fingers down my cheek. “A lot more…inexperienced.”

      My legs trembled as his fingers continued down my neck to the V of my shirt. When I didn’t stop him, he smirked. Arrogant. Over the years Noah’s cocky schoolboy confidence had turned to arrogance, and God help me, it was so damn hot that I almost melted at his feet.

      I tilted my head up, and when he took hold of my chin to hold me steady, I softly sighed.

      “I had the hottest dreams about you last night. You were naked and straddling me, your hair all down around my face…”

      He slid his thumb along my lower lip, and I sucked it between my lips. Noah cursed, let go of me, and put his hands on the rails by my head, then thrust his hips forward and rubbed his erection against me.

      “Ah…” I grabbed at his waist.

      “Yeah, there it is. That has to be the sexiest fucking sound I’ve ever heard. I replayed it over and over in my head last night, imagining you downstairs finishing what I started.”

      Noah brought a hand down to my chest and grazed his fingertips over my nipple.

      “Tell me, did you finish?”

      I closed my eyes and thought about the satisfying orgasm I’d given myself thinking about this man. But I wasn’t about to give him that—hell no. Noah had left me aching last night, teasing me on purpose. But I wasn’t some sweet, naïve girl anymore, and two could definitely play at this torturous little game.

      I smiled against his lips then brought my hands to his chest and pushed him away. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      Just when I thought he’d take my lips in a crushing kiss, a playful smirk crossed Noah’s mouth instead. “Have dinner with me.”

      This time it wasn’t a request, more an order, and the demand did nothing to help quench the fire I was trying to extinguish. “I don’t—”

      “Have dinner with me. We’ll go somewhere private, just you and me. I want to talk to you, get to know you again.”

      With my body now back under some kind of control, I pushed off the rails and took a step toward him. “I don’t want to become the subject of town gossip, Noah.”

      “I understand. I promise. No one has to know. You can even meet me at Willa’s. She can keep a secret, right?”

      She could, and it had been months since I’d been on a date—and even longer since I’d felt the kind of attraction I did to Noah.

      I could already feel myself caving when I saw him hold out my baseball cap.

      “Come on, Bonnie, where’s that adventurous streak of yours?”

      My fate was sealed. I’d never been able to resist a charming Noah, and it seemed that hadn’t changed.

      Plus, maybe I’d be able to exact some revenge for his teasing the night before. That seemed like a win-win to me, and also a good way to justify the fact that I really wanted to go.

      “One dinner.”

      His slow smile made me think of a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and suddenly I wasn’t so sure about this decision.

      “One dinner.”

      Really, what harm could that do?
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      THE GAME WAS well underway by the time I made my way back to the stands, and I made sure to sit far, far away from Noah, who was sitting with his brother on the opposite side of the field.

      Betty’s Braves—the home team—were pitching first. So it was no surprise to see Jake standing at the pitcher’s mound waiting for his next victim, as he liked to call them. Walton’s Warriors had a man on second base but had yet to score a run, which was hardly surprising, and the fact that I even remotely knew what I was talking about still shocked me to this very day.

      I’d never been one for sports, even back in high school when I used to go and cheer on Noah. I’d spent most of the game with my nose in a book, but he hadn’t cared as long I was there.

      The memory made me smile. I stared out at Jake now and remembered thinking it must’ve been some kind of cosmic joke the day he’d come home and told me he wanted to play ball. Luckily, I’d had a town full of gossipy do-gooders who’d gone out of their way to teach him the game since he was old enough to hold a bat.

      Ever since then he’d become obsessed with the all-American pastime, and I’d had no choice but to learn the ways of the bat and the ball.

      Phil Granger, the local bank manager, walked out from the dugout with the bat by his side. He was a middle-aged guy with a pot belly and glasses so thick they resembled Coke bottles, and today he was the fifth batter up.

      As he took his place at home plate, I sent out a take it easy on him prayer in Jake’s direction. But as Jake took his spot on the mound, cracked his neck from side to side, and eyed old Phil from below the bill of his cap, I knew there was no take it easy mode inside him.

      Jake was here to win, and while he might play a little softer than he would against the neighboring high school kids, he sure as hell wasn’t about to let a chance to kick some ass pass him by.

      Jake threw one hell of a fastball. The thing flew so quickly by Phil’s face that he didn’t even have a chance to blink. Once, twice, and then bam, he was out. And I wasn’t all that upset that Jake’s pitching usually meant that the first inning flew by in no time at all.

      Actually, that was the one part of the game I used to love watching with Noah too, when he pitched. His fastballs had been legendary.

      My stomach growled as Phil trudged off the field, and as the next poor soul made his way out, I headed over to where Willa had set up her muffin stand.

      Seated under a large tree in a fold-out chair, Willa had her Converse sneakers propped up on an icebox as she flipped through the latest gossip magazine.

      She glanced up as I approached, and smugly smiled when she spotted me.

      “Ah, I see you found your way back. And here I was about to send out a search party for you. I was starting to worry you got lost on the way to your car.”

      “Yes, I can see you were very concerned.”

      Willa chuckled as she sat up and closed her magazine. “I was. For a minute there I thought you might’ve tripped and gotten trapped under something…hard.”

      I scoffed and reached for one of her muffins, but she slapped at my hand.

      “Don’t think for a second you’re going to pull this silent routine a second time this morning. You give me the goods. I give you a muffin. You say nothing, you go hungry.”

      “Well, that’s just mean.”

      “I’m a mean person.”

      That might’ve been the most ridiculous statement I’d ever heard in my life. Willa didn’t have a mean bone in her body. In fact, I couldn’t remember one time I’d seen her lose her temper. She was patient, kind, and one of the most generous people I’d ever met. Even if she was currently holding my muffin ransom.

      With a quick check to make sure no one was around, I leaned over the table and said, “He asked me out on a date, and I said yes.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “You’re not excited?”

      “I am, but I’m also, I don’t know, wary?”

      Willa frowned. “Why? He seems like such good guy whenever we’ve talked.”

      “I know, and that’s half the problem. He is a good guy, but he’s only here temporarily. I’ve been down this road with Noah before, and I didn’t like the ending.”

      “Yeah, but you were kids.”

      “I was old enough to have my heart broken.” I thought back to that morning after graduation. To the morning that my world shattered. “I can’t go through that again. One date, one night, that’s what I agreed to, and I think that’s for the best.”

      “Oh, Laurel.”

      I could tell by the look on her face that she disagreed, but before she said more, I gestured over my shoulder. “I’m going to head back now. I don’t want to miss the game.”

      “Okay, well, take this and an extra one for Jake. He’s heading over here now.”

      “Thanks,” I said as she finally relinquished her muffins, then I turned to greet my son. “Hey, you—did you finish obliterating the other side with a new personal record?”

      Jake smirked and plucked the choc-chip muffin from my hands. “You know it. I shaved two minutes off my last record.”

      “Somehow I don’t think it’s very sportsmanlike to keep tally of how fast you can knock the other team out.”

      “Strike them out, Mom. And it’s not like I tell them.”

      “Oh, and I suppose you never brag to your friends about it either, do you?”

      Jake popped some of the muffin in his mouth and shrugged. “Maybe to a few of them. But not here. I’ll wait until we’re back at Caleb’s tonight.”

      “Uh huh. Well, just be careful what you say, okay? There’s nothing wrong with being proud of yourself, but you don’t want to be arrogant about it. That just makes you—”

      “An ass?”

      “Right. But you also need to know that it’s okay to lose sometimes.”

      “I know that.”

      “Good. I’m just—”

      “Being a mom?”

      “Well, that is what I am.”

      Jake laughed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. “Yeah, but most the time you’re much cooler than this.”

      “Hey.” I poked him in the ribs, and he laughed.

      “I know how to be a good sport, Mom. You raised me right. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay, then.”

      As we walked back to the field, my heart just about stopped as I spotted Noah walking out to the pitcher’s mound.

      “Hey, isn’t that your new boss?” Jake asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded as Noah inspected the plate under his feet. “That’s him.”

      “I didn’t know he played.”

      “Uh…” I was about to tell him how Noah had been on the high school team, when Noah cracked his neck from side to side and eyed the batter from under his cap—the exact same way Jake did.

      The hair on the back of my neck rose and I stumbled back a step, before turning to see that Jake was no longer beside me—he was walking toward the chain-link fence. I hurried to catch up as Noah threw two practice pitches, then he smirked and tossed the ball in the air.

      “He’s a pitcher?” Jake said.

      “He was in school, yes.”

      Jake’s narrowed eyes as he watched Noah with keen focus made my stomach churn. He was usually such an upbeat kid that it was strange to see this sudden shift in his demeanor. But he was smart, sharper than most, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d just seen what I had.

      No, that couldn’t be it. He was probably just eyeing up his competition for the day. But the niggling feeling in the pit of my stomach wouldn’t leave me be, as the alternative scenario lingered in my mind.

      “Jake? Are you—”

      “I better get out there. I’m first batter. You can go home if you want.”

      “Hey,” I said, grabbing his arm before he could make a break for it. “Are you okay?”

      Jake looked me dead in the eye, and I slowly released my grip. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Before I could say another word, he ran out onto the field. I moved to stand off to the side of the crowd and watched as he positioned himself in front of home plate. My eyes shifted between the two about to go head to head, and I suddenly felt the walls of my carefully constructed life closing in.

      Noah moved up to his position on the mound, and as he eyed Jake, I wondered what was going through his head. I didn’t have long to think about it, though, as the ball left his hand and shot through the air at breakneck speed, and the cracking sound of a bat meeting a fastball jolted me out of my head.

      Jake tossed the bat to the ground and made a run for first base, and Betty’s Braves cheered like lunatics as he flew by first and made like hell for second. My attention then shifted back to Noah, who was watching the play with a stunned expression, and I knew right then what had to be done.

      I would go to dinner tonight, enjoy what might’ve been, then I’d lock the memory away and that would be the end of that.
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      I LOOKED AT my reflection for the millionth time and wondered what the hell I thought I was doing. This wasn’t a good idea on any level. I knew that as well as I knew the sun would come up tomorrow. Yet here I stood in the most expensive dress I owned an hour before I was due to meet with Noah.

      I needed to get it together. It wasn’t like this was the first date I’d ever been on. It wasn’t even my first date with Noah. But all afternoon I’d been second-guessing myself, and it didn’t appear that that was going to stop.

      Not wanting to sit or spill anything on the silky fabric of the dress, I slipped out of it and pulled my robe on. There, now I could relax a little, or at least try. Maybe I could read a book while I waited. The house was quiet, Jake having gone to Caleb’s as planned. But I had a feeling that even if he was here, the silence would’ve been deafening.

      What had happened earlier was still rattling around inside my head. It had been a glaring reminder that Jake was no longer a child and that the two of us needed to have a long-overdue talk. But since that seemed to be the last thing he wanted to do right now, I would wait him out and approach when he seemed ready.

      I slipped my UGGs on and scooped up one of the books I’d borrowed from the library earlier this week, then I headed outside to the porch swing at the front of my house.

      I settled in and toed the ground, and as the swing began a gentle back-and-forth motion, I curled my legs in under me and opened the book to chapter one. This was better. Much better than obsessing over my upcoming date. But around about ten pages in, the day caught up with me, and my eyes began to flutter shut…

      

      BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

      The jarring sound of the hotel alarm clock came much quicker than I expected. But considering Noah and I hadn’t fallen asleep until three in the morning, it hardly seemed a surprise that nine o’clock had snuck up on me.

      I reached out and hit the snooze button, silencing the damn thing. With the room still dark, I smiled to myself as I thought back to last night’s graduation party and what had happened after, here in this bed.

      I stretched beneath the cool sheets, my arms and legs experiencing a brand-new kind of ache this morning, then snuggled in a little longer, determined to live in this moment for as long as I possibly could.

      Last night had been the best night of my life. Noah had been sweet, gentle, and made me feel like I’d never felt before. He’d made our first time together one I’d never forget. And when I rolled over to wake him, I was shocked to find the bed beside me…empty. Noah had agreed to drop me back at Mary’s this morning so Mom would be none the wiser, but he hadn’t needed to get up at the crack of dawn. Where was he?

      “Noah?”

      I scanned the room, but the curtains were still drawn and I couldn’t see him anywhere, so I rolled over and flicked the light on. His cleared-off nightstand caught my attention in an instant, and as the silence in the room became increasingly louder, my heart began to thump a little harder.

      “Noah?” I called out again, and when all that met me was absolutely nothing, the hair on the back of my neck rose. “Noah?”

      Trying not to think the worst, I racked my brain for a logical reason he wouldn’t be here. But nothing made any sense. His wallet, phone, and clothes were gone. The only thing I could see was his varsity jacket, which I’d thrown over one of the chairs after dancing in it the night before. It was like he’d up and vanished. Never even been here. But my body told me otherwise.

      This was not like him. There was no way Noah would just up and leave me here. It was nine o’clock in the morning and he was my way home. So where was he?

      Stop it. Stop thinking the worst. But how was I supposed to do that when nothing else made any sense?

      BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

      I all but jumped out of my skin as the alarm cycled around a second time. I reached over to hit it again, and wasn’t at all shocked to hear the plastic crack. My pulse was racing now, my hands shaking, as every possible scenario—all bad—flashed before my eyes.

      I quickly threw the covers off and grabbed one of the robes we’d thrown across the end of the bed, then I made a beeline for the bathroom just to double-check.

      Empty. Shit.

      I ran back to my bag and pulled my cell free.

      Maybe he’d called?

      Maybe he’d left a text?

      But when I swiped at the screen and no notifications appeared, I started to really panic.

      I closed my eyes, counted back from ten, and willed myself not to cry.

      What was going on? I didn’t understand. Had I been drugged? Had something happened to Noah? He wasn’t the kind of guy who’d sleep with a girl and then leave her to wake up in a hotel room alone.

      That wasn’t him. So that could only mean…what? I hit his number and waited. And waited. And waited. When the call finally went to voicemail, I ended it and tried again. Sinking down on the end of the bed, I could feel my head starting to spin and brought my hands up to my face. I was starting to overheat and my hands were all clammy.

      I took in several breaths, trying to calm myself, but it was no use. There was absolutely no good reason as to why Noah was gone. Not one. But then the phone finally connected and I shot to my feet. “Hello? Noah?”

      “Is this Laurel?” The gruff voice at the other end was definitely not Noah’s, and I was so shocked to hear it that I couldn’t seem to find my words to answer. “I’m going to take your silence as a yes. My name’s Harry. I’m Noah’s father.”

      Oh shit, the whole town, including me, knew of—or about—Harry Chamberlin. He was tough, cutthroat, and one hundred percent business. According to Noah, he spared little time for his kids, and any effort he did expend on them was usually to tell them what disappointments they were.

      The fact that he was answering Noah’s phone automatically made me think that something bad must’ve happened. But before I could ask, he was talking again.

      “I’m going to say this once and hopefully that’ll be enough for you to understand, because after this, the number you’ve been calling will be disconnected. Noah is gone.”

      Gone? What did he mean?

      “He was recently accepted at one of the finest universities abroad, and is currently on a plane halfway across the ocean. So, this little high school romance of yours? It’s over. It’s time for Noah to live in the real world now, Miss Anderson. I suggest you do the same. Don’t call this number again.”

      As the phone went dead, I reached for the wall to steady myself, but it was no use. My knees began to shake, and the next thing I knew, they collapsed out from under me. I fell to the floor, dejected and in shock, then reached for Noah’s jacket and drew it to me. Unable to move, I curled up in the darkness all alone, and as tears ran down my cheeks, I buried my face inside it.

      This couldn’t be real. Noah hadn’t said anything about going overseas. He’d talked about going to L.A. and studying at USC with me. Harry had to be lying.

      But as my heart began to break, I knew the truth.

      Noah was gone, and the best night of my life had actually turned out to be the very worst.

      

      I WOKE UP with a jolt and the porch swing began to sway. I reached for the arm of the seat to steady myself.

      Oh my God. My heart was racing and my cheeks were damp. It was just a dream. Just a really horrible dream. I hadn’t thought about that night in years, but it was no surprise it had resurfaced now.

      As I tried to calm myself, I couldn’t stop the shiver from racing up my spine. No. I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to let myself get upset about the past, especially not tonight. I closed my book and got to my feet, and with a glance at my watch I saw I had time to go in and redo what I assumed was a messed-up face.

      I headed for the door and pulled it open. As I stepped inside, I made a promise to myself: I would enjoy tonight no matter what, then I’d replace my first time with Noah with whatever the night brought.
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      IT HAD JUST turned eight as I made my way out onto the front porch of Wilhelmina’s and took a seat on one of the rocking chairs to wait for Laurel.

      It was a beautiful night. There was a cool breeze in the air but nothing that would make you avoid being outside. The sun had set a couple hours ago, and I had a feeling that today might just be the first day that I didn’t resent Harry for bringing me back here.

      The midday make-out session under the bleachers hadn’t hurt either. Along with the baseball game, which had been fun, despite that jackass Laurel knew trying to crack me in the head with his hard swing. But I wasn’t going to think about him. I was focused on one thing—or person—only, and she was currently walking my way.

      Damn. Laurel knew how to dress to kill, that was for sure. If her goal was to prove I was a slave to her every move, then she was going to get her wish.

      As she made her way up the stairs, I drank in the sight of her red heels, long legs, and the little black dress and sheer shawl she wore. Her blonde hair was styled in a sexy wave that made it look as though she’d just spent the day rolling around between the sheets. “Wow.”

      She softly laughed and smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Good, because it’s about all my brain can think of right now.”

      “Then I should just go home?”

      She went to turn away, and I reached out and took her elbow, halting her. Then I stepped in closer and ran my fingers down her cheek. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Laurel angled her face up toward me, and under the lights of the balcony, her blue eyes twinkled. “No?”

      “Definitely not.” I touched her lower lip with my thumb, and when she sucked in a breath, my brain kicked back into gear. “You promised me dinner.”

      “I think you have that the wrong way around.”

      “Hmm, well, either way, I’m not letting you leave just yet.”

      Laurel nodded, and when I released her, she turned around to walk away from me.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      When she reached the edge of the stairs, she dropped the shawl to mid-back and glanced over her shoulder. “What?”

      Oh, she knew exactly what I was talking about. The back of her dress—or should I say the nonexistent back of her dress—was cut low and was left completely open. It was all I could do to stop my tongue from rolling out of my head.

      Jesus Christ, was it even legal to wear something like that in public?

      When I finally managed to send the message from my brain to my legs and make them walk me to where she stood, I said, “You wore this on purpose, didn’t you?”

      The grin she gave was that of a siren to a flailing ship, beckoning it to come closer to that which would end it.

      “It seemed only fair, since you like to…tease.”

      My cock kicked in response as she walked off ahead of me. As I jogged to catch up with her, I knew one thing for certain: that dress, and the woman inside it, was going to torture me all damn night.

      

      “SO WHERE ARE we going?”

      As we pulled out of the B&B’s parking area, I looked at my passenger and cursed myself for not renting a small, sporty car so she’d be much closer to me.

      It was probably for the best, though, if I wanted to get us from point A to point B without injury. As it was, I was finding it difficult to concentrate with the scent of her perfume and the knowledge that her dress was pretty much all she was wearing, judging by the revealing nature of its back.

      Fuck. I needed to stop thinking about it or I was going to have a difficult time remaining decent—not to mention walking.

      “Noah?”

      Shoving that thought aside, I made myself focus. “It’s a surprise.”

      “A surprise? I don’t really like surprises.”

      I frowned and shook my head. “That’s not what I remember.”

