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            Chapter One

         

         Twenty-eight more months.

         Devin James silently repeated it to himself with every crack of his nail gun. He moved to the next mark on the beam, lined up his shot, and drove another spike of steel into the wood.

         Based on the numbers he’d rerun over the weekend, twenty-eight months was how long it was going to take him to save up for a house of his own. Still too long, but he was on target, putting away exactly as much as he’d budgeted for, paycheck after paycheck.

         “Take that,” he muttered, sucking in a breath as he kept moving down the line.

         His dad had told him enough times that he’d never amount to anything. Devin tightened his grip on the nail gun and sank his teeth into the inside of his lip. What he’d give to get that voice out of his head. To show his dad he wasn’t too stupid to do the math, and he wasn’t too lazy to do the work.

         He’d buy those three acres of land from Arthur. His mentor—and his best friend Han’s uncle—had been saving the lot for him for three years now, and he’d promised to sell it to him at cost. Once Devin had the deed in his hand, he’d start digging out the foundation the next day. Between the buddies he’d made at construction sites and the favors folks owed him, he could be standing in his own house within six months. A quiet place all to himself on a wooded lot five miles outside of town. He’d get a dog—a big one, too. A mutt from the animal rescue off Main Street.

         He’d have everything his useless old man told him he could never have. All he had to do was keep his head down and keep working hard.

         He finished the last join on this section of the house’s frame and nodded at Terrell, who’d been helping him out. The guy let go, and they both stood.

         Adjusting his safety glasses, Devin glanced around. It was a cool fall day in his hometown of Blue Cedar Falls, North Carolina. The sun shone down from a bright blue sky dotted with wispy clouds. The last few autumn leaves hung on to the branches of the surrounding trees, while in the distance, the mountains were a piney green.

         He and his crew had been working on this development for the better part of a year now. It was a good job, with good guys for the most part. Solid pay for solid work, and if he had a restlessness buzzing around under his skin, well, that was the kind of thing he was good at pushing down.

         “Hey—James.”

         At the shout of his last name across the build site, Devin looked up. One of the new guys stood outside the trailer, waving him over. Devin nudged the protective muffs off his ears so he could hear.

         “Boss wants to see you before you clock out.”

         Devin nodded and glanced at his watch. The shift ended in thirty. That gave him enough time to quickly clean up and check in with Joe.

         He made a motion to Terrell to wrap things up.

         “What’s the hurry?” a voice behind him sneered. “Got to run off to Daddy?”

         Devin pulled a rough breath in between his teeth. Head down and work hard, he reminded himself.

         No punching the mayor’s son in the face.

         But Bryce Horton wasn’t going to be ignored. He stepped right in Devin’s way, and it took everything Devin had to keep his mouth shut.

         “Isn’t that what you call old Joe?” Bryce taunted. “Daddy? You sure come fast enough when he calls.”

         Devin’s muscles tensed, heat building in his chest.

         He kept himself together, though. Bryce had been like this since high school, putting everybody down and acting like he was the king of the hill. The entire hill was all sand, though. The guy never did any work. If his daddy didn’t run this town, he’d have been out on his rear end ages ago.

         As it was, Bryce’d been hired on as a favor to the mayor’s office, and getting him fired would take an act of God. Didn’t stop Devin from picturing it in his head. Daily.

         Devin ground his molars together and brushed past him.

         “Oh, that’s right,” Bryce called as Devin showed him his back and started to walk away. “Your real daddy left, didn’t he?”

         Red tinted Devin’s vision. He flexed his fingers, curling them into a palm before taking a deep breath and letting them go.

         It’d be so easy, was the thing. Bryce wasn’t a small guy, but he wasn’t a particularly strong one, either. Two hits and he’d be on the ground, snot-faced and crying. That was how bullies were.

         That was how Devin’s dad had been.

         Without so much as a glance in Bryce’s direction, Devin shucked his glasses, muffs, and gloves, stowed his stuff, and headed over to the trailer. As he walked, he blocked out the sound of Bryce running his mouth. He blocked out the surly voice in his own head, too.

         By the time he got to the door, his blood was still up, but he was calm enough to show model employee material, because that was what mattered.

         With a quick knock, he tugged open the trailer door and poked his head inside. Joe was at his desk, big hands pecking out something or other on the keyboard.

         “Hey.” Devin kept his voice level. “Heard you wanted to see me?”

         Joe glanced up and smiled, the lines around his eyes crinkling. “Yeah, hey, have a seat.”

         Devin closed the door and sat down. While Joe finished up what he was working on, Devin half smiled.

         Joe was a good boss because he was one of them. He’d worked his way up the ranks from grunt to site supervisor over the last twenty-five years.

         Didn’t make the sight of his giant frame squished behind a desk any less funny, though.

         After a minute, Joe squinted and hammered the return key before straightening and turning to Devin. “James. Thanks for coming in.”

         “No problem, boss.”

         “I’ll cut to the chase. You’re probably wondering why I called you in here.”

         Devin shifted his weight in his chair. He’d been so distracted by Bryce and then by watching Joe pretend he didn’t need reading glasses that he hadn’t given it that much thought. Business had been good, and Devin never missed a day. He hadn’t screwed anything up that he knew of. Which left only one thing.

         Something he’d dismissed out of hand, even as he’d thrown his hat in the ring.

         “Uh…”

         “You know Todd’s retiring at the end of the month.”

         Devin nodded, his mouth going dry. He fought to keep his reaction—and his expectations—down. “Sorry to see him go.”

         “We all are, but he’s earned it.” Joe let out a breath. Then he cocked a brow. “Big question of the day is who’s going to fill in for him as shift leader for your crew.”

         “You made a decision.”

         “Sure did.” Joe kept a straight face for all of a second. When his face split into a wide smile, Devin mentally pumped his fist. Joe extended his hand across the desk. “Congratulations.”

         Devin didn’t waste any time. He shoved his hand into Joe’s with fireworks going off inside his chest.

         Yes. Holy freaking hell, yes.

         “I won’t let you down, sir.”

         “Oh, believe me, I know it, or I woulda picked somebody else.”

         As he pulled his hand back, Joe started talking about responsibilities and expectations, and Devin was definitely listening.

         He was also mentally updating all the numbers in his budget.

         He’d never really expected to get the job of shift leader. There were older guys who’d put their names in. Heck, Bryce could have gotten it, and then Devin would have been looking for another job entirely.

         But he knew exactly how much his pay was going to go up by. Every cent of it could go into savings. Twenty-eight months would be more like fourteen. Maybe even twelve.

         One year. One year until he’d have enough for the land and the materials.

         He couldn’t wait to tell everybody. Drinks with his buddy Han would be on him tonight.

         Arthur was going to be so proud.

         Joe paused, narrowing his eyes at Devin and making him tap the brakes on his runaway thoughts. “It won’t be an easy job, Devin.”

         Devin swallowed. “I’m up for the challenge.”

         “You don’t have to convince me,” Joe repeated, holding his big hands up in front of his chest. He set them down on the desk and fixed Devin with a meaningful look. “Just. Stand your ground, okay? Do that and I have every confidence you’ll be fine.”

         Right.

         Moving up would also mean being responsible for an entire shift crew of guys.

         Including Bryce Horton.

         That same hot, ready-to-fight instinct flared inside him, followed right after by the icy reminder to push it down. He smiled tightly. “Not a problem.”

         “All righty, then.” The matter seemed settled as Joe stood. “I’ll get the paperwork sorted. You start training on Monday.”

         Devin rose. “Thank you. Really.”

         Joe gestured with his head toward the door. “Go on. Have a beer or three to celebrate, you hear?”

         Devin had no doubt he’d do exactly that—eventually.

         With a spring in his step, he headed for the parking lot. He smacked the steering wheel of his beat-up bucket of bolts as he got in and slammed the door behind him. As the old truck lurched to life, he cranked the stereo and peeled out, triumph bursting inside him.

         This was it. The break he hadn’t dared to hope for but that he needed, the thing that was going to get him on the fast track to his goals.

         And there was only one place he wanted to go.

         The Harvest Home food bank and soup kitchen stood in a converted mill on the north end of town. Business in Blue Cedar Falls was generally good, and it had only been getting better since tourism had picked up on Main Street.

         Main Street’s cute little tourist district felt a long way away, though. Devin’s wasn’t the only rust bucket truck parked outside Harvest Home. On his way in, he held the door for a woman and her four kids who were coming out, each armed with a bag. He didn’t need to peek inside to know they were filled with not just cans but with fresh food, too. The kind of stuff that filled your belly and your heart.

         Goodness knew Devin’d had to rely on that enough times when he was a kid.

         He ran his hand along the yellow painted concrete wall of the entry hallway, his throat tight. He couldn’t wait to tell Arthur.

         But when he turned the corner, it wasn’t Arthur standing behind the desk. Oh no. Of course it wasn’t.

         Devin’s blood flashed hot. For one fraction of a second, he let his gaze wander, taking in soft curves and softer-looking lips. Dark eyes and long, silky, ink-black hair.

         A throat cleared. A brow arched.

         Like he’d been slapped upside the head, he jerked his gaze back to meet hers. She smiled at him mischievously, and he bit back a swear.

         “Hey, Zoe,” he managed to grit out. Silently, he said the rest of her name, too.

         Zoe Leung. Devin’s best friend Han Leung’s little sister. Arthur Chao’s beloved niece.

         The one person on this earth he should not be getting caught checking out. Especially by her.

         “Hey, Dev.” The curl of her full lips made his heart feel like a puppy tugging at its leash to go run off into traffic. Only a semi was barreling down the road.

         The past few months since Zoe had moved back home after college had been torture. Fortunately, he had lots of practice keeping himself from doing anything stupid around her. He’d been holding himself in check for years, after all. Since she was eighteen and he was twenty-two.

         Because if he ever let go of that leash on his control? Gave in to the invitation in her eyes?

         Well.

         It’d probably be a whole lot easier if he just got run over by a truck.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Zoe Leung’s heart pounded as heat flared in Devin’s eyes.

         Only for it to flicker and then fizzle in about two seconds flat.

         The whole thing made her want to tear her hair out.

         Because she was a realist, you know? Sure, she’d had a crush on Devin since she’d realized that not all boys were slimy and gross (her brother Han definitely excluded). But she’d never expected anything to ever come of it.

         To him, she was the bratty kid who used to follow her brother and his friends around all the time. Skinned knees and messy ponytails and oversize hand-me-down T-shirts did not bring any boys to the yard, and she’d made her peace with that.

         Right until her high school graduation, four and a half long years ago.

         Her mom had made such a big deal of it. Her last kid graduating from high school had combined with menopause in some pretty unpredictable ways. Finally, the nagging about wanting a good picture had gotten to be too much. Fed up with it all, Zoe had gotten her sister Lian to help her figure out how to do her hair and her makeup, and she’d actually worn a dress for once. It’d been a big hassle, but she’d had to admit that she felt and looked great.

         At the party after, while Han and Devin and a few of their friends were tossing a football around in the backyard, she’d gone up to them to let them know the pizza was there.

         She could see it all in her head so clearly. Devin had looked up. His eyes had gone wide.

         Only to have a football smack him right in the head.

         He’d never looked at her the same after that. Every time his gaze landed on her, it would darken. His Adam’s apple would bob, and that scruffy jaw would tense, his rough, hardworking hands clenching into fists at his sides.

         Exactly the way he’d been looking at her about two seconds ago.

         An angry flush warmed her cheeks as he jerked his gaze away—probably checking to make sure her overprotective big brother, Han, wasn’t going to materialize out of nowhere and throw another football at his head.

         It was infuriating.

         When he didn’t have any interest in her, she could totally handle it. But now? This weird, intense game of sexual-attraction chicken he was playing?

         What a bunch of bull.

         The last time they’d run into each other at the drugstore, he’d done the same thing, heat building in his gaze right until the moment she’d stared back at him. She’d played it cool, hoping he’d say something. Instead, he’d grabbed the first thing he saw off the shelf and darted toward the checkout. Either the guy was super eager to get home with his novelty sunglasses or he was avoiding her.

         After months of being back home spinning her wheels on her doomed job search, she was tired of spinning her wheels on whatever was going on between the two of them, too. She wasn’t expecting him to drop down on one knee and ask her to marry him or anything. But she was into him, and it sure seemed like he was into her. While she was here, couldn’t they, like, do something about it?

         Enough playing it cool. Clearly she was going to have to be the one to make the first move.

         Abandoning subtlety for once, she sauntered over to him. She put a little swing in her hips, just for fun. She’d come out of her shell a lot during the four years she’d been away. She could still rock a messy ponytail and an oversize T-shirt, but the snug top and short skirt she was wearing in preparation for her shift at the Junebug tonight were just as comfortable—and she knew how to use them.

         “How’s it going?” she asked, coming to a stop a foot away. Too close, for sure. The air hummed. He was tantalizingly warm, pushing heat into the tight space between them and making her skin prickle with awareness.

         Licking her lips, she gazed up at him. She was all but batting her lashes here.

         The darkness in his eyes returned as he stared down at her.

         He had always been good-looking. Back in the day, it had been in a loping, gangly teenage way. His spots on the baseball and football teams had put some muscle on him, but whatever he’d been up to at his construction job had done even more. Under his jacket and tee, he rippled with muscle. His jaw had gone from soft to chiseled, and he kept his golden-brown hair shorter, too.

         “Uh.” He swallowed. “Good. Great, actually.”

         “Yeah?”

         He still hadn’t backed away. That was a good sign, right?

         “Yeah.” He nodded almost imperceptibly.

         Something turned over, low in the pit of her belly. He smelled so good, like man and hard work and wood shavings.

         She wanted to ask him what was going on that was so great. She wanted to sway forward into him, tip her head up or put her hand on his broad chest and find out if it was as hard and hot as it looked.

         He swallowed and shifted his weight, edging ever so slightly closer to her. Her heart thudded hard. Maybe he wanted her to do all those things, too. Maybe…

         “Devin? What are you doing here?”

         Crap.

         The instant Uncle Arthur’s gently accented voice rang out, Devin jumped back as if he’d been burned. The hot thread of tension that had been building between them snapped. A flush rose on her cheeks, almost as deep as the disappointment flooding her chest.

         “Arthur! Hey, um.” Devin glanced around wildly, looking at everything but Zoe. Honestly, it would have been less conspicuous if he’d come over and put his arm around her. “Do you have a second?”

         “For you?” Uncle Arthur smiled, pleased lines appearing around his eyes and mouth. “Of course.” He looked to Zoe. “You don’t mind?”

         Zoe forced a smile of her own. “Of course not.”

         With a smile of thanks to Zoe, Uncle Arthur led Devin back to his office. Zoe was tempted to follow and listen at the door, but that would be childish.

         Instead, she sighed and retreated to the front desk. This was a slow hour. All the appointments for people to pick up goods from the food bank were over, but the soup kitchen hadn’t opened for dinner service yet. Down the hall, pots and pans banged, though, so Harvest Home’s two staff cooks, Sherry and Tania, must already be at work.

         That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything to do, of course.

         Ever since she’d slunk back to Blue Cedar Falls with the useless accounting degree her mom had talked her into, she’d been splitting her time between scrolling social media, waitressing at the new bar in town, and helping out here. Working at Harvest Home barely paid a pittance, of course, but she didn’t mind. Uncle Arthur might be her mom’s brother, but he was her exact opposite in terms of how he treated Zoe. He was cool and relaxed, and he trusted Zoe with real responsibilities. Watching him work his rear end off here—even though he was in his sixties and on three different high blood pressure medications—made her want to live up to his example.

         She liked helping people. Sending folks off with whatever they needed to help get them through tough times gave her a warm feeling inside. Even the boring administrative stuff felt important.

         With a sigh, she plunked behind the desk and got to it, confirming pickups, arranging deliveries, and checking in about volunteer shifts. When the crew of said volunteers helping out with supper tonight showed up, she showed them to the kitchen and placed them in Sherry’s and Tania’s capable hands. On the way back, she definitely did not linger outside Arthur’s office, staring at the closed door as if she could burn through it with her laser eyes and find out what he and Devin were going on about.

         Okay, maybe for a minute, but that was it.

         As she returned to the front room and started in on labeling bags for the next day’s pickups, the door swung open.

         A telltale tutting sound announced who it was before Zoe could so much as look up.

         “Zhaohui.” Her mother came in carrying a box of extra produce from their family restaurant, the same way she did every Tuesday—the one day of the week the Jade Garden was closed. She set the box down and came straight over, her tone as disapproving as ever as she snatched the marker from Zoe’s hand. “You know Arthur likes black ink.”

         Zoe rolled her eyes. “Well, I like purple, and do you see Arthur doing the work?”

         “I think the bags look great.” Han had come in behind her, hauling another crate of soon-to-expire vegetables.

         “See?” Zoe told her mom.

         Her mom made that noise in the back of her throat that said nothing and everything as she waved a hand at Zoe and let her grab the marker back. She drifted away, and Zoe met her brother’s gaze over her head.

         “Hey.” Han wrapped an arm around her shoulders to give her a quick squeeze in greeting. She rolled her eyes the way she was contractually obligated to as his little sister, but she appreciated the affection all the same. “How’s it been today?”

         “Not bad.” Zoe finished labeling the bags—in dark, entirely legible purple—as she gave him a general rundown. She glanced at the clock. She didn’t need to leave for her shift at the Junebug for another few minutes. Normally, with Han and her mom here to take over, she’d head out and get a few minutes of quiet in her car to decompress, but she eyed the back office again.

         Before she had to make a decision, the door swung open, and her breath caught. Devin came out first. Uncle Arthur followed, patting his back. Both of them were all smiles.

         As Devin spotted Han, his grin grew even wider. “Dude, I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

         “What’s up?” The two traded bro-hugs and smashed their fists together, and for a second it was like being twelve years old again, watching them and feeling completely outside it all.

         Devin stepped back. “Guess who’s moving up to shift leader next week.”

         “Whaaaat?” Han held his hand out, and they high-fived.

         “That’s awesome,” Zoe interjected.

         Devin’s gaze shot to hers only to dart right back away.

         Uncle Arthur clapped Devin’s shoulder. “I knew it would happen.”

         The corners of Devin’s mouth curled up, even as he shrugged and looked down.

         Zoe’s ribs squeezed. He might be trying to act cool, but Devin had been following her uncle around for even longer than Zoe had been following Devin. She knew the praise and faith meant the world to him.

         “Your company hiring?” her mom asked Devin, her tone way too innocent. “Maybe in accounting department?”

         Zoe glared at her.

         “What?” Her mom put her hand over her chest. “I’m just asking.” She raised her brows. “Someone has to.”

         Sure, sure. So helpful. Zoe clamped her mouth shut against the instinct to remind her mom that she’d been the one to push Zoe into accounting in the first place. Well, that or medicine or law, and accounting had definitely been the easiest option of those.

         Zoe hadn’t exactly had a strong sense of what she wanted to do, but it wasn’t sit behind a desk crunching numbers all day. The fact that she hadn’t been able to find a job in the field was salt in the wound. Did her mom really need to remind her of it constantly?

         “I’ll check, Mrs. Leung,” Devin promised. He cast Zoe a sympathetic glance, and she couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than him totally ignoring her.

         Her mother cocked a brow, silently saying, See?

         Zoe huffed out a breath.

         Diffusing things the way he always did, Han turned back to Devin. “We have to celebrate.”

         “The Junebug does two-for-one drinks before eight tonight,” Zoe blurted out. Self-consciousness stole over her as all eyes turned to her, but screw it. She doubled down. “Plus, you know.” She pointed her thumbs at her chest. “Employee discount.”

         Han looked to Devin, brows raised.

         “Sure,” Devin said slowly. He let his gaze fall on her for all of a second. There was that flare of heat again. But as fast as it had come, it disappeared as his eyes darted away. “Who doesn’t like cheap beer, right?”

         “Right,” Zoe agreed. She smiled tightly.

         Thanks to her entire freaking family showing up, this round of “Poke Devin Until He Cracks” was a stalemate.

         But the good news was that she’d just earned herself another shot.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         “So, how’s it feel?” Han asked. “Mr. Fancypants promotion.”

         Devin shook his head. “I’m still having a pretty hard time believing it.”

         After a brief stop at home to change, he’d met Han at the Junebug on Main Street for the cheap drinks Zoe had promised them. Add in some burgers and the owner Clay’s famous cheese fries, and this was basically Devin’s ideal night out. He snagged another stick of greasy goodness from the basket in front of him and popped it in his mouth. It tasted like victory.