      “Yeah? Well, things change. I’ve changed. And the adult me likes to know where she’s going.”

      “Ah, I see. And what else does the adult you like?”

      Laurel chuckled, and the sound was as effective as a hand stroking my dick. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “I was well on my way to knowing last night.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t have stopped.”

      No shit. “Is that an invitation?”

      Laurel ran her gaze down over me, and when it settled on my lap, it took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to pull the car over and haul her across the console.

      “More an…observation.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Her coy smile made me grip the steering wheel a little tighter.

      “So you never answered my question. Where are we going?”

      I stopped at one of the two red lights in town, and when Laurel scooted down in her seat, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Is there a bounty out on your head I don’t know about?”

      She glared at me, and her irritation made me laugh even harder. “You know exactly why I’m doing this. It only takes one person to see me sitting in this car and the whole town will know before morning. I told you, I don’t want to be part of the local gossip.”

      “I get it.”

      Laurel frowned, and I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like there was more to what she was saying than she let on. Before I could ask, however, the light turned green, and we were off again. Laurel straightened and shook her hair back from her face.

      “You don’t need to worry, I promise. We’re going somewhere private.” This time when I glanced at her, Laurel’s eyes were fixed on me, and the desire from yesterday was back full force, but with a hint of…wariness? “Just you and me.”

      She took in a steadying breath, and as she let it out, she bit down into her lower lip.

      We fell into silence as we sped out of town, and thank God I knew where I was going, because all thoughts were now fixated on how incredibly sexy Laurel was.

      When we finally reached our destination and I pulled into the drive, Laurel sat forward in the car and stared out the windshield.

      “This is the winery, Noah.” She looked at me, alarm stamped all over her expression. “Why are we at the winery?”

      “This is where we’re having dinner.”

      Laurel’s eyes widened as she turned in her seat. “I’m not having dinner in there with you. Are you out of your mind?”

      “Not last time I checked. And why don’t you want to have dinner in there? Is the food bad?”

      “Of course the food’s not bad. It’s the finest dining in town.”

      Her indignation was adorable as she stood up for her place of employment and, well, my family’s legacy.

      “Then why would I want to take you anywhere else?”

      Her words came to a dead end, before she seemed to regroup and shake her head. “I’m not going in there.”

      “Why? Everyone else is gone for the night.”

      “But—”

      “But what?” I unbuckled my belt and pushed open the car door. “What’s more private than here? Plus, you owe me a taste testing, and I’m about to collect.”
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      WHEN NOAH PULLED up at the winery, I’d thought he was insane.

      But when we drove inside the gates and headed up the drive, the calm and peace of the night seemed to envelop us. There wasn’t a car or building beyond the villa directly in front of us, and as I climbed outside and took in the vast property, I realized that we were well and truly alone out here.

      “Still want to leave?”

      I looked across the hood of the car to see Noah was watching me, and that laser-like focus made my heart thump. I knew that tonight was probably a mistake. A decision I’d made when my guard was down. But as I looked at him standing there, finally within touching distance, I shoved aside any doubt and decided to live in the moment for a change.

      “No. I actually think you might be onto something.”

      Noah walked around the hood of the car and held his hand out to me, and I took it. His skin was warm to the touch, his hand large and strong. I took a step toward him.

      “I had another reason for bringing you out here tonight.”

      “You mean other than the fact that there’s no one for miles and miles and miles?”

      Noah grinned. “Yes, besides that.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “Nostalgia. This is where we had our first kiss.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “No we didn’t.”

      “Yeah we did.”

      I let out a soft laugh as he started walking me toward the front door. “You’re trying to tell me that I remember it wrong? Our first kiss was behind the science department, second semester of our junior year. It was my first kiss ever. It’s not exactly something I’m going to forget.”

      When we reached the front door, he unlocked it and turned to lean back against the wood. Then he flashed the most roguish heartbreaker of a smile and shrugged. “Okay, so it was our first kiss…with tongue.”

      I scoffed and shoved him in the chest. He laughed, opened the door, and stepped aside.

      As I went to walk by him, Noah leaned down and said by my ear, “You have to admit, that day out in the vines was pretty amazing.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that, and while it hadn’t been our first kiss per se, it was the first time a boy had touched me intimately—and I had been brave enough to touch him back. We’d spent hours out there on a picnic blanket, each learning what the other liked. I could still remember the feel of the sun warming me as Noah’s mouth and hands set my world on fire.

      After that, we’d been inseparable. We’d fallen hard and fast, and I thought we’d be together forever. He had thought the same. It had been devastating to discover just how wrong we were.

      Noah straightened, and I moved into the front entrance of the villa, then looked back to see him admiring my dress. Or what little of it there was.

      “That dress should be illegal.”

      He walked toward me like a man in a trance, but I stood my ground and let him look his fill. After all, that was why I’d worn it. I knew how provocative this dress was. The silk molded to every inch of my body like a second skin, and was held up with two simple straps over the shoulder that were secured under my arm by the curve of each breast.

      The back was cut low to where it barely covered my tailbone, and as sleek and formfitting as it was, it left no place for anything other than the bare minimum when it came to lingerie.

      “I’m sure in some places it would be,” I said.

      Noah reached out and, using the straps as a guide, traced his finger along my bare skin down over my shoulder blade. Goosebumps covered my body as he continued along the curve of my breast, then he followed an invisible path down to the center of my back.

      I took in a shaky breath when he placed a hand on each of my hips, and then he pulled me back a step until his front was flush against me. His erection was thick and hard against my ass, and I closed my eyes in an attempt to regroup, but Noah was having none of that.

      “Some time tonight,” he said by my ear, “I don’t care when, I want to do the exact same thing I did just now, but with the tip of my tongue.”

      A moan escaped my lips as I dropped my head back against his shoulder.

      Noah smoothed his hand around to rest it against my stomach. “Tell me, how am I supposed to sit across from you and eat dinner when all I want to do now is eat you?”

      “I don’t know,” I said on a sigh.

      “That was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” Noah lowered his hand between my legs and massaged me over the top of my dress. “To drive me crazy?”

      I turned my head so I could look him in the eye, and the untamed arousal staring back at me nearly made my legs give out. Noah was looking at me like a starving man would. Like he was hungry and I was the only thing that would satisfy his craving.

      I knew exactly how he felt. His hands, words, and mouth were driving me so close to the edge that the strip of black lace I wore beneath my dress was soaked through. In fact, if he didn’t stop what he was doing, and soon, he’d feel my arousal against his fingers any second now.

      “I suppose I should stop, shouldn’t I? Let us go eat? That does seem to be the game we’ve been playing.”

      That might’ve been true before tonight, but I was worried I might not survive if he stopped now.

      The sexy chuckle in my ear told me he knew exactly what I was thinking. Then he whispered, “I promise I’ll make it worth it,” and let me go.

      I closed my eyes, counted back from twenty, and willed my body to get under some kind of control. But it was no use. When I opened my eyes and saw him moving around in front of me, the ache returned tenfold.

      In his light grey suit that did nothing to hide his arousal, Noah was the very epitome of sex and class. The confidence radiating off him as he held his hand out only added to the wow factor. I slipped my hand back into his, and his smile was nothing short of wicked.

      “Let’s go.”

      Noah turned on his heel and guided us down the hall toward the tasting room. But instead of stopping there, we kept right on going, past the door to the kitchen and the stairs that led up to the guest rooms, until we came to a stop by the wooden door beneath the stairs—and I knew exactly where he was taking me.

      “The cellars?”

      Noah let go of my hand and reached for the ornate door handle. When he pulled it open, it revealed a set of stairs leading down to a low-lit tunnel below. The walls were lined by brick and opened up wide once you reached the bottom, and it weaved and crisscrossed under the property, leading the guests to the wine cellar caves.

      “Come with me,” he said, and my thighs clenched and the throbbing intensified all over again.

      “Said the spider to the fly?”

      Noah leaned back against the door, propping it open. “Said me to you, and not for the last time tonight. Come with me. You know you want to.”

      I did, God, I really did. And that was half the problem. If I went with him now, there was no turning back, no delusions that I was here on this date. That I was here, with him. Was I ready for that?

      I looked down to the glowing lamps that beckoned me and then back to Noah, and when he offered his hand, I made my final choice.

      I stepped forward and let him lead the way.
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      ONE OF THE most impressive parts of the Chamberlin winery was the elaborate caves that were built into the mountain on the west side, housing the hundreds of French oak barrels in carefully controlled conditions.

      You could access them one of two ways. The first was via the vineyards themselves, which was how most of the workers went in and out of the cellars. The second was through the underground tunnel that had been excavated from the villa to the caves below, leading our guests on a unique and extraordinary tour that they weren’t likely to forget.

      The tunnels had always been a favorite of mine as a child, magical in the way that you gained entrance through a door under a staircase that led you down into a whole new world below.

      The temperature dropped the second you were below ground, and when Laurel wrapped her arms around herself to rub at her bare skin, I shrugged out of my suit jacket and draped it around her shoulders.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said as she folded the tiny shawl and slipped it in my pocket. “Though it is a shame to have to cover such a phenomenal dress.”

      “It was your decision to bring me here.”

      “Hmm, so it was. Remind me next time to get a brief on what you will or—in this case—won’t be wearing.”

      “Next time?”

      Oh, right, we’d agreed to one dinner only. I’d have to work on her about that. “Just a slip of the tongue.”

      When her eyes fell to my mouth, my cock immediately began to harden. It didn’t take a genius to work out what she was thinking. All I wanted to know was exactly where she wanted me to slip my tongue.

      Knowing I needed to get us moving, otherwise we weren’t going to get to the dinner portion of this evening, I held my hand out and led her deeper into the tunnel.

      With walls made up of handmade brick recovered from sites in and around Bordeaux and Burgundy, France, the sturdy pillars, arched ceilings, and elaborate curves made the place look like an underground labyrinth. There were wall sconces every few feet lighting the way and setting the mood, and enormous wine barrels lined either side of the pathway, three rows high. It was stunning in its design, and functional at the same time.

      When we reached a set of double doors, I entered the code and waited for them to unlock. Once they disengaged, I pulled it open and stepped aside for Laurel.

      When Harry had taken over the property from his father—and my great-grandfather before that—the first thing he’d put into motion was the rather ambitious plan of adding a fine dining area to the underground storage cellars. The idea was to offer a VIP package that would not only provide a world-class dining experience, but one that would be enhanced by the diner’s surroundings.

      Chamberlin Hall certainly lived up to that. With artwork from all around the world hanging along the walls, and a table fit for a king stretching out ahead of us, Harry had succeeded in elevating the word fine in “fine dining experience.”

      Tonight, however, the table that could comfortably seat twenty would only play host to two. It was made of polished red oak so shiny it reflected the elaborate chandelier that hung above it, and the high-back seats looked like soldiers all standing at attention.

      “It’s beautiful,” Laurel said reverently as she walked ahead of me to get a closer look.

      “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

      “Yes.” She chuckled. “Just never on my own like this, where I could really drink it all in. Usually I’m surrounded by guests and working. But tonight feels”—as I came up behind her, she glanced back at me—“different.”

      “Different?” I brushed her hair aside and pressed a kiss to the side of her neck. “Different as in good?”

      The sound of her breathing increased as she tilted her head to the side, granting me further access.

      “Different as in… I feel like we’re the only two people in the world right now.”

      “Hmm.” I flicked my tongue over her earlobe. “Tonight, we can be. You wanted private—it doesn’t get much more private than this.”

      Before I did something stupid, like give in to my baser urges, I moved beside her and gestured to the table, where two place settings had been made. “Where would you like to sit?”

      The flush on her cheeks made me think she was on the same page I was, because the only place I wanted her was naked on my lap.

      “Um, how about the head of the table.”

      I swept my hand out toward the seat she’d indicated. “By all means.”

      Laurel went to take her seat, but on her way to the end, she stopped and looked back at me. “Please tell me Pete and the waitstaff aren’t down here.”

      I laughed at the sudden panic in her eyes and thought it a testament to how caught up she was in the moment that it hadn’t occurred to her until now to ask who had made the food we were about to eat.

      “No one is down here but us.”

      “Then how—”

      “I asked Pete to prepare the food in advance. He finished and left not long ago. I have instructions for any reheating that’s needed.”

      “Oh my God. He could’ve—”

      “Uh uh, stop worrying.” I walked over to her and pressed a finger to her lips. “I told him I was trying to impress a potential new buyer from a couple towns over. He’s none the wiser.”

      “But—”

      “No one knows you’re here. Your secret is safe.” When she visibly relaxed, I continued, “I have to admit, though, I kind of like being your dirty little secret.”

      When I removed my finger, Laurel licked at her lips, and it took everything I had not to dive in for a taste of my own.

      “Who said anything about it being a dirty secret?”

      I grinned and brushed by her. “I did. Now, why don’t you take a seat, and I’ll be back in a minute. Oh, and Laurel?”

      “Yes?”

      “I hope you brought your appetite. Because I’m starving.”

      After a final look at her standing there, I disappeared into the kitchen.
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      I NEED TO calm down.

      My heart was racing a mile a minute as I sat in the most stunning dining hall I’d ever been in. The wine cellar caves at Chamberlin were an extravagant feat of both engineering and opulence.

      We’d hosted every kind of event imaginable down here. From weddings, to corporate donor meetings, to elaborate dates that cost an arm and leg. But never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined myself in any of those scenarios with the man who had just disappeared inside the kitchen.

      When Noah had asked me to dinner tonight, I’d fully expected him to drive us a couple of towns over, where we could eat a nice meal and no one within a ten-mile radius would know us.

      I’d never expected this, and it was making me anxious. This was the kind of date you took a woman on to show her how much you loved her, or even more alarming, to propose to her. Not to reunite with an old flame for one night, so the two of you could satisfy an ache that had resurfaced with his arrival back in town.

      But as I sat at the end of the colossal table in such a breathtaking setting, the full magnitude of where I was and whom I was with hit me like a ton of bricks.

      Stop it. You gave yourself one night, so take it. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, trying to calm myself. But all that managed to do was fill my senses with the delicious cologne that clung to the collar of Noah’s jacket.

      Lifting my shoulder, I couldn’t help but rub my cheek against the expensive material, and when the fresh aquatic scent enveloped me and mixed with the woody and spicy undercurrents, it created a sinful heat low in my stomach that curled its way down and seemed to stoke something between my thighs.

      My mind wandered back to the lobby where Noah had all but made me come, and I knew it wouldn’t take much to finish the job now. My body was strung tight—he’d made sure of that with every word, touch, and look he gave. He’d called this a game, and, in a way, he was right. We both knew where this was going, but we were each trying to make the other crack first.

      At the sound of the kitchen door, I looked over to see Noah with two plates in hand, and I wondered what meal he’d decided on for us tonight. He placed the first one down in front of me and the second in front of the chair off to my left, then he took a seat.

      “The seared scallops,” I said, recognizing the appetizer immediately. “Good choice.”

      “You told me I should taste as many of the foods and wines on the menu as I could to see if I thought any changes were necessary. The 2016 Cabernet with the rib-eye was perfection, so I thought tonight we’d try two new options.”

      Several bottles of wine and glasses were lined up across the table, courtesy no doubt of Pete, and I knew exactly which one I wanted paired with this. I reached for the Chardonnay.

      “Okay, let’s see if we can dazzle your taste buds with this second combination.”

      Noah flicked his napkin open and spread it across his lap. “You’re the expert in this department. I’m going to leave that up to you.”

      I uncorked the wine and poured him enough for a test. He took a sip and slicked the tip of his tongue over his lower lip before savoring the taste, and I wished he was sampling me instead.

      “Mmm, it’s good. Citrusy but with a little spice. I get lemon and honey—a little cinnamon, too.”

      “What about the hint of pear and caramel at the end?”

      Noah raised the glass and took another sip, his gaze focused on mine as he let the aromas and flavors tease his senses.

      “Yes,” he finally said with a nod. “There it is.”

      I grinned and poured us both a glass. “This is one of my favorites. It’s always a surprise that bright finish you get after the initial full-bodied richness.”

      “You’re right. It almost dances around your mouth.”

      “Yes. That’s the perfect way to describe it. Now try it with the scallops. I dare you to tell me it doesn’t complement Pete’s orange and ginger beurre blanc sauce.”

      “Dare me, huh?”

      I propped my elbow on the table, relaxing into the evening for the first time, and gave him a flirty smile. “Double dare you.”

      The easy camaraderie felt so good, so natural with Noah, that it wasn’t until he was several bites in and gestured to my food that I realized I wasn’t eating myself. That was quickly rectified as soon as I had my first mouthful. I hadn’t had Pete’s scallops in quite a while, and with their perfectly golden-brown crust, they all but melted in your mouth.

      I hummed my approval and took another bite, and when a rumble of laughter came from Noah, I looked over to see him watching me.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was just…enjoying the view.”

      How I could still blush after some of the things he’d said and done to me already this evening was beyond me. But this arrogant confidence, coupled with his honesty, had me shifting a little in my seat. Something that wasn’t lost on him, judging by his smirk.

      “How do you like it?” I asked, determined not to let him fluster me. Sure, I was turned on; I had been since last night. But I’d made it clear under the bleachers that I wasn’t going to go down without a fight—or at least not until after he did.

      Noah pulled the fork from between his lips and finished off his final bite, then nodded. “I’m almost disappointed no dare will be issued. But that right there is another winner. There’s nothing I’d change about that.”

      Pleased, I reached for my wine and finished off my own glass.

      “You’re good at this,” he said.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Not surprised. I knew you were after that first day when you showed me around. I guess a better word for it would be intrigued.”

      Noah sat back and looked at me, his brow furrowing as though he were mulling something over. “In all the time I knew you, we never talked about the winery. You never asked for a tour. Actually, you didn’t even ask me to sneak you any alcohol. So yeah, color me intrigued. How did the girl I thought was destined to become an English or history teacher end up as a sommelier? And a damn good one at that.”

      “People change their minds all the time,” I said, trying to brush it aside, but Noah wasn’t having any of that.

      “Change their minds? Was it or was it not you who I ran into the other day with an armload of books? Clearly you still love to read everything and anything, so I guess I’m just curious what changed your path.” Noah reached for the bottle of wine. “God knows Harry changed mine.”

      My spine stiffened at the mention of Harry’s name. Noah’s question hitting a little too close to home, as I sat there trying to decide how to answer. Did I give the same spiel about the summer job that I’d first given him? Or something closer to what had really happened? This was what I’d been most afraid of when Noah had shown back up in town: my past and present colliding and the damage that would inevitably cause.

      Luckily for me, I found a convenient escape for myself when I saw how much wine he was pouring into his glass.

      “Hey.” I took the bottle from him. “You said there were two dishes we were sampling tonight, didn’t you? Don’t fill up on this.”

      “Good point, and yes, the second one is the herb-crusted lamb chops.”

      “Nice pick, Mr. Chamberlin.”

      Noah smiled. “You love lamb. That one was a no-brainer.”

      My chest tightened at the sincerity in his eyes, and some part of me recognized the fact he’d remembered such a small detail should probably freak me out.

      “That’s right. It was always something special whenever Mom made it.” I smiled. It wasn’t always easy to do that when thinking of Mom, because I felt so robbed by her early passing. But this memory was a good one.

      “I remember. You used to always ask her for it on your birthdays and at Christmas.”

      “Also at Easter and Thanksgiving. Don’t forget that. When I want something, I make sure to take full advantage.”

      Noah eyed me and then took another sip of his wine. “A trait I hope you kept as an adult.”

      And just like that, all talk of the past fell away between us and was replaced by the present, as Noah stood, reached for my empty plate, and winked at me.

      “Don’t go anywhere.”

      Don’t go anywhere? Where would I go?

      I was about to be served my favorite meal by the sexiest man I’d ever been on a date with. I wasn’t going anywhere, and he knew that. At least not tonight, anyway.

      “Well, here it is,” Noah said as he re-entered the dining hall and placed a plate down in front of me. “The herb-crusted lamb chops with rappini, arugula, and spinach.”

      My mouth watered at Pete’s top-of-the-line cooking, and when Noah gestured to the wine bottles, I immediately pointed to the 2012 Merlot. He handed it to me along with the corkscrew, and then retook his seat.

      I was more than aware of his eyes on me as I uncorked the wine and reached for the proper glass.

      Noah closed his eyes and took a sip. “Hmm.” His sound of pleasure made my nipples harden and the throbbing between my legs return full force. “Now this is nice.”

      So was the red-hot sensation coursing through my body. I tightened my thighs beneath the table. Noah opened his eyes and locked them with mine, and I felt the proof of my desire soak the thin strip of lace I wore beneath my dress.

      “Laurel?”

      “Huh?” My breathing accelerated as I imagined him making that same sound of pleasure down on his knees, and suddenly the last thing I wanted was to eat herb-crusted lamb.

      Noah placed his glass on the table and pushed to his feet. My eyes fell to his lap, and oh shit, the material of his pants did nothing to hide the thick erection inside. He crooked a finger my way, and the meal sitting in front of me was completely forgotten.
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      SOMETHING IN THE air had shifted between Laurel pouring me a glass of Merlot and right now, and if I were a betting man, I would say it was my enjoyment over the bold flavor of the wine.

      Whatever it was, I didn’t much care. Laurel was getting to her feet and moving around the end of the table. I reached for my jacket where it hung loose off her shoulders and slowly removed it. After tossing it over the back of the chair I’d just vacated, I reveled in the decadent picture she made in that slip of a dress with her nipples pressing hard and taut against the silky fabric.

      Fuck. I made a mental note to never forget the erotic picture she made, then trailed the back of my hand down her arm to her fingers. I interlaced mine with hers and then tugged her in tight to me. She gasped, placed her hands on my chest to steady herself, and tipped her face up to mine.

      I grinned. “Careful.”

      “Is that what you really want? For me to be careful?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      Her gaze lowered to my mouth. “Then why are we still talking?”

      I leaned down and brushed a kiss along her jaw. “Because I didn’t want to come on too strong.”

      “And what constitutes too strong? Almost making me come before I was even past the lobby?”

      I nuzzled in under her ear, and she tipped her head to the side for better access. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “Yes. So, what are you waiting for? Permission?”

      Hell no. But when she brought our joined hands between our bodies and flattened my hand between her legs, any control I’d been exhibiting finally snapped.

      “I’ve been aching for you since last night, Noah. And if you don’t finish what you started right now, I just might kill you.”

      I nipped at her lower lip. “Is that right?”

      Laurel moaned and rocked a little harder against my hand. “Yes.”

      “Feeling a little needy?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      I grabbed her ass and thrust my hard cock up against her. “What do you think?”

      Laurel smoothed her hands up behind my neck. “I think you want to get under my dress.”

      I groaned at her boldness, but I wasn’t shocked. Any woman that could wear the dress she had tonight had confidence in spades. But just so there was no mistake, I gripped the edge of the material and began to inch it up her thighs.

      “You’re right.” When the tight hem was bunched up high under her sweet ass, I traced a finger around her leg to the inside of her thigh. “I do want to get under there. With my fingers, my mouth, and my cock.” I slid my hand higher, and when my fingertips brushed up against her soaked panties, she sucked in a breath. “So let’s get started.”

      I crushed our mouths together in a savage kiss. The second our tongues touched and tangled, I stroked my finger over the wet lace covering her hot flesh, and Laurel thrust forward against my hand.

      I growled with pleasure. She gripped the back of my hair and tightened her thighs.

      “There you go,” I said. “Use me.” I rubbed the delicate lace between her swollen lips, and Laurel moaned her approval into my mouth.

      “More… I need more.”

      I pulled her panties to one side, and the second my fingers touched her bare flesh, Laurel bit into her lower lip and arched forward into me.

      “Christ, you’re fucking sexy,” I whispered against her cheek, then I licked a path right up to her ear. “And I bet you taste real sweet.”

      Laurel gasped, and her breasts pushed against my chest as her breathing increased. It was clear she wanted what I’d just promised. When I grazed my thumb over her clit, she clutched at my shoulders for purchase.

      “Let’s get you off your feet, yes?” Her eyes flared as I slowly removed my fingers. Then I cupped her ass and said, “Hang on.”

      I hitched her up my body until her legs were around my waist, then I turned and shoved the seat beside mine out of the way and set her down on the table. The second her ass hit the oak she sucked in another breath, but then she leaned back and rested on her palms.

      Her dress outlined the curves of her breasts as though painted on, and her nipples were all but begging to be sucked. Her bare legs were swinging down off the edge of the table, and when she slowly parted them I reached for my cock and squeezed it—hard.

      “Fucking hell, Laurel.”

      This was definitely not the sweet girl I’d once known. It appeared I was faced with a siren sent to torture me, as she reached down with her right hand and cupped herself between her thighs. I unbuckled my belt and unbuttoned my pants, and when I reached for the zipper, Laurel moaned.

      My dick was impossibly hard now. I shoved my hand inside and pulled myself free, and Laurel’s attention fell to my erection.

      “You want this?” I gave myself a couple of good tugs and smirked. “I don’t know if I believe you.”

      Laurel raised a sexy eyebrow that made my dick throb even harder. When I hooked my foot around the leg of the chair and tugged it in behind me, her daring eyes widened.

      “Why don’t you spread your legs a little wider and prove it?”

      The second my ass hit the chair, Laurel sat up a fraction in shock. But I wasn’t about to have her back out now, nor did I want her thinking too hard. I smoothed my hands up and down her calves. As she began to get used to the idea, I draped one of her legs over my shoulder and kissed her knee.

      I hummed as I kissed my way up the inside of her thigh. I could smell her heady arousal, and it was as intoxicating as it was arousing. “Now this is what I call a good choice for a tasting.”

      When I reached the top of her leg where her dress was bunched, I took her hand and sucked her index finger into my mouth. Fucking delicious. Then I winked.

      “How about you hold this sexy dress out of my way, so I can really enjoy my meal?”

      And before she could answer, I lowered my head and flicked my tongue across her swollen clit.
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      THE CHANDELIER TWINKLED like a million stars as I lay across the dining table and sank into the overwhelming sensations flooding my body.

      I was grateful in that moment for the cooler temperatures of the caves. My blood felt like liquid fire as it ran through my veins. With my dress hiked up around my waist and one of my legs draped over Noah’s shoulder, I could only imagine the picture I made as he teased me mercilessly. He had one hand resting on my upper thigh, holding me wide as he kissed and licked the soft skin of my leg. Then he’d return to the apex of my pleasure where he’d sucked on my clit, making me cry out.

      My voice echoed off the cave walls surrounding us, and I glanced down to see Noah’s eyes locked on mine. His lips were swollen, wet with my desire, and the wicked glint in his dark stare told me he was as turned on as I was.

      Oh God. God. Where had the sweet, caring boy I’d given my virginity to gone? Because the man seated between my thighs at the dinner table sure as hell wasn’t him.

      Noah was all kinds of intense now. From his focus, to his appetite, he was hellbent on driving me out of my mind.

      Turning his head, Noah placed another kiss to the inside of my thigh, then he shoved back from the table and got to his feet. He stared down at me splayed out before him, fierce arousal in his eyes.

      My body knew that look. It understood what it was about to get. And when Noah reached for his thick cock and gave it a firm stroke, I reached down and pressed my hand between my thighs.

      When I slipped my fingers inside my panties, it was more than obvious I was ready for him. My hot, aching flesh throbbed as I rubbed my fingers against my sensitive clit. Noah licked his lips, and I slammed my eyes shut and slid a finger deep inside.

      “Jesus, Laurel.”

      The harsh sound of Noah’s voice made me reopen my eyes. I cupped my breast with my other hand, and a feral growl left his throat. He was close to losing his cool; I could tell by the color on his cheeks and the strained expression on his face. He looked pissed off, but I knew better. That look meant he was close to giving in.

      “Take it off,” he said. “I want to see you.”

      Every word out of Noah’s mouth made me wetter. I reached up to slip the strap of my dress off my shoulder, and Noah stepped forward until he was between my spread thighs.

      The cool air on my fevered skin felt amazing as my nipple tightened even more. Then Noah bent down and placed a palm on the table, and with his eyes on mine, he flicked his tongue over the sensitive nub and grinned.

      “Fuck, Laurel, you’ve got me harder than I’ve ever been.” Noah cupped my breast and teased me again.

      “Ah.” I wrapped a leg around his ass and arched up toward him, needing something, needing more. “Noah.”

      “Hmm?” he said over my nipple, and the warmth of his breath made a shiver race up my spine.

      “I need—” My words vanished as he sucked me between his lips. Then he released me with a soft pop and raised his head.

      “What? Tell me what you need.”

      I should’ve known he was going to tease me. Should’ve known he would make me beg. But I was done waiting, done with this game we’d been playing. I wanted him and I wanted him now, and I wasn’t going to be shy about that.

      I smoothed my hand down between us and took hold of the erection rubbing against my thigh. “This. I need this. Now.”

      Noah shifted a little up the table until his lips were hovering over mine. “Ask me nicely.”

      I bit at his lower lip. “That was nicely.”

      Seemingly satisfied with that answer, he pressed a hard kiss to my mouth and moved off me. I was about to protest until I looked up to see him pulling something from his wallet. He brought a small square packet to his teeth and tore it open.

      Damn, I was burning up. How that was possible when I was half-naked on a table in a subterranean cave, I had no idea. But when Noah reached down and sheathed his thick length, the fever only intensified.

      “I could watch you all damn night and never get tired of it.”

      I gently squeezed my breast and offered up my most provocative smile. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you do, then watch.”

      Noah moved between my thighs, his eyes locked on mine, then guided the tip of his cock between my wet folds. I gasped at the intimate touch, but kept my stare locked with his.

      He rubbed himself up and down, getting the head nice and slick. “You’re so fucking wet. It’s going to be a nice, easy slide in here.”

      My breathing intensified as he guided my leg around his waist and reached for my hips.

      “You’re gonna want to hang on. I’m about to take you on rough ride.”

      That was all the warning I got before he shoved his hips forward and entered me. My cry was full of pleasure, as my body enveloped him and gripped him like a vise. I was more aroused than I’d ever been before, and the exquisite feeling of Noah inside me had my thighs flexing and my inner muscles tightening.

      “Do that again,” Noah said through gritted teeth, and when I did, he cursed. “Pull the other strap down. I want to see your beautiful breasts.”

      I lowered the material until it pooled at my waist and then reached for my hardened nipples and twisted.

      Noah’s jaw twitched and his hips punched forward, and the pleasure was so intense that my eyes slammed shut.

      “No. Keep them open,” he demanded. “That’s it. I want to watch you when you come. All of you.”

      A moan slipped free as he slowly pulled out and then tunneled back inside. I kneaded the soft curves of my breasts and grazed my thumbs over my nipples. When Noah leaned down to replace my fingers with his tongue, I arched up off the table to give him better access.

      He flicked and sucked at the sensitive nub, and I speared my hand through his hair to hold him close. My chest was heaving now, my body trembling as it clung to the intruder sliding in and out of it with such ease.

      “Noah,” I said, knowing I was close. He gave my nipple a final kiss and then straightened, then he slid his hands under my ass and began to move.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist and hooked them over one another so I had something to anchor me. Then I began to move with him, writhing atop the table, chasing the ultimate high. In and out, he took me over and over again, and when I reached down to finger my clit, a groan hit my ears.

      “Yes,” Noah said as I massaged the sensitive bundle of nerves. My fingers were soaked and so was he, and under any other circumstance I might’ve been embarrassed. But right here and now I felt nothing but power as Noah watched me masturbate for him.

      “Fuck, Laurel, I’m close.”

      So was I, and as he tunneled inside of me again, the orgasm hit, and my body clamped around him like a fist. A cry of pleasure ripped out of me, and I squeezed my legs tight, not willing to let him go until I was fully satisfied.

      As the wave finally ebbed and the ache eased, my legs relaxed and Noah withdrew. My eyes fluttered shut, and as I sank into the delicious lethargy washing over me, he wrapped a hand around my wrist and tugged me upright.

      My eyes flew open and I came face to face with Noah. He leaned in and whispered against my lips, “My turn.”

      His words made my body throb with renewed interest, and I looked down between us to see his erection was thick, hard, and bare. Noah had removed the condom at some stage, and I couldn’t wait to touch him. I wrapped a hand around him and began to stroke, and when he leaned forward and said, “Harder,” I increased the pressure.

      I angled my neck, and Noah nuzzled in. He began to pump up into my fist, then brought his other hand up to knead my breast.

      “God,” I said as he twisted my nipple, and then I turned my head and took his mouth with mine. The kiss was desperate, passionate, and full of pent-up desire. Noah thrust into my fist hard and fast, and a second later he pulled back and groaned, coming all over my hand.

      He took a shuddering breath and rested his forehead on my naked shoulder. After a couple of minutes had passed, he looked me in the eye and smirked.

      “Damn. That was…”

      When he seemed to be at a loss for words, I nodded. “Yeah, it really was.”

      As silence settled in around us, and the reality of what I’d just done and with whom slammed into me, all of the doubts I’d shoved aside earlier came rushing back in.

      What had I done?

      Noah gently slipped the straps of my dress back in place, then he tucked himself in. “You know, I never imagined finding you again after all these years, especially back here. It’s—”

      “Crazy?” Because that was how this was starting to feel to me. Crazy, insane, like I’d lost my goddamn mind. What was I thinking letting things go this far?

      “Yeah, but in a great way. Don’t you think? Tonight was amazing. You can’t tell me it wasn’t.”

      I couldn’t, that was true. Everything had been perfect. From the location of the meal, to the unbelievably hot sex we’d just had on this VIP table. But as I realized where he was going with this, I knew I was too vulnerable to keep my walls up right now.

      I slipped off the table and gestured to myself. “I, um, I need to go and clean up a bit.”

      Seeming to sense the shift in my mood, Noah nodded and stepped aside. “Of course, sorry. Take your time. I’ll take care of this while you’re gone.”

      I glanced at the uneaten food and nodded. I knew I was acting strange. I’d gone from hot to cold in the blink of an eye. But I just needed a few minutes on my own to regroup. To remember exactly what my plan was. Because no matter how good this date had been—and it had been great—it could never happen again. Ever.
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      LATER IN THE evening when I pulled into my drive and cut the engine, I was still coming to grips with everything that had happened tonight. From the sensual high to my crash back down to reality, there was no way to deny the delicious lethargy in my body. I pushed open the car door and pulled Noah’s jacket around me tight.

      Ever since Noah’s return, I’d been taut as a tripwire, tense, and on edge. His sudden reappearance had wreaked havoc with my internal wiring. But after that initial shock had passed, a different kind of tension altogether had settled in.

      Well, he’d certainly taken care of that tonight, because the satisfied hum now coursing through my veins guaranteed I’d get the best sleep I’d had in weeks. Hell, maybe even months.

      I headed up the stairs to my front door and, luckily for me, no one was around to witness my late-night return. The last thing I needed was for people in town to start whispering about me. But tonight, I’d allow myself to bask in the moment alone. I’d wrap myself up in the scrumptious memory that was Noah’s mouth, hands, and body all over mine, and enjoy the best date I’d been on in years. Before I put it in the memory bank, never to think of again.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside, then kicked out of my heels. I tossed my keys on the foyer table and was about to head down to my room.

      “I didn’t know you were going out tonight.”

      I gasped and clutched at my chest, then whirled around to see Jake sitting on one of the couches in the dark. He was supposed to be at Caleb’s tonight, and the shock of seeing him there automatically erased my relaxation from seconds ago and replaced it with motherly concern.

      “Jake?” I switched on the light to make sure he was in one piece, and when I couldn’t see anything out of the norm, my breathing calmed and my heart began to beat again at a normal rhythm. “What are you doing home? I thought you were spending the night at Caleb’s?”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty obvious.”

      The judgmental tone was so unlike Jake that it immediately made my hackles rise. I straightened my shoulders, and when Noah’s jacket slipped down my arms, I quickly reached for it, knowing the dress I had on underneath was not something Jake was used to seeing me in. Something that wasn’t lost on him.

      “Whose jacket is that?” he asked, getting to his feet.

      “Excuse me? I’m the adult in this house, and I believe I asked you a question. What are you doing home? You told me you were spending the night at Caleb’s.”

      “So? I changed my mind. You wouldn’t care if you weren’t trying to sneak in in the middle of the night.”

      Right, that was it. I knew the two of us needed to talk after today’s blow-up at the baseball field, but I was just about done with this new attitude. I stalked across the room and jabbed him in the chest.

      “Listen to me, young man. I know we’re pretty casual around here and have a different kind of relationship than most. But that doesn’t give you the right to be disrespectful or rude. What’s gotten into you?”

      Jake narrowed his eyes and looked me over in a way that made me cross my arms over my chest. That niggling feeling from earlier started again in the pit of my stomach.

      “What’s gotten into me? You’re the one acting completely different these days.”

      Wow. He was clearly pissed off, and that was something we needed to discuss. But no matter how angry he was, or how much he did or didn’t know, I wasn’t going to stand here and be talked down to by my teenage son.

      I turned around and stalked off toward my bedroom.

      “Go to bed, Jake. We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it then.”

      I could hear his heavy footsteps behind me as I flicked on the kitchen light and spun around. “Well, that’s too bad. I don’t want to talk about it now.”

      “Whose jacket is that?”

      Knowing this was not going to end unless I told him, I placed a hand on the back of the kitchen chair and braced myself. “The jacket belongs to Noah. We had dinner tonight.”

      Jake scoffed. “Dinner, huh? Is that why you’re creeping around at—”

      “I’m not creeping anywhere,” I shouted, much louder than I’d intended. But at this stage I was finding it difficult to temper my annoyance.

      “You’re not? Looked like it to me.”

      “I don’t care how it looked to you. Plus, you aren’t even supposed to be home.”

      “Which is why you went in the first place. You wouldn’t have to be home at a respectable hour.”

      “Just who do you think you are? The dating police? It’s not a crime that I decided to finally go out, you know? And weren’t you the one telling me I should?”

      Jake’s jaw clenched and the expression that crossed his face could only be described as furious. “That was before. I worked it out, Mom. Your little secret.”

      And there it was. My stomach dropped as my suspicions were confirmed. The certainty of those words cleared up any question of why he was so angry.

      As I stared across the kitchen at my son, my heart beat so hard that it was a miracle it hadn’t flown out of my chest. Then Jake took a step forward, and I steeled myself for whatever he was about to say next.

      “It’s him, isn’t it?”

      I sucked in a shaky breath and gripped the back of the chair. Jake glared me down, waiting for a response. But all words had left me. I didn’t know what to say. The lie I’d told so many times reared its ugly head and demanded that I finally tell the truth.

      “Mom.”

      “Jake—”

      “Answer me. It’s him, right? Noah? He’s my dad.”

      My eyes blurred as the enormity of those words being spoken out loud for the first time hit me with the force of a shock wave. I felt like I was going to be sick.

      “I’m gonna take this bullshit silence as a yes. Is that why he left? Because of me? The rumor was he was a one-night stand. Something you never denied. But it’s not true, is it?”