         And cheese.

         But mostly victory. After years of careful planning, everything he’d been working for finally felt like it was within his grasp. Arthur’d taken the time to rerun the numbers with him in his office, and twelve months was a solid projection. For years now, Arthur had been holding on to that lot on the outskirts of town for him. It was one of a handful of shrewd real estate investments he’d made decades ago. He’d been slowly selling off the rest of his plots as Blue Cedar Falls had grown and tourism had boomed, but not that one. It made Devin’s throat tight, just thinking about it. The guy had so much faith in him.

         Sure, he’d also somehow gotten Devin to commit to mustering up a volunteer squad from Meyer Construction to serve Sunday supper at Harvest Home—some church group had apparently made the finals in a choral competition and had to pull out at the last minute. But that was just more evidence of how much he trusted Devin.

         Well, Devin was going to show him that he’d put his faith in the right man. He’d get enough guys from work to show up on Sunday—no problem. And twelve months from now, he’d make good on his promise to buy those undeveloped acres.

         His own land, away from the crappy apartments where he’d grown up. Someplace quiet just for him, no nosy roommates or noisy neighbors upstairs. A home he’d build with his own two hands.

         Just don’t screw it up, a voice in his head whispered.

         Devin bit the inside of his cheek. Ignoring the doubt in the back of his mind, he reached for his beer and took a good swig.

         “How’re you boys doing?” Zoe appeared at the side of their table in the corner. Heaven help him. She’d put on some lipstick or something since he’d seen her at Harvest Home. He couldn’t stop looking at her red mouth, and his best friend was going to murder him. Oblivious, Zoe glanced between the both of them. “Y’all ready for another round?”

         Devin drained the last gulp from his glass and thunked it down in front of her. “Sure am.”

         “Awesome.”

         Devin should probably be pacing himself. He had an early shift in the morning. But he was celebrating. Letting loose for one night wouldn’t hurt.

         Just so long as he didn’t slip up and let himself look at Zoe’s chest.

         Crap. Too late.

         He jerked his gaze away. “Maybe some water, too,” he croaked.

         Zoe nodded. “Probably a good call.”

         “Whatever he’s having, put it on the house.” Clay Hawthorne, owner and proprietor of the Junebug, wandered over. He clapped Devin on the shoulder, then shot a narrow-eyed glance at Han. “Not this guy, though.”

         “Hey,” Han protested. “After all the free food I give you.”

         “Fine, fine.” Clay held his hands up in front of his chest. “It’s all on the house, but, Zoe, don’t give them any top-shelf stuff, you hear?”

         “Only the worst for my brother,” Zoe agreed. “Got it, boss.”

         “You know I’m just giving you free stuff because it means I don’t have to write a receipt, right?” Clay told them.

         Han shook his head. “You have really got to figure that stuff out, man.”

         “I know.” Clay scrubbed a hand through his red-brown hair. “But math is hard.”

         Devin gestured around. “When you get to big numbers like this it is.”

         “Doomed by your own success,” Han sympathized.

         Clay was a relative newcomer to Blue Cedar Falls, but you’d never know it. Devin didn’t make it out to Main Street all that often, but whenever he did, the Junebug was hopping, drawing in the tourists that flocked to the area and locals alike. Clay seemed to know everybody on a first-name basis—or if he didn’t at the start of the night, he did by the end.

         He’d become good friends in particular with Han, which was great to see. Han had been Devin’s best friend since they were kids. He was a good guy—maybe the best. But he was so serious, carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. He didn’t get out a lot. The guy could use another friend in his corner.

         “Tell me about it,” Clay grumbled. “This place was supposed to be small, you know. Just a hole in the wall for me and maybe ten other people.”

         “Guess you should have told June that.” Han tipped his head toward the front door, which had just swung open to reveal the lady in question.

         Clay’s complaining ceased, his whole demeanor changing as he lifted a hand to her in greeting. She smiled, too, broad and unreserved, as she crossed the space toward him.

         Devin shook his head, rolling his eyes fondly as Clay swept June up in his arms. He’d never get over a big, gruff guy like that turning into a teddy bear whenever his girlfriend was around.

         As they kissed, Devin looked away, because wow. They were really going at it. He happened to meet Zoe’s gaze, and they shared a stifled laugh at the PDA.

         Then Devin had to look away all over again, because sharing anything with Zoe—especially something related to kissing—was a terrible idea.

         “Get a room.” Han threw a napkin at Clay and June, and they finally broke apart.

         Zoe swatted lightly at Han. “Don’t listen to my brother,” she told June. “He’s just jealous.”

         “Ew.” Han recoiled. “I definitely am not.”

         And okay, yeah, considering Han had dated June’s sister May for approximately all of high school, that made sense.

         “How’s it going?” June asked, ignoring him.

         “Fine,” Zoe told her. “Just commiserating with Clay about how you ruthlessly turned his dive bar into the most popular spot on Main Street.”

         June shook her head and patted his arm. “Pretty sure that was mostly your doing.” She gestured around. “Everything here was your idea. I just helped you put it all together.”

         “Okay, fine, it was a group effort,” Clay said, his smile wry. He then pointedly steered the conversation away from how business was booming—and, Devin noticed, away from the jabs Han had been making about how he needed to get his accounting figured out.

         If anybody else noticed, they didn’t make a big deal of it, so Devin kept mum, too. They all made small talk for a few minutes. Inevitably, Zoe had to excuse herself to go check on her other tables. “You got everything under control?” Clay asked.

         Zoe gave him a thumbs-up as she walked away. “On top of it all, boss.”

         “Guess we should head out.” To Han and Devin, he explained, “Date night.”

         “Have fun,” Han told them.

         “And thanks again for the grub,” Devin said.

         Clay tipped an imaginary hat at him before turning and steering June toward the back.

         Devin returned to his burger, but after a minute, it registered with him that Han’s attention was decidedly elsewhere. And that he wasn’t happy.

         He followed his buddy’s scowling gaze.

         And kind of immediately wished he hadn’t.

         Zoe stood over by a table on the other side of the bar, her head tipped back in laughter as a group of guys gave her their orders. One of them had sidled his chair awfully close to her. Another winked.

         Devin fought not to sigh.

         “Don’t do it,” he warned.

         Han’s voice came out gruff and pinched. “Do what?”

         “Whatever it is you’re thinking about doing to those jerks.”

         The guy next to Zoe leaned over as if to pick something up off the ground, only there was nothing there.

         Han bristled.

         Zoe neatly sidestepped the creeper, but none of the tension left Han’s frame.

         “Seriously, dude.” Devin shifted his chair to block Han’s sight line. If it also meant he couldn’t see Zoe anymore, well, that was just a bonus. “She can handle herself.”

         The opening night of the Junebug had proven that. Han had lost it on the guys leering at his little sister, and she’d put both them—and her brother—in their places.

         “I know,” Han grumbled. “But those guys are out of line.”

         He wasn’t wrong, but still. “When it comes to Zoe, you think everyone is out of line.”

         “I do not.”

         “You absolutely do.” Devin’s throat tightened.

         Han had always been overprotective. When they were kids, it was cool. No one at Blue Cedar Falls Elementary could mess with either Zoe or their middle sister, Lian. But as the girls had gotten older—and after Han’s father died—Han’s overprotective instincts went out of control.

         “I just…” Han picked at his fries before pushing them away. “I know she’s an adult, okay?”

         “You sure about that?”

         Han ignored him. “She’s an adult, but she doesn’t act like one. At her age, I’d taken over the restaurant. I was paying the mortgage, you know? She’s living in the basement.”

         Ouch.

         That wasn’t exactly fair, though. Their father had died during Han’s first term at the Culinary Institute in Raleigh. It’d been his decision to leave and help his mom out after.

         It’d also been his decision to make sure Zoe and Lian wouldn’t have to make the same sorts of sacrifices.

         Devin raised a brow. “You think she shouldn’t have gone to school?”

         “Of course not.” Han blew out a breath. “It’s not even that I mind her living in the basement. It’s just—those guys are dirtbags.”

         “Maybe dirtbags leave good tips.”

         “It’s more than that,” Han insisted. “It’s like she likes dirtbags. You remember all the losers she brought home in high school. And none of them lasted.”

         “So she dated a few guys.” Devin stared at Han pointedly. “Most people did.”

         Han narrowed his eyes right back. “This is not about me. Or May.”

         Han had been practically married to May Wu for the entirety of high school, and everybody knew it.

         As Devin saw it, Han had never gotten over her, either. Just because he’d mated for life didn’t mean he should expect everybody else to.

         “Uh-huh.”

         “I didn’t go nuts on Lian, did I?”

         Lian had also been a lot less of a wild child than Zoe growing up.

         “I’m telling you,” Han insisted. “You know how Zoe and Mom would go at it. She’s always been rebellious. Mom says turn left and Zoe heads right. Mom says get a job in your field, and Zoe ends up waitressing in a bar.”

         “In a job you got her.”

         “Beside the point—I just wanted to get her out of the house, and Clay needed the help.” Han picked up a fry and pointed at Devin with it. “The guy thing is just a part of it. She’ll bring home anyone she thinks will piss Mom off.”

         Was that it?

         Devin fought not to squirm. If so, how far did it go? Their mom had her opinions, and yes, she and Zoe bumped heads about them. But was Han any different with his overprotective crap?

         Would Zoe do something just to piss her brother off, too?

         Suddenly, Zoe going all seductive temptress on Devin back at Harvest Home that afternoon took on a whole new light.

         Something in his stomach churned. He’d known better than to act on her flirtations—for a whole host of reasons. But if she’d been doing it to get a rise out of Han?

         Devin took a big gulp of his water to wash down the bitterness creeping into the back of his throat.

         It didn’t matter. Han was Devin’s best friend. If he didn’t want anyone dating his little sister, Devin would respect that.

         That didn’t stop him from asking one final question.

         “So what if she brought home someone you did like? Someone with good intentions, a decent job. Treated her well.” Devin’s voice threatened to tick upward, but he wrestled it down. “What would you do then?”

         Han chuckled. “Sure. That’ll be the day.”

         “For real, though.”

         “Look, I just want her to be happy. She brings home someone great, fine. But I don’t see it happening. She’s immature and messing with fire just to see if it’ll burn. I’m protecting her from douchebag guys at bars, sure. But I’m also protecting her from herself.”

         “Who are you protecting from herself? Someone new?” Crap, where had Zoe come from? She set a fresh beer down in front of Devin. She snagged the other one off her tray and held it over the table like she was seriously considering throwing it in her brother’s face. “Or just me, like usual?”

         Han reached out and grabbed the pint glass, but she pulled it away, keeping it out of his grasp.

         “Way to prove how mature you are.” Han stood.

         She set the glass down with a thud. Beer sloshed right to the edge, but it didn’t spill over. Clenching her jaw, she asked, “Anything else I can get you gentlemen?”

         “Zo, don’t be like that.”

         She ignored Han. “Devin?”

         “Nah,” Devin said carefully. “I’m good.”

         “Great, well, anything you need, you just let me know.” She smiled at him way too sweetly.

         He swallowed hard, his heart pounding. The full force of her attention on him affected him way more than it should. He didn’t want Han getting a whiff of him being interested. He didn’t want her getting an inkling about it, either.

         Maybe her earlier flirting had been genuine. But her being sunshine and roses to him now?

         Yeah. That was definitely for Han’s benefit.

         Which cast everything else in doubt, too.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         “Stop.”

         Zoe screeched to a halt with her hand mere inches from the knob on her family home’s back door.

         So close.

         Her mother cleared her throat, and Zoe prayed for strength before turning around. “Yes, Mother?”

         Her mom stood in the kitchen, brows raised, arms crossed. Ling-Ling, the shepherd mix Han had adopted after Zoe left home, sat at her heels. If it was possible, the dog bore the same judgmental glare. “How many résumés did you send out today?”

         “Mom—”

         “How many?” her mother repeated, firm.

         Zoe blew out an exasperated breath. “I didn’t, like, count.”

         “And why not? We paid for a degree in accounting, did we not?”

         “Would you like me to send you a spreadsheet?”

         Her mom scowled, and Ling-Ling made a little growling sound. “No need to take that tone.”

         Zoe could say the same herself. “Look—”

         “You remember what we talked about earlier, right?”

         How could Zoe forget?

         “Yes, Mom.” Zoe wasn’t applying herself enough, wasn’t taking her future seriously, wasn’t considering enough options, blah, blah, blah. “Can I go now? I promised Uncle Arthur I’d open up Harvest Home for him.”

         The severe line of her mother’s frown finally softened. “Fine.” She made a little shooing motion with her hand. “Go, go.”

         Zoe turned to leave. “I just fed Ling-Ling, so don’t let her con you into a second dinner.”

         Her mom never cut Zoe an inch of slack, but the dog walked all over her.

         “You send me that spreadsheet tomorrow,” her mom called.

         “I was obviously kidding about that,” Zoe cast over her shoulder, opening the door.

         She kept walking right on through it, too, blocking out any further replies from her mother by swiftly—but gently!—closing the door behind her.

         Still annoyed by the whole thing, she got into her sensible pre-owned Kia and started it up. Her fingers itched on the steering wheel, and the urge to put the pedal to the metal as she pulled onto Main Street tugged at her. She mentally shook her head at herself. The last thing she needed was Officer Dwight pulling her over and giving her a lecture, too.

         As she begrudgingly maintained the speed limit, she ran over her mom’s words again in her head. With every iteration, she got more worked up. Wasn’t it bad enough that her mom had pressured her into going into accounting in the first place?

         “Think about your future,” Zoe mumbled, imitating her mother’s voice. “You want good job, right?”

         Fat lot of good the accounting degree had done her in that respect.

         To be fair, Zoe hadn’t exactly had a better idea about what to do with her life. But it would have been nice to have had some options other than doctor, lawyer, or bean counter.

         She chewed on the inside of her lip. At a stoplight, she impulsively hit the button on the dashboard to make a call.

         Her sister, Lian, picked up on the second ring. Long and drawn out, her voice came out over the car’s tinny speakers, “Yes?”

         “How did you know what you wanted to do with your life?”

         “Well, hello to you, too.”

         “I’m serious,” Zoe insisted.

         Despite facing more or less the same pressure from their mother, Lian had forged her own path. She had a job as a teacher in the next town over, with a 401(k) and health insurance and everything and an apartment where no one harassed her every time she tried to get out the door.

         Basically, living the dream.

         “I can tell,” Lian said dryly. There were rustling noises in the background. “Give me a second to think.”

         Zoe didn’t have a second. The drive to Harvest Home took only ten minutes, and she’d squandered at least seven of them stewing. “I mean, you must have felt pretty strongly about it. Goodness knows it wasn’t Mom’s idea.”

         Lian laughed. “No, that it was not.” She hummed in thought, then said, “I guess…When you know, you just know. You know?”

         “Clearly not.” Zoe groaned.

         “Sorry, that’s what I’ve got.”

         “You are so useless.”

         “Uh-huh. Which is why you always call me first when you’re stuck.”

         “I’m not stuck.” Okay, she was. Kind of.

         She just didn’t know what to do with her life or how to get her mother off her back. But other than that, she was fine.

         No, she hadn’t made any progress on Operation: Seduce Devin Until He Breaks, but she had her job at the Junebug, which was fun and paid well. Her leftover free time—when she wasn’t applying for jobs or making pointless spreadsheets for her mother—she spent at Harvest Home, and it was…well, great.

         She sighed. If only she could convince Uncle Arthur to take that well-earned trip to Fiji he was always talking about and let her take over there full time. She’d miss him, sure, and it wouldn’t exactly be a fancy corporate accounting job. But if she could rustle up enough grants to pay herself a salary, even her mother couldn’t give her a hard time about that.

         As she turned into Harvest Home’s parking lot, she finished up her conversation with her sister. Sherry and Tania arrived just as she was heading toward the door.

         “Good afternoon, ladies,” Zoe said, swinging her hair out of her face as she found the right key.

         Sherry grinned. She was an older white woman who’d been cooking for Harvest Home since Arthur had founded it back in the late nineties. “Hey, Zoe.”

         “Arthur finally take a day off?” Tania asked. Tania was newer, hired when the place had expanded a few years ago, but now it was hard to imagine how they’d gotten along without her. She was Black and maybe twenty years younger than Sherry, and the two were a powerhouse team.

         “Fingers crossed.”

         Tania threw her head back and laughed. “I give it an hour.”

         “Swear I’m going to tie that man to his recliner.” Zoe shook her head and pushed open the door.

         Uncle Arthur was tireless, and getting him to take an entire day off—much less a trip to Fiji—was a rare victory. She swallowed hard. The only person she’d ever known who worked harder was her dad, and everyone knew how that had ended. If he’d rested and relaxed more, would that have prevented him from dropping dead of a heart attack at forty-eight?

         Who knew. Probably not.

         But Uncle Arthur was sixty-five with high blood pressure. The guy deserved a break.

         Heading inside, Zoe flicked on the lights and fired up the computer to check messages at the front desk. Sherry and Tania made their way to the kitchen. Absently, Zoe pulled up the volunteer schedule. It took its sweet time loading, so she called, “Any idea who’s serving tonight?”

         As paid employees, Sherry and Tania were the backbone of the organization’s meal service, but they couldn’t pull off feeding fifty people a day without an equally dedicated crew of volunteers. Businesses, churches, and schools fielded teams that came out to make the magic happen every night.

         Sherry and Tania must have been out of earshot. Frowning, she wiggled the computer mouse and reloaded the schedule. Before it could come up, the door swung open. Zoe darted her gaze toward the entryway.

         Only to be met with a pair of gorgeous blue eyes, a broad set of shoulders, a trim, muscular frame, and a bright smile.

         “Meyer Construction, reporting for duty,” Devin said.

         Zoe’s heart did a little jump inside her chest as she straightened up. “Oh, hey!”

         “Hey.” Just like he had the last time he strode through that door, he raked his gaze over her. She swallowed. She wasn’t dressed to get good tips at the Junebug today. A flannel shirt over a T-shirt and jeans was hardly what she’d call sexy, but it didn’t seem to matter, based on the way his eyes darkened.

         “I didn’t know you all were serving today.”

         Devin moved forward into the space, making room for a half dozen folks to file in after him. He shrugged, tucking his thumbs into the belt loops of his dark-rinse jeans. “Arthur talked me into it when I was here telling him about my promotion.” One corner of his mouth curled upward. “Said it’d be a good use for my new leadership skills.”

         The last guy to come in groaned. “Are we ever going to hear the end of that?”

         Devin stiffened and flexed his jaw. “I haven’t even started yet, Bryce.”

         Ah, okay, now Zoe recognized the guy shouldering past Devin. The mayor’s son, Bryce Horton, had been a couple of years ahead of her in school, but Lian had complained about him plenty at the time. He’d been a royal jerk, and it didn’t seem like much had changed.

         “Then why am I even here?” Bryce asked, pulling out his phone and plunking down in one of the chairs meant for patrons.

         Devin’s whole frame radiated tension, but however angry he was, he kept it out of his tone. “Come on. Kitchen’s in the back.”

         Bryce rolled his eyes, even as he kept his gaze glued to what sure looked like a dating app he was swiping through. Zoe resisted the urge to sneak a peek at his username—just so she could avoid it if she ever ended up on the same site.

         Devin’s voice dropped. “Now.”

         Grumbling, Bryce lurched out of the chair and followed Devin down the hall.

         “Right behind you,” Zoe called. She just had a couple more quick things to take care of out here.

         Bryce looked over his shoulder at her and made a super-gross kissy face. Glancing back, Devin caught him, and his eyes narrowed, his hands curling into fists at his sides.

         Interesting. When her brother shot his death glare at guys who were hitting on her at the bar, it made her want to strangle him. But when Devin did it?

         A warm little shiver ran up her spine.

         She probably shouldn’t like it so much, but she did.

         She swallowed, fighting to calm the flutters in her chest as she shot Bryce a glare of her own. No matter how much Devin’s protectiveness gave her the warm fuzzies, she could handle herself. “Wasn’t talking to you,” she informed Bryce.

         “Sure.” He clicked his tongue and brought his hand to his ear like a phone and mouthed, Call me.

         Devin bustled him along, thunderclouds in his eyes. The coiled strength in him gave her even more little flutters inside.

         As soon as they disappeared around the corner, she put her head in her hands to muffle her groan. Getting the butterflies over this guy was pathetic. She was acting like a swooning schoolgirl with a crush again.

         Sucking in a deep breath, she dropped her hands from her face. She was too old for this pining nonsense.

         Resolve filled her. Devin showing up to volunteer tonight might have taken her by surprise, but it was a golden opportunity. Han was working at the restaurant tonight, so he couldn’t appear from out of nowhere, football in hand or no. Devin would have his guard down.

         With so many people around, Zoe couldn’t exactly seduce Devin. But maybe this was her chance to show him that she was so much more than a kid with a crush now.

         And that the spark between them was real.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Need any help?”

         Zoe sighed and cast her gaze skyward but didn’t stop busing dishes. “I thought you were taking the day off.”

         Uncle Arthur smiled. “Was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop in.” He craned his neck to peer into the dining room. “Decent crowd tonight.”

         “Fifty-seven.”

         “Impressive.” He pursed his lips. “Terrible, but impressive.”

         Nobody wanted to be put out of business more than Uncle Arthur. When his family had landed in this country nearly sixty years ago, they’d relied on soup kitchens. He’d come a long way since then, and he’d had some good luck with investments that had allowed him to found this place. He loved having a way to give back to the community here in Blue Cedar Falls that had taken him in. But if hunger and unemployment just disappeared, he’d be delighted to be out of a job.

         Stir crazy and climbing the walls, looking for his next venture, but delighted.

         “Late fall is always tough.”

         The weather here was warm enough that construction and tourism carried on year-round, but whenever the weather turned chilly, the number of people showing up at Harvest Home climbed.

         “True.” Uncle Arthur came over to squeeze her arm. “Knew you could handle it, though.”

         Her chest contracted. With no one else in her life trusting her to handle anything more than her TikTok account, that was way too nice to hear. She chuckled to hide the tightness behind her ribs. “Which is why you felt no need to check up on me at all.”

         “He’s not checking up on you,” Tania said, coming in from taking a load to the compost pile out back. “He just can’t stay away from me,” she teased.

         “You know me,” Uncle Arthur agreed indulgently, dropping his hand.

         Sherry was right behind Tania. She shook her head at Arthur. “Held out longer than I thought you would.”

         Ignoring her, Uncle Arthur gestured toward the dining room. “I’m just going to quick make the rounds.”

         Zoe waved him along. On his way out, Arthur nearly bumped right into Devin, who had a crate filled with dirty dishes in his arms.

         Devin’s eyes lit up. “Thought you were taking the night off.”

         “Don’t you start in on me, too.” Uncle Arthur waggled a finger at him.

         “You’re working yourself to an early grave,” Zoe called after him.

         Uncle Arthur’s finger shifted to point at her, but she just shrugged. She wasn’t going to apologize for trying to remind him to take a break once in a while. He continued out to the dining room to do his usual thing, thanking volunteers and checking in on the guests. Sherry and Tania followed him with more milk crates to help with cleanup.

         Rolling her sleeves to her elbows, Zoe started running the water.

         Devin brought his crate of dishes over to her. “He’s unstoppable, huh?”

         “Seems it.” She frowned. Her uncle definitely gave that impression, but he was getting up there, and she did genuinely worry about him.

         “He’s fine. There’s a reason he showed up at the last possible second.” Devin tipped his head toward the dining room. “He’s not going to do any work. He just likes talking to everybody.”

         His voice was soft and full of affection.

         “Right.” Sometimes Zoe forgot that Devin’s road to practically becoming a member of their extended family began right here at Harvest Home. Uncle Arthur didn’t like to talk about it, but Devin had started out as a guest, coming by with his dad every week. Then by himself even more often than that. Sure, he’d become best buddies with Han by then, but it went deeper than that. Devin knew better than anyone how dedicated Uncle Arthur was to making people feel welcome here.

         As he started unloading the dirty dishes, Devin’s arm brushed hers, and a shiver of warmth ran through her skin.

         Her throat went dry as she glanced up at him. They’d been working in close quarters all night, but any efforts to either seduce him or change his impression of her had taken a back seat to the task of getting dinner on the table for almost sixty people. In the end, this was the closest they’d really gotten, physically.

         As if he could feel her gaze, he looked down. When their eyes met, heat flushed through her. How could a person’s eyes be so blue? She got lost for a second, just staring at the gold-brown scruff on his sharp jaw, the soft red fullness of his lips, when everything else about him was chiseled and hard.

         “Do you—” The huskiness of his voice only distracted her more.

         “Huh?”

         He pushed a plate toward her more insistently.

         A different, embarrassed flush rose to her cheeks as she grabbed it and ran it under the water. “Right, right. Sorry.”

         He didn’t need to stand so close as he passed her the next one, but she didn’t tell him that. Wasn’t she the one who’d started the game of trying to make him break? With the way he’d been looking at her, she’d taken it as a personal challenge to get him to make a move or at least admit that there was something brewing between them.

         Now here she was, right on the cusp of cracking herself.

         What would he do if she did? If she made the real first move and turned to him. Reached up to graze her fingertips along his cheek.

         If she leaned forward on her tiptoes and tugged him down so she could taste his mouth…

         She shuddered inside, blushing furiously as she placed another plate on the rack inside the dishwasher. She’d been harboring these kinds of fantasies since she was a teenager. It was hard to tell how much was actually possible and how much was just the same nonsense she’d been imagining for years.

         Unwilling to shatter the moment, she set it all aside and concentrated on cleaning up. He seemed content to do the same. Even if his presence was making her heart do weird flips behind her ribs, she tried not to let it show.

         They fell into a rhythm, like they’d been working together like this forever. That made sense—they’d both been volunteering here for years, but it still felt unfairly kismet, somehow.

         “Thanks,” she said after a couple of minutes. “By the way. For bringing in the folks from your company tonight.”

         “Happy to do it.” He let out a rough sigh. “Well, for the most part.”

         It was clear who he was talking about.

         Chuckling quietly, she shook her head. “Yeah, Bryce is still a piece of work, huh?”

         “You have no idea.”

         The guy had barely lifted a finger the entire time he’d been here, and he’d eaten a solid dinner’s worth of food meant for the guests.

         “How does he get away with it?”

         “You know.” A dark undertone ran through Devin’s words.

         She shivered, reminded again of how much strength Devin kept contained inside himself. He never used it, though, no matter how frustrated he got.

         It made her feel…safe. It always had. Even when they’d been kids messing around in Uncle Arthur’s basement. Any time the other boys his age had gotten too rough around her, he’d stepped in and said something.

         Which was probably part of how she’d ended up with this stupid crush on him in the first place.

         “Yeah, I guess I do.”

         People filed in and out of the kitchen, bringing new loads of dishes through. Zoe was indulging herself, spending this time rinsing plates when she should be out there directing traffic, but between Uncle Arthur, Sherry, and Tania, there were enough people running the show for her to dawdle a little longer. And the chance to stand so close to Devin was just too good to pass up.

         “So you’ve really gotten involved here, huh?” he asked, moving to her other side to help her start loading the second washer.

         She shrugged and passed him a stack of silverware. “I have the time right now. And I like helping out. Working with the guests. Getting to spend more time with Uncle Arthur.”

         A smile stole across her face as she talked about it all. She’d missed everyone in her family while she’d been away at college, but her uncle was the only one who didn’t carry any baggage—or seem to have some sort of agenda for what she should do with her life.

         Devin hummed in acknowledgment, giving her space to keep talking. It was refreshing.

         “This place,” she continued, trying to sum it up. “The work we do here, the people we serve. It feels important.”

         “I get it,” Devin said quietly.

         He would.

         But then one corner of his mouth tilted down. “You said you have the time ‘right now.’ You see that changing soon?”

         “Ugh.” Zoe huffed out a breath as she scrubbed at a particularly stubborn spot on a plate. “I don’t know. Apparently, at some point I’m supposed to get a real job.”

         He chuckled and passed her another dish. “What? Overrated.”

         “Says the guy who just got the big promotion.”

         “It’s not that big a deal,” he said, rolling his eyes, but his posture straightened slightly. It was definitely at least a medium-size deal. Humble as he might be, she hoped he was getting some satisfaction from his work.

         She considered for a second before asking, “How did you know? That construction was what you wanted to do?”

         It was the same basic question she’d asked Lian earlier—unhelpful as that conversation had been.

         “I don’t know,” he answered slowly. “I didn’t exactly have a ton of options.”

         “Smart guy like you?”

         He laughed, only it didn’t entirely sound funny. “I like working with my hands. Got a decent eye for it. Pay’s good, relatively speaking. Arthur was able to help me get my foot in the door when I needed—when I decided it was time to find a place of my own.”

         There was something he wasn’t saying, his voice dipping low and pulling at something in her chest. Before she could probe any deeper, though, he looked at her.

         “So, how are things going with the whole real job thing, then?” he asked.

         Well, that was certainly a way to kill the mood.

         “Ugh. Terrible.” Her mom had laid into her just that afternoon, telling her she wasn’t sending out enough résumés or casting her net wide enough, prompting her to waste a good hour or two rage-scrolling Monster. “I’m putting in applications for jobs pretty much all over the state at this point. A few in Atlanta, too.”

         His eyebrows pinched together. “You’d really go that far?”

         “I don’t want to.” She liked it here. She always had. Things here were easy. Comfortable. Being close to her family—when they weren’t driving her up a wall or dictating her love life and her job search, anyway—was nice.

         But she’d do what she had to do. She’d always wanted to get out on her own, and this extended period of being between things was making her itch to be independent again.

         It wasn’t like it was with her brother. Han had come home when their father died and had taken over—well, everything. His sense of duty was giving him white hairs.

         She’d choose to stay here, too, if it worked out. But she had to keep her options open. She couldn’t just be stuck here because she couldn’t make it on her own.

         “We’ll see how things go.” She shrugged. It was such an annoying platitude, but that was her life now.

         “Well, I hope you stay close.” The way he said it was so genuine, she jerked her gaze up to meet his, but he was pointedly studying the dishes. After a second, he smiled, his tone lightening as he darted a teasing glance her way. “I mean, how can Han kill anyone who dares to look at you if you live far away?”

         That was it. She shoved him, and he laughed, plates clanking together as he bumped into them where they were so neatly stacked in the racks. He playfully pushed back, and then what choice did she have, with her wet hands and all, but to flick some water in his face?

         He sputtered, the droplets clinging to his skin in interesting ways, and her breath sped up. She went to do it again, but she must have telegraphed her intentions too clearly, because he grabbed her wrist before she could. Her heart hammered in her chest.

         She stared up into his eyes, and for a second, everything around them faded, because she had seen that look before.

         About two seconds before he got hit in the head with a football. 

         “Someone wanna tell me why we’re out there doing all the work while these two are messing around in here?”

         Devin straightened, pulling away from her so fast, she had to catch herself from falling over.

         Apparently, playing the part of the football tonight, Bryce came over holding one measly dish, which he popped—still caked in drying potatoes—straight into the dishwasher. Struggling not to let on how flustered she was by the unwelcome interruption, Zoe plucked it out and set it in the sink, shooting him a glare.

         “Thank you, Mr. Horton,” Arthur said delicately as he hauled a crate in and set it on the counter. He caught Zoe’s gaze, and she huffed out a breath.

         Bryce’s dad was the mayor. The town gave Harvest Home a bunch of money and support every year. She would do well to remember it.

         But wasn’t that just how a jerk like Bryce got so…jerk-y? Everyone giving him a free pass because his father was a powerful guy?

         She glanced at Devin. How did he do it? Constantly keeping a lid on himself when the guy kept asking to get punched in the face?

         Before she could suss it out, a few more of the Meyer Construction volunteers came in with the last of the supper service cleanup.

         Bryce gawked at the towering piles of dishes. “How are we supposed to get all this done? Some of us have places to be tonight.” Winking, he elbowed one of the other guys, who subtly moved to put more distance between them. Not that Bryce noticed. With a leering smirk and a waggle of his phone, he added, “If you know what I mean.”

         Devin exhaled roughly. He threw his shoulders back. Instead of answering Bryce, he looked around and held his hands out expansively. “With a crew like this? We all pitch in and we’ll have it done in no time.”

         “Uh-huh.” Bryce kept scrolling on his phone.

         “What do you say we put a little wager on it?” Devin’s smile rippled with challenge. “We get out of here within the hour, and the first round at the bar is on me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         This was going to cost Devin a small fortune.

         It was worth it, though. At the hour mark, pretty nearly on the dot, his team had put the last clean pan on its shelf. The fact that Arthur, Sherry, Tania, and Zoe had thrown their backs into it, too, had helped a ton. Heck, even Bryce had cleaned a few tables. Free drinks were some powerful motivation.

         Powerful, expensive motivation.

         As the last guy put in his order, Clay whistled, punching in the numbers on the register.

         “This sure seems like a nightmare for the bookkeeping,” Devin tried in vain. “You should probably just give them to me for free.”

         “Nice try.” Clay printed off the bill and handed it to Devin. “You wanna settle up now or start a tab?”

         “Settle up now.” Passing over his debit card, Devin eyed Bryce, who was standing by the pool table in the corner. Devin had promised the first round, and he was going to see it through, but he wasn’t going to make it easy for anyone to try to turn it into two.

         “Good choice.”

         He signed the slip, then joined the rest of his crew. He tried to pay attention to what they were saying, but his gaze kept drifting to the table in the corner where Zoe sat with Arthur, Sherry, and Tania. All four of them had been only too happy to take him up on the free drink offer, too, and he was happy to have them.

         Probably too happy.

         Working side by side with Zoe tonight had been an eye-opening experience. While her sexy waitress outfit had bowled him over the other day, this afternoon it had been her maturity—the way she’d known how to handle every situation that arose as they’d cooked and served. Even now, while he and his buddies from work stood around, shooting pool and playing darts and talking about yesterday’s game, she was engaged in what looked like a deep conversation with Arthur, Sherry, and Tania. They regarded her with all the respect she deserved. Which he was starting to realize was a heck of a lot.

         She’d really rolled up her sleeves tonight. She knew Harvest Home as well as he did, and despite mostly working in the front office, she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Her eyes went all soft when she talked about the place, too. She might be the only person besides him and Arthur who understood it for the miracle it was.

         She was funny and smart and beautiful and…

         He cut off his train of thought before it could pull any farther out of the station. Jerking his gaze away from her mouth as she laughed at something Tania was saying, he took a big gulp of his beer.

         Han wasn’t here tonight, but the two of them had been friends for so long that the guy lived rent-free in his head. If anybody else was staring at Zoe the way Devin had been just now, Han would’ve been ready to deck him. Devin wasn’t some dirtbag trying to get a peek up her skirt, but he needed to do a better job keeping his eyes to himself.

         Before too long, Bryce gave one of the other guys a noogie before sauntering Devin’s way. Devin crossed his arms over his chest, but his body language wasn’t enough to keep Bryce from coming over and slapping him on the biceps.

         “See you tomorrow, boss.” He said it like an insult, but Devin wasn’t going to take it that way.

         “Bright and early.”

         The instant Bryce was gone, it was like someone had undone one of the knots in Devin’s back. A few others filtered out not long after, and he thanked them each for coming out and giving a part of their day to volunteer.

         Eventually, he and what was left of his crew drifted toward the pool table. They played a couple of rounds, but it was tough to focus. Every time he lined up a shot, he either had to face Zoe or put his back to her, and he had to get this under control. Being this aware of her wasn’t right.

         But it did give him a heads-up when she and the others started to gather their things.

         Arthur was the one to approach first and clear his throat. Devin turned to find him jacket in hand.

         Arthur clapped him firmly on the shoulder. “Good work tonight, Devin.”

         “Anytime.” Then he remembered how Arthur had somehow managed to get him to agree to find a crew for this afternoon without his even fully realizing he’d committed until it was too late. “I mean, not any time, but…”

         “I know what you mean.”

         Devin nodded at Sherry and Tania, who stood behind Arthur, clearly ready to go, too. “Glad you all could come out.”

         Tania grinned. “Any time you feel like footing the bill, you let us know.”

         They said their goodbyes, and the three of them made for the exit.

         Which left Zoe. He scrunched his brows together. She wouldn’t have just snuck out, would she? He would have noticed.

         “Boo,” she said from just behind him, poking his shoulder.

         He didn’t jump, but it was a near thing.

         “Oh, hey.” His voice came out rough. God, she smelled good. She was doing that thing again, getting up in his space, but unlike the other day, it didn’t feel forced or unnatural. It felt like where she was supposed to be. Half hopeful and half ready to be disappointed, he asked, “You taking off, too?”

         She had her flannel shirt draped over her arm and her bag slung across one shoulder, but there wasn’t any sign of her keys. She cocked a brow and glanced behind him. “Actually, I was about to call winner.”

         Oh.

         Oh, okay. This he remembered.

         Devin and Han and some of the other guys used to play pool in Arthur’s basement, days they couldn’t mess around outside. Zoe would hang out there, too, and of course they couldn’t tell Arthur’s niece to scram. They only ever let her play if they needed an even number for a team. She was short and she scratched half her shots, and when she called winner, everybody had to pretend not to groan.

         Unconsciously, he flicked his gaze over her form. His throat bobbed.

         She was still short, but the confidence in her expression told him she’d learned a couple of things since she was twelve.

         It was late. He should probably tell her he was just wrapping up here and ready to call it a night. If he was serious about not jeopardizing his friendship with Han, spending more time with his baby sister was not a smart strategy.

         But there was something about the challenge in her eyes that was too enticing to resist.

         For old times’ sake…

         Before he could second-guess himself any further, he lifted a brow to match hers. Without a word, he turned. He surveyed the table. His team was in good shape—just the eight ball left to sink, while stripes had three balls on the table. Sucking in a deep breath, he pointed toward the corner pocket.

         He could feel her behind him as he lined up his shot. His skin tingled with awareness, but his vision went sharp. He pulled his cue back and nudged it forward, once, then twice.

         The cue ball went spinning off across the felt, straight as an arrow. It rebounded, narrowly missing the ten before smacking straight into the eight. The eight shot toward the corner pocket, where it hovered for half a second on the edge before sinking right in.

         He couldn’t have done it better if he’d tried.

         His partner held out his hand, and Devin slapped their palms together. He nodded at the guys he’d beaten. They shook their heads, but they took it just fine. He grabbed his beer and swallowed the last of it down.

         Then he turned. He met Zoe’s gaze again, and the heat in it went straight to the center of him.

         “You want winner?” he asked, throat raw.

         Her head bobbed up and down, her pretty pink mouth parted just the tiniest bit.

         “Well.” He swallowed deeply. This was a monumentally stupid idea. But he was in it now. “What’re you waiting for?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Zoe was seriously starting to lose track of who was egging on who. After she’d called winner, the other guys Devin had been playing with decided to head out. At least one of them had shot him a knowing look. Another had patted him on the back and winked at her. She’d rolled her eyes and sent them on their way.

         Was the tension between them as obvious to the people around them as it was to her? If so, it was a good thing her brother wasn’t around. She glanced toward the bar. Clay didn’t seem to be paying them any attention. His girlfriend, June, had shown up a little while ago with her friends Caitlin and Bobbi, and between pouring drinks for everyone and chatting with them, he had his hands full.

         Zoe still didn’t completely trust him not to rat her out to Han—intentionally or otherwise.

         Whatever. All along, she’d said her brother should mind his own business. She was a grown woman, and she could do as she pleased.

         And at the moment, what she wanted to do was Devin.

         Only it wasn’t quite that simple anymore, was it? Her advances had sort of been a lark at the beginning, but after spending time talking to him while cleaning up tonight, she was starting to wonder if there might be more between them than simple attraction. This wasn’t a schoolgirl crush, and it wasn’t leading to just a single night of fun.

         As to what it was leading to?

         Little sparklers fired off inside her. She’d love to have the chance to find out.

         After she schooled him at pool.

         She took a second to select a cue and chalk the tip as he went ahead and racked the balls. The sight of him in those jeans had her sucking her bottom lip between her teeth.

         The guy was really just unfairly handsome, with that golden tan skin and clear blue eyes. The short-cropped hair that shone under the hanging lights and the scruff on his deliciously sharp jaw.

         He smiled at her and gestured toward the table. “You wanna break?”

         “Be my guest.” That had been her plan, right? Getting him to break.

         He grabbed his cue from where he’d leaned it. He set the cue ball down just to the right of center, leaned over, and lined up. She let her gaze move over his entire body as his muscles tensed.

         With a sudden surge of motion, he fired off his shot. The crack of the cue ball hitting the one dead center rang out through the air. Balls scattered everywhere, while the cue ball spun in the middle of the table before coming to a halt.