      No, it wasn’t. I stood there trying to think of a way to explain my reasons for doing what I’d done, but came up with nothing.

      Jake snatched his coat from one of the chairs and headed for the back door.

      “Jake…” My voice cracked as I watched him storm out without a backward glance. As the door slammed closed behind him, the silence that followed mocked me.

      Oh God. God. What had I done?

      A racking sob left me as tears fell down my face. I barely managed to pull the chair out before I collapsed into it.

      I wiped at my cheeks, but it was no use—the tears kept coming as I was thrust back into a different time and place, when the only option available was to take what the devil had offered…
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      I STOOD OUTSIDE the black iron gates of Chamberlin Winery, and had never felt more intimidated in my life. The hot August sun was beating down on the back of my neck, but it still wasn’t enough to make me head inside and out of the sweltering heat.

      I was nervous. No, nervous wasn’t the right word. I was terrified. But there was no way around what I was here to do, and I’d promised my mom I wouldn’t leave until this was done. So I took in a deep breath, pushed through the gates, and made my way up the gravel drive to the entrance. When I reached the front door, I stopped for a minute and tried think of any way out of this. But when nothing came, I went up the couple of stairs and knocked.

      A warm breeze ruffled the hem of my dress, and just as I was about to try again, I heard, “You don’t have to knock. It’s a business. They want you to go in.”

      I turned to see Noah’s brother Ryan standing behind me in mud-caked boots, jeans, and a t-shirt.

      “Uh, hi.” I gave a quick, self-conscious wave, and he smiled. I hadn’t had much contact with Noah’s family when we’d dated, but I knew Ryan from school, and he’d always been kind. He also bore a striking resemblance to Noah, which made it really difficult to look at him right now.

      “Hi. Seriously, just go on in. Mom’s in there somewhere.”

      “Oh, I’m not looking for your mom. I’d like to speak to Harry—I mean, your father.”

      Ryan frowned but gestured to the side of the main building. “He’s out the back, down at the production facility. Do you want me to show you?”

      I looked over to where Ryan indicated and worried my lower lip with my teeth. The last thing I needed was an audience. I had no idea how Harry was going to react to what I had to say.

      “Uh, thanks, but that’s okay. I’m not going to take long. You said it’s just behind the house?”

      “You mean the villa?”

      I glanced up at the double-story Spanish-style building and nodded.

      “Yep, just go around the side there. It’s the big, shed-like thing down the back. You can’t miss it.”

      “Okay, thanks again.”

      I was about to walk off when Ryan stepped forward and said, “Hey, Laurel?”

      “Yeah?”

      “He didn’t want to go. Just so you know.”

      My breath caught, but I didn’t have it in me to say Noah’s name out loud. These past few months had been difficult for so many reasons, and the only way I’d managed to survive was to lock him in a box and forget that I ever knew him. I didn’t want to seem rude, though, so I forced a smile and hoped that would be the end of that.

      When Ryan said nothing and moved aside, I sent up a quick prayer and hurried off to find his father. The sooner I got this over with, the better.

      I made my way around the back, and Ryan was right—there was no way to miss the mammoth “shed.” I twisted my hands in front of myself. Okay, it was now or never. I needed to get this over and done with so I could move on. I had too much on my plate these days to have a cloud of guilt this big following me around.

      That final pep talk had my spine straightening and my feet moving. But when I got to the open door of the shed and spotted a man’s boots sticking out from under a tractor, I thought about making a run for it.

      I didn’t, though. I cleared my throat, and the dirt-covered boots dug into the ground and crawled the man out on a flatbed creeper. He had a wrench in one hand and a spanner in the other, and the frown on the tanned, leathery face said he was clearly unimpressed by my interruption.

      Great. This was off to a fantastic start.

      I was about to introduce myself when the man sat up and tossed his tools into the toolbox with a loud clang. Then he reached for the rag stuffed in his pocket and began wiping the grease off his hands.

      “Did you take a wrong turn, miss? There’s no tours this afternoon.”

      It didn’t surprise me that he had no clue who I was. We’d never met before, and I certainly didn’t run in his family’s circles. The only communication I’d ever had with him was over a phone, and it had been brief to say the least.

      “Are you Harry Chamberlin?” I knew he was, but it was important that I had the right person before I did what I’d come here to do.

      “I am.”

      Harry got to his feet, and I suddenly wished he’d stay seated. If I’d been intimidated before, his height—at least six three—was not helping my confidence any now. But I wasn’t about to run. I’d come too far for that.

      “If you’re Harry, then I’m not lost. I’m Laurel. Laurel Anderson.”

      The minute I said my name, a flash of recognition lit his eyes.

      “I see. And what is it that’s brought you to my place of business today, Miss Anderson?”

      If it’d been up to me, I never would’ve set foot in his place of business. But that wasn’t an option anymore. “I want to know where Noah is.”

      A cruel smile curled Harry’s lips as he tossed the dirty rag on top of the toolbox. “And why would I tell you that?”

      I angled my chin up and reminded myself that Ryan had seen me come in here. I had nothing to fear. It wasn’t like Harry was going to off me and no one would ever see me again.

      “Because I have to talk to him.”

      “About?”

      “That’s between us.”

      Harry chuckled, sending a shiver up my spine. “The last time I checked, there was no us when it came to the two of you, and that’s how it’s going to stay.”

      I ignored his dig, having prepared myself for the kind of man he was. But he was just getting started.

      “You see, Laurel, Noah is fifth-generation Chamberlin. This town—the place you live in—is his namesake. He’s my oldest boy and I want great things for him, the best he can possibly get, and you, my dear, are just not it.”

      The pain of hearing those words out loud cut deeper than I’d anticipated. They were like a physical blow. I was so stunned by their callous nature that I couldn’t seem to send a message from my brain to my feet to move.

      “Noah is destined to be with someone of his own stature. Someone who will fit in around here and help run a world-class winery and wow the industry with the Chamberlin name. So any romantic notions you’re still clinging to? I suggest you let them go. He’s not coming back for you, and I’m not telling you where he went.”

      The bitter taste of bile rose in my throat, and I shuddered. I was well aware of the class differences between Noah and myself. I had been from the minute we’d started dating. But Noah had never once looked down on me for what I didn’t have, so the only person projecting that opinion was Harry.

      I clenched my fists and reminded myself why I was there. I didn’t owe this man anything. I was here for me. I was here to do the right thing, and I was done listening to him talk me down.

      Taking my silence as acceptance of his disgusting diatribe, Harry dismissed me by turning his back and rifling through his toolbox. But I wasn’t done just yet.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Harry froze, and I prepared myself for an ugly response. But when he finally turned to face me, his expression was…inscrutable.

      “And you’re telling me this because you think it’s—”

      “I don’t think anything. I’m pregnant and Noah is the father.”

      When Harry’s gaze landed on the billowy fabric of my dress, his jaw clenched. That’s right, do the math, sir. Three months in and I was just beginning to show. And it was three months exactly since his eldest son was a no-show.

      Harry scratched at his stubbled cheek. “I suppose you think that’s going to make me change my mind about all of this? That I’m going to call Noah up and tell him the good news?”

      That might’ve been my assumption at first, yes. But I was starting to see that as naïve.

      “Wake up, girl.” Harry scoffed. “This just proves the point I was making all along. You are everything I don’t want for my boy.”

      I’d expected that, the insults. Hell, this guy had thought I was no good when I was nothing more than a name to him. But the idea that he wouldn’t call Noah? That he wouldn’t tell him what I’d just revealed? That made my stomach heave.

      What kind of monster would keep this kind of information from his own son?

      “You’re not going to tell him?”

      “Noah? No. And you’re not, either.”

      “Good luck trying to stop me.” I might not know where Noah was right this second. But as soon as I left this nightmare of an encounter, I would do everything in my power to find him.

      I stormed toward the door and was about to get the hell out of there, when Harry said, “Your mother is Debbie Anderson who runs the salon, yes?”

      My spine stiffened. Then I turned back to face him. “She is. What’s that got to do with anything?”

      When Harry got within a couple feet of me, he stopped and pulled a quarter from his pocket. He flicked it in the air, caught it, then flicked it up again, and as I waited for him to talk, I could feel the blood rushing around my head.

      “I heard she wasn’t doing so well. Cancer? Is that right?”

      It was. But how he knew that, I had no idea. I hadn’t told anyone about my mother’s cancer diagnosis, and I knew she wouldn’t have told anyone Harry knew.

      “That must be hard,” he said when I didn’t answer. “Cancer always is. The pain, the fight, the expenses…”

      My eyes began to blur as all of the stress and suffering we’d been through over the months slammed into me. But not about to talk to him about it, I gritted my teeth and somehow managed to say, “That’s none of your business.”

      “What if I make it my business?”

      Just about done with him and this conversation, I shook my head. “I’m leaving.”

      “You can, of course, but you might want to hear me out first.”

      “No offense, but I’m pretty much done listening to you.” I backed away, determined to leave this time.

      “Even if it means helping your mom?”

      My feet froze, and while my mind screamed, Don’t listen to him, I couldn’t bring myself to leave.

      “What if I told you I could have her admitted to the best cancer facility in California? That I could have all of her expenses taken care of? Are you trying to say that something like that doesn’t interest you?”

      I paused for a second, unbelieving of what I’d just heard, but then I quickly turned to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. Of course what he’d just said interested me. But I wasn’t stupid. Harry Chamberlin was a ruthless businessman. He wasn’t the kind of person who handed out charity, and this sounded a lot more like blackmail.

      “I’m going to make you an offer, Miss Anderson. One I want you to listen to very carefully and think about. Your mother’s health and treatment in exchange for your denial of everything Noah when it comes to this child.”

      God, this just got worse every time he opened his mouth.

      “You’ll tell people this was an unfortunate result of a one-night stand because you were so distraught Noah left you.”

      I lowered my head in disgust—at him or myself, I couldn’t be sure—as the realization of what I would be agreeing to enveloped me.

      Harry took another step closer and tipped up my chin. “You do this and I’ll help your mother. We both win.”

      I couldn’t stop the tears from falling now. The pain of what he was asking me to let go of in order to save another becoming too much to bear. “I…I can’t do that.”

      “Really? You’re willing to pick Noah over your mother’s health?”

      No. God. What he was asking me was impossible. “What about Noah?”

      “What about Noah?”

      I flinched at the coldness of his responses.

      “He’ll grow up, live his life, and become the success I always wanted him to be. Nothing can replace that.”

      Meaning me or a child.

      I swallowed back the shout I wanted to let free at his willingness to destroy our lives for the sake of his pride, for the sake of his desires. But there was no way I could turn down the opportunity to have my mom treated by the best, for her to have the chance at more time, and this soul-deep shame I was feeling… Surely it would ease over time.

      “Well, what’ll it be, Miss Anderson?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to think too hard on what I was about to do. Not only to myself, but to Noah and the child I was carrying.

      “I have a condition.”

      Harry’s lips curled at the side, and the pleasure he took from a win as disgusting as this told me everything I needed to know about him. Maybe Noah was better off away from this monster after all.

      “And what might that be?”

      “A job.”

      “A job?”

      “Yes. I’m going to need one, and since I have other, more pressing matters than university right now, you can supply me with one.”

      Harry eyed me but then nodded. “Done. We’ll find something for you up at the villa. You can stay until—”

      “I decide to leave.”

      He flicked the coin again. After he caught it and stuffed it back in his pocket, he held out his hand. “Deal.”

      I swallowed, then reached out and took it, sealing my fate. I knew one day I would live to regret what I had just done. But right now I had no other choice. Why else would the devil have shown up with a deal I couldn’t refuse?
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      “NOAH? NOAH, ARE you in here?”

      I glanced up from the numbers I’d been crunching to see my mom standing in my office doorway.

      “Oh, there you are. When you get a free moment, Ryan asked if you could come and see him. He’s working on the west yard’s fencing where some of it has weathered.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll just wrap this up and head on out.”

      “Great.”

      Mom smiled at me, and when she didn’t immediately leave, I tossed my pen down on the desk and sat back in my seat. “Was there something else on your mind?”

      She looked over her shoulder and then stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “I’d like to talk to you for a minute about something in your father’s will.”

      Shit. That was the last thing I wanted to do right now. But I’d just scheduled a meeting for the end of the month with the accountant about the whole Justin situation, so if Mom had something she needed to discuss regarding anything monetary, I supposed now would be as good a time as any.

      “Okay. What is it?”

      Mom twisted her hands in front of herself as she took one of the chairs opposite me. She appeared nervous, which was unlike her, so I sat forward and reached across the desk.

      “Mom? What’s going on?”

      She placed her hand in mine and squeezed, then offered up a tight smile. “It’s about Ryan and—”

      “How Harry fuck—screwed him?”

      Mom lowered her eyes and nodded. “Yes. I don’t like what he did, Noah. What he withheld from him? Ryan has worked here his entire life, and what Harry did was…atrocious.”

      “I agree.”

      She looked me in the eye. “You do?”

      “Um, yes.” I couldn’t help my derisive laugh. “That’s why I’ve been poring over these books since we found out. I’ve been trying to work out a way to, umm…funnel some extra cash his way.”

      Mom’s eyes turned glassy as tears welled, but the smile that lit her face was bright enough to light the room. “Really?”

      “Really. Harry’s always been a bastard, but what he did to Ryan was some bullshit.”

      She wiped at her damp cheek and sniffed. “I know. I never thought he would be so cruel, and to Ryan of all people. He loved Harry, used to follow him everywhere.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not surprised. Harry didn’t have a kind bone in his body.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Okay, he didn’t have one for any of his kids.” I let out a sigh and ran a hand through my hair. I wasn’t going to let Harry cause an argument here. Not when I could see that Mom was already feeling emotional.

      “Will you let me know what you come up with?”

      “Of course. I’m going to have to be stealthy about it. I can’t see Ryan taking this willingly.”

      “I know.”

      “Okay. Then leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Mom got to her feet and headed to the door, and just before she opened it, she stopped and looked over at me. “Have you seen Laurel today? I’ve been looking for her all over, but I keep missing her.”

      You and me both. It was Monday afternoon and had been fairly quiet for the most part. Something I’d hoped to take advantage of by tracking down Laurel and finding out why she was avoiding me. But like my mom, I’d had a difficult time locking Laurel down. Every time I found her, she’d make up some excuse to be gone, and I had a pretty good feeling why—last night.

      Something had changed between the beginning of our date and the end of it. And while I’d thought she was having as good a time as I was, there had been a distinct shift in her mood after our…second tasting.

      “She’s around, but I’m not sure where,” I replied.

      “Okay, well, if you see her, can you let her know I’m looking for her?”

      “You got it.”

      With a final wave, Mom disappeared out the door, and I decided that I might as well go and see what it was Ryan needed before I got stuck back into the numbers.

      I exited my office and was about to head out the back when I spotted Laurel entering the tasting room. A glance at my watch told me she’d be leaving for the day soon, and I wasn’t about to let her go without talking to her first.

      I didn’t want any misunderstandings between us, and if I’d done something to offend or, worse, hurt her, then I wanted to know.

      When I entered the room, I found her standing over by the large wall of windows that looked out over the deck and vineyard. She didn’t acknowledge me, which could be due to one of two reasons: she didn’t hear me or she just didn’t want to. But when I finally came to a stop beside her, she turned my way.

      “Hi.”

      It wasn’t the Hi, I’ve been dying to speak to you all day greeting I’d been hoping for, but it was better than nothing. “Hi yourself. You’ve been busy today.”

      “Yes. I’ve been running through some of the events the winery usually attends throughout the year and trying to decide which ones I think we should still make an appearance at. I’ll bring you the final list, of course, and if there’s any—”

      “Laurel,” I said. She licked her lips, and I couldn’t help but remember the way they’d tasted the night before. “That’s fine, I trust you, and whatever you think will help improve the sales and marketing, let’s do it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.” When that same uncomfortable silence from the end of last night reappeared, I moved in a step closer and asked, “Are you okay?”

      Laurel brushed at a piece of imaginary lint on her sleeve. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “No reason. I just wanted to make sure because I thought we had a good time last night.”

      She raised her eyes to mine, and for a second I thought I caught a hint of longing there, until she turned back to face the window, crossing her arms over her chest. A barrier if ever I’d seen one.

      “Look, if I did something to upset you or hurt you at any point—”

      “You didn’t.”

      The two words were clipped and made me frown. “Then what’s wrong? Did something happen after you left? Are you okay?”

      Laurel closed her eyes for a moment, took in a deep breath, and slowly let it out, then looked my way.

      “I’m fine, and last night was wonderful. Really.”

      I reached for her elbow, and when I touched her, the pulse at the base of her throat began to flutter. “Then let’s do it again.”

      “Noah…”

      “There’s no reason it has to be a one-off. You had a good time. And I definitely did. So why can’t we do it again?”

      “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “Why? Because the town knows we used to date? Who cares? They’ll probably be happy about it.”

      Laurel was about to respond when something outside caught her eye. We turned in time to see Ryan and—oh great—that jackass from yesterday’s baseball game who’d wanted to lob a ball right between my eyes.

      I looked back to Laurel, about to continue with the conversation, but I noticed the rapt way she was staring at the young guy outside. The same guy who seemed shocked that first day he’d seen the two of us in the wine cellar together.

      Huh. Was he the reason for Laurel’s hesitation now? Maybe he was an ex. Sure, he was a little young, but Laurel was hot. Any guy with a pulse would look twice, age be damned.

      “Is he the reason you didn’t want to go out with me? Why you won’t go out with me again?”

      When Laurel shut her eyes and rubbed at her arms, I knew I had my answer. He was the reason—whoever he was.

      “Is he your ex?”

      Laurel’s eyes flew open and her head whipped around until we were face to face. “My what?”

      “Your ex-boyfriend?”

      The shock on her face would almost be comical if I hadn’t been so pissed off that some guy was influencing her decisions. But as it was, I was too irritated to be amused.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I mean, it is because of him. But he’s not my ex.”

      “I’m confused, then.” I looked back out the window to where the guy was now trailing Ryan back to the production facility with a toolbox. “Who is he?”

      Everything went quiet then, so quiet you could’ve heard a pin drop. But it wasn’t a pin that was dropped at my feet. It was a nuclear fucking bomb.

      “He’s my son.”
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      FOR YEARS I’D dreaded this exact moment right here. Where the only two men I’d ever loved in my life found out what a fraud I was.

      I’d always known it would come. The day when anger, hurt, and confusion stared me down. But I’d never quite prepared myself for the pain that would follow, the pain I felt now watching Noah back away from me, his walls rising as he studied me as though he’d never seen me before in his life.

      My heart ached and my stomach churned, but I fought the urge to go after him and explain. There was someone more pressing than Noah in my life these days, and he was whom I needed to see to first.

      I turned back to the window and noticed that Jake was no longer with Ryan. Damn it. So I pulled open the sliding door and made my way across the back deck.

      I really needed to talk to Jake. The way we’d left things last night, the way he’d left period, was not going to work for me. I’d always had an open line of communication with him, and that wasn’t about to stop now just because this particular topic wouldn’t shine well on me.

      Jake had a right to know the answers to the questions he was finally asking, and I needed to be brave enough to tell him the truth, no matter the consequences. This was no longer about me or my feelings, it was about his, and I wasn’t about to let another second pass without talking to him.

      “Hey, Ryan?” I called out, not wanting to startle him where he was bent over the fence he was fixing.

      He straightened up and shaded his eyes, looking in my direction. “Oh, hey, Laurel. What’s up? You leaving for the day?”

      I glanced over his shoulder to see if I could spot Jake, but when I came up blank, I shook my head. “No, actually, I’m trying to find Jake. I thought I saw him out here with you.”

      Ryan nodded as he dusted off his hands. “You did. He was helping me for a bit, but, uh…”

      It was unlike Ryan to beat around the bush, but suddenly he looked uncomfortable.

      “But what?”

      He sighed. “He has a bit of an attitude today. Was being kind of rude and—”

      “Surly?”

      “Yeah. Not like him at all. I told him to go and walk it off.”

      I rubbed at my forehead. This wasn’t good. Jake was never rude, especially to Ryan. He’d always looked up to Ryan, and this showed just how in his head he was.

      “I’m sorry. He’s dealing with something right now, and I know that’s no excuse, but he’s going to feel horrible later for treating you like that.”

      Ryan chuckled. “Hey, it’s no problem. He’s a teenager, and let’s be real, Jake’s more responsible than half the men I have around here. Maybe that’s why it was such a shock. He’s allowed to have an off day.”

      Off was definitely one way to put it. Angry, betrayed, and disappointed was another. “Do you have any idea where he might’ve gone?”

      “He was heading in the direction of the old cabin. That’s where I like to go to clear my head.”

      “Okay, thanks. And again, sorry about all this.”

      “Laurel, it’s fine, really.”

      It wasn’t, but since I wasn’t about to lay all my problems at Ryan’s feet, I turned and headed off in the direction of the cabin. I opened the gate to the west vineyard and made my way down one of the long rows of vines.

      It was a beautiful afternoon, which seemed ironic considering the mood I was carrying with me, and as my heels sank into the dirt beneath my feet, it occurred to me that this probably wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had.

      I wasn’t about to let a little mud get in my way, though. I needed to talk to Jake and I needed to do it now. When I reached the bottom of the west hill, I saw him disappear inside the broken-down structure.

      I took a deep breath of the clean, fresh air then huffed it up the hill to the very top. When I reached what would’ve once been a front door, I stepped over a broken plank of wood and stopped to look around.

      It’d been years since I’d been up here, as it wasn’t really part of anything winery related. But as I scanned what was left of the dilapidated pile of wood, I knew it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the framing fell to the ground.

      Hopefully, that wouldn’t happen today. Or at least not until I’d found Jake and the two of us were safely outside—away from potential falling hazards.

      I tiptoed precariously across what was left of the floor, and as I made my way around what I presumed was a corner, I spotted him. Jake was sitting over on an old built-in window frame. As I moved closer, the click of my heels alerted him to my presence.

      He glanced over his shoulder, and instead of the welcoming smile he’d usually aim my way, his face remained impassive as he went back to staring at the rows of vines below.

      I took a fortifying breath and made myself put one foot in front of the other, and when one of the floorboards cracked and I stumbled forward, Jake whirled around automatically to catch me.

      Well, on the plus side, he still cared whether I broke my neck.

      “Thanks.” I squeezed his forearm, and Jake shook his head.

      “You shouldn’t have come up here in those shoes. It’s not safe.”

      He was right: my heels weren’t exactly the smartest footwear for trekking up a hill and traipsing through a pile of rotting wood, but I would’ve crawled up here if I’d had to.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      When Jake was satisfied I wasn’t about to fall over, he turned back to his original position. “Well, I don’t really want to talk to you.”

      Those words from him cut deep, and while I knew it was my fault he was feeling this way, I was determined to get through to him.

      I took a seat on the window beside him, and as we stared out into the vast valley ahead, I clasped my hands in my lap and waited. This was his show, his timetable, and if I had to wait five minutes, five hours, five days or years, I would wait.

      As it turned out, five seconds seemed about all he needed.

      “Were you ever going to tell me?”

      There was no question as to what he was referring to. I nodded. “I was. I just… I was trying to work out how and when it would be right for you. For him… I…I never expected to see him again. Not that that’s any excuse, but there’s a lot more to this than—”

      “The golden boy who just rolled into town being my dad?” Jake shot to his feet and began to pace back and forth. Then he stopped and glared down at me. “Or maybe the fact that I’ve worked for my uncle for the past two years and didn’t know?” He shook his head. “Well, at least I know why Harry used to treat me like a fucking pariah now.”

      I didn’t bother calling him out on his language, considering the gravity of the issues at hand. He was angry and had every right to be. I got to my feet and reached for him, but Jake took a step away.

      “Don’t,” he said, turning his back on me, and the rejection was as good as a slap.

      I wrapped an arm around my waist and fought back the tears that threatened. “I should’ve told you.” My voice was soft, barely above a whisper. But it was all I could manage for now. “I should’ve told you the minute he got here. Before he got here, but—”

      “But what, Mom?” Jake said as he turned to face me again. “What could possibly have stopped you from telling me about him?”

      “Harry.” I spat the word out as though it were dirty. “Harry stopped me…for years. But then he died, and before I could even wrap my head around being able to explain all of this to you, Noah was here, and—”

      “What do you mean, Harry? What’s he got to do with this?”

      This was it: the moment when Jake would finally realize how much of a coward his mother really was. And the reality of being anything other than the person he loved and trusted above all others made me sick.

      “Mom?”

      “Sorry,” I said, and took in a gulp of air. “I…I was very young when I got pregnant with you.”

      “Yeah, I worked that out when I was thirteen, and we’ve already discussed it. What’s that got to do with Harry?”

      “Well…” I straightened my shoulders and looked Jake in the eye. “The day after our high school graduation, Harry sent Noah away.”

      Jake frowned. “Sent him?”

      “Yes. To a university in Europe. Noah had no idea he was leaving, and by the time I did, he was already gone. I was given no contact information, had no idea where he was…” I pushed through the torment that accompanied those words and took a step closer to Jake. “And a month later, I found out I was pregnant with you.”

      Jake crossed his arms, his jaw clenching as he processed all I was saying.

      “To say I was shocked would be an understatement. I’d only ever been with Noah that one night, graduation, and then I wound up pregnant.”

      “How inconvenient for you.”

      “No…” I shook my head and took his hand in mine, and this time I made sure I had a firm grip. “You were never an inconvenience. Not ever. You were my purpose. My reason to be alive and happy at a time when everything felt so…hopeless. You remember me telling you that my mom was sick, right?”

      Jake’s lips remained tight as he gave a clipped nod.

      “It was right around the same time I found out you were coming into our lives. I was scared and excited but at the same time sick with worry about my mom. But I knew I needed to tell Noah somehow that he was going to be a father.”

      I swallowed and looked off over Jake’s shoulder to the picturesque scene below. It was amazing how such a beautiful place could harbor such ugly secrets. I’d struck a deal here seventeen years ago, and today it was finally going to come to light.

      “I came here, to the winery, to see if Harry would give me any information on Noah. I knew it was a long shot—Harry had made it clear that I wasn’t what he had planned for his son, and that didn’t change when I finally met him face to face.”

      “Fuck Harry,” Jake said, and his cheeks flamed with agitation.

      “He wasn’t a very good man, I agree.”

      “That’s putting it nicely.”

      “Yes. It is.” I angled my face up so I was looking Jake in the eye, knowing that what I had to say next was going to hurt the most.

      “But when I went to see him, I told him about you. I told him that I wanted Noah to know. But Harry wouldn’t hear of it.”

      My eyes blurred as I continued to stare into Jake’s unwavering gaze.

      “He wouldn’t budge, not even an inch. But I was determined to find Noah and tell him myself. Harry knew that, though, and wasn’t about to let it happen. He wanted Noah to be free of all burdens so he could one day run the family business with a perfect little wife by his side. So he offered me the one thing he knew I couldn’t refuse to make sure that all happened…”

      “He offered to help your mom.”

      “Yes.” The word left me on a gasp, and I brought a hand up to cover my mouth as I nodded. “He promised to take care of her. That she would get the best care and he’d take care of all her bills. And we were poor, Jake. We lived day by day the best we could, so the promise of her health? An extra day or month to live?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the overwhelming guilt and sorrow filled me.

      “You had no choice.” Jake brushed a tear away from my cheek, and the understanding in his too-wise-for-his-age eyes was more than I deserved. “And we were the sacrifice. Me. Noah. You?”

      My shoulders shuddered as I tried to swallow back the tears re-forming. “Yes. I promised not to tell anyone who your father was, not even you, in exchange for her.”

      Jake bit the inside of his cheek as his eyes became damp, then he pulled me into his arms and held on tight. I could feel his shoulders shake, then he rested his chin on my head. I waited to see if he wanted to say anything else.

      Several minutes passed, and I couldn’t quite get a read on him, but when he finally did speak, his words shocked me.

      “I would’ve done the same thing.”

      I pulled back a little and looked up at him, confused.

      “If you had been sick and that was the only way to help you. I would’ve done the same thing.”

      I cupped his cheeks and shook my head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “I should’ve done something else, anything else.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know.” I worried my lower lip and then took a step back. “Do you have any questions for me? Anything you want to ask?”

      Jake slipped his hands into his pockets, and for the first time in as long as I could remember, I allowed myself to see the resemblance to his father. Blond like me, Jake had inherited my fair complexion and coloring. But his dark eyes and several distinct mannerisms were all Noah—if you were looking for it.

      “About a million things,” he said. “But only one right now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      I’d known that was coming, but I still wasn’t prepared for the way it made me feel. My heart began to thump and my hands turned clammy. “I think I probably should, don’t you?”

      Jake shrugged, trying to appear unaffected. But his twitching jaw told me otherwise. “Probably.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      Jake eyed me, then said, “Do you still love him?”

      Words failed me as I stared into his eyes, because for the first time since Noah’s return, I allowed myself to acknowledge the fact that I’d never stopped loving him. But instead of pushing me, Jake offered me his hand.

      “Why don’t you let me help you down this hill? The last thing I need is you crying over a broken set of heels and spending my college money on their replacements.”

      I’d never loved my kid more than I did in that moment. For his grace under pressure, his understanding of the hard emotions, and his ability to forgive when many would not. I knew he was likely just as scared as I was about the future, but as long as we faced it together, I knew we would be okay.
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      A SON? LAUREL had a son who was practically a man?

      It’d been nearly two hours since I’d heard her say the words, and still, I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around it. That might also have something to do with the copious amounts of whiskey I’d been downing since planting my ass on a barstool at Gallagher’s, but hey, who could blame me?

      A son… How was that even possible?

      Okay, note to self: don’t actually ask someone that, or they’re going to look at you as though you’re insane. It was possible because Laurel was gorgeous and she had obviously been in relationships after me—as much as I hated to think about that.

      But her kid had to be, what? Late teens? Which meant she had to have gotten pregnant right after I left, and that cut much deeper than it probably should have.

      I looked down the bar to where—What was his name again? Oh, that’s right, Marty—stood chatting with some other customers. When I caught his eye, I raised a hand. A furrow creased his brow as he made his way over.

      I pointed to my empty tumbler. “Can I get another?”

      He looked to the empty glass and then back to me. “I think you’ve had enough, don’t you?”

      Was he serious right now?

      “Maybe you should give Ryan a call? See if he’s around.”

      Translation: Maybe he can come and babysit you. No thanks; I wasn’t in the mood for questions. Plus, I was still pissed that Ryan hadn’t told me about this mystery child of Laurel’s. I mean, maybe then I wouldn’t have looked like such a fucking moron this afternoon accusing her of dating her own son.

      “I don’t want to call Ryan. I want another drink.”

      Marty drummed his fingers on the counter and then grabbed the bottle of whiskey. “This is the last one. Got it?”

      “Fine.”

      I handed over my credit card and was about to pick up my drink when I heard a familiar and unwelcome voice. “Well, don’t you look like shit.”

      Justin. Great. Out of all the people I wanted to talk to right now, he would be dead last. But it seemed God wanted to screw with me tonight, because instead of leaving me the hell alone, Justin took the empty stool beside me.

      “So, who died and made you look so fucking miserable? Can’t be grief over Harry catching up with you, so…”

      I picked up my tumbler and tossed back the drink, and as it burned a path down my throat, I angled my head so I could eye my youngest brother. “What do you want?”

      Marty walked over, handed me back my card, and slid a beer on the counter in front of Justin, who gave him a quick wave then watched the old man leave.

      “Don’t want anything. Just curious why you look like you were run over by a Mack truck.”

      “Why? So you can give me shit? No offense, but I’m really not in the fucking mood.”

      I fingered the edge of the glass and willed my brother to leave. But when the seat beside me remained occupied, I started wishing the ground would just open up and swallow me instead.

      “Drinking hard on a Monday night.” Justin let out a long whistle. “Something big must’ve ruffled that perfectly pressed suit of yours.”

      Just about done with this day as a whole, I got to my feet, ready to leave. But when the bar began to spin, my foot hit my stool and I had to place a hand on the counter to steady myself.

      Justin scoffed. “You’re so fucking wasted. How many drinks have you had?”

      “None of your damn business.”

      “Okay, but how you planning on getting home? You can barely walk in a straight line.”

      “I’ll call an…an Uber.”

      That made Justin laugh. “An Uber? Where do you think you are? L.A.? I could drive you home and back three times before an Uber got here.”

      “I don’t want you to drive me anywhere.”

      “Good, ’cause I wasn’t offering.” He picked up his beer and took a swig. “I was just pointing out the fact that you’re an idiot. Have a good night.”

      Justin went to turn back to the bar, but before he could, I grabbed his shoulder. “What’s your fucking problem?”

      He eyed me for a second and then shrugged. “Don’t have a problem.”

      “Bullfuckingshit. You’ve been nothing but an ass ever since I got back here, and for what reason? You have to come to me once a month to get hundreds of thousands of dollars? Oh, your life must be so hard. Sooo fucking miserable. Right, Justin? How do you deal with it?”

      I could feel the alcohol coursing through me now, along with all my frustrations over everything that had changed in my life, and suddenly I couldn’t shut my damn mouth.

      “Unlike you, I’ve had to leave my whole goddamn life behind. My business. My friends. And all for—”

      “Your family?” Justin fired back, getting to his feet. “Yeah, what a damn sacrifice it is you’re making. You’ve walked back into the top job of a thriving business that—let’s be real—should’ve gone to Ryan, and you control everything. It’s like Harry rewarded you for turning out to be as big of an asshole as he was.”

      I was about to lunge for Justin when a hand on my shoulder halted me.

      “What’s going on here?” Ryan’s voice was instantly recognizable as both my brother and lifeline to some form of sanity.

      “Nothing.” Justin took another swig of his beer. “We were just having a…brotherly discussion.”

      I glared at him then turned to see not only Ryan but Willa standing behind me. I looked between the two of them and frowned, then blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      “Are you two dating?”

      Willa laughed and looked to Ryan, who was looking a lot less jovial. “No, we like each other too much for that. We were in the middle of Monday night Monopoly,” she said.

      “Monopoly?”

      Ryan’s jaw twitched as he crossed his arms over his chest, and I wondered if it was due to me and Justin or Willa’s answer. “Marty called, said you might need a lift home. What’s that about?”

      Damn gossipy locals.

      “It’s about nothing. I just wanted a few drinks, that’s all,” I said, and shoved by him. This was exactly what I’d wanted to avoid—questions.

      I somehow managed to make it out the door and a little ways down the road when I heard, “Uh, Noah?”

      I stopped and turned to see Ryan and Willa standing a few feet away. “Yeah?”

      Willa stepped forward and indicated the road. “If you’re heading back to the B&B, you’re going the wrong way.”

      I squinted in the direction I’d been heading, and when a car whizzed by, I stumbled back a step. Yeah, okay, maybe I shouldn’t be trying to walk home right now.

      “Fine. Do you mind if I get a lift?”

      Ryan smirked and walked to the parking lot, and I took that as no, he didn’t mind. As I followed behind him, Willa moved into my side and took my arm. “Are you okay?”

      Her question was so genuine that it was difficult to ignore, and that was the only reason I admitted, “No. Not really.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No. Not really?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “The second question was rhetorical. It’s obvious you need to talk about it.”

      I grumbled but nodded. “You’re right, I do. But I’m still trying to, um, make sense of it. I, uh, I found out that Laurel has a kid.”

      Both Willa and Ryan stopped dead in their tracks and looked at me as though I was crazy.

      “That’s why you’re upset?” Willa grinned and patted my cheek. “It’s not like Jake’s a secret. He works at the winery.”

      Well, I knew that now, didn’t I? “Jake? That’s his name?”

      “Yeah.” Willa smiled. “He’s an awesome kid. Well, he’s pretty much an adult now, but Laurel did great with him. So what’s the problem? You don’t like kids?”

      Ryan was being unusually quiet throughout all of this, which, had I been a little more sober, I would’ve thought was weird.

      “No. I like kids just fine.” When Ryan unlocked the doors of the truck, I climbed in the back seat.

      “Okay.” Willa turned from her spot in the front to look at me. “So if you don’t have a problem with kids, then why are you over here drinking yourself into a coma?”

      I shifted my eyes to my brother, who was watching me in the rearview mirror. “Because I made a fool of myself, that’s why. I thought they were dating. I thought that’s why she wouldn’t date me.”

      Willa started laughing hard. “Trust me, that’s not the first time that’s happened. Laurel had him young. She’s hot as hell, and Jake has grown up fast. I’m sure she doesn’t think anything bad of you.”

      That might all be true, but now I was back to wondering why Ryan hadn’t said anything. “You didn’t think to mention that she’d had a kid, Ryan? Couldn’t slip it into a conversation somewhere in all these years?”

      Ryan started the truck up and put it in reverse. “It wasn’t my business. And you never asked. Would’ve been weird to bring up out of the blue.”

      “Yeah, well, a heads-up might’ve been helpful.” I slumped back in the seat feeling like the biggest idiot in the world, then something I hadn’t even thought about popped into my head. “Where’s his dad?”

      Willa looked at Ryan, and when he shrugged, she turned back to me. “She never really talks about him. But you know how rumors and small towns go…”

      “Right. There’s always a story. This is me asking.”

      “He was a one-night stand,” Ryan said. “Not long after you left.”

      Fuck. I hit the side of the truck with my hand and then cursed over the fact that I hadn’t drunk enough that my nerve endings were numb. Here I’d been so destroyed over being sent away from her that no other woman had ever compared, and it turned out the second I was gone, she found someone new.

      Well, don’t I feel like a fucking idiot…

      When Ryan pulled into the parking lot of Wilhelmina’s, I shoved open the door and climbed out. Today could just fuck right off as far as I was concerned. I stormed into the B&B and was halfway up to my floor when Ryan called out to me.

      “What?”

      “What we just told you on the way home just now? Remember, it’s just a rumor.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Ryan walked up a couple of stairs and lowered his voice a fraction. “It means exactly that. It’s a rumor. I work with Jake every day. I have for the last two years. Look at him a little closer the next time you’re around.”

      What the hell he is talking about?

      Before I could ask, though, Ryan was already jogging down the stairs. So I made my way to my room and lay down on the bed. That was when his words began to repeat in my head over and over again: Look at him a little closer… Look at him a little closer….
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      I DIDN’T SLEEP worth a shit last night. I’d tossed and turned until the early hours of the morning, and anytime my eyes did begin to close, Ryan’s voice woke me up again.

      Look at him a little closer…

      Bastard. What kind of thing was that to say to someone who was clearly not thinking straight and also alcohol-impaired? Didn’t he realize the kind of chaos that would set off in my brain? If he did, he clearly didn’t care, because I hadn’t slept a wink.

      Look at him a little closer… That could only be interpreted one way as far as I was concerned, and the fact that I was even entertaining the thought was unbelievable. Because for that to actually be true would mean Laurel had lied to me for well over a decade.