         “Nice.”

         He winked. “I’ve been practicing a bit.”

         Oh, she liked him like this. She’d always appreciated his serious side, but seeing him loose and playful and—dare she say flirty? It warmed her insides, even as it ratcheted up nervous anticipation about where this evening was going.

         He called a shot and made it with ease. He sank two more before finally missing.

         Zoe gripped her cue more tightly as she walked the perimeter of the table. Devin’s gaze on her was distracting as hell, but she kept her focus.

         He might have missed, but he’d done a good job setting her up for failure. Nice to know he wasn’t going easy on her. She finally selected her shot and grabbed a bridge off the rack.

         “You don’t need that,” Devin told her.

         “Speak for yourself, tall person.”

         “Seriously.” Then he was there, wrapping his hand around hers. “May I?”

         Heat zipped up her arm. His warm scent surrounded her, and she got dizzy for a second, having him so close.

         Which was her only explanation for why she let him take the bridge away. He guided her to the other edge of the table. She lined up her shot, and sure, she was closer to the ball now, but she didn’t love the angles.

         “I don’t know.” She shook her head, ready to stand and go back to her original plan, but he stopped her.

         “Let me show you?” he asked.

         Her whole body locked down as he stepped up behind her. He was so hot, bracketing her frame. His height swamped her, making it hard for her to breathe, and she was going to die before she even so much as managed to seduce him.

         “See?” he asked.

         Did he know what he was doing to her? She clenched down inside against a powerful wave of desire.

         But he was still talking about pool. He placed his hand over hers on the felt, realigning her shot a few degrees to the left. Her breath caught.

         Seriously. She was Going. To. Die.

         She hovered there for just a second, soaking in the feeling of his body blanketing her, fluttering her eyes shut to bask in his closeness.

         But as good as it felt—and as much as she never wanted to move again, ever in her life—she couldn’t stand there and take a crummy shot just because a hot guy was scrambling her brains.

         Carefully, she stood up again. He moved with her. She glanced at him over her shoulder, and his face was inches from hers, his kissable mouth right there.

         She stepped away. She got the bridge down from the rack. Her face flushed hot as she set up her original shot again. If she missed, she was going to feel like twice the idiot now, but she knew herself, dammit all. She knew her own mind, and she knew her body and her abilities.

         No guy was going to waltz in out of nowhere and try to tell her differently before he’d even seen her play.

         She ignored the pressure of his gaze. Then, with a breath and a prayer, she pulled the cue stick back.

         The ball careened forward, banking off the far rail before heading straight for the nine. Everything in her tightened as the nine rolled toward the side pocket, slower than she would have liked. It hovered on the edge for an agonizing instant.

         And then it tipped right on in.

         She wanted to shout and scream—maybe jump and dance. As it was, she restricted herself to a single pump of her fist before locking her gaze with Devin’s.

         “Watch out,” she told him, breathless—and not just from the score. “I’ve been practicing, too.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         “Okay, for real, though, where did you learn to play like that?”

         Zoe laughed as she braced her elbow against the bar. Devin settled onto the stool beside hers. His knee rested against hers, and she shivered.

         They’d been getting closer and closer all evening. She wasn’t complaining, but there was a tension inside her chest. This didn’t seem like it could last. A half dozen games of pool and almost as many drinks between the two of them had them both loose-limbed and happy. After their last match, when someone else had asked them for the table, she’d kind of expected him to call it a night. It was late, after all. But when she’d started making her way over to the bar, figuring she’d check in with Clay before heading out herself, Devin had come on over, too.

         Now here they were. Sitting together, fresh drinks in hand.

         Zoe shrugged and took a sip of her cosmo. “There was a pool table in the basement of my dorm my first year of college.”

         “And a shark there to teach you all?”

         “Don’t underestimate bored teenage girls trying to avoid writing term papers.”

         He chuckled. “Fair enough.”

         She stirred her drink, probably a little too forcefully. “Turns out, hustling pool is one of the most useful things I learned at school.”

         “Oh?”

         “I mean…” Releasing the tiny straw, she gestured around. She couldn’t quite keep the sour note out of her tone. “See how far that degree has gotten me?”

         “I don’t know. Doesn’t seem so bad.”

         She shook her head. “Try telling that to everyone else.”

         “You mean your mom?”

         “Among other people. Han and Lian don’t seem super impressed, either.” Sighing, she looked away, to the bottles of liquor on the shelf, the taps, the specials she’d written on the big black board the day before. “I mean, I had a great time at college—don’t get me wrong. But the whole grand compromise of it all—me going so far away, to a school that cost so much…” Even with aid and a bunch of money from her mom, she was going to be paying off loans forever. “Mom let me follow my dream, but she hammered home that if I didn’t pick something practical, I’d end up penniless in a gutter somewhere.”

         “And that’s how you ended up going into accounting?” Devin asked, leaning his elbow on the bar.

         “Pretty much.” She pinched the little straw from her drink again and stabbed at an ice cube. “I’m good at math, and after the first year, none of the courses were before noon. Seemed like a good deal at the time.”

         “What if you could do it all over again? Without your mom hanging over your shoulder. Would you pick something different?”

         The question barely computed. Zoe’s parents had always had strong opinions about her life. After her dad had died, her mom had become even more aggressive in trying to control Zoe’s future. She’d clearly been grieving. Zoe had been, too. She’d fought back about some things, but on others, she got worn down and just got used to going along.

         “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “Maybe? There wasn’t anything I was super passionate about at school.”

         “Was there anything you were passionate about outside of it?”

         “Not really.” Usually, when people asked her questions like this, it made her uncomfortable, but Devin’s expression was so open as he gazed at her. He’d known her practically their entire lives, but it felt like he actually wanted to know more. So she dug deeper. “I liked normal stuff—hanging out with my friends, watching TV.”

         “Making friendship bracelets.”

         “Shut up.” She flapped a hand in his general direction as if to swat at him. Her cheeks flushed warmer.

         One corner of his mouth lifted. “I still have mine.”

         “You do not.” Oh wow. She’d made them for everybody one summer. She’d found a ton of old embroidery floss from some kit her mother had never finished. Bored, she’d gone to town.

         She’d picked the colors for the one she’d given to Devin so carefully. Blue for his eyes, orange and brown for the Blue Cedar Falls team colors. Red for the hearts she secretly drew around his name in the back of her diary. Because she was super, super cool and not a dork at all.

         “I do,” he promised, and for some reason, she actually believed him.

         Her throat tight, she looked down at her drink again. Silence held for a second. Then she continued. “But yeah. Just normal teenager stuff, mostly. I mean, I liked volunteering at Harvest Home, too, but if I’d told my mom I wanted to work at a nonprofit or go into social services or something, I think she would have flipped her lid.”

         “Did you ever try?”

         “What? No.” The idea had never occurred to her.

         But maybe it should have.

         That was too much food for thought for this late into the night, though.

         “How about you?” she asked. “You said construction was sort of something you fell into. Did you ever think about doing anything else? Going to school?”

         The question seemed to take him off guard. Furrows appeared between his brows. She wanted to reach over and smooth them out, but even with the soft intimacy that somehow surrounded them now, it felt like too big of a line to cross.

         “You mean college?”

         She nodded, sipping at her drink.

         “Sort of?” He lifted one shoulder before setting it back down. “Mrs. Jeffries in the guidance department thought I should, but it was never in the cards for me.”

         “How come?”

         “Money.” He said it without any bitterness to his tone. “There’s a reason I started going to Harvest Home, you know.”

         Right. Crap. “Sorry—”

         “It’s fine. I could have maybe gotten financial aid or something, but I needed to be out on my own.”

         “I can drink to that.” She lifted her drink, and he clinked his glass against hers before taking a deep pull at it and setting it down.

         He still seemed calm, but a familiar stiffness settled into his shoulders. A far-off look came into his gaze. “My mom died when I was young, you know. Really, really young. I don’t even remember her. But my dad—he was…”

         As he searched for words, Zoe sat up straighter. A girl couldn’t hang around her big brother and his best friend all the time without overhearing some stuff. She knew Devin’s home life wasn’t great, but he’d never talked about it in front of her directly.

         “Yeah?” She held her breath and reached out, brushing her hand against his. His skin was warm and rough, and she wasn’t oblivious to all the other, different ways she wanted to touch him. But she dropped her hand away after one quick, encouraging squeeze.

         The point of his jaw flexed. His bright eyes met hers for a second, shadows forming behind his irises. Then he looked away. “He wasn’t a good guy—let’s just leave it at that.”

         He picked up his glass again. Zoe bit her lip. She should probably leave well enough alone.

         But the book he’d started to crack open didn’t feel shut quite yet. She couldn’t shake the sense that he wanted to talk about this. How many times had she caught him holding himself back? Was this just more restraint?

         What would it be like if he let go?

         And honestly. Poking the bear had gotten her this far.

         “You don’t have to.”

         He lowered his drink and stared at her in question.

         She took a deep breath. “You don’t have to leave it at that. If you don’t want to.” Her face warmed, but she wasn’t backing down. “I’m happy to listen.”

         He regarded her for a long, silent moment. The sounds of the bar around them filtered in. It had felt like they’d been in their own little world this whole time, but there were other people here. Not many. It really was late. But a few. Clay was still kicking around here somewhere.

         No one else mattered, though.

         As the moment stretched on, she held her ground, waiting patiently.

         Finally, he grabbed his beer and tossed the rest of it back. He gestured at her drink. She was tempted to finish it, too, especially when he put on his jacket. The taste of it soured in her mouth. She’d pushed too far, huh? Sometimes she did that. She set her half-full glass on the bar.

         But then he tipped his head toward the door.

         “Come on. Let me walk you home.”

         The offer took her by surprise. Neither of them had had so much to drink that they couldn’t drive. She probably should drive. Getting her car in the morning would be a hassle.

         But walking home…walking home was good.

         Letting Devin walk her home. Well, that was downright great.

         When he extended his hand to help her up? No way that was an invitation she could refuse.

         His calloused fingers were warm against hers. He gripped her tightly as she popped down from the stool. Was she imagining it when he held on for a second even after her feet hit the floor?

         He let go, and she dropped her gaze. She untied her flannel from around her waist and shrugged it on.

         Then she followed him out into the night.

         It was chillier than she was prepared for, but between the Asian flush from the little alcohol she’d had and the heat Devin radiated at her side, she didn’t mind. She crossed her arms over her chest.

         Devin didn’t have to ask where she lived, of course. He’d been hanging out at the Leung house for a decade or two. They were both quiet as they headed north on Main Street.

         The crisp air smelled like fall, the last few leaves of the season just clinging to the trees. She hugged herself more tightly. The dark sky above shone with stars and a half-full moon. Twinkling lights draped over the white fences all along Main Street gave everything a cozy feel.

         She sighed. When she’d first realized she’d have to move home, she’d spent most of her time thinking about how annoying it would be to have to camp out in her mom’s basement. She’d been right about that. Her mother’s constant, snide comments about her prospects had only added to the ambience.

         She hadn’t been thinking about this, though. Blue Cedar Falls was beautiful by day, with the bright blue sky above and the mountains all around them. At night it was quiet and still, and it just felt like…

         Home.

         A tiny shiver racked her, followed by a pang. Getting a real job would be great, but the more time she spent here in Blue Cedar Falls—and with Devin—the less eager she was to leave.

         Misunderstanding her shiver, Devin glanced down at her. “Cold?”

         “I’m fine.”

         Stupid, chivalrous boy. He whipped off his jacket anyway, leaving his arms bare. Really hot, sexy, muscular arms, but it still seemed unpleasant for him.

         “I’m fine,” she protested again, but he was having none of it.

         He draped the jacket over her shoulders. Instantly, heat blanketed her. Oh wow. His delicious scent wrapped around her even more thoroughly, making her whole body come into another, deeper level of awareness.

         “Looks good on you,” he said, his voice rough. He snapped his mouth closed as if he hadn’t meant to say that, but it was out there now.

         There was clearly no point arguing anymore, and anyway, now that she had his jacket, it wasn’t as if she wanted to give it up. “Thanks.”

         “No problem.”

         They hit the end of the downtown strip and turned right together. As the businesses faded away into little houses, the quiet grew. She glanced up at him.

         She met the soft blue gaze staring back down at her, and warmth fluttered inside her chest.

         “Thanks,” he murmured. He pointed with his thumb in the direction of the Junebug. “For what you said back there.”

         Right. Talking about his not-a-good-guy father.

         She got her head out of the clouds of teenage crush land and mustered a smile. “I meant it.”

         “I know.” He directed his gaze forward, ducking to avoid a couple of low-hanging branches on an old oak. “Sorry it took me by surprise. I work with too many guys. Some women, too, but they act even tougher than the men. Nobody gets touchy-feely on the job site.”

         “What about friends?”

         “You mean your brother?”

         “Okay, yeah, never mind.”

         Han was a cool guy, deep down. To hear Clay talk about it, he’d offered all kinds of great relationship advice back when he and June were getting their act together. But Han had never gotten over their father. He’d died suddenly, almost ten years ago. All Han’s plans for his life had gone up in smoke when he’d rushed home, eighteen years old and determined to take up the mantle and become the man of the house.

         The loss still hurt in Zoe’s heart, too, of course. She missed her dad. Losing him had changed the entire family. It had harshened her mom and aged her brother. Fortunately, she’d had Lian and Uncle Arthur to lean on, both during that first tough year and after.

         But Han hadn’t seemed interested in leaning on anyone. He was too busy taking over the business and the house. Deep down, though, she knew her brother too well. He’d been devastated.

         Talking about someone else’s issues with their father? He couldn’t have handled it. He probably still couldn’t.

         Devin’s gaze focused on something far off in the distance. His jaw hardened before going soft—like he was building walls around himself only to have to consciously decide to let them down.

         “He was a bully,” he said quietly. “A mean old drunk who told me I’d never amount to anything in my life.”

         Zoe’s heart squeezed. “Devin…That’s awful.”

         “When high school graduation came around, I still half believed him.” His smile was pained. “I told myself I didn’t, but asking for people to give me money so I could go fail out of college just the way he always told me I would? Nah.”

         She shook her head, but he kept talking. As they turned onto her street, his pace slowed.

         “It was all stupid head games, I know. In the end, it didn’t matter. The best route to getting out of his house was getting a job.” The sharpness in his gaze finally eased. “Arthur hooked me up, actually.”

         “Sounds like him.”

         “Yeah, it does.” Unguarded affection colored his tone—with maybe a little hero worship mixed in there, too. “I was always handy. He got me an interview at Meyer, and the rest is history. I got a good-paying job and an apartment.” His jaw flexed. “And I never looked back.”

         A different kind of darkness shadowed his eyes now. He clenched and unclenched his hands at his sides.

         “Devin…”

         “It’s for the best. I’m saving up for a house of my own, too. In another year, it’ll be just me and some mutt out on the edge of town, and no one will ever be able to bother me like that again.” He looked down at her and blew out a breath. “I’m glad. Honestly.”

         “Okay.” There was more to the story than he was telling, but even she knew when a bear had been poked too much. “Well, I’m glad you’re glad, too.” With a soft smile of her own, she bumped her elbow against his arm. “For what it’s worth, I think you turned out pretty great.”

         His lips curled upward. “You didn’t turn out so bad yourself, Itch.”

         “Hey!” She swatted at him. That’s what he and Han and their friends had called her when she was really bugging them.

         “Sorry, sorry!” He put his hands in front of his face as she swung at him again.

         And she was just goofing around—really, she was. He was, too. But she rose onto her toes and reached up, aiming for a good smack upside his head. “Take it back.”

         “I take it back. I take it back.” He grabbed her wrists in his big, strong hands. He held on to her, stopping her from taking another shot at him.

         He was breathing hard. She was, too.

         Suddenly, it dawned on her exactly how close they were standing. Her chest was practically brushing his. Heat radiated off his body, soaking into hers, and out of nowhere, she couldn’t get enough air.

         She darted her gaze to his. Surprise colored his eyes, like he’d just realized the position they were in, too.

         But he didn’t let go.

         Forget fluttering. Her whole chest was on fire. She was dizzy with the unexpected rush of contact.

         Of his gaze darting down to her lips.

         A pang of wanting hit her so hard it took her breath away. She looked to his mouth, too, red and soft. She’d been dreaming about this since she was twelve, but this was real. Devin James was really standing here with her, looking at her.

         “Zoe…”

         Before he could move, a bright light suddenly blinded them. Devin jerked away, shielding his eyes. Zoe cursed.

         Right. Without her even really noticing, they’d arrived at her house.

         And the floodlights outside had just turned on.

         Humiliated anger swept across her cheeks. She looked at Devin, but he was backing up—fast.

         “Sorry. Good grief, Zo.”

         “What—”

         “You should go in.” His throat bobbed as he gestured at the house.

         And it was hard to make out, given the glare of the lights. But yeah. That was her mom standing just inside the door.

         She cursed beneath her breath. “Look—”

         “You should go,” he said again, firmer.

         She wanted to laugh. Almost as much as she wanted to cry.

         Five seconds ago, he’d been looking at her like she was anything but the little girl she used to be. His gaze had been hot as fire, his hands grasping at her wrists like he had no intention of letting go. He’d been about to kiss her.

         Her. A grown woman, fully capable of making her own decisions.

         “Devin.” She hated the shakiness in her voice.

         “Keep the jacket,” he told her, backing away. “I can grab it from Han. Later.”

         “Devin,” she called again.

         Regret flashed in his eyes.

         And that was what did it.

         She couldn’t decide which was worse—him regretting getting caught or him regretting almost letting it happen in the first place. Either way, if he regretted it already?

         It didn’t matter how much she liked him—how much she had liked him since she was twelve freaking years old.

         She deserved better than that.

         He turned and walked away. She watched him go for a long minute.

         Fuming, she turned and stormed toward the house. The door swung open before she could get to it, which only pissed her off more. With her mom holding the thing, she couldn’t even slam it behind her.

         “Late night,” her mom observed.

         “I’ve been home later.” She worked at a bar, for Pete’s sake.

         “Zhaohui…”

         She rounded on her mom. “Save it.”

         Her mom regarded her. Zoe was vibrating with anger. At her mom for interrupting. At Devin for walking away.

         At every freaking person in her life who treated her like a kid, who didn’t trust her to know her own mind.

         Her mother made a soft tutting sound in the back of her throat. She let the door swing closed. Lifting one brow, she leveled Zoe with her most skeptical gaze. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

         “Believe it or not, Mom,” she gritted out, “I usually do.”

         Only in this case, even she wasn’t sure that was true.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         “You want to talk about it?”

         Devin looked up to find Arthur gazing at him across the worktable in the back of Harvest Home. He fought not to snap at him. Arthur didn’t deserve any of his crap.

         The only one who deserved that was himself.

         “About what?”

         Arthur just raised his brows, shifting his gaze pointedly to the mangled box Devin had been destroying in a vain effort to rip it open with his bare hands.

         Okay, yeah, fine, so he was acting a little off.

         Scrubbing his hand across his face, he grabbed the box cutter from the other side of the table and got back to work.

         But Arthur wasn’t going to leave this one alone. “Let me guess. Girl trouble.”

         Devin narrowly avoided slicing his finger off. Stupid. More carefully, he started again. “No.”

         “Boy trouble, then?”

         Devin scrunched up his face in confusion. “What?”

         “Never hurts to ask,” Arthur said, waving away Devin’s reaction. “Zoe yelled at me the other day, saying I’m too”—he snapped his fingers a couple of times before finding the word—“‘heteronormative.’”

         “Believe me, I still like the ladies.” There was nothing wrong with being gay, obviously, but Devin had known from day one that he was into women.

         And what he was into right now, apparently, was a girl who was too young for him, a girl who got under his skin like nobody else. A girl who made it easy to talk about things he never talked about. His dad, his life, everything.

         A girl with dark, sparkling eyes, silky hair, and the softest hands. A girl he’d come so close to ruining everything with on Sunday night.

         He swallowed hard, putting down the knife and clenching his hands around the edges of the box. Ever since he’d been a kid, this place had been a second home to him. The Leung house had become a third. Arthur, Han, and everyone else in their family trusted him. How would they look at him if they found out he was having wildly inappropriate thoughts about the youngest member of their family?

         What would happen if he got with Zoe for real? Even if everyone accepted it…if it didn’t work out, if their relationship hit the rocks or went down in flames…

         Arthur and Han cared about him. Deeply. But at the end of the day, faced with the decision, they’d choose their flesh and blood over some stray they’d taken in.