      It would mean that she had kept something as monumental as a child from me. And the girl I knew would never do something like that. Something so selfish, something so cruel. But then again, she was no longer the girl I knew, was she?

      Laurel was an adult now. A mother. She was a complete and utter stranger to me, and that was almost as shocking as everything else running through my mind. Here I’d been chasing ghosts, chasing memories from the past, and it was now blatantly obvious that those things no longer existed. At least not in any form that I remembered.

      I stared at the clock in the suite and watched as the second hand made its slow climb up to twelve. It had just turned six, and I was trying to convince myself that it wasn’t too early to track Laurel down.

      I wanted to talk to her. To have her clear up these crazy thoughts I’d been having all night, because maybe that was all they were—crazy thoughts. Ryan was probably talking out of his ass. Seeing things that weren’t actually there. But I couldn’t help the niggling thought in the back of my head: What if he’s not?

      Sick and tired of playing this guessing game, I grabbed my wallet and stuffed it in my back pocket. The best way to clear this up was to confront it head-on. Then I could put these insane theories behind me and move the hell on.

      I gave myself a once-over in the mirror and ran a hand through my still-damp hair. I looked exactly how I felt, tired and hungover. But there was no helping that, not even the shower I’d stood under for a good twenty minutes. I’d have to be sure to give Willa an extra-big tip for the hot water I’d used.

      I opened the door to my suite carefully and slowly stepped outside. A quick look down the hall told me the coast was clear as I made my way toward the stairs. I was just about home free when the front door opened and Willa stepped inside carrying a basket of freshly cut flowers.

      My feet froze and I gripped the banister to keep myself steady, and for a split second I wondered if I had time to turn around and head back upstairs.

      It turned out I didn’t.

      “Good morning, Noah. You’re up early considering the, uh, night you had.”

      The smile Willa flashed was friendly and good-natured, and it was difficult to do anything other than return it.

      “Morning. And yeah, the head’s a little sore, but that’s what they made aspirin for, right? I wanted to get an early start.”

      Willa glanced at the clock in the main foyer and then back to me. “Early is right. I know Ryan is always up at the crack of dawn, but I figured the fancy CEO would be able to roll in whenever he wanted.”

      “I’ve got, um, lots to learn over there as the newbie. CEO or not. The few extra hours in the morning always helps.”

      Willa frowned, likely thinking that if that was the truth, why was today the first time I’d left before seven thirty?

      Too polite to ask me, though, she gestured over her shoulder and said, “Would you like me to get you some coffee to go?”

      I shook my head. “Uh, no. That’s fine. I’ll just make some over at the winery. You have a good day. I’ll see you later.”

      Willa opened her mouth like she was going to say something else, but at the last second waved instead. “Thanks. You have a good day too.”

      “Will do.” I rushed out of there as fast as my legs would carry me, and once I was in the car, I let out a sigh.

      Shit. I needed to get it together and call my mom to somehow get Laurel’s address without raising suspicions. She’d be up, she always was by five, so I turned on the car and waited for the phone to connect. Once it did, I hit the winery’s number, and a few seconds later heard, “Good morning.”

      “Hey, Mom, good morning.”

      “Noah?”

      “Yeah. Sorry for calling so early.”

      “No, no. It’s okay. I’m just shocked you’re awake. You never were the early riser out of the four of you.”

      That was definitely true. I’d fought tooth and nail for every last second of sleep I could get as a teenager, and not much had changed as an adult. The only reason I was up this early now was because I literally couldn’t sleep.

      “I know, but, um…” Think Noah, think. “I said I would pick up Laurel before work and head to the farmers’ market first thing. We wanted to get some new…produce, to try with some of the menu today.”

      What? God. I was such a bad fucking liar.

      “That’s a wonderful idea. Oh, and while you’re there, could you pick me up a couple of big pots of petunias for the front door? Will they fit in your trunk?”

      Good one, idiot. Now what are you gonna do? “Sure. I’ll see what I can do. But, uh, Mom?”

      “Yes?”

      “I need Laurel’s address. She forgot to give it to me, and I’ve never been there before.”

      “Oh, of course. Let me get it for you.”

      She rattled it off to me, and once I had it in my GPS, I thanked her and ended the call.

      Willow Lane… That sounded familiar, but, not quite able to pinpoint it, I followed the directions. I arrived around fifteen minutes later, and as I made my way down the street, it finally hit me.

      The old craftsman. The house at the end of the street. The one that Laurel had always said she’d one day own. I pulled up outside the front of it, and memories of our afternoons down here under the oak trees flooded back in.

      Sweet kisses and study time, and days spent in the warm summer sun, as the two of us dreamed of a future that was never meant to be…

      Jesus, she lived here?

      My chest tightened, and that familiar ache over what could’ve been returned, as I scanned the familiar surroundings and shoved open my car door. The place looked much the same with its wraparound porch and two stories. It’d had had a paint job and several repairs since I’d last seen it, but other than that, it bore a striking resemblance to the picture in my mind.

      Not about to get sidetracked, though, I headed for the front door, determined to get to the bottom of the questions plaguing me. I walked up the couple steps to the porch and noticed a pair of men’s boots and sneakers by the mat, along with what I assumed were Laurel’s Converse. It was weird to see, and I was once again hit with the cold, hard fact that Laurel was a mother.

      I raised my hand, just about to knock, when the front door was pulled open and I found myself face to face with the boy—or man—who owned that set of boots.

      Seemingly as shocked by my appearance as I was by his, the guy blinked a couple of times and just stood there. He was as tall as I was, with hair the color of Laurel’s, and as he looked me over, the blood began to rush around my head, because the eyes that finally locked with mine were identical to the ones that I’d looked at in the mirror this morning.

      “Hi,” he said, and I knew I needed to pull my shit together, and fast, or risk looking like a total fucking weirdo.

      “Hi. I’m looking for—”

      “My mom?”

      Something about the way he said that was both judgmental and protective.

      “Uh, yeah. I know it’s early, but I thought I’d catch her before work.”

      He eyed me closely, then crossed his arms over his chest. Protective was the exact right word. With that one simple move, he was telling me loud and clear that to get to her, I had to go through him.

      “She’s not here.”

      “Oh.” Well, shit. Where the hell had she gone? It was too early for her to have gone to work, and—

      “Do you want to come in? I can text her.”

      And warn her I was there? I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea.

      “She left to try to find you this morning. She’ll want to talk to you.”

      Before I could even register that he knew who I was, the kid turned and walked off into the house, leaving me to make the decision on my own.

      Stay or go…

      I looked over my shoulder at my car and knew that was the easy way out of all of this. Just get in my car and leave. Hell, if I really wanted to, I could drive straight to the airport and be on a plane by noon. But when I looked to the open door in front of me, I knew I’d forever wonder what would’ve happened if I’d decided to walk through it.

      With my decision made, I stepped inside the house and quietly closed the door behind me. As I moved out of the foyer and into the living room, I spotted the couches with pillows and throws facing a fireplace and TV, and had to hand it to Laurel. She’d created a home that felt like a warm embrace the second you stepped inside.

      “I was making breakfast. Are you hungry?”

      I quickly turned, feeling as though I was doing something I shouldn’t, and then I realized I hadn’t actually introduced myself yet.

      Yeah, the guy knew who I was, that much was clear. But we were still circling each other with no names or formal introduction.

      Trying to act like the adult in the house, I stepped forward and held my hand out. “I’m Noah, by the way.”

      He looked at my hand and then reached out and took it. “I know who you are. I’m Jake.”

      When we let go, we slipped our hands into our pockets at the same time and froze, and that rush of blood and ringing in my ears started up again.

      Shit. Holy fucking shit. Ryan’s right. But that means—

      “So you want some breakfast?”

      I blinked several times and could feel my heart pounding a million miles an hour. Fuck, at this rate I might just have a heart attack.

      How could this be happening? How could it be…real?

      “The kitchen’s this way,” Jake said, and then walked off down the hall, and as I watched him go, I could barely wrap my head around what I was finally realizing.

      Laurel had a son, and so, apparently, did I.
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      I DRUMMED MY fingers against the steering wheel as I stared at the front door of Wilhelmina’s, and for the first time ever I was nervous to go inside. I’d been thinking about this all night, ever since Jake and I returned home. But as I sat here now running through all of the things I wanted to say, I wondered if any of them were enough.

      How did you tell a man that seventeen years ago you had his son but then made a deal where you couldn’t tell him about it? It was an impossible conversation. There were no words. None that would soften the blow, anyway.

      I closed my eyes and thought of the conversation I’d had yesterday with Jake. He’d been pretty quiet when we got home, still processing all that he’d learned. But I could tell his curiosity was starting to get the better of him when he began to ask some questions.

      How did you two meet? What was Noah like as a kid? Am I like him in any way?

      I’d answered every question and then some, and my only hope now was that, after the initial shock and anger he would no doubt feel, Noah somehow managed to find a way to accept Jake and eventually meet him. After all, this was my doing, not Jake’s, and he shouldn’t be punished for that.

      With newfound determination, I shoved open the car door and made my way up the front steps, and the second I stepped inside, I was bombarded with the delicious aroma of baked goods. I wasn’t here for comfort food, however, even if the thought of a freshly made cinnamon roll sounded like heaven right now.

      A quick look at the check-in desk told me that Willa must still be in the kitchen. So I snuck over, and was about to “hack in” and get Noah’s room number, when the sound of someone clearing their throat made me snatch my hands away from the keyboard.

      “Huh. I didn’t know you were helping out here this morning. Is the winery not open? Or are you just looking to make a little extra cash this month?”

      I rolled my eyes and let out a sigh. Willa knew good and well what I was looking for. I’d bet my actual next check on it.

      “Miss? Excuse me, miss? Could you please tell me how many rooms are still left this weekend?”

      “Would you cut it out?”

      “I’d really like a room with a view, or maybe one that’s next door to the newest Chamberlin brother to come into town.” Willa tapped the side of her cheek. “What’s his name again?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Okay, you win. Can you please tell me which suite Noah’s in?”

      “I can, but he’s not in there.” She paused and then frowned. “Actually, I’m kind of surprised he managed to drag himself off to work already. He was hammered last night.”

      “Hammered? As in drunk?”

      “As in Ryan and I had to go and pick him up midway through Monopoly, and you know how I get about leaving my properties unattended.”

      I did—she was fiercely protective about her purchases. Especially if she owned Boardwalk.

      “Did he, um, say why he was drinking?”

      “Yeah,” Willa said with a smile. “Apparently you having a kid flipped his oh shit switch, and, you know, he decided to numb it with some whiskey. I’m sure he’s processed it by now, but boy was he shocked. You know how some guys get.”

      “Right.” I pressed my fingers to my forehead and tried to ease the throbbing headache I could feel coming on. If Noah had been that upset by just the idea of me and Jake, I couldn’t begin to imagine his reaction when he found out the rest of it.

      “I’ve, uh…” I pointed to the front door and came out from behind the desk in a kind of daze. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Laurel?” All of the humor and sarcasm from earlier had left Willa’s voice as she came over to me and took my hands in hers. “Laurel? Are you okay?”

      My breathing began to come a little faster, and her living room began to spin as the last few days caught up with me and all my thoughts blurred into one.

      “Maybe you should come and sit down.”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to go. I need to go and find Noah.”

      “I don’t think you should be driving anywhere right now. I want you to sit down and let me get you a drink of water and some ice. Then, if I feel like you’re okay, I’ll let you go.”

      Okay, fair point. I probably shouldn’t be driving if things were spinning around my head. I took a seat and closed my eyes, trying to calm myself, and by the time she got back, I felt a little better.

      Willa held out the water, and I took it without argument, then she sat down beside me. “Want to tell me what that was all about?”

      I swallowed and nodded. “I do. But I can’t.”

      Willa narrowed her eyes. “At least tell me you’re okay.”

      “Yes.”

      “This has to do with Noah, right? If it’s about the way he acted over Jake—”

      “It’s not. I mean, it is, but not for the reasons you think.” I stood up, knowing I needed to leave before I said something else. “Thank you. I feel much better now. I’m good to drive.”

      Willa stood and took the glass from me. “Are you sure? Because you can stay as long as you like.”

      “I’m fine. I promise.” I squeezed one of her hands then made my way across the room for the front door.

      “Laurel?”

      “Yes?” I looked back to see Willa watching me with a curious expression on her face.

      “Whatever the reason is, he’ll come around about Jake.”

      My heart just about stopped.

      Did she…? Could she…?

      No, there was no way she knew what I had to say to Noah. She just meant he’d understand about the child I’d had not long after he left. If only that was it.

      With a final wave, I headed out to my car. When I slid inside, I put in a call to the winery. Maybe I could get him on the phone before I arrived. Ask him to meet me somewhere more private.

      But when the phone connected, it wasn’t Noah who answered, but his mother.

      “Emily? Hi.” Damn it. “It’s Laurel here, and I was, um, wondering if Noah was already in yet? He wanted to try some…new cheese with one of the Chardonnays, and I heard they had some over at the deli that just opened up.”

      I dropped my face in my palm and silently cursed my bad luck. Why did I feel the need to come up with that horrible lie?

      “New cheese?”

      Oh God, this was ridiculous. “Yes, uh, is he there? I can’t remember the name.”

      “Actually, no. You two must’ve just crossed paths. He told me he was going to your place this morning so the two of you could go to the local farmers’ market.”

      He did? So that meant he was— Oh shit.

      “I’ll text you over his cell number. That way you can call and make sure you don’t miss each other again.”

      “That’d be great, Emily. Thanks.”

      I ended the call, and not a second later a text from Jake popped up: Noah’s here.

      I didn’t bother waiting for Noah’s cell number. Hell no. I stepped on the gas and headed home. I made it there in record time, and when I turned down the street and saw his rental parked outside my house, my stomach dropped. Noah was inside somewhere with Jake, and I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that.

      I pulled in behind his vehicle and climbed out on unsteady legs, then, like some sort of weirdo creeper, I decided to go around to the back door and let myself in. I was making my way along the balcony, and up the side of the house, when I spotted them through the kitchen window. And the sight was enough to stop me in my tracks.

      There, sitting at my kitchen table, were father and son for the first time ever. My breath got caught somewhere in the back of my throat and my heart swelled with pride and, yes, love.

      The first thing I noticed was just how awkward they both looked. Noah was at one end and Jake at the other, and both of them had their arms crossed over their wide chests. The second thing was that they were the exact same height, even sitting down. They were even slumped in a similar fashion as they faced off.

      Jake’s fair hair was in complete contrast to Noah’s, but the eyes? Seeing the two of them like this—so close and yet so clearly wary of the other—the resemblance was striking.

      I stood there for a minute watching the two of them engage in a stilted conversation, and it wasn’t until my cheeks became damp that I realized I was crying.

      I’d waited so long for this moment, wanted it so much. I made a mental snapshot of all that I was seeing then reached for the back door and stepped inside to join them.
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      THE SOUND OF the back door opening made both Jake and Noah look in my direction. I clutched the strap of my bag and offered up a small smile.

      Noah was the first to move; he shoved back from the kitchen table as though he’d been caught doing something wrong. “Hi.”

      Jake rolled his eyes, and my lips twitched despite the tense circumstances.

      “Hi,” I said, then walked over to the table and placed my bag on the chair beside Jake. “I didn’t expect to find you here this morning.”

      For the first time ever, Noah looked uncertain of himself as his eyes shifted between Jake and me.

      “Right, I wanted to talk to you before work about something, so I called Mom and she told me your address. I hope that’s okay?” Noah asked.

      I placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder for comfort. For him or me I wasn’t sure, but I figured it couldn’t hurt either way. He must’ve gotten quite the shock when his father had turned up on the doorstep this morning.

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I see you’ve met Jake.”

      “Yes, he was kind enough to offer me breakfast.”

      I looked at the two Pop-Tarts sitting on a plate in front of Noah. “Frosted strawberry with sprinkles. As you can see, it’s a family favorite.”

      Noah frowned and tapped his fingers on the table’s edge. “Could we, um, talk for a minute, Laurel?”

      I looked down to Jake, who was yet to say anything, but even when he nodded, I asked, “It that okay?”

      “Yeah. It’s all good. You want me to—”

      “No.” I shook my head and gestured to his half-eaten Pop-Tart. “You stay, finish your breakfast. We’ll be out on the front porch.”

      Jake glanced to Noah, who was watching us intently, then nodded. “Okay.”

      I walked around the table and stopped beside Noah. “Follow me.”

      I made my way down the hall more self-conscious than I’d ever been in my life. And why? Because Noah was in my house. Actually standing, talking, and walking through my house. The place that was my safe harbor, the place that was most me, and I couldn’t help but wonder what he thought of it.

      I led him out the front door and over to the porch swing. I offered him a seat, but he shook his head. Fair enough. I took the spot instead, figuring I might need something stable under me, depending on how this conversation went.

      I waited in silence, wanting to give him the opportunity to speak first. To ask the questions that I could see swirling in his eyes. He paced back and forth for a few minutes, twisting his hands around each other, then finally he stopped and pinned me with an unwavering look.

      “He’s mine, isn’t he?”

      I sucked in a breath as a sense of pure joy and automatic protectiveness warred for supremacy. But there was no way I was about to deny him now. So I straightened my shoulders, looked him dead in the eye, and said for the first time out loud, “Yes. Jake is your son.”

      Although it was clear Noah had suspected as much, the shock of hearing it confirmed made him stumble back as though someone had sucker-punched him.

      “Shit, Laurel.” As his ass landed on the rail behind him, he placed a steadying hand beside him and ran the other through his hair. “What the hell?”

      “I know.” My voice was faint, even to my own ears. So I cleared my throat and spoke a little louder. “This must feel like the Twilight Zone to you.”

      “That’s putting it fucking mildly.”

      I winced and looked down at my hands. “I’ve had this conversation with you so many times in my head, and now that you’re here—”

      “You actually have to follow through.”

      I whipped my head up and frowned. “No. It’s not like that. I was always going to tell you.”

      “Yeah, really seems that way. He’s, what, eighteen?”

      “Seventeen, turning eighteen this year.”

      “Jesus.” Unable to sit still, Noah began to pace again as the disbelief began to blend with anger. Then it finally got the better of him. “Why? Why did you never tell me? Did you hate me that much?”

      “No.” I shot to my feet and stepped toward him. “I did want to tell you. I was going to. But when I went to see Harry to ask him where you were, he…”

      Noah’s eyes narrowed and he closed the final few feet between us. “He what?”

      I swallowed and lifted my head. I wasn’t going to run from this anymore. Jake knew everything, and now it was time Noah did too.

      “He wouldn’t tell me. He didn’t want your family, the town, anyone to know about Jake—not even you. But that wasn’t going to stop me. I was determined to find you no matter what, and he knew it. Unfortunately, there was one thing he knew that would keep me quiet.”

      “What?”

      My mom’s face came to mind. Her smile, her laughter, her voice as she told me I’d make a wonderful mother no matter what, because I was strong—she’d made sure of that. And it was that strength I called on now as I retold one of my most painful memories.

      My eyes blurred as I blinked up at him. “Shortly after you left, my mom was diagnosed with Non-Hodgkin Lymphoma. It was devastating. She got so sick so fast, and we struggled trying to make ends meet while she was in and out of treatment. Harry had somehow heard, of course, and when he found out about Jake, he offered to pay for her care—with one condition.”

      “Your silence.”

      I wrapped an arm around my waist and pressed my lips together, knowing if I spoke now, I would lose any hope I had of keeping it together.

      “Laurel…”

      My name in that deep, resonant voice made me look away, unable to bear the sympathy. I didn’t deserve Noah’s understanding—if anything, I deserved his anger and resentment. But right now, the truly good part of him was shining through, and was a stark reminder of just how different he was to the father who’d taken so much from him.

      “Laurel,” Noah said again, then he took my hand and drew me to him. “I’m so sorry about your mom. I didn’t know.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for. You weren’t here.”

      “I wanted to be.” He cradled my face between his hands and swiped his thumbs over my damp cheeks. “You’ll never know how much. That morning of graduation, Harry called and told me that people around town had seen us at the hotel and were talking, and if I cared for you at all I would leave immediately and he would come and take you home, and make sure your mom knew nothing bad had happened between us. Call me naïve, but back then I still believed that part of my father was good, that he’d finally seen how much I loved you and he’d given up this stupid, old-fashioned way of thinking about who I had to marry and how I’d live my life… It wasn’t until I got home and saw my packed bags and the car waiting to take me to the airport that I realized how wrong I was.”

      Noah took one of my curls between his fingers and stroked the soft strands.

      “He had it all planned out from there. My schooling, my career, my future fucking wife. And he made it crystal clear that if I contacted you in any way he’d make your life a living hell. Seems like he did that anyway, goddamn bastard.”

      I closed my eyes and finally let the tears slip free for all the years we’d lost, all the moments me, him, and Jake would never have, and for what? The selfish wants and desires of a monster. It wasn’t fair. None of this was.

      Noah wrapped his arms around me and rested his chin on top of my head, and the steady beat of his heart was like a balm to my soul.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I should’ve tried harder, should’ve found you after my mom—”

      “Shh… This is on Harry, not you. Just let me hold you. Let me feel you in my arms, where you’ve always belonged.”

      I tightened my arms around his waist and nestled into his embrace. Then, after what felt like an eternity, he shifted back and tipped my face up. The emotions in his eyes seemed to be warring with each other.

      Anger, hope, pain, and desire. They were all there, and I wondered what it was he was looking for in mine.

      “Does Jake know?”

      I licked over my lower lip and nodded. “Yes. He worked it out on the weekend, at the baseball game.”

      “So, the whole time I was in there he knew and was—”

      “Checking you out? Yes. Did he grill you badly?”

      Noah scoffed. “No. But I’m pretty sure he knew I was out of my depth.”

      “He’s a smart kid.”

      “Gets that from his mom, is my guess.”

      My lips curved, and I suddenly felt…shy. “Or maybe his dad.”

      Noah shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t feel particularly smart right now.”

      He looked over my shoulder to the front door, then back to me.

      “It didn’t even occur to me when you told me about him yesterday that…that—”

      “He was yours? Why would it?”

      “Because I know you. That bullshit one-night-stand crap Willa and Ryan spouted should’ve tipped me off.”

      That made sense. Then something else occurred to me. “What did tip you off?”

      “Ryan. He said that it was all just a rumor and told me to look closer, and then…”

      “Then you did.”

      Noah nodded. “And you’re sure no one else in my family knows?”

      “Not as far as I know. Harry said I couldn’t tell anyone, and I can’t imagine your mom ignoring her own grandchild, can you?”

      “No. I can’t. But I also can’t seem to wrap my head around the fact that they’ve been around you and Jake all these years and never noticed.”

      I’d often wondered that myself, but I’d always come back to the theory that if you weren’t looking for something, why would you see it? And with Noah out of the picture, it was easy to forget the little things unless you had them memorized. Unless they were what kept you alive and dreaming.

      “I don’t know. But Ryan probably suspected something because he was there the day I came to see Harry.”

      Noah’s back went ramrod straight, and that anger from earlier returned until it was all that was in his eyes.

      “Ryan was there?”

      “Well, not there. But he saw me when I went to visit Har—”

      “I’ve got to go.”

      Stunned by his abrupt change in mood, I frowned. “Okay. Will you—”

      “I’ll be back.” He paused and then seemed to temper himself when he realized I’d moved away from him. “Is that okay? If I come back? I’d like to talk to Jake about, well, all of this. Try to explain my side of things…”

      “I think that’d be good.”

      “Okay. I need to go and talk to my family. Find out who knew what and when, and why I’m the last to fucking know.”

      I could understand that, and I didn’t envy Ryan in that moment.

      “I’m not sure how long I’ll be. But I’ll call when I’m on my way. You and I are taking the rest of the day—hell, maybe the rest of the week off, paid. It’s the least Harry and that place can do for us. We have a lot to catch up on.”
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      “CALL A FAMILY meeting,” I barked at Ryan through the phone as I pulled out of Laurel’s drive and gunned my car up the road.

      “Noah?”

      “Yeah. Get everyone together—now.”

      “It’s barely seven. Bree will be getting ready for school.”

      “I don’t give a shit if she’s about to go to the fucking moon. Have someone drive her home from that prison she’s been sent to. It’s one town over. That’s fifteen minutes max.”

      “Okay, okay. I can do that. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Yeah. I looked fucking closer.”

      I ended the call before Ryan could respond then threw my phone down on the seat beside me.

      I was livid. Absolutely fucking livid. How could Harry have done this? To me. To Laurel. To Jake? How could he have denied his own grandchild a place in his life? In my life? How could he have denied him a place in our family?

      I’d known my father was a bastard, but this was a whole other level of fucked up.

      I tightened my fingers around the steering wheel until I thought I would break it, thinking about the pain and heartache in Laurel’s eyes.

      I’d tried to keep it together back there, but now the anger washed over me in waves. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the nightmare of a situation Harry had put Laurel in. Not to mention the devastating decision she’d had to make as a young woman barely out of high school dealing with a terminally ill parent. How dare he let her carry the shame of his disgusting scheme for all these years?

      My fury ran hot as I sped through town, going straight to the place where this sick and twisted scheme had been hatched—the winery. I needed to know who knew about this. I needed to know who had kept this from me, because it sure as hell seemed a little too convenient to think that no one else in the Chamberlin family knew what dear old Dad was up to.

      I ground my molars as I pulled onto the road that led to the property, and as the rows of vines came into view, I suddenly felt nauseated.

      Somewhere between meeting Jake and finding out the truth, my grief on missing out on his life had been temporarily squashed, because the reasons I’d been denied were so unimaginably vile. The shock had turned to pain, the pain had turned to sorrow, and before I could even let that all sink in, an intense rage had taken over.

      As I pulled up to the gates, I stared at the emblem above and thought how satisfying it would be to drive my car right through it.

      Fucking Harry. He’d been messing with my life since the day I came into it, but this time he’d gone too fucking far.

      I shoved open the gates and climbed back behind the wheel, and when I slammed my foot on the gas, a cloud of dust was left in my wake. I flew up the driveway and came to a screeching halt by the entrance. The squeal of my brakes made several employees race around the front to make sure everything was okay.

      When they spotted me—and the scowl no doubt etched on my face—they quickly scampered away. I was sick of being polite, sick of watching my Ps and Qs, and I didn’t give a flying fuck who knew it.

      I stormed inside and past the front desk, then headed straight for my office. I needed a moment to think. A moment to collect my thoughts and put them in some kind of order before I was face to face with the rest of my family.

      I took a seat behind my desk and thumped my thumb on it at a frantic pace.

      Had Mom known about this? I’d kept telling myself the entire time Laurel and I had talked that there was no way. No way she would push aside a grandson, even for Harry. But how could she not?

      How could she have not put two and two together, especially when face to face with Jake every day? It was clear that Ryan had some inkling, but Mom? Maybe she was just in denial. Denial that she’d married and loved a total fucking monster.

      A knock on my door jolted me out of my thoughts. I looked up and spotted Ryan standing just inside the door.

      “Hey.”

      Not in the mood for small talk, I said, “Is everyone here?”

      Ryan gave a clipped nod, so I shoved to my feet and headed around the desk. He moved out of my way without a word, but I could tell by the look in his eye that he knew exactly what was going on.

      “Where are they?” I asked.

      “Down in the production facility.”

      I raised an eyebrow, and Ryan shrugged.

      “I thought you might want some privacy.”

      Yeah, no shit. Wouldn’t want the good folk of Chamberlin to hear that the golden family was harboring some major fucking secrets, would we?

      We walked out across the back deck, the silence heavy between us. I had a feeling he wanted to ask more but could tell now wasn’t the time. That was smart, considering the thoughts running through my head.

      We’d just reached the large metal doors of the shed when Justin came strolling down from the parking lot in his usual boots, ripped jeans, and black t-shirt, carrying a motorcycle helmet in one hand. When he spotted us, he came to a stop.

      “I’m here, almighty one,” he said, looking at me. “I heard you summoned us.”

      “Shut it, Justin,” Ryan said before I could get a word out.

      Justin frowned. “What the hell crawled up your—”

      “Just go inside. Mom and Bree are already in there.”

      Justin’s eyes cut to mine, and it was clear he was trying to work out what the hell was going on. But good luck with that. If he hadn’t worked it out by now, there was no way he was going to in the next five minutes. “Fine. I’m going. Keep your fucking panties on.”

      He walked ahead of us, and Ryan said, “If this is about what I think it is, it’s going to destroy Mom.”

      I knew the fucking feeling. “If she didn’t already know.”

      Ryan grabbed my arm. “You don’t actually believe that.”

      I looked down at his hand and then back up to his eyes, and all of my anger from earlier returned full steam. “I don’t know what I believe anymore. But you sure as hell didn’t call and tell me what you suspected, did you? Or the fact that, what was it, seventeen years ago Laurel showed up here looking for Harry? Then she had a fucking baby. Let go of me.”

      Ryan opened his mouth, to say what, I had no clue. But whatever it was, I wasn’t in the mood to listen. I yanked my arm free and headed for the doors.

      “Noah? Ryan?” Mom stepped forward the second she saw us. “What’s going on? Did something happen?” She looked back to the rest of her children, who looked equally bewildered, then shook her head. “Why are we all here? And so early?”

      Well, this was it. The moment of truth.

      “You’re all here because I need to talk to you about something.”

      Justin dumped his helmet on the table then leaned against it. “Oh yeah? What happened now? Did you find out that someone else died and left you a million-dollar inheritance?”

      “No, actually. Harry died and I found out I have a son.”

      Their stunned faces might’ve been comical had the topic not been so damn serious.

      “A…a son?” Mom looked to Justin and Brianna as though they could help clear this up, and when they had nothing, she turned to Ryan, who was watching me.

      Then, finally, she turned back to me. “What do you mean you have a son?”

      “A baby. A boy. A son, Mom. A child I knew nothing about, courtesy of Harry.” My words echoed around the shed as thunder did across a stormy sky, and the damage that was about to follow was something none of us could avoid. “You all know him quite well, actually. Better than I do.”

      Ryan cursed, spun on his heel, and walked away, kicking at the tire of one of the tractors.

      “We all know— Jake…” Mom brought her hands to her mouth and looked as though she was going to be sick, and boy could I relate to that feeling.

      On the plus side, she seemed just as shocked as I’d been. So maybe she really was just oblivious to everything that asshole had done. It made me wonder, though, what other secrets were rattling around in Harry’s closet?

      Justin pushed off the table and straightened. “Jake? Laurel’s Jake? He’s your…” He took a good look at my face. “Fucking hell.”

      Yeah, that about covered it.

      Brianna frowned. “How is that even—”

      “Possible?” I said, turning to my sister. “If we have to tell you that, I don’t think that fancy school of yours is doing a good job.”

      “I know how, but this is Jake. Him and Laurel are here every day. How could we not know that?”

      How indeed? But when we all looked to Mom, she shook her head.

      “This can’t be real.”

      “Oh, it’s real,” I said. “I’ve just spent the morning talking to Laurel. Talking to Jake. Think about it, Mom, think. The morning after graduation, Harry sent me away. He didn’t want me anywhere near Laurel. How do you think he would’ve responded when she showed up months later telling him she was pregnant?”

      “No. He would’ve told me.”

      “About a grandson he didn’t want in his life and knew you’d never turn away? Sorry, but Harry’s pulled too much shit too many times. There’s no way what Laurel told me is anything but the truth. And you know what makes it worse?”

      The sallow coloring of my mom’s face told me that she didn’t think it could get much worse.

      “He bought her silence with blackmail against her dying mother. What a guy, right?”

      My stomach twisted around on itself as everyone stood there in stunned disbelief. What I’d just told them was shocking. It was horrifying. And now, it was finally out in the open.

      They would have to work out how they wanted to deal with all of that, though, because right now I wanted to be as far away from here as possible—and I wanted to get back to Jake and see if there was any chance that he was interested in getting to know me.

      “I’m taking the rest of the day off. Maybe the rest of the week, I don’t know. Laurel won’t be here either, so don’t expect to see her until she’s ready to come back—if she ever is.”

      I walked toward the door, but just before I left, I said, “I hope to God that one day I’ll understand why Harry was such a miserable son of a bitch. But until then, I’m going to take immense pleasure in believing that he’s rotting away somewhere in hell watching his grand plan fail.”
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      I STARED AT the back door of Wilhelmina’s and took a minute to just close my eyes and fucking breathe. This morning had been…a lot.

      A lot of information.

      A lot of emotions.

      And a lot of feelings to process.

      I had a son. A son. And that was…

      It was amazing.

      Scary as hell, but amazing all the same, and I needed to fall into that feeling, not the anger that kept trying to creep back in. I could deal with that later. Right now, I wanted to marvel in the fact that the most wonderful woman in the world had given me the most precious gift I would ever receive—and she’d done it all on her own.

      Laurel… Wow. What she must have gone through and dealt with day in and day out at such a young age, I couldn’t even imagine. Add to that the pain of losing her mother and the burden of Harry’s fucked-up deal, and I had no idea how she’d survived.

      But she had. In fact, she’d thrived. She’d carved out a highly successful career for herself, made a beautiful home for her family to grow up in, and raised a young man that everyone sang the praises of.

      I’d been wrong earlier in thinking the girl I’d known was gone, because she was the foundation of the exquisite woman who now stood in her place.

      I hit Laurel’s number and waited for it to connect, and the second her voice came through the phone, my chest tightened and a smile crossed my lips.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Laurel.”

      “Noah.”

      My name in her voice was like music to my ears, and I almost asked her to say it again just so I could feel the warm rush it sent through me.

      “Hey.”

      She chuckled softly. “I believe we already covered that.”

      “So we did.”

      She paused, and I imagined her standing at one of those large windows of that house, staring out at the trees in her yard.

      “How did it go? Are you okay?”

      It was a testament to the kind of woman Laurel was that she was concerned for my feelings after all that my family had put her through. But here she was, worrying, caring, offering more compassion than she should to the son of a man who had made her life a living hell.

      “It went…as expected. You were right. Mom had no idea. She’s pretty upset about it. Ryan? I think he knew all along and is dealing with that. Justin and Bree I have no clue, and honestly, I’m too busy trying to process my own feelings to worry about theirs. They’re going to have to deal with this on their own, as far as I’m concerned. I can’t hold their hands through it. I’m too damn angry.”

      “I can understand that.”

      I was sure she could. She must hate my family for what they’d done. How she worked with them day in and day out was beyond me.

      “But Noah?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Keep an open mind with them. They didn’t know. Just like you. And I’m sure they’re feeling very angry and betrayed. Upset at me—”

      “Why the hell would they be upset with you?”

      “I lied to them for years.”

      “No,” I said. “You were blackmailed for years. That’s a big difference, Laurel. You have nothing to be sorry for. And if they try to say otherwise, you come and see me.”

      She went quiet, and I knew her well enough to know that she was probably wondering if she’d done the right thing back then. If maybe she could’ve done something different.

      But there was no changing the past, just learning to deal with it, and right now I wanted to do something I’d never done before.

      “Hey, Laurel?”

      “Yes?”

      “Jake—he’s on the baseball team in high school, isn’t he?”

      I could all but hear her smile as she said, “Yes, he’s the pitcher. Just like you were.”

      Her words brought me up short, and I lost my train of thought as the full impact of them hit me. Jake was a pitcher, just like me.

      “Noah?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry. I was gonna see if he’d like to meet me over at the field. We could hit a few balls.”

      “I think he’d love that.”

      “As in hitting balls out of the field and not at my head, right?”

      Laurel started laughing, and I couldn’t help but join in. “Either way, I think he’d enjoy it. What time should I tell him to meet you?”

      “Um…” I looked at the clock on the dash of my car. “About an hour? I’ll get dressed and head on over.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll tell him to meet you there. And Noah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      Thank you?

      “For not blaming him. For wanting to know him, when others might’ve—”

      “Laurel?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s yours—”

      “And yours.”

      “I know. But either way, I’d want to know him just for that. Tell him I’ll see him in an hour. And hopefully I’ll see you not long after, with all my teeth in place.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      “So do I. See you then.”

      

      AN HOUR LATER, I stood center field and tossed the ball in and out of my mitt. The sun was shining now, and it looked like it was going to be a nice day. I could only hope that was a glimpse of things to come.

      The sound of an engine rumbling made me look over to see Laurel’s car pulling up to the curb. It came to a stop, and Jake pushed open the door and climbed out.

      It was strange looking at him now, knowing who he was, because I could very plainly see he was younger than I’d first thought. Yes, he was tall, my height exactly, but he still had that young-man look about him. He hadn’t quite grown into himself yet, but that would come in a couple more years or so.

      With a bat in one hand and a mitt in the other, he walked across the field with a confident stride, and I thought it proof of a loving mother and good parenting that even though he must be a little nervous—or hell, maybe a lot—he still held himself tall.

      “Hey,” I called out as he got closer, and I smirked when I noted the baseball cap sitting backward on his head. It was crazy how much of yourself you could see in someone when you knew to look.

      “Hey,” Jake said as he came to a stop opposite me, and I went back to tossing the ball in and out of my glove. “Mom said you wanted to hit the ball around.”

      “Yeah, well, I was thinking maybe a redo of Sunday, since you were kind of aiming for my head.”

      Jake scoffed but toed the ground as though he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. “I wasn’t aiming for your head.”

      “No?”

      “No.” Jake looked up at me with a smirk. “If I’d been aiming for your head, I would’ve hit it.”

      That made me laugh. “You know, I actually believe you. You’re good.”

      “The best at my school.”

      “Uh huh, so was I.”

      “Yeah, Mom said.”

      Did she now? Well, that made me feel pretty damn good. “I thought maybe I could help you out a bit. On your fastball.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. What speed are you trying to beat?”

      Jake pinned me with a competitive stare if ever I’d seen one. “Yours.”

      So it was like that, huh? I let out a whistle and nodded. “A hundred and one miles per hour is damn fast.”

      “So is one hundred, but you did it.”

      “You looked it up?”

      “I did. The night of the baseball game.”

      Oh yeah, this kid was just like me. Competitive through and through. “Well, let’s see what we can do.”

      I reached for the bat he held, and before he let it go, he said, “You really didn’t know about me?”

      My heart felt as though it got lodged somewhere in my throat. I looked into eyes the same as mine and shook my head. “I really didn’t. If I had, I would’ve been back here quicker than you can imagine.”

      Jake stared me down as if trying to get read on me. “Harry was an asshole.”

      The words were so honest and so spot-on that I couldn’t help but laugh. “I would’ve said bastard, but that works just as good. And you’re right, he was the worst. I’ve spent my whole life trying to be the exact opposite of him, and I’d like to try to do that with you as well.”

      Jake let go of the bat, and I handed over the ball.

      “I know I haven’t been here. That I’ve missed absolutely everything. But I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere. I’d like to try to get to know you. I want you to get to know me.”