         Acting on his attraction to Zoe was a nonstarter. It couldn’t happen.

         So why couldn’t he stop thinking about it?

         Even a couple of days later, he could feel her skin, smell the sweet scent of her wrapping around him and turning him inside out. In the driveway of the Leung house—right where he and Han used to hang out when they were kids, when Zoe was literally a kid—he’d been inches from kissing her. The moment they’d shared kept playing in his head on repeat, and all he could think was, what if those lights hadn’t gone on? What if Zoe and Han’s mom hadn’t caught him ready to claim those soft, rose-colored lips?

         When would he have stopped?

         How much would he have risked?

         He shook his head. Fury burned in his chest, almost as hot as his arousal whenever he let his mind drift back to that almost-kiss. He was an idiot to be even thinking about it, much less actively imagining it.

         So why was he torturing himself like this?

         And why was Arthur just sitting there instead of trying to get him to talk?

         “Okay, fine,” he exploded. He glared at Arthur. Patient bastard had always been good at waiting him out until he finally told on himself. “Let’s say there is a particular lady in question.”

         Arthur set aside the inventory sheet he’d been working on and gave Devin his full attention. “Okay.”

         “But it’s a terrible idea.”

         “Most love usually is,” Arthur said with a sly smile.

         Devin shook his head, gesturing wildly with his hands. “Like, natural disaster kind of terrible.”

         Arthur just raised his brows.

         “Okay, fine, maybe not that bad, but bad. It would cause big problems.”

         “What sort of problems are we talking about? Legal trouble?”

         “No.” Though a half dozen years ago, it would have.

         “Work trouble?”

         “No.”

         “Then…?”

         Devin cast about for a second before landing on “Her family.”

         Of which Arthur was a member. This was so messed up.

         “I can’t believe they wouldn’t approve of you.”

         “It’s more complicated than that.” Devin raked a hand through his hair. “But they’d have good reason to think it’s a bad idea.”

         The Leungs had welcomed Devin with open arms. Here at Harvest Home, Arthur had taken Devin under his wing. As Han’s best friend, Devin had free run of the Leung house. Sleepovers, afternoon hangouts. They trusted him.

         Han trusted him. Han, who was so obsessed with keeping his family safe and secure. He’d always been protective of his baby sister. How many times had he confided in Devin about wanting to basically go check Zoe into a convent?

         Devin hadn’t been lusting after Zoe that entire time, but his attraction to her had grown and grown, from the spark he first felt at her high school graduation to this inferno now. The other night, first at Harvest Home and then later at the bar, he’d kept losing sight of who she was. She stopped being his best friend’s sister or Arthur’s niece. She’d become just…Zoe. Gorgeous, easy-to-talk-to, smart, funny, empathetic Zoe.

         While Devin’s thoughts spun out, Arthur kept regarding him with that steady, patient gaze of his. Finally, he sat back and exhaled long and low.

         “Have I ever told you the story of how I ended up here?”

         Only about a million times.

         Devin managed not to thunk his head against the table. “Yeah.”

         “All of it?”

         “I don’t know,” Devin said carefully.

         “My family, when we came over, we started in San Francisco.”

         “Right.”

         “Moved to New York from there. It was crowded. Dirty. We worked hard, lived in a tiny apartment. Huilang and David and me with our parents.” Huilang being Han, Lian, and Zoe’s mom, and David their distant uncle.

         “Okay…”

         “I was the one who decided to set out and go somewhere else. Not an easy decision.”

         “I’m sure.” There was no stopping Arthur now, so Devin strapped in for the ride.

         “My father. He told me it would be big trouble if I left.”

         Devin perked up. This was a part of the story he hadn’t heard before. “Really?”

         Arthur nodded. “He had so many reasons it wouldn’t work. He thought I was betraying the family by leaving them behind.” He smiled, knowing and maybe just a little smug. “But I knew. There were more reasons to go. And you know what?”

         “What?”

         “I was right.” He waved a hand around. “Look what I’ve been able to accomplish. I had a great career.” He had, starting the Jade Garden restaurant. Socking away cash and making a whole series of unlikely investments that had enabled him to open this place and grow it year after year. “Brought my sister and her husband down here with me, and they’ve had happy lives. We all have.”

         “Okay…”

         Arthur fixed him with a gaze like he could see right through Devin. Could he? Did he know more than he was letting on?

         If he did, he kept it to himself. “You can’t let fear push you around. Worrying about what other people will think, what other people will do. It leaves you miserable. This girl—if she means enough to you, you go to her. You find a way to make it work. No matter what anybody else says, you hear me?”

         For a split second, Devin considered it. He let go of all his concerns about Han and Arthur and Zoe’s mom.

         He let himself imagine going for it. Being with Zoe. Having her in his arms, talking to her the way he had the other night. Celebrating a great game of pool with a kiss.

         Taking her to his bed.

         A jolt of electricity zipped down his spine.

         Yeah. He wanted that. All of it.

         But before he could really talk himself into believing he could have it, a deep voice broke in.

         “Wait—Devin’s got a girl?”

         All the hope that had started to rise in Devin’s chest came crashing down. He turned to find Han in the doorway.

         Right. Crap. It was Tuesday. Han or his mom or both—they always came by in the late afternoon.

         Stupid. How could he have forgotten? How could he have asked Arthur of all people about Zoe—even in the most veiled of terms?

         How could he have imagined this could work?

         He forced out a laugh, but it was hollow to his own ears. “Nah, man. Me and Arthur—we were just talking.”

         Devin stood up, anxious, restless energy making it impossible to sit.

         “Really?” Han asked, setting down a crate of leftover produce from the restaurant before wiping his brow. “Because it sounded like—”

         Mercifully, Arthur stepped in to save him. “Your friend. He was talking in”—he cleared his throat—“hypotheticals.”

         Devin directed an appreciative glance his way. Leave it to Arthur to make Devin sound innocent without telling a single untruth.

         But Han wasn’t going to be deterred. “I don’t know, man.” He sized Devin up. “You have been a little weird lately.”

         “Work stuff.” That wasn’t an untruth, either. Taking over as shift leader had been great, but it had come with all the headaches he’d assumed it would.

         Namely managing Bryce Horton.

         But he wasn’t here to complain about Bryce. Especially when Han was still regarding Devin with suspicion, and Devin was trying not to sweat.

         Finally, Han gave him a playful shove on his shoulder. “Well, whoever the hypothetical girl is, I hope you win her over. Your dry spell has been going on for way too long.”

         “Like you’re one to talk.”

         Han’s gaze darkened. The fact he hadn’t had a serious long-term relationship since he and May broke up after high school was a sore spot, and Devin had aimed right for it. “Whatever. Keep your secrets.”

         “No secrets to tell.” And he was going to make sure it stayed that way. Needing some air after that close call, he grabbed a stack of inventory forms they’d already gotten through. “Gotta hit the head. I’ll swing these by the front office.”

         “Thanks,” Arthur said.

         Han got to work. Relieved there wasn’t going to be any more third degree, Devin headed out.

         He had an ulterior motive for swinging past the office anyway.

         The second Zoe came into view, his heart did something funny in his chest. She looked as beautiful as ever. She had when he’d first arrived, too.

         She’d avoided his gaze in a way that was new, though. There’d been no flirty banter. She hadn’t gotten in his space. She definitely hadn’t come close enough for him to slip up and almost kiss her, and that was a good thing.

         So why did it feel so awful?

         Arthur hadn’t known all the facts, so his advice hadn’t been right, but there was one area where he’d been on the nose. Zoe did mean something to Devin. That meant he had to make this work between them. Not the kissing part, but the rest of it. He’d really started to think they were becoming friends. He wanted her, sure, but he also just plain liked her.

         If almost kissing her meant losing her smiles and the way she looked at him and talked to him, then he’d screwed up worse than he’d realized. He had to make it right. Fast, before he messed this up for good.

         He walked right up to the desk and put the inventory sheets in the bin. She glanced up at him. Her eyes sparkled for a second before darkening. Glowering, she looked away.

         No smile. No “hello,” even.

         Guilt churned in his gut. She really was mad, and she had every right to be.

         “You have a minute?” he asked. He couldn’t keep the urgency out of his tone.

         “Nope.”

         “Come on, Zo.” He reached for her hand, only for her to snap it away.

         “Uh-uh. No way.” She darted her gaze around, but they were definitely alone out here. She still lowered her voice. “You of all people do not get to do what you almost did on Sunday night and then ‘Zo’ me.”

         Anger flashed in her gaze, only it was more than that.

         She was trying to hide it, but she was hurt.

         Was it possible to feel even worse?

         “Just hear me out,” he begged.

         She narrowed her eyes. “Fine.”

         Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared up at him, fire and defiance in her gaze, and that really shouldn’t get him feeling hot under the collar, but it did.

         He didn’t care that she’d just verified that they were alone. He did the same thing she had, glancing around, but he couldn’t talk to her like this, one eye constantly looking over his shoulder.

         “Come on.”

         He tipped his head toward the spare office behind the desk. Keeping her feet planted, she cocked a brow at him, and he shot a glance skyward before holding out a hand. “Please?”

         With a gruff sigh, she rolled her eyes but then consented to follow him. Once they were both inside, he closed the door and flipped the lock.

         He turned to look at her. Her posture was still closed and defensive, and he hated that. But what could he do? How could he get them back to the place they’d been the other night—all smiles and quiet confidences—without going too far?

         “Look, Zoe.” He was making this up as he went along, barreling ahead without a plan. “I’m sorry. Really.”

         “For what?” She tipped her chin up, the stubborn set to her jaw driving him to distraction. She started counting things off on her fingers. “For almost kissing me? Because if so, screw you. Or for jumping away from me like I’m a leper? Because if so, also screw you.” She started advancing on him, her voice rising. “Or for treating me like a freaking child, the way everybody in my life does?” She was right in his space again, her eyes on fire. “Because if so”—she reached out and jabbed him in the chest—“screw”—she did it again—“you.”

         He grabbed her by the hand, and oh no. This was too much like the other night. She’d been swatting at him for his teasing then. She was righteously angry now. Guilt churned in his stomach, but his skin was prickling, her hand warm in his. He stroked his thumb over her palm, holding on even though he should let her go.

         He should walk right out of this office. Out of this building and maybe off a short pier, but her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright, and her soft red lips so wet and kissable, he was losing his mind.

         “I can’t,” he said. “Your brother—”

         “Isn’t my keeper.” She went softer against him, some of the anger fading out of her.

         And it was like he couldn’t stop himself.

         He drifted closer to her, erasing the gap between them, licks of flame darting across his skin. “I don’t want to be a bad guy.”

         He didn’t want to take advantage. He didn’t want to mess things up between them and lose the fragile friendship they’d been building—the one that had already come to mean so much to him.

         What could they even have together besides friendship? Her time here in Blue Cedar Falls was clearly a stopgap. She was on her way to bigger and better things. His biggest goal in life was a house in the woods alone. If they crossed this line, it would change things forever. With her. With her family.

         Keeper or not, he didn’t want to violate Han’s trust.

         She gazed up into his eyes. The liquid brown of her irises melted something inside him. Reaching up, she grazed her fingertips across his cheek.

         “You’re not a bad guy, Devin.” Her hand settled tentatively on the side of his neck, and the intimacy of it was almost too much. “I’ve been back home for months, and I swear you’re the first person who’s made me feel like you’re actually listening to me. You care. A lot.” She shook her head gently. “Bad guys don’t do that.”

         He swallowed, scarcely able to think with her so close. Without his permission, his arm moved to wrap around her, and that felt so good. She was practically flush against him, warm and soft and smelling like heaven.

         All his resolutions went up in smoke.

         “This is a terrible idea,” he rasped.

         “Probably.”

         Then she rose onto her toes.

         He was going to hell, because he met her halfway. Their mouths crashed together, and that was it. Something snapped inside him. Hauling her in against him, he let himself really feel her. Light exploded behind his eyes. Forget all his worries about the fact that she used to be a kid to him—Zoe Leung was all woman now. Her soft curves fit to his body like they were made to press together. She kissed like the spitfire she was, opening to him, nipping at his lips with her teeth, sucking on his tongue.

         Groaning, he picked her up and sat her on the edge of the desk. This whole place was a disaster—the place they put stuff when they didn’t know where it should go. Something clattered to the floor, but he didn’t care. With a hand at the back of his neck, she reeled him in, and he went so happily. He lost his mind to the heat of her mouth, the warmth of her hips in his hands. Scooting backward on the desk, she folded her legs around him.

         Alarm bells went off in his head.

         What was he doing?

         He tore himself away, only for her to drag him back in.

         “Zoe,” he gasped, kissing her again, but he had to stop.

         She raked her nails through his scalp. “If you say one word about my stupid brother, I swear—”

         “No.” He laughed. “Just no.”

         But as he drew away, the kiss-bitten redness of her lips, her tousled hair, and her flushed cheeks told him the truth. They’d crossed a line. He knew how she tasted now, how perfectly she fit in his arms.

         There was no going back.

         But he wasn’t a complete idiot.

         “My place,” he panted. “Not here.”

         She hooked her ankles behind his rear and pulled him in, and he saw stars.

         He pulled away again and fixed her with a gaze that brooked no argument. “Not here.”

         She pouted, breathing hard, but she released him. He stepped away, and she hopped down off the table.

         “Fine,” she relented. She narrowed her eyes at him, but her voice shook. “No take-backs, though, okay?” She reached up to tap him on the head. “Don’t overthink this.”

         Yeah. Like that was going to happen.

         He grabbed her hand again. But instead of brushing her away, he held her gaze and brought the back of her palm to his mouth.

         “No take-backs.” He kissed the soft skin of her knuckles.

         And seriously. He was going to hell.

         But if the smoldering look in her eyes was any indication?

         It was going to be worth the ride.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Nervous anticipation and wary disbelief warred in Zoe’s gut as she pulled up to Devin’s building an hour later. Staying at Harvest Home and finishing the tasks she usually enjoyed had been pure torture—especially when Devin had slipped out. The dark look he’d given her on his way to the door had made her clench down deep inside.

         But he’d been hot and cold over the past few days, to say nothing of the past few years. She had no idea what she was walking into here.

         Still half expecting him to have changed his mind again, she got out of the car and headed up the walk. Bubbles formed and popped inside her chest. She was trying to keep her expectations in check, but his kiss had set her on fire. An hour of waiting had only stoked the flame. By the time she hit the top of the stairs, she was a riot of desire and nerves—if he turned her away after all that, she really was going to deck him. She reached the apartment number he’d given her, lifted her hand, and curled it into a fist. She took a deep breath, then steeled up her nerve and knocked.

         The door swung open instantly.

         Behind it stood Devin, and Zoe’s stomach did a loop-the-loop.

         Good grief, he was gorgeous. His sandy-brown hair was all mussed, exactly the way she wanted it to be after she’d been raking her hands through it all night. If it was possible, his jaw was sharper, the scruff there even more masculine. He stood there in a T-shirt and jeans, his feet bare on the hardwood.

         His eyes shone midnight black with want, and just like that, all the doubt disappeared from her mind.

         “Devin—”

         “C’mere.”

         He reached into the space between them to drag her in.

         She crashed into him with the same passionate, desperate need that had overcome them in the back office of Harvest Home. The kisses were just that bright and stinging, and she couldn’t get enough. The door slammed closed behind her. With all his bulk, Devin pressed her into it, and oh God.

         She’d known he was ripped, but feeling all that hard muscle awakened a need inside her. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she used what leverage she had to climb his body, and he helped her, lifting her up. She curled her legs around him.

         The hot bulge of him against her center sent fireworks off inside her. He let out a noise that was pure sex as they ground together. She’d never gone from zero to sixty so fast. She was dizzy with it, barely able to think.

         He moved them away from the door, holding on to her as he turned to carry her through his apartment.

         She got only the most glancing impression of the place. It was neat but spare, no pictures on the wall. A plain beige couch, a glass coffee table, and a sage-green rug.

         And then she didn’t have time to even think about his interior decorating, because that was his bedroom door he was hauling her through.

         She pulsed deep inside as he practically tossed her down onto the big bed. He stood over her for a long moment, breath coming hard. Her entire body flushed. She liked being seen like this, liked the dark glint in his piercing eyes as he ran his broad hands along the tops of her thighs.

         But the moment stretched and stretched. That same nervous flutter from earlier returned. “No take-backs?” she reminded him. She hated how it came out like a question.

         He inhaled deeply. Then he nodded. “No take-backs.”

         Resolved, he climbed on top of her. As he kissed her again, slower this time, she wanted to pinch herself. There was no hesitation in him, and when she put her hands on his skin, under the hem of his shirt, he pushed into her touch. This wasn’t some frantic, impulsive rush.

         This was real.

         Savoring every moment, she opened to him, curling her legs around his hips. The hot weight of his body settled over her. Every lick of his tongue and scrape of his teeth across her lips set her ablaze. Molten desire bubbled up inside her, and she wanted to take her time, but she couldn’t wait.

         She pushed his shirt up. Rising onto his knees, he grabbed the fabric by the back of the neck and tore it off, and holy crap. His muscles had muscles, all of him golden tan and smooth. A trail of hair led down to the button of his jeans, and she had to stop herself from ripping those open right away, too.

         When he kissed her again, it was with a new intensity. A flash of burning arousal shot through her when his rough hands dipped beneath her top. She helped him take it off. Her bra followed, and he groaned.

         “I’ve been trying not to think about these for so long.” He buried his face in her breasts, and she laughed.

         It didn’t stay funny for long. Not when his hot mouth sealed over that tender flesh. Aching for more, she arched into him, running her fingers through his hair. Everything he did felt so good. Triumph had her flying high.

         Until he started kissing lower down her abdomen.

         “Devin,” she moaned when he got to the waistband of her leggings.

         Staring her straight in the eyes, he pressed one firm kiss to the very center of her through the fabric, and she practically came right then and there.

         She reached for him.

         He raced back up her body, sucking and biting at her all the way. As soon as he was close enough, she kissed him hot and deep, scrambling at his fly. She finally ripped it open and pushed his jeans and underwear down. The hot, hard length of him sprang free, and they groaned as one. He was huge in her hands, and she still couldn’t believe this was happening.

         As she stroked him, he tore at her clothes, too. She kicked off her boots, and it was all a mad dash until they were both naked. He paused just long enough to get a condom on. When he lined himself up, she had no doubts.

         Still, he paused. “Zo…”

         She sucked in a breath. Cupping his face in her hands, she brought his lips to hers for another, softer kiss.

         “I want this,” she promised him, and it was too true. With emotion she couldn’t name, she told him, “I want you.”

         He closed his eyes.

         His body sinking into hers turned her inside out. He felt so perfect as he ground against her, sending sparks surging through her.

         “Zo,” he repeated.

         “I’m here.” She was babbling. What was she saying? “I’m here, I’m here, I want you. I want this.”

         He pulled back, and she pushed into him until they fell into a rhythm. Pleasure started at the apex of her thighs, spreading outward until all she could see and feel and touch and taste was him. Over and over he drove into her, faster. She scrabbled at him, running her hands all up and down his back and shoulders.

         “Zoe, Zo, I can’t—you feel so good—”

         “Devin, come on, please, I want—”

         He slammed into her another half dozen times.

         Her climax tore through her out of nowhere. Her vision flashed to black, and she squeezed every part of herself around him. Driving in deep, he called her name a final time. He pulsed inside her, and her entire world shattered.

         Because this was real. She’d had sex with Devin James.

         What had started as a challenge to see if she could get him to break had turned into a breaking down of her conception of the natural order of the universe.

         She still had no real delusions that this could be more than a fling, but the impossible had already happened the instant he’d touched his lips to hers.

         As she stared up at his ceiling in wonder, she pressed a hand to the center of his back.

         Who knew? Maybe all her notions of what she could and couldn’t have in this world were wrong.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         “Watch out!”

         At the sound of Terrell’s shout, Devin jerked his gaze up from his clipboard.

         Half his people were raising a section of the house’s frame, Terrell and Gene up on ladders while the rest supported and spotted from below, only something wasn’t right. Devin shot to his feet, gaze swinging wildly, the entire site going into slow motion. There—crap.

         Off to the side, Bryce had let go prematurely, and Devin lurched forward, calling his name, but it was too late. Terrell’s grip slipped without anyone to back him up.

         The whole thing came crashing down.

         Devin raced over. “Is everybody okay?”

         “Yeah.” Terrell scrubbed a hand over his face.

         Devin checked in with everybody else, and no one had gotten hurt, thank goodness. He appraised the rest of the scene. The damage to the section that had fallen wasn’t that bad, either, but it was still going to set them back a couple of hours—and that was before the headache of writing this up.

         “I swore I had it,” Terrell said, climbing down. His eyes narrowed as he glared silently off to the left.

         Following his gaze, Devin flexed his jaw. He patted Terrell on the back. “It’s just about lunch time anyway. Take a break, and then we’ll get this cleaned up afterward.”

         He and the rest of the crew nodded.

         Reassured that they were all okay, Devin stalked to the other side of the building, grinding his teeth together hard enough to crack.

         A week had passed since he’d moved up to shift leader, and for the most part it had been going great. The team listened to him, and he’d handled the couple of issues that had arisen without much trouble.

         Except Bryce.

         Mostly it was little things like unauthorized breaks or screwing around on his phone when he was supposed to be working. Some of it was more serious, like using inappropriate language when talking to the women on the crew. Devin had documented it all, slowly building a case that even the folks who protected him couldn’t ignore.

         But this?

         “Horton,” he growled.

         Bryce looked up from his phone. “What?”

         “Don’t ‘what’ me.” Devin wanted to grab the guy’s phone and chuck it in the cement mixer, only that would make a defect in the next house’s foundation. Workers on the site weren’t forbidden from being on them or anything; this wasn’t high school. But when your eyes and hands needed to be on the job, they needed to be on the job. “Where were you?”

         “Right there.” He gestured toward where the crash had happened. “Weren’t you watching?”

         Old anxiety rose in Devin. His dad used to do that, too—reframing everything to make it out like Devin was the one to blame. He had to remind himself that wasn’t true today. Devin had been doing his job, keeping an eye on his team while also seeing to the rest of his duties. “You weren’t paying attention, and somebody could’ve gotten hurt.”

         Bryce rolled his eyes. “Terrell’s butterfingers aren’t my fault.”

         Forget a headache; the incident report was going to be a full-on migraine. Enough other people would back Devin and Terrell up that Bryce had been the one to let go, but the fact of the matter was that this never should have happened in the first place.

         “You not doing your job is your fault.” Devin kept his voice restrained but barely. “I’m not going to turn a blind eye to this BS.”

         “Sure you won’t.” Bryce’s smile was mocking as he patted Devin on the shoulder.

         Devin shoved him off automatically. He clenched and unclenched his jaw.

         He walked away, hating the hot feeling in his chest and the hotter one in his face. The sense of helplessness ate at him, making him feel like he was twelve years old all over again.

         Sure, he’d document this entire thing, but there was no satisfaction in that.

         How did he protect his people? Stop giving Bryce any jobs where he could put the other members of his crew at risk? Stop giving him jobs at all? Bryce would love that.

         The unfairness made him want to punch something.

         Instead, he drew in a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself down before getting back to it.

         On impulse, he popped his phone out of his pocket for the first time all morning. A handful of alerts greeted him, and he scrolled through them. When he got to the couple of texts from Zoe, the remaining tension bled out of his body, and he couldn’t hold back the warm smile that curled his lips.

         Ugh, remind me why I’m shacking up with a morning person again? I need coffee and it’s all the way over theeeeerre

         A photo came with the message, showing her in his bed, her hair a mess where it lay splayed out across his sheets, and he had to suck in a breath. There wasn’t a single inappropriate thing about the shot, but it didn’t matter. The sight of her, all rumpled and gorgeous and soft from sleep…It did things to him.

         He just wished he could be there to take advantage of it. To roll her over and kiss that red mouth until they were both breathless.

         Or maybe—if it was a day when he wasn’t working…to go make her coffee. Pancakes. Breakfast in bed.

         He mentally shook his head at himself. What a sap.

         A week now they’d been doing…whatever it was they were doing together. Giving in to the overwhelming force of attraction between them had been the easiest thing in the world. When she was around, it was like all his worries disappeared.

         He’d thought it would be weird, going from her brother’s best friend to her friend to maybe something more, but it hadn’t been. At all.

         They’d never had to have any intense conversations about what was going on between them, either. Even that first time, when he’d been nervous about risking everything for a night of fun, it was like she’d been able to see right through him. Proving just how well she knew him, she’d just climbed right back on top of him and kissed him senseless, then wandered naked into his kitchen to fix herself a sandwich. She’d called out to ask if he wanted anything, too. Casual—like it was the most normal thing. And you know, he had been kind of hungry after working up an appetite like that.

         So she’d just slipped into his life. When they weren’t having mind-blowing sex, they were sharing takeout pizza or introducing each other to their favorite shows. He still wasn’t quite sold on The Bachelor, but watching her yelling at the TV made him grin, and she was surprisingly receptive to reruns of This Old House playing in the background the rest of the time.

         His crummy, boring apartment felt warm when she was in it. So warm that he almost forgot for hours at a time that his entire goal in life was to build his house in the woods and get out of here.

         His only regret was the same one she had. She worked nights and he worked days, and so there she was waking up at—he checked the time stamp on the message—ten in the morning, while he was up at six.

         Shaking his head at himself, he tapped out a quick reply. Wish I could’ve gone and grabbed you one.

         Her answer came seconds later. It’s ok, I managed.

         The picture that followed was of her at Bobbi’s bakery on Main Street. She was seated at one of the little tables inside, a latte and an empty plate set next to her open laptop.

         His smile faded slightly. She’d kicked it up a notch on the job search of late. That or, now that he got regular updates about her life, he was just more aware of it.

         Every time she talked about it, a little pit formed in his stomach. Which was stupid. He’d known from the minute she moved back home that it was temporary. She was only here until the right opportunity came along, and he could be a big enough man to hope it showed up for her soon.

         Even if, deep down, he never wanted her to leave.

         “Hey, James.” Bryce’s voice had Devin jerking his gaze up. “Your girlfriend’s here.”

         For a second, Devin’s heart lurched into his throat.

         No way. Zoe had just texted him from the bakery, and even if she hadn’t—they hadn’t exactly talked about it, but the one time he’d tried to bring up how he’d prefer to keep whatever they were doing together quiet, at least for the time being, she’d just rolled her eyes.

         “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me,” she’d said before kissing his cheek. “My brother murdering you would be a real bummer.”

         And then she’d started kissing other parts of him, and well, that’d been the end of that.

         Long story short, she wouldn’t just show up at his work unannounced, and Bryce wouldn’t know to call her his girlfriend.

         Before he could work himself up any further worrying, he spotted Han’s car in the lot—not Zoe’s. Relief swept over him, even as a new kind of nervousness started to intrude.

         Flipping Bryce off for being a homophobic prick, he started crossing the site toward the lot. As he approached, Han got out of his car and held up one of the same chopped-up liquor boxes he used for Jade Garden deliveries, and Devin managed a smile.

         “Hey, buddy,” Han said as he hauled the food over to the picnic table by the trailer, where they usually ate.

         “Hey.”

         He and Han did this once a week or so. Their schedules didn’t match up much better than Devin’s and Zoe’s. Lunch on the job site was one of the easier ways to get together most weeks.

         As Han started unpacking the containers he’d brought, Devin pulled apart a couple of paper plates. His stomach growled as the mouthwatering scents of whatever Han had cooked up today hit him.

         “The mango pork’s new,” Han said. “And I tweaked the ginger on the veggies.”

         “Yeah?”

         Han might’ve had to drop out of culinary school when his dad died, but you’d never know it. He cooked all day, and then he cooked some more on his days off. He tried out new recipes—fancy “fusion” stuff that he and his mom had agreed didn’t fit with the Jade Garden’s brand, though he did manage to sneak a few of the tamer test recipes into the Chef’s Specials “secret menu” now and then.

         As Han plated up the food, he tipped his head toward the guys eating sandwiches and leftovers at the other tables. “So, how’s it going?”

         Devin rolled his eyes. “Same as usual.”

         “AKA, Bryce is being a jerk?”

         Devin glared, but he knew there had been no one close enough to hear Han. “Yeah, pretty much.”

         Han scooped meat and vegetables onto a bed of noodles, then went ahead and sprinkled sesame seeds and scallions and drizzled some sort of orange sauce over it all, because the parking lot of a construction site was a five-star restaurant in his eyes. He passed the plate over, and Devin smacked his lips.

         “I’m telling you.” Han opened a set of wooden chopsticks and pointed them at Devin. “You gotta stand up to guys like him.”

         The same old discomfort churned in Devin’s gut, but he pushed it down. “Sure, just like you did with all the mean kids back in high school.”

         “Shut up, man.”

         Neither of them had gotten picked on too badly when they were kids. Han stuck out, one of maybe four Asian kids in the school at the time, but he’d been as charming then as he was now—the bastard. Devin had held his own. He never started any fights, but when any came his way, he finished them. The two of them and the rest of the gang they ran with—they were fine.

         But Han’s girlfriend, May, had gotten savaged by the mean girl squad. She acted like it was no big deal, but whatever had happened, it had been bad enough that May had taken off after graduation. She’d come back for Han’s dad’s funeral and a visit or two here and there, and that was it.

         Han scowled and nodded at Devin’s food. “So? You gonna eat or just give me crap about things that happened a decade ago?”

         “Like I can’t do both.” He tore open his own chopsticks. He’d never be as good with them as Han was, but he managed okay. He eyed the food. “Nice presentation.”

         “Obviously.”

         He tried the pork first, because how could he not.

         “Get some mango with it,” Han urged him.

         Devin raised a brow. He didn’t ignore the advice, though. He scooped up a noodle for good measure and shoveled the whole thing into his mouth.

         His eyes slipped closed and he thumped his fist onto the table.

         “Uh…”

         “Shh.” Devin put a finger to his sealed lips as he chewed. Once he swallowed, he opened his eyes.

         “Well?”

         “Man, that’s good.” Salty and sweet, rich but not heavy.

         “The mango really makes it, huh?”

         “Yup.”

         “You getting the garlic?”

         “Uh-huh.”

         “But not too much.”

         “Close—I wouldn’t do any more. But seriously. It’s a keeper.”

         “Try the veg.”

         Devin forced himself to stop cramming delicious, delicious pork in his face. The vegetable was some weird green thing Han had been messing around with. It’d been a little bitter for his taste last time, but it’d probably go pretty well with the pork. He gave it a shot and nodded. “Yup. Cutting the ginger helped a lot.”

         “Thought so.” Han flashed a smug, ever-so-slightly-secretive smile as he dug into his own plate.

         “What’re you up to?”

         “Nothing.”

         “Yeah, I don’t buy it.”

         Han had always had fun messing around with new recipes, but he’d been more intense about it of late. There was definitely something going on.

         “You don’t have to.” Then his smirk deepened. “But maybe someday someone will.”

         Devin put down his chopsticks. “You aren’t finally doing it.”

         Han had always idly talked about opening his own restaurant. It never came to anything, though. He was too busy at the family business.

         “No.” Han shook his head. “Not yet. But let’s just say I’m working on something that might be a first step.”

         “Okay, you keep your secrets. As long as you keep the awesome grub coming, too.”

         Chuckling, Han nodded. “That I can do.” He took a bite of his own lunch and seemed pleased. “Speaking of which, I’ve got a few other things I’m ready to guinea pig. Dinner at my place tomorrow?”

         Normally, Devin would jump at the chance, but heading to the Leung house made all the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. He cleared his throat. “Who all’s going to be there?”

         “Does it matter? Free grub, remember.”

         “I know. I’m just asking.”

         Han shrugged. “Bobbi and Caitlin probably. Clay if I can pry him away from the Junebug for a minute, and you know he’ll want to bring June.” He listed the names of a couple of other guys they hung out with regularly. Then he grimaced. “I think Zoe has the night off, so she’ll probably invite herself.”

         “Oh?” Devin’s voice came out strangled to his own ears.

         “Maybe. Who knows.”

         Not good enough. But he couldn’t probe any deeper without sounding suspicious. He rummaged around in his brain, trying to think of excuses why he couldn’t go, but he came up with squat.

         Zoe was a firecracker. She said their secret was safe with her, but she loved to push him, and he had to admit it—he kind of loved it when she did. But interacting with her at their family home, with Han right there? What lines would get blurred?

         It wasn’t just her he didn’t trust. His fingers twitched. He was getting too comfortable hanging out at his apartment with her. They spent half their time naked or snuggled up or both. Reaching out and putting his hand over hers and pulling her into him was becoming second nature.

         Would he be the one to slip up and give them away?

         Oblivious to Devin twisting himself into knots, Han pursed his lips. “Then again, she’s been going out a lot recently.”

         “Yeah?” Devin’s throat threatened to close again.

         “It’s super weird. She bummed around the house all the time when she first moved back in, but now it’s like she’s never there. I think she’s sneaking out at night, too.”

         Devin tried not to choke on a piece of mango and pork. He coughed into a napkin.

         “You okay?” Han asked.

         No.

         “Yeah, yeah.” Fighting both to breathe and to come off as casual, Devin asked, “Is it really sneaking, though? She’s in her twenties, right?”

         “Fine, fine, whatever. It’s still weird. I didn’t think she had a lot of friends around here.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’m pretty sure she’s not dating anybody.”

         “Maybe she’s just working late? The Junebug is a bar.”

         “Maybe.” Han frowned. “You’re right—it’s none of my business. I just hope she’s not doing anything stupid.”

         Devin’s stomach flopped around inside his abdomen.

         She was doing something stupid all right.

         Namely him.

         “I’m sure it’s nothing,” he lied.

         Only he wasn’t so sure of that.

         He wasn’t so sure at all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “So…do you want me to stay away?” Zoe had her back turned to Devin as she brushed her hair, but her gaze flicked to his in the bathroom mirror.

         He was a little groggy, still splayed out on the mattress, naked and boneless. She hadn’t had to close the bar tonight, so she’d come over after her shift, which was great—he loved seeing her. But it was past his bedtime, and that last round had been particularly athletic.

         There was something in her voice that told him he needed to pay attention, though.

         He rose onto his elbows and rummaged around in his skull for enough brain cells to rub together. “What do you mean? It’s your house.”

         Their pillow talk had inevitably turned to a discussion of the dinner party Han was holding at the Leung house. She’d seemed surprised to hear he was trying to find a way out of it.

         “Yeah,” she allowed. She set down her brush—one of a couple of her things that had somehow found a home for themselves in his bathroom this week—and came back over to the bed. As if she could tell that he wasn’t at his best when she wasn’t wearing any clothes, she pulled the covers up over her chest. “But Han is your best friend. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

         He wasn’t quite tired or stupid enough to laugh. He’d only resisted her as long as he had because he hadn’t been willing to risk Han’s friendship or Arthur’s welcome. Of course his being with her now was going to affect his relationship with her family.

         He reached for her hand and held it in his, running his thumb along the lines of her palm. He should be stressing out right now, but it was hard to be anything but relaxed when it was just the two of them. She made talking about his feelings easy in a way no one ever had. “You aren’t in the way. I’m just nervous he’ll catch on to something being weird between us.”

         “Yeah…”

         He closed his fingers around hers more firmly. “You know I don’t like keeping this secret, right?”

         “I know.” She wasn’t looking at him, though.

         “It’s just…”

         “I get it. I’m probably not going to be here for long.” She huffed out a breath and pitched her voice higher, putting on the fake-happy smile she always used when talking about her job search. “Fifteen more applications submitted today.” She deflated back to a more natural tone. “No point rocking the boat for something temporary, right?”

         Sourness coated the back of his tongue. This was good, them being clear with each other like this. It was smart and mature.

         So why did he hate it so much?

         He couldn’t bring himself to agree with her, so he barreled on. “Look, I don’t want you to feel like you have to stay away.”

         “And I don’t want you to feel like you do.”

         “So we won’t,” he decided. “We’ll both go—if that’s what you want to do. And we’ll just try to be normal. It’ll probably be fine.”

         Her expression finally brightened. “Sure. We can do this.”

         “Of course we can.”

         “So, what do you think?” She scooted closer to him, and he breathed a little easier. “Does Han just keep living with our mom out of sheer martyrdom? Or is it because he’s using her for her kitchen?”

         Devin tipped his head back and laughed. Leave it to Zoe not to mince words. “He’d probably say it’s to take care of your mom and save money.”

         “Martyrdom.” She poked his arm with her index finger.

         He took her hand in his and kissed her knuckles. “But you might be onto something with the kitchen.” Devin had helped them redo it back a few years ago. “He’d never find an apartment with one as nice.”

         Gazing down at their joined hands, Zoe asked, “What about at your loner house in the woods? Any plans to build a giant kitchen there that he can use?”

         “It’d be worth it just for the free food,” he mused. But he shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s going to be a small place. Just me kicking around it.”

         “You don’t think there’d ever be anybody else?” she asked quietly.

         The question settled on him heavily. She was still studiously looking down. He brushed her hair back from her face, but it didn’t let him see her eyes any better.

         The answer should be simple. His whole life, he’d been dreaming of the day he could have a home of his own.

         He glanced over at the bathroom, though. At the hairbrush and the toothbrush and the little bottles of lotion and soap.

         He shrugged, noncommittal. “How about you? Gorgeous kitchen a must-have for your Realtor when you land your dream job?”

         He kept his voice light, but forget heavy. This question sank inside him like a stone.

         “Nah.” She put her head on his shoulder. “It’s not like Han would ever leave to come visit me.”

         I would, Devin didn’t say. But her kitchen wouldn’t have a thing to do with it.

         Silence hung between them for a minute. He twisted his neck to press a kiss to her temple, but before he could come up with anything smart to say, a yawn snuck out of him.

         She laughed and kissed him back before ruffling his hair. “Come on. Let’s get you to bed. You have incident reports to write in the morning.”

         “Don’t remind me,” he groaned, flopping backward into his pillow.

         She got up and turned off the lights, and wow, she was so great. As she slipped back into the bed beside him, he curled his arms around her. Even the prospect of dealing with more paperwork and more people letting Bryce off the hook couldn’t bring him down.

         Nope. Apparently, the only thing that could do that was the reminder that his time with her was temporary.

         Which sucked. Because he was pretty sure he was going to get even more of those when he was pretending not to be sleeping with her at Han’s party tomorrow night.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         “Y’all—don’t even get me started on weird customers.” June held a hand in front of herself, palm out.

         Zoe raised a brow and took another sip of her wine.

         Ten minutes into Han’s dinner party, she, June, and June’s friend Bobbi were standing around the island in the center of the kitchen, trading work stories. Over by the stove, Han prepped ingredients while trying to keep Ling-Ling from stealing any of them—with mixed success. Between fond rebukes to the dog, he kept a light conversation going with Clay, Bobbi’s girlfriend, Caitlin, and a couple of guy friends.

         “Ooh.” Bobbi rubbed her hands together. “This is going to be good.”

         June smiled. “Let’s just say there’s a reason the Sweetbriar Inn now has an official policy prohibiting birds.”

         Zoe snickered, but before June could dive any deeper into whatever guest at her family’s B&B had prompted that new rule, the doorbell rang, setting Ling-Ling off.

         Zoe’s pulse raced, and she put her glass down with a thunk. “I’ll get it!”

         “Seriously,” Han called after her, “nobody’s fighting you for it except the dog.”

         And okay, yeah, she was a little eager, racing to get the door each time a new person arrived. But this time, she had extra reason to run. Devin was the only person they were still waiting for. This had to be him.

         She skidded to a stop in the entryway, making sure her body was blocking Ling-Ling from getting out before flinging open the door.

         And there Devin was. All six foot something glorious inches of him, his cheeks flushed from the chill outside, his blue eyes sparkling, and what was it about the way he lit up when his gaze fell on her? Her heart pounded, her ribs squeezing around it.

         Her over-the-top reaction made no sense. He was just a guy, and she was in a weird, temporary place in her life. They’d basically agreed that whatever they were doing together was just for fun. The very sight of him shouldn’t turn her to goo.

         But she liked him so much.

         She cast one backward glance over her shoulder before closing the door and launching herself at him. He caught her in his arms. Pausing only to set down the six-pack he’d brought, he pressed her into the freezing-cold siding of the house, and she didn’t care about the temperature or the fact that he was so worried about getting caught.

         His mouth was hot as it covered hers, his tongue commanding. She kissed him back with a hunger that had nothing to do with the promise of the upcoming meal. Running her hands through his hair, she soaked up every second of contact with him.

         It wasn’t enough. He jerked away, his breath coming fast, the darkness in his gaze pure torture considering what was coming next. “We should—”

         “Go make out some more in your truck?” she suggested helpfully.

         He buried his face in her shoulder, and she wrapped her arms around him as tightly as she could. “Don’t tempt me, woman.”

         “Why not?” She gazed up at the stars and breathed him in. “It’s so much fun.”

         “For you, maybe,” he said, but there was a hint of darkness in his tone.

         The corners of her mouth turned down. “I was just messing around.”

         “I know.” Did he, though?

         The mood broken, he gave her one last quick peck before letting go.

         Stepping away, he gestured at his face. “Do I have any…?”

         “Just—” She reached up on her toes to swipe at the little smudge of lipstick at the corner of his mouth. Considering how they’d just been sticking their tongues down each other’s throats, it wasn’t bad. This long-wearing stuff was the best.

         “Thanks.”

         “No problem.”

         He picked up the beer he’d set down and they headed inside. She stole another glance at him under the entryway light as he stopped to give Ling-Ling a quick scratch behind the ear. There was no sign that anything was amiss. The way she’d run her fingers through his hair could have easily been the wind. No one would know.

         She tried to remind herself that that was a good thing.

         “I’ll, uh, show you where to put your coat.” She started to lead him down the hall.

         “Please,” her brother scoffed, appearing at the top of the half flight of stairs. “It’s just Devin. He knows.” Han smiled at Devin. “What’s up, man?”

         “Nothing,” Devin replied.

         “Was starting to think you’d gotten lost out there.”

         “Nah.” Devin brushed past her. Out of her brother’s sight line, he gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze before continuing on. He held up the six-pack. “Almost forgot these in the truck and had to run back for them.”

         “Nice.” Han accepted the beers.

         But as Zoe followed Han and Devin into the kitchen, she caught June gazing at her appraisingly. Crap—she’d checked Devin for lipstick smudges but she hadn’t checked herself. She casually glanced at her reflection in the hallway mirror. Nope—she was basically okay.

         Well, whatever. June could give her weird looks if she wanted to. Zoe wasn’t going to act like she had anything to hide.

         To prove it, she snagged a fried wonton strip off one of the appetizer plates. She dragged it through the plum sauce dip and popped it in her mouth. She really didn’t know what that was supposed to prove, but it was freaking delicious, so it didn’t matter.

         Around her, all signs showed this to be a successful dinner party. Han was doing his thing, cooking and putting on a show. If it weren’t so clichéd—and if they were Japanese instead of Chinese—he could’ve had a heck of a career at one of those hibachi places.

         Zoe shook her head, trying not to stare at Devin, who had joined the loose cluster hanging out over by her brother. Han’s parties were never formal or anything, but people usually put in a little effort. Devin had traded in his work clothes for a sharp blue button-down that made his eyes look even brighter.

         She wanted to peel it off him.

         “So, you wanna talk about it?”

         Zoe tried not to jump when June spoke from right beside her. “Talk about what?”

         June’s friend Bobbi snickered.

         Zoe’s face went warm. Crap. She was really bad at this secretly banging her brother’s friend thing, huh?

         “There’s nothing to talk about,” she said, more firmly this time.

         June didn’t seem convinced. “Uh-huh.”

         “He’s one of Han’s friends.” Zoe swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Gross.”

         “Gross? I mean—” Bobbi gestured with her wineglass at the guys. Her girlfriend, Caitlin, stood over beside them. “I don’t even like dudes, and I can admit he’s hot.”

         “They’re all hot,” June said.

         Zoe recoiled. “Ew. My brother is not hot.”

         Shrugging, June took a sip of her wine. “May would kill me for saying it, but it’s true.”

         “Seriously, though,” Bobbi said, leaning in. “Devin’s been sneaking looks at you almost as much as you’ve been sneaking looks at him.”

         “Really?” Her voice came out too high. She retreated to the side a bit to reclaim her wineglass and took a gulp.

         “Really,” June confirmed.

         Zoe had to stop herself from glancing over at him to verify. “It doesn’t matter. Even if he weren’t gross.” He was so, so not gross. “It’s like I said—he’s my brother’s best friend, and you know how Han is.” Her mouth felt dry despite the wine. “If either of us made a move, he’d flip his lid.”

         “I don’t know…” June mused.

         “Well, believe me, I do.”

         Devin and Han had both been plenty clear. A bitter taste formed at the back of her mouth.

         At first, the whole off-limits thing had been kind of fun. But the more time they spent together, the more it twisted her up inside.

         Being someone’s dirty little secret wasn’t great for the ego.

         Not that that was stopping her from developing—ugh—feelings for the guy.

         Yeah, she might be in denial about a lot of things, but that was a tough one to get away from. She wasn’t an idiot. The way his touch made her feel all warm and squishy inside, the way her thoughts kept drifting to him throughout the day…It was like her teenage crush, only times a million, because now she knew he liked her, too.

         Maybe not as much as she liked him, but more than enough to keep throwing gasoline on the fire in her chest.

         She was saved from having to downplay things to June and Bobbi any further by Han flicking off the burners with a flourish. “Okay, y’all, grub’s up.”

         Zoe downed another gulp of her wine before excusing herself. This was old hat. Positioning herself at her brother’s side, she passed him plates, and he portioned out the food.

         Her mouth watered. Han had been refining his stable of experimental dishes for ages, and they just kept getting better. Tonight’s menu included a rice dish with pickled ginger and edamame, plus seared scallops in a basil sauce she never would have thought would work, but it did. Baby bok choy that he’d cooked over a little electric grill, and some mystery egg tarts he’d done in the oven. He scattered the lot with a drizzle of vibrant green and white sauces, chopped nori, and sesame.

         Devin stepped in to pass the completed dishes out.

         “Wow,” Caitlin said as she received the first plate.

         “Let me know what you think.”

         Zoe frowned at her brother. His voice had a different pitch to it. He was always proud of his cooking, but the nerves jangling around in there were new.

         She didn’t have much time to think about it. Before she knew it, everyone had a plate in hand. As they found places to sit or stand, appreciative moans and compliments sounded out around the room. Han shone a sly smile as he started eating, too, Ling-Ling parked hopefully at his feet. He made a running commentary—he always did. What worked and what hadn’t, though as far as Zoe was concerned, it was all a hit.

         The regulars in Han’s guinea pig squad were easy to spot as they echoed Han’s comments. Devin was a down-to-earth guy, but he’d been hanging out with Han long enough to mention something about the butter-to-shortening ratio in the crust of the savory egg tart. Zoe shook her head and just kept shoveling it in.

         One of Han and Devin’s buddies, Terrell, snapped his fingers. “I know what this reminds me of. That thing you made for my sister’s wedding.”

         Han tipped his head to the side. “Did I do shrimp for that?”

         “No, but the sauce.”

         “That was totally different,” Han said.

         Devin scrunched up his nose. “It was kind of the same.”

         “You know what it reminds me of?” June interjected.

         “What?” Han asked. “And please tell me you have a better memory than these guys.”

         “She usually does.” Clay chuckled, and Devin elbowed him in the ribs.

         “Graduation,” June said, sure of herself. “Your year. That meal you did at our place.”

         “Oh.” A shadow crept across Han’s gaze.

         Right. Any meal he would have made at the Wu-Miller house would have been because of May.

         Devin looked at Han with the same concern Zoe felt.

         As if realizing her mistake in bringing that up, June continued. “Though this is way better. I mean, the graduation meal was amazing, but these egg tarts are next level. What’s in them again?”

         Han rattled off some of the ingredients.

         Devin cleared his throat. “I think it’s more like that Thanksgiving you cooked—what was it? Twenty seventeen?”

         Han pulled a face. “That menu was totally different.”

         “Yeah, but the basil—”

         “Oh man,” Terrell said, elbowing his buddy. “New Year’s Eve, like, five years ago.”

         “Yeah!” The dude’s eyes lit up. He waved a hand at Han. “The one you did at the park.”

         “Fried turkey,” Han agreed. “Seriously, guys, that was nothing like this.”

         “Didn’t you have little pastries? I swear there was, like, basil in them like this.”

         “The basil is in the sauce.” Han was smiling again now, which was something.

         “Oh! Oh!” Terrell held up a finger. “Wasn’t that the year we were picking gravel out of the cupcakes?”

         “Man, who baked those?”

         “Pretty sure it was me.” Bobbi grinned.

         “They were so good, it was totally worth it, even when—”

         Devin slammed his plate down on the counter. His fork clattered against the china. Ling-Ling whined.

         Suddenly, everyone got quiet.

         Zoe sucked in a breath. Devin’s face had turned a shade of purple. Thunderheads colored his eyes.

         “What?” she asked.

         Devin’s gaze connected with hers for a fraction of a second, and it was like an iron band closed around her heart.

         Devin glanced away. “Excuse me.”

         He stalked off. Zoe put her plate down. The band around her heart released, but it was replaced by a freaking jackrabbit, jumping up and down on the insides of her chest so fast, she could hardly breathe. She gripped the edge of the counter she’d been leaning against until her knuckles turned white.

         Everything in her told her to follow him. His gaze was seared into her. His eyes had looked so angry.

         But more than that, he’d looked so…

         Lost.

         A door slammed in the distance, and Zoe squeezed the counter even tighter. Han smacked himself in the forehead, then reached over to cuff Terrell on the back of his head, too.

         “Ow—”

         “Devin’s dad,” Han hissed. “Remember?”

         “Wait.” Zoe should shut up, but she couldn’t. “What—”

         Han shook his head.

         Wincing, Terrell scrubbed at his face. “Oh, right. Crap.”

         Quietly, Bobbi turned to Zoe. “Devin’s dad showed up drunk. He knocked over the cupcakes.”

         “Said some really awful stuff, too,” Han added.

         Zoe stared toward the corner Devin had disappeared around. It was like she was being yanked in that direction. He’d told her the other night that his dad wasn’t a good guy, but seeing his reaction to someone bringing up that memory now…

         She bit the inside of her lip.

         Was he okay? No, of course not. How could he be?

         She wanted so badly to chase after him. If she were really his girlfriend, she would do just that. She’d put her arms around him and hold him tight, and maybe—maybe he’d even let her.

         Her stomach plummeted to the floor.

         The only problem was that she wasn’t. If she gave them away, he’d be even more furious—furious at her.

         But she couldn’t ignore this pull.

         “Shouldn’t someone go after him?” she asked.

         Han shook his head. “Just makes it worse.”

         Everyone seemed to take that as definitive.

         Slowly, people started eating and talking again, but Zoe couldn’t hear any of it. She was listening so carefully for any sort of sound from the hallway. When she heard the bathroom door open, her heart leaped.

         Speaking to no one in particular, she said, “I have to…”

         She pulled out her phone as if that would explain her needing to step away.

         June gave her a knowing glance that bordered on encouragement. Accepting that unexpected morsel of support, she took off down the hall at a measured pace, but as soon as she was out of sight, she couldn’t help it. She broke into an all-out sprint.

         Only to almost crash into Devin. His jaw was set, storms still brewing in his eyes, and she’d just come out here to check on him.

         But she couldn’t stand this.

         She grabbed him by the wrist and hauled him down the hall.

         “Zo—”

         He resisted, but he finally let himself be dragged into the next available room with a door. It was Lian’s old room—now her mother’s sewing room, but it would do. Her mom was working at the restaurant tonight, so she wouldn’t notice.

         As soon as the door was closed behind them, she launched herself at him. She wrapped her arms around his chest, but he was stone.

         “You don’t have to—” he gritted out.

         “Shh.”

         He shook his head, but she wasn’t having any of it.

         She shushed him again. He stayed as stiff as a board for a long moment. Crap. Maybe she’d misread this entire thing. Maybe he didn’t need comfort.

         Maybe he didn’t want any from her.

         Well, too bad. She was giving it to him anyway.

         She’d give him anything.

         She clenched her eyes tight. That was probably so stupid of her. He wasn’t in this with her for real. Even if he were—what kind of future could they have? He’d never be willing to face Han’s wrath or risk Arthur’s judgment. There wasn’t any place for her in his lonely loner’s house in the woods. Who knew how long she’d be staying in Blue Cedar Falls anyway? Getting invested was a waste, but she couldn’t seem to fight it anymore.

         Finally, Devin let out a sigh. He curled his arms around her, too. His posture softened as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m fine,” he told her.

         “I know.” People banging dishes on counters and leaving in a huff—that was always a sign that they were fine.

         “I just…”

         She leaned back so she could look him in the eye. The anger had faded from his gaze, replaced by something that made him look tired and older than he was. She sucked in a breath. “Han said it was something to do with your father?”

         Devin nodded grimly. He pulled her back into a hug, her face pressed to his chest. Normally, she wouldn’t mind being snuggled up with his firm pecs, but it was clearly a way for him to avoid her gaze. She allowed it for now.

         Exhaling, he said, “Yeah. Told you he wasn’t a good guy.”

         “You didn’t tell me he was the ‘shows up drunk to parties and knocks over cupcakes’ kind of bad guy.”

         He shrugged, but she could practically feel his wince. “They told you that, huh?”

         “Yup.”

         “They tell you the part about him smacking me around?”

         She drew back. “No.”

         His grimace deepened. “Can we forget I just admitted it, then?”

         “Seriously?”

         “He was a jerk,” he said, as if that were some kind of explanation.

         “But he hit you?” More rumors and hushed conversations floated into her memory. She hadn’t understood them then. But Devin telling her this…It slotted an awful lot of things into place.

         Devin rubbed his hands up and down her arms, and she didn’t need him to comfort her. Not when he was telling her about his pain. “It’s okay. I’m fine now.”

         “How?”

         His throat bobbed. “I got out.”

         “How?” An intense need to understand this man clawed at her. She shouldn’t pry, but she wanted to know everything. “I mean—if you don’t want to talk about it—”

         “Your family, for one.” His gaze connected with hers, a little light coming back to his eyes. “There’s a reason I was always at your place or hanging out in Arthur’s basement.”

         “Right.”

         “And then, as soon as I was out of high school, I packed my bag. Started working. Got an apartment. The rest is history.”

         Was it, though? The pain of it still seemed to live inside him.

         She put her hands over Devin’s chest, trying to take in the breadth of him. This strong, incredible man, who’d dealt with so much and who still stayed open and kind.

         It occurred to her again, just like that night he’d walked her home after they’d hung out at the bar. Did he ever talk about what had happened to him? How did the pressure of keeping it all inside not make him explode?

         Gazing up at him, she took a deep breath. “What happened to him?”

         “I have no idea,” he said quietly, ghosts in his eyes. “I assume he rotted in that house for a while. I never went back. He never came looking for me except a couple of times when he was trashed.” He shrugged. “When he did, I just called Officer Dwight to take him home. Otherwise, I had nothing to do with him. Year or so after I left, I got a drunk dial from him. Said he was set up in a trailer park in Florida.”

         “You think he’ll stay there?”

         “Honestly, I don’t care.”

         He meant it, too. The pain in his voice was like a hand reaching into her chest and squeezing.

         Zoe’s family was her bedrock. She defied them and fought with them, but deep down she loved them fiercely. She never in a million years could doubt they loved her, too.

         Devin…he didn’t have that.

         Slowly, she skated her hands up his chest. She took his face between her palms. His scruff was rough against her skin. She stroked her thumbs just beneath his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she told him quietly.

         “It’s nothing. Old history.”

         She repeated it. More firmly this time. “I’m sorry.” She reached up onto her tiptoes, pulling him down to meet her. She kissed his lips. “I’m sorry.”

         “Zo…”

         “I’m sorry.” She kissed him again, soft and slow.

         He melted into it, wrapping his arms around her. Holding on to him, she tried to pour everything she was feeling into the motion of their lips. He didn’t want her to comfort him or to let her tell him how her heart ached for him, and that was fine. She’d make him understand like this.

         Because any of her ideas about not getting invested? Not growing feelings for this man?

         They were out the window. She’d tossed her sense of self-preservation right along with them.

         All she could do was hang on.

         And wait for the crash when they all hit the ground.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         A couple of weeks later, Zoe sat on the kitchen counter, texting with June about grabbing coffee, Clay about whether or not she could open the bar tomorrow, Lian about how she wanted to bang her head against the wall over her job search, and a group of high school friends about a time to meet up for drinks later that week—all without accidentally sending any messages to the wrong person. She snickered to herself as she sent a reaction gif to Lian. Take that, accounting firm looking for “attention to detail.”

         No sooner had the thought occurred to her than her screen went blank, a call from an unknown number appearing over her fifteen messaging threads.

         Her first impulse was to ignore it—she’d talked to quite enough people excited to offer her a free time-share or help her with a problem at the social security agency. But one of the worst things about being on a job hunt was having to answer every call.

         Bracing for the worst, she tucked her hair out of the way and brought the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

         A male voice replied, “Good morning. Is this Zoe Leung?”

         She sat up straighter. “It is.”

         “Hi, I’m Brad Sullivan from Pinnacle Accounting, following up on a résumé we received.”

         “Oh, hi!” She scrambled down off the counter and over to her makeshift office set up on the end of the dining room table. Pinnacle, Pinnacle—oh, right. It was a firm in Atlanta she’d applied to last week.

         “I was hoping to talk to you about your interest in the position. Do you have a few minutes?”

         She blinked about fifty-seven times. “Of course.”

         “Great.” With that, he launched into a quick overview of the job she’d applied for as well as a series of questions about her experience and training, which she somehow or other managed to string together coherent answers to.

         Slipping back into the accounting persona she’d honed during her coursework and internship was harder than it used to be. Once upon a time, it had felt like a second skin. Now it felt like a wet suit that was three sizes too small.

         “All right,” Brad said, “sounds to me like you’re an excellent candidate. Let me just talk to a few people and we’ll get you set up for an interview with the rest of the team.”

         It was a good thing the chair she was sitting on had a back, because otherwise she might have tipped right out of it. “Oh wow, okay, great.”

         “Just one last question—this job does require you to be on-site in our Buckhead office. Looks like you’re in North Carolina right now, but I’m assuming you’re prepared to relocate?”

         “Yes,” she said, but as she did, a stone lodged in her throat.

         “Perfect.” He rattled off a few more details, and they said their goodbyes.

         The whole while, the tightness in her windpipe grew and grew.

         Atlanta was a four-hour drive from here. A few months ago, she might not have cared. She’d lived away from home when she’d gone to college. She’d always assumed she’d have to leave again to get a decent job that was in her field.

         But her time back here in Blue Cedar Falls had changed her perspective.

         She liked being home. She liked seeing Han all the time and being able to meet up with Lian now and then. She liked Clay and June and working at the bar. She loved getting to spend time with Arthur and helping out at Harvest Home.

         She loved…

         She clenched her phone so tightly she worried the screen would break.

         She and Devin had told each other that their time together was limited. He wasn’t interested in anything serious; all he wanted in this world was a house of his own outside of town, and he never imagined sharing it with anyone, least of all her. He definitely wasn’t interested in upsetting the balance of his relationship with her family.

         Ever since Han’s dinner party, when he’d opened up to her about his dad, she’d known that eventually he’d break her heart.

         She just hadn’t been prepared for it to happen so soon.

         Maybe it didn’t have to. A bubble of hope filled her chest. Maybe she wouldn’t get the job. Maybe she could just stay here forever, working at the bar and helping Arthur run the food kitchen and sleeping with Devin and it would all be okay.

         Right.

         The bubble popped almost instantaneously. She needed this job. If it was offered to her, she’d have no choice but to take it and go. This was the moment she’d been waiting for, working toward, training for.

         So why did everything about it make her feel so terrible?

         Before she could even begin to get it all sorted out, the front door opened.

         “Crap.”

         Instinctively, she scrambled to look busy, but sitting at her laptop with her spreadsheet open was about as busy-looking as she could get.

         “Oh, look, you’re awake,” her mom said, deadpan.

         Zoe drew in a breath and forced herself to smile. She hadn’t gotten home until two a.m. yesterday after closing up the Junebug. The fact that she was up before ten was a miracle.

         Try telling her early-bird mother that, though.

         “Han went to the restaurant already?” her mom asked.

         Zoe shook her head. “Took the dog for a hike first.”

         “Good. Ling-Ling needs more exercise.”

         “Ling-Ling needs you to stop slipping her extra treats.”

         “Me?” Her mother put her hand to her chest dramatically. “Never.”

         Right. “How was brunch?”

         Zoe’s mother ate with May and June’s mom and a few other old ladies almost every morning down at the Sweetbriar Inn on Main Street.

         Her mom waved a hand dismissively. “Same as ever.” She headed into the kitchen to start a pot of tea. Managing to sound both casual and pointed, she mentioned, “Mrs. Smith’s son got a big promotion. Branch manager.”

         “That’s great.” Zoe dug her nails into the meat of her palm.

         The competitive instinct in her told her to brag about the interview she’d just landed, but she knew better. Her mom would get obsessed with it and have her cramming for it like the SATs. Better to keep mum.

         But as her mother puttered around, getting everything together for her tea, Zoe kept running around in circles inside her head. She wanted to talk this out with someone. Devin, namely. He was so grounded, and he asked her questions that made her see things in a new light. Could she bring up her mixed feelings about moving without letting on that she was getting too attached to him? Probably not. He was working right now anyway. So were June and Lian and pretty much all of her other friends she might try to talk to about this.

         Which left her with her mom.

         With her teapot and little porcelain cup and saucer balanced on a tray, her mother returned to the table and took her usual seat at the head. She put on her reading glasses and opened up the newspaper.

         Zoe fidgeted, glancing between her open laptop screen and her mom, but she couldn’t quite figure out how to open up her mouth and say what was on her mind.

         Talking—really talking—with her mother had never been easy. Her mom had this unique way of shutting Zoe down and making all her ideas seem foolish. Sometimes Zoe had enough force of will to barrel right through.

         And sometimes she ended up picking a stupid major she didn’t even like anyway.

         She still couldn’t decide who she was more upset with about that—her mother or herself. Clearly her mom wasn’t entirely to blame. Yeah, Zoe had gotten a different version of her mom’s weird guilt-trippy style of parenting, considering how much younger she’d been than her siblings when their father died. But Han and Lian—they were doing what they wanted to do. Or at least some variation on it. They were happy.

         “Something on your mind?” her mother asked, not looking up from her paper.

         So many things.

         But the one she ended up blurting out was, “How come you always rode me so much harder than Han and Lian?”

         Her mother’s rapid blinking was the only sign that the question took her by surprise. With deliberate slowness, she set her teacup down and dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin.

         Stalling. Zoe was used to it.

         That didn’t make it any easier to wait her mother out. Chewing on the inside of her lip, she put her hands under her thighs, literally sitting on them to try to give herself patience.

         Finally, her mom put the napkin down. She fixed Zoe with an appraising stare that lasted way too long for comfort. Inside, Zoe squirmed a little, but she remained firm.

         Shaking her head, her mother let out a breath and looked away. “I ever tell you about the first day I picked you up from nursery school?”

         Zoe deflated. She pulled her hands out from under her legs. “Probably.”

         “You were a mess. Glitter everywhere. Your teacher apologized, but I knew. It wasn’t her fault.”

         Great, so Zoe had been a disaster since she was four. Good to know. “Look—”

         Her mom talked right over her, slow and steady. Like a Zamboni. “Whole ride home, you never stopped talking. Told me all the friends you made, everything you did. You couldn’t decide if you liked Joey best or Kim. Or costume party or building with blocks. Everything was your favorite.”

         “Right, right. I was a happy kid. I know.”

         Her mom’s lips curled into a smile. “Ray of sunshine.” She turned her gaze from the past and back to the woman in front of her. Her smile faded. “You remember what you told me you wanted to be when you grew up?”

         Had she ever known? “No.”

         “I remember. Clear as yesterday. ‘Princess astronaut veterinarian ballerina.’”

         Zoe’s face flushed warm. “I mean, I was, what? Four?”

         “But you believed it. With all your heart.”

         “Mom…” She was beginning to lose her patience.

         Her mother’s voice rose by a fraction, her tone growing serious. “Your brother, Han. Only thing he cares about besides his family is cooking.” Her mother jabbed her pointer finger into the table. “Han is easy.”

         Zoe frowned. She wasn’t so sure about all that.

         But her mom was on a roll now. She tapped the table hard again. “Lian wanted to be a teacher since she was six. Easy.”

         “But what about all the stuff you told me?” Zoe asked. Bitterness seeped into her tone. “Pick any career you want, just make sure it’s comfortably middle class.”

         How many times had Zoe come home from school excited about some project in her communications elective or jazzed about a fundraiser Uncle Arthur was going to let her help out with at Harvest Home, only to be met with her mother’s dismissive tut-tutting?

         “You.” Her mother shoved that finger in Zoe’s direction this time. “You were never easy.”

         “Great,” Zoe grumbled.

         “You weren’t. Still aren’t.”

         Zoe’s cheeks warmed, and she squirmed inside. Clearly she’d been selling her mom’s passive-aggressive streak short, because this direct insult approach was no peach. “Okay, okay, I get it.”

         Her mother shook her head. She was fluent in English, but she still muttered a few words to herself in Mandarin. It was one of her only tells that she was getting flustered.

         “That’s not a bad thing, Zhaohui. You always make it out like I’m attacking you.”

         “Uh, you kind of are.” How else was she supposed to interpret her mom telling her to her face that she was, always had been, and always would be difficult?

         “You were not easy, because you actually wanted to be princess astronaut veterinarian ballerina!”

         “Who wouldn’t?” That sounded awesome.

         “You have your head in the clouds. Someone has to help keep you here. On earth where you belong.” Fire burned in her mother’s gaze.

         And okay, Zoe knew her mom loved her and that she’d fight off an invading horde for her. But she occasionally forgot that the overbearing stuff was love, too.

         Annoying, frustrating, occasionally infuriating love.

         “You don’t have to,” she insisted.

         “I do.” Her mother reached across the table, and for the first time in what seemed like a long, long while, it felt like she was looking at Zoe. Not past her. No snide remarks, no judgment. She held out her hand. “I know it, because that’s what your father did for me.”

         Zoe’s eyes flew wide. Her mom almost never talked about her dad. “Wait—”

         Her mother shook her head, her whole expression softening. “So like me, sometimes, my Zhaohui. I don’t want you to learn lessons the hard way like I did.” She extended her hand an inch farther, and Zoe slipped her fingers into her palm. “You have to be practical. You have to survive.”

         And Zoe would probably never fully understand her mother, but for one moment, she wondered if maybe she was right. If maybe they did have more in common than had ever been keeping them apart.

         Her mother gave her hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze. “Look. I make you a deal.”

         “Okay…”

         “You ever find job opening for princess astronaut veterinarian ballerina with pension and health insurance? I promise I stop riding you so hard.”

         Zoe laughed, and she swabbed at her eyes. This was making her way too emotional—especially considering her mom had basically just promised to never, ever give her a break.

         She had about a bazillion other questions, but before she could figure out a way to give voice to them, the actual, honest-to-goodness phone on the wall started ringing.

         Her mother patted Zoe’s hand before letting go to stand and answer it.

         “Hello—” She barely got through the word. A muffled voice came over the line.

         Then all the color drained from her face.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “For crying out loud, James.” Bryce looked up from the same set of joists he’d been supposedly assembling for the last hour now. “Your mommy calling you or something?”

         “Mind your own business.” Devin ignored his phone buzzing in his pocket again. This was the third time, and no, it wasn’t his mommy. Dead women didn’t call.

         He was starting to get a little worried, though.

         He drove the last nail home in his set and looked up, meeting Terrell’s gaze. “You got this for a second?”

         “Sure, man.”

         “You heard him,” Bryce said, dropping his nail gun. “That’s five, everybody.”

         “You already had your break, and you don’t have time to take another.” Devin gestured at the work still to be done.

         Bryce pantomimed a yapping mouth, and Devin gritted his teeth.

         The guy had been giving Devin a hard time since high school. Ever since Bryce had come on at Meyer Construction, it had been the same—like Bryce resented that a guy as powerful as the mayor’s son had to stoop so low as to be working alongside schlubs like Devin. Devin’s promotion had been salt in the wound. The backtalk had gotten worse and worse, and Devin had tried to turn a blind eye to it. He’d focused on the job and the work and let the personal stuff slide.

         Goodness knew there was enough to focus on work-wise. Ever since the disaster the other week when Bryce had let half a wall collapse, the higher-ups had taken a personal interest in Devin’s crew. Devin had shown Joe all the documentation he’d been gathering about Bryce’s sloppy work, and Joe had been clear that Devin had his support. He just needed to keep collecting evidence to build a case that could hold up against whatever scrutiny they might get if and when the time came to finally give the boot to the mayor’s son.

         Ignoring Bryce, Devin made sure he was out of everybody’s way before pulling out his phone.

         Only to find three missed calls from Zoe.

         His heart thunked around in his chest, thrown by a whole warring set of reactions. Pleasure at hearing from her. Surprise, because she never called unless it was too late to come over and she still wanted to tell him something dirty.

         Worry.

         He tapped on her number and brought his phone to his ear. As it rang, he glanced around. The rest of his crew was still working. Bryce was continuing with his little tantrum, but he’d actually nailed two pieces of wood together, so who cared.

         On the third ring, Zoe picked up.

         “Hey—” he started.

         “Devin.”

         He straightened, adrenaline rushing his system. Her voice was all breathy and watery and wrong. “What happened.”

         “Uncle Arthur. He had a heart attack.”

         A ten-ton weight fell right on Devin’s chest. He changed direction midstride. “Where is he?”

         “Pine Ridge.”

         “I’ll be there in ten.”

         “You don’t have to.” She sniffled. “I just—I thought you should know. Arthur—”

         Arthur was like a father to him. A better one than his own had ever been, but Devin couldn’t focus on his own concern right now.

         Zoe put on such a front. She acted carefree, like nothing could touch her, but under all that she was tender and soft, and he knew her well enough now. The raw emotion in her voice reached into his chest and squeezed.

         “Who’s there with you?”

         “Just my mom. She’s trying not to freak out, but it’s not working. Han’s on his way, but Lian’s car broke down, so he had to drive out to Lincoln to get her.”

         Right. “I’ll be there in ten.”

         “Devin…” The way her voice broke made him stop.

         He exhaled out, deep and rough. He covered his eyes with his hand. “Do you not want me to come?”

         Everything in him was itching to go. A crisis demanded action. This was Arthur they were talking about.

         “I just…If you don’t…You’re working.”

         She’d called him three times. She’d reached out.

         “Tell me not to come.”

         “I—”

         “Tell me explicitly, specifically, that you do not want me there, or I am getting in my truck.”

         Silence held across the line. A sob broke it.

         “I want you to come,” she whispered.

         He dropped his hand from his face. “Ten minutes.” His voice was still too hard. With a deep breath, he forced himself to be soft for her. “Hang on, baby.”

         Then he hung up.

         It was fifty yards to the trailer. He crossed it in big strides.

         “Hey, James, you okay?” one of the guys called.

         “Family emergency,” he barked out. He tossed open the door to the trailer, but it was empty. He backed right out. “Where’s Joe?”

         The couple of guys gathered around shook their heads and shrugged. “Maybe down at corporate?” one of them offered.

         Devin shucked his safety gear. “When he gets back, tell him I had to go.”

         “Okay…”

         “Terrell? You’re in charge.”

         And then a voice came from behind him. A stupid, teasing voice. “What did your mommy want, James? Need you to come home and have your bottle?”

         Devin ignored Bryce. He didn’t have time for this.

         But as he headed for his truck, Bryce followed him. “Real nice, ignoring your employees while you’re running out the door halfway through your shift. Super responsible. I can see why you got the promotion over me.”

         Real nice, ignoring your father. Worthless sack of—

         Devin’s father’s words had no place in his head. Not now when he was on his way to help Zoe, to help her family, who had been better to him than his own flesh and blood had ever been.

         “Maybe I’ll fill out one of those write-up forms you keep doing for me—not that anybody reads them.” Bryce leaned against the side of Devin’s truck as Devin went to open the door. “You know that, right? That nobody listens to you?”

         Just try to report me. Devin’s dad had been stumbling, slurring. Nobody’s going to listen to you.

         “Get out of my way.” Devin managed to keep from growling, but it was a narrow thing.

         “Make me.”

         Devin hauled open the door of his truck and got in, but when he went to pull it closed behind him, Bryce was still there.

         “Seriously, James. I want to see you do it.” Bryce was in the way now, making it impossible to close the door. “Or are you too weak? Weak guy trying to boss everyone around.” His voice dropped. “Not a great look. Think all of them will still respect you when they see me walk all over you?”

         Devin looked past Bryce’s shoulder before he could stop himself. Terrell and the rest of the team were back at work, but people were looking. Was that Bryce’s angle? Trap him like this? Make him back down? Rub it in his face the next time Devin tried to call him out?

         When would it end?

         All Devin’s life, he’d tried to keep his head down, work hard, stay out of trouble, and for the most part, it had panned out just fine. He had a great job, great friends. For the moment, at least, he had Zoe.

         But what if it wasn’t enough to keep quiet and do things the way they were supposed to be done?

         What if he’d stood up to his dad a long, long time ago?

         Righteousness surged through Devin’s veins. “Move.” When Bryce didn’t budge, Devin turned. He got out of the truck, and that put him right in Bryce’s face, and he didn’t care. “Go back to work now or pack up your things.”

         “Whatever—”

         And that was it. Devin was done. “You’re fired.”

         For the first time, Bryce flinched. “Wait.”

         “Get off my site. Don’t come back.”

         “You can’t—”

         “I can.” Devin took a step forward, and as Bryce retreated, power filled Devin’s chest. He didn’t have to keep his head down. He didn’t have to stay silent when people were treating him like crap. He was in charge. People trusted him to make the right calls.

         And this was one of them.

         “Terrell?” Devin shouted.

         “Yeah?”

         “Call security to escort Mr. Horton off the property.”

         “With pleasure.”

         “My father—” Bryce tried.

         “Doesn’t have any authority here. And if he shows up and tries to pretend he does, then I’ll stand up to him just the same.”

         Devin had heard enough. This guy didn’t deserve his time. He had to get to the hospital, had to find out if Arthur was okay. Zoe needed him.

         He climbed back into his truck and slammed the door shut behind him. He put the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life.

         From the other side of the window, Bryce shouted, “My dad is going to destroy you. One word from me and you can kiss this job goodbye. That little piece of land you’ve been saving up for? You can forget it. My father—”

         Terrell appeared behind Bryce, two security officers in tow. “Oh, shut up already, Bryce.”

         One corner of Devin’s lips curled up. They’d all been tiptoeing around Bryce forever, but a dam had just broken.

         He should have told Bryce off years ago. It hadn’t even taken a punch or a shove. Just evidence and words and an unwillingness to be pushed around anymore.

         But he didn’t have any more energy to waste on that guy now.

         Arthur was in trouble. Zoe was reeling. Han was on his way.

         The most important people in his life were waiting for him.

         And he’d do anything for them.

         Anything.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         Ok, class is covered, Han’s here, be there in 20

         The text from Lian allowed Zoe to let out a sigh of relief.

         Drive safe, she replied. She trusted her brother and all, but the look in his eyes as he’d taken off to go get their sister had shaken her.

         It was the same look he’d had after their father died. Devastated. Determined. Hard.

         She put her phone away, only to pull it back out again two seconds later. She couldn’t focus on anything. The waiting room wasn’t big enough for her to properly pace, and if she drank another cup of stale coffee, she’d shake right out of her skin.

         The elevator at the other end of the room dinged, and she looked up. This was getting ridiculous. She’d been snapping her gaze to see who was arriving every time, but inevitably it was a group of doctors or nurses. Maybe another worried family with food from the cafeteria, a bouquet of flowers, or balloons.

         Except this time, when the doors slid open, they finally revealed the face she’d been waiting for.

         She leaped to her feet as Devin scanned the area. He spotted her immediately. Their gazes connected, and something inside her broke down. He ate up the space with huge strides and pulled her right into his arms.

         A sob erupted from her. She clung to him, which was stupid—everyone could see.

         When she started to pull away, he only held her tighter, though, and she couldn’t help herself.

         She’d been trying to keep it together since the moment the phone had rung.

         Uncle Arthur was in his sixties. He had high blood pressure. He was fit enough, but he never stopped, never took care of himself. Others always came first.

         “Shh, I got you,” Devin murmured.

         Tears were leaking down her face. She breathed through them. “He’s fine. He’s going to be fine.”

         So why was she losing it like this?

         Maybe it was because she finally had the option to.

         On the way to the hospital, she’d had to be the one to drive. Her mother had been even more of a wreck than her, so Zoe had been strong. It made sense. Uncle Arthur was her mother’s big brother, after all. They’d been through so much together.

         Devin rocked her back and forth, whispering reassurances into her ear the entire time, and she melted into him.

         It seemed like it took forever, but Devin’s steady strength slowly seeped into her. The tears ebbed. She pulled away, reaching into her purse for yet more Kleenex. Dabbing at her eyes, she shook her head. “Sorry.”

         “Don’t be.”

         She blew her nose, but her mouth started wobbling all over again. He was being so nice to her, when he must be all shaken up, too.

         Sitting back down, she beckoned him to take the seat beside her.

         “What happened?”

         “Heart attack. Partial, they said?” She gestured at the door her mother had disappeared behind a few minutes before. “They let my mom go see him before he heads up to surgery. They’re doing that—that balloon thing.” Angioplasty? “And a stent. They think his prognosis is good.” She waved her hands at herself. “I don’t know why I’m freaking out.”

         “Hey, hey.” He grabbed her hand out of the air and squeezed it. “It’s okay.”

         “I just—” She forced herself to stop and take a few deep breaths. As she stared up into his eyes, an unshakable sense of safety wrapped around her. It made her mist up all over again, but it was better this time. Shaky, she buried her face in his shoulder. “I’m just really glad you’re here.”

         Too glad. Good grief. She needed to pull herself together. Han would be back with Lian soon. Her mother would be coming out before she knew it. The moment any of them returned, Devin would pull away. The idea of having him so close but unwilling to actually touch her made a fresh wave of misery crash across her chest.

         “Come on.” He held her close, rubbing her back. “You said it yourself. He’s going to be okay.”

         “I know,” she said, but the reassurances rang hollow. The only thing that helped was him holding her, so she clung to him, trying to soak in his strength while she could.

         Far too soon, the elevator let out another chime. When she looked toward the opening doors, a different sort of nerves stole over her.

         There they were. Han and Lian. Ten minutes ago, she would have been trembling with relief.

         Ha.

         She dropped her face into Devin’s neck for one last breath. Then she tore herself away, and it actually hurt. She met his concerned gaze, and she hated having to do it, but she nodded toward her brother and sister.

         Devin glanced in the direction of the elevator. He had to see them, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he turned to Zoe. He stared deep into her eyes. A dozen emotions flashed across his face.

         But the last one—the one that remained…

         It was resolve.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Enough.

         It was the same feeling that had come over Devin back at the construction site. When he’d been pushed too far, and he finally pushed back. He’d made himself heard.

         And it had worked.

         A strange, ringing silence eclipsed the riot of voices in his head.

         He wasn’t powerless. He wasn’t unworthy of love or acceptance.

         He wasn’t going to hide what he wanted. How he felt. From anyone.

         Least of all his best friend.

         Least of all when it was going to hurt someone he cared about, someone he…

         Well.

         For a long moment, he gazed down into Zoe’s deep brown eyes. She was shaking. Just minutes ago, she’d been crying. She’d gone soft in his arms, molding herself to him, leaning into him, and this wasn’t about sex anymore. This wasn’t some game to her. All his doubts about what she was doing with him finally melted away.

         He held out his hand to her.

         Without hesitation, she slipped her fingers into his palm, her eyes going wide as she sputtered, “But—”

         He shook his head and raised his brows.

         Her mouth snapped closed.

         Like she understood him, she wordlessly rose to stand beside him. Their gazes held, and the rightness in his chest was so hot it burned. He curled an arm around her. Bending down, he pressed his lips first to her forehead. Then to her mouth.

         He turned forward.

         Lian spotted them first. Her eyes flew wide, and she started to divert Han, but Devin shook his head.

         The second Han caught sight of them, he waved. A relieved grin crossed his face, only to fade in the next instant. His pace slowed, his brows furrowing.

         A few feet away from them, Han came to a stop. “Devin.” His mouth drew into a frown. “Zoe.”

         Zoe fidgeted the way she did when she was nervous, but Devin felt steady as a rock. He gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze.

         “Hey there, Han.”

         Slowly, deliberately, Han darted his gaze between the two of them and their joined hands. “What’s going on?”

         Lian practically bounced up and down.

         Maybe that shouldn’t have given him confidence, but it did.

         “Before you say anything,” he started.

         Han’s complexion darkened. “Say anything like what?”

         “We’re in a hospital,” Zoe interjected. “You try to murder us and they’ll fix us up.” She snapped her fingers