      Jake swallowed and nodded, but, keeping true to his age, he kept his answer short and sweet. “That’d be good.”

      “Good.”

      He stepped around me and headed toward the pitcher’s mound, but halfway there he stopped and looked back at me.

      “You gonna start dating my mom?”

      Yes. Yes I was. “That okay with you?”

      Jake shrugged but nodded. “It’s cool. But if you hurt her, I’ll kick your ass.”

      As he turned to keep on walking, I couldn’t help but smile. I would’ve said the exact same thing.

      He had nothing to worry about, though, because I’d come to realize over the past couple of weeks that I loved Laurel. I always had, and once this all settled down, I was going to make sure she knew it.
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      THE SOUND OF Jake’s car tires on the gravel a couple hours later made me shut my book and look to the front door.

      I’d been a nervous wreck all morning wondering how his and Noah’s first real get-together would go, and now that they were back, I couldn’t wait to grill Jake about it. I listened intently for footsteps up the stairs and then waited for the door to open. When I heard a knock instead, I frowned and put my book aside.

      A quick look out the window showed Jake reversing back out of the drive. When I finally opened the door, Noah grinned.

      “Hey there.”

      “Hey…” My gaze shifted over his shoulder as I watched Jake drive away. “Where does he think he’s going?”

      “Um, he told me anywhere but here.”

      “Oh, did he now?”

      Noah nodded. “He did. Said he’d find something to occupy himself until… Is it Caleb?”

      “Yes.”

      “Until Caleb got home from school. He said he’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Uh huh.” Seemed that my—our—kid had decided to give us some alone time. He was perceptive, that one, and too smart for his own good. “In that case, would you like to come in?”

      “I would, but first…” Noah reached out, cradled my cheeks, and moved in to press a soft, sweet kiss to my lips. I felt all of the stress and worry from the past couple days lift.

      “Now do you want to come in?”

      Noah raised his head and nodded. I stepped aside, and when he walked by, I took a second to inhale his delicious cologne. God, he smelled amazing. So damn good that I would’ve been happy to curl up in his lap and sit there for the rest of the day.

      But more than that, I just wanted to be with him. In the same room talking, listening, learning about him. With everything now out in the open, I felt a freedom I’d never had before, and I wanted to bask in it and enjoy it.

      “Did you two have a good time?”

      Noah walked into my living room and looked around the space, and seeing him there did funny things to my insides. Too many times I’d imagined him here, standing by one of the windows or sitting on the couch beside me, and to see him there now was almost surreal.

      “Laurel?”

      “Huh?” I blinked and refocused on Noah where he stood by my coffee table with my book in hand.

      “I said I think it went well. I still have all my teeth. I’m sure you’ll get a more honest answer when you talk to him.”

      “Well, he drove you home, so I’d say that’s a step in the right direction.”

      “Home?”

      My cheeks flamed when I realized what I’d just said. “I mean my home, Jake’s home.”

      Noah smirked and held up my book. “A romance, huh?”

      My blush intensified. “Hey, don’t make fun of me. Everyone loves a good romance.”

      “That might be true,” he said, and tossed the book on the couch before crossing back to me. “But me, I want a great romance.”

      My heart thumped as Noah ran his fingers down my cheek.

      “You’re my great romance, Laurel.” He lowered his mouth to brush his lips over mine. “You always have been.”

      Oh God. I closed my eyes as Noah took my lips, and I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling as I reached for him. He was here. Really here. After everything he’d learned, everything that had happened, Noah was standing in the house that I’d always pictured us in…kissing me.

      I clutched at his shoulders and moved to my toes. When he raised his head and rubbed his nose against mine, I let out a soft laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. I’m just happy, that’s all. With you, me, and Jake. It’s more than I ever hoped for, and I just want to enjoy that for a few minutes.”

      Noah nodded and rubbed a thumb over my lips. “So… He’s really ours?”

      “He is.”

      “I’m not gonna lie, that’s going to take me a minute to wrap my head around. But one thing I know for sure?”

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s pretty damn amazing.”

      Oh, Jake would just love hearing that. “He is, but maybe don’t tell him.”

      “You are too, you know.”

      I shook my head and lowered my gaze, shying away from the emotions I still wasn’t sure I deserved. “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. You raised a really great kid, Laurel. And from what everyone says, you did it all on your own.” He tipped my face back up so we were eye to eye. “Thank you for that.”

      “Thank you?”

      “Yes. Thank you for him. For loving him, raising him, having him when you must’ve been terrified.” Noah rested his forehead on mine. “I only wish I could’ve been here to help.”
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      “DON’T YOU DO that.” Laurel pulled back to look me in the eye. “I know you would’ve been here if you’d known. You didn’t have a choice. That was not your fault in any way.”

      God, she was sweet. So damn sweet that even now she was taking the blame for something she’d had no control over herself.

      “It wasn’t yours either.”

      She let out a shaky breath and curled her hands around the material of my shirt as though she were afraid to let me go. But nothing in the world could’ve stopped me from tasting those sweet lips.

      I lowered my head and brushed a teasing, tentative kiss against her mouth. I slid my hands into her soft hair to hold her still and took from her the kiss she was offering. It was tender, heartfelt, and stirred me to my very soul, and it made that missing piece inside me finally click into place.

      It was her. It had always been her. I’d known it at seventeen, and I knew it right now. Laurel was my end game.

      I closed my eyes and sank into to the feeling of finally having the one I’d always wanted. She was here, in my arms, and I’d do everything possible to keep it that way.

      “Laurel, I—”

      “Shh,” she whispered, and took my hand, then she turned and led me down the hall and into a room.

      We stepped inside, and when it was clear we were now standing in her bedroom, I chuckled. “Did you just bring me to your bedroom, Miss Anderson?”

      I leaned back against the door as she took a step away from me. When she reached for the buttons of her summer dress, I was thankful for the wood supporting me.

      “I did. It’s something I never got to do with you in high school. I was too embarrassed to take you to my place.”

      “Laurel—”

      “What? It’s the truth.”

      It might’ve been, but I hated finding out she felt that way. I’d been so enamored with her that I wouldn’t have cared where she lived. I just wanted to be with her.

      “Well, I never brought you home because I was embarrassed of Harry.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not talk about him right now.”

      “Agreed. So how about we get back to things we never got to do together in high school?”

      Her lips curved as she started on the buttons again. “That’s a pretty short list.”

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      “Mhmm.” When she reached the final button, she slipped the straps of her dress down her arms and then let it fall to the floor.

      Damn, she was stunning. Barefoot in a white chemise and bra, she looked like my every fantasy come to life.

      I crossed over to her, tipped her chin up with my index finger, then ghosted my lips over the top of hers. This woman was everything I’d ever wanted, and to have this second chance with her was more than I could ever have dreamed of.

      “Is it my fault you were so hard to resist?”

      Laurel wrapped her arms around my neck. “No. Just like it’s not my fault you were a charmer—then and now. How was I ever supposed to resist?”

      I smiled against her mouth as I wound my arms around her waist. “You weren’t. That’s the whole point.”

      My lips were on hers before she could say another word, and there was no stopping us after that. She pushed my shirt up as I slid my hand under her silky white chemise, and the soft whimper she made had my erection throbbing.

      Her hard nipples pressed up against my chest as I nipped and sucked at her lips. Then she trailed her fingers down over my abs and looked up at me from beneath her thick lashes.

      “You know something I’ve never done with you before?”

      “What’s that?”

      She took the hem of my shirt, drew the material up my body, and dropped it to the floor. Then she moved to her toes and placed her mouth by my ear. “I’ve never undressed you before.”

      First, she was right, and second, I really fucking wanted that.

      My desire was clearly written on my face, because a siren’s smile curved her lips as Laurel reached between us to unfasten the button of my jeans.

      “I think that’s something I should rectify, don’t you?”

      “You won’t hear me complain unless you don’t hurry up and do it.”

      She chuckled, and the sound was so sexy I wanted to toss her down on her bed. But now that she’d mentioned it, I realized just how much I wanted this. So if she wanted to undress me, I wasn’t about to rush her.

      I glanced down to where her fingers were flirting with my zipper, and when she pulled it down, I took in a sharp breath. I needed to get a hold of myself, and watching Laurel free my stiff cock wasn’t helping.

      I counted back from twenty and was just about in control when Laurel took either side of my jeans and began to pull them down my hips. My eyes snapped open as the cool air hit my heated skin, and when I saw her down on her knees in front of me, my legs almost gave way.

      “Jesus, Laurel.”

      She looked at me from under her lashes, and the picture she made was as pure as it was sinful. With her light hair and creamy complexion, she looked like an angel kneeling at my feet. But when you added in her kiss-swollen lips and dilated pupils, it was easy to see just how aroused she was.

      My dick ached confined in my black boxer briefs. Laurel moved back up to her knees and slipped her thumbs behind the elastic, and I smoothed a hand over her hair and gripped it at the back of her neck.

      “Laurel?”

      “Hmm?” She inched my boxers down. My cock sprang free, and seeing it that close to her lips and mouth made my balls tighten.

      “You don’t have to—”

      Laurel licked her lips, making me groan. “You’re kidding, right?”

      I was about to tell her no, that she didn’t have to do that, when she took me in one hand and flicked her tongue over my swollen head.

      “Fuck,” I said, and tightened my fingers in her hair. As Laurel sucked my tip between her lips, I took in a seriously shaky breath. The vision of her kneeling before me and pleasuring me this way was almost too much for me to stand.

      Laurel paused and glanced up my body. I was watching her like a fucking hawk, and as she began to draw her lips off me, my balls began to tingle.

      “God, your mouth…” When her lips popped free and she stroked a firm hand up my length, I clenched my jaw and prayed for patience. Then she lowered her head and did it again. She flicked, sucked, and tugged at me until I was a hair trigger away from embarrassing myself, and when she swallowed me inside the hot, wet heat of her mouth again, I was done.

      “Laurel,” I growled, tugging on her hair. “You’re fucking killing me here.”

      Her laugh was wicked and her smile sinful. I urged her to her feet then grabbed her ass and pulled her in close.

      “I want you,” I said.

      “You have me.”

      “For more than just a night?”

      “For however many nights you want.”

      I kissed my way along her jaw to her ear then whispered, “What if I want them all?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            39

          

          
            Laurel

          

        

      

    

    
      WHAT IF I want them all?

      What did that mean? A month, a year, possibly more? I wasn’t sure, but I wasn’t about to stop to ask. Noah was smoothing his hands around my ass to the back of my skirt, and then he reached my lacy white thong.

      “I have to say, I am a fan of your clothing choices. These prim little sundresses, your work skirts and heels, those tailored pants and blouses—you always look so professional and yet one hundred percent woman. It makes it difficult to concentrate. Especially when I know something like this—”

      He massaged down the strip of lace bisecting my cheeks and growled.

      “—is waiting for me underneath. Flawless. You’re absolutely flawless.”

      He let me go and reached for the lace edge of my chemise, then drew it slowly up my body and tossed it over the reading chair by my window.

      With a flick of his fingers, he unclipped my bra and then drew the straps down my arms. The cool air against my breasts made my nipples tighten to hard nubs. As Noah dropped the bra to his feet, his eyes locked on me with carnal intent. He drew a line with his fingertip down the center of my body to my panties, and then slipped them inside.

      “Ah…” I gripped his forearm as his hand wandered lower. When his fingertips grazed my throbbing clit, my eyes slammed shut.

      “Mmm, you’re so wet.”

      And I was getting wetter by the second. I rocked my hips forward, causing his fingers to slip between my folds. He dragged them back out and rubbed them over my clit, and I shuddered.

      “Bed…” I said against his lips. “Take me to bed, Noah.”

      He kissed me hard and then removed his hand, before sweeping me up in his arms and heading for my bed. After he laid me down in the center of the mattress, he tossed aside several pillows and then moved over me.

      I spread my legs wide, wanting him as close as possible. When he moved in between them, I bowed up to rub against his hard-on. Noah brushed my hair from the side of my face and rested on his forearms by my head, and the feeling of having him so close, so connected with me, was almost more than I could bear.

      “You feel so good under me. Fit me so well.”

      I wound my legs around his and rubbed my wet panties against his naked cock. “You do too. Now get these off me so I can feel you inside me.”

      “Bossy.” Noah nipped at my lip and then moved to kneel on the mattress, then he brought my legs together, propped my heels on his shoulder, and drew the scrap of lace down my legs.

      Once that was gone, he shifted again until he was lying over me. The second our skin met, the breath left me, the feeling so sensual, the emotions so powerful—being this open and vulnerable with him made me more alive than ever before.

      He was right, his body fit perfectly with mine. His erection nudged up against my aching core, and I sank into the delicious sensations coursing through me.

      “You’re so beautiful. I swear, I could look at you all day.” He brushed his lips over mine. “All day, all night, every day of my life.”

      His words filled my heart, his expression filled my soul, and the kiss he so gently gave me made my stomach flutter. Then he moved a little to the side and smoothed his hand down my neck to my breast, where he circled my nipple with his thumb, winked at me, and then moved right along. He continued on down my torso, along the curving line to my waist, then slid his palm over my abdomen and rested it on my stomach.

      He paused and looked down between us where his hand rested and then back up to me, and the emotion filling his eyes nearly made my heart stop.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for having my child, for raising him to be an incredible man, and for giving me the opportunity to now be part of his life. You’ll never understand how much that means to me.”

      Noah brought his fingers to his mouth, kissed them, and placed them back on my stomach.

      “You’re an incredible woman, Laurel. God knows I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve given me. But I’m damn well gonna try.”

      Tears fell down my face. When he looked up at me, I took his cheeks between my hands and drew him up so I could kiss him. As the exquisite weight of his body pressed me down into the covers, I enjoyed the feel of being cocooned by him and the soft duvet.

      I felt safe.

      I felt loved.

      And when he began to move over the top of me, I felt alive.

      I slid my fingers into the back of his hair and arched up into his body. Noah ran his fingers down the outside of my thigh to my knee and hooked his fingers around under it. He then lifted it until I wrapped my leg around him, and he rolled his hips over me in a sensual massage.

      I pressed my head back into the pillow and reveled in the slow build rising in me. My nerve endings were tingling, my thighs clenching, and that erotic throb between my thighs ached for him.

      “Noah,” I said, and he moved so we were again face to face.

      “Right here, Bonnie.”

      The nickname made me smile, and he traced my lips with the tip of his finger. “I need you.”

      He groaned and dropped his forehead to mine.

      “Please.”

      Noah raised his head and swept his thumb across my cheek. Then he shifted so the head of his erection was pushing at my wet center.

      “Yesss…”

      He began to ease inside me. He was slow, sensual, and moved without hesitation, and when he finally bottomed out and stilled, I let the blissful feeling of fulfillment envelop me.

      I touched my thumb to his lip and whispered, “Take me.”

      Noah nipped at my thumb and nodded, then he began to move in a way that left me breathless. Slow, passionate, and hypnotic, he erased everything bad and replaced it with the sublime.

      I writhed under him, searching out that elusive high I knew only he could give, and when goosebumps broke out over my skin, I knew I was there. My arms and legs began to tremble, and I held on tight as my world began to spin out of control and that final explosion hit.

      Noah stiffened in my arms, straining as he too plunged over the edge of sanity and into that joyous state of euphoria. We clung to each other as we plummeted back to earth, and this time when we fell, we did it in each other’s arms.

      He moved to my side and pulled me in close, and a sense of peace that I’d never felt before settled around me. My body relaxed, all my troubles eased, and as I slowly began to drift off into dreamland, I heard Noah say, “This…this is where I belong.”
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      THE DISTANT SOUND of birds enjoying a spring afternoon was what I woke to several hours later. I stretched out on my soft mattress and reached for Noah. But when I came up empty, my heart stopped.

      I clutched at the sheet and jackknifed up as memories of another time and place haunted me. But then the familiar sounds of my home instantly calmed me, and I looked out the window to see the large branches of a tree swaying in the breeze.

      I smiled to myself as I remembered exactly where I was and whom I was with, and then I reached for my dress and climbed out of bed.

      After slipping it on, I padded out to the kitchen to see if I could track down Noah. That was when I spotted the notepad and pen. My heart thumped, but when I picked it up and read, I’m in our spot. Come find me, Bonnie, I knew immediately where he’d gone.

      I rushed to the back door and pulled it open, then hurried around the balcony to the very back of the house. When I spotted Noah sitting beneath the large red oak, my feet froze in place and my heart soared.

      He looked perfect there, exactly how I always remembered him. When he picked up my book and patted the grass beside him, nothing in the world could’ve stopped me from going to him. I ran down the stairs and across the backyard.

      Noah held a hand out to me. “Hey, sleepyhead.”

      “Hey.” I slipped my hand into his and moved down to my knees. As I settled back on my heels, I looked to the oak, where little daisies still flowered around it.

      There on the trunk, where it had been all these years, was my promise to him, and I reached out and traced its jagged lines.

      
        
        Bonnie & Clyde

        Together Forever

      

      

      My eyes blurred as I turned to face him, but when he held out my book, I smiled.

      “You want me to read?”

      “That was always your favorite thing to do when we came here.”

      “Not always.” I took the book.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      He reached for me and tugged me onto his lap, and as I settled into him the way I had too many times to count, I let all of the memories I’d locked up rush back in and fill me with hope. “This is nice.”

      Noah wrapped his arms around me and kissed the top of my head. “It is. I can’t believe you bought this place.”

      “Really?” I rested my head on his shoulder and looked up at him. “I figured if I was going to stay here, I wanted to be somewhere I loved. This place felt like home. A place for me and Jake. It reminded me of you—even if you weren’t here with us.”

      Noah cupped my cheek and gently kissed my lips. “I love you. I don’t think I ever actually stopped. The second I saw you again, I knew.”

      I placed my hand over his and drew it down to cover my heart. “I love you too. I always have. And when I found out about Jake, I was happy. Scared but so happy, because I knew I’d always have a piece of you forever. It just happened to turn out that he’s one hell of an awesome piece.”

      Noah chuckled but then sobered and ran a hand over the back of my hair. “We’ve lost so much time—”

      “But at least we have today and tomorrow.”

      “And every day after that.”

      “What about Italy?”

      “What about Italy? It’s not going anywhere, and we have a year to work out how I can make that work. However, maybe this summer I could take my head sommelier over there for a tasting. We have all the time in the world. But right now, I can’t think of one place I’d rather be than sitting here with you under this tree, watching you read the afternoon away.”

      I tossed the book down beside him and moved to straddle his lap. Then I wound my arms around his neck and nipped at his lower lip. “Liar. You hate sitting still. You always have.”

      Noah smiled and pulled me in tight. “Maybe I’ve changed.”

      “I sure hope not, because I had another favorite thing I loved doing down here with you.”

      Noah rolled me to my back and hovered over the top of me. “Why don’t you show me, just in case.”

      I threaded my fingers through his hair, and when he leaned down to kiss me in the afternoon sun, I knew this was it. We had so much to catch up on, so many years to fill in. Noah had a son to get to know, and I wanted to learn everything I could about the man I’d fallen in love with.

      This was our time, and I wasn’t about to let any more of it slip away. Noah was my past, my present, my forever, and I knew I would love him—always.
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        Thank you for reading PURE SEDUCTION. I hope you enjoyed Noah & Laurel’s love story, and  visiting Chamberlin, CA.

      

        

      
        **Love Pure Seduction? Leave a review!

        Reviews are vital to authors, and all reviews, even just a couple of quick sentences, can help a reader decide whether to pick up our books.

        If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site you purchased from.**
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        If you’d like to get to know Ella better, you can find her getting up to all kinds of shenanigans at:
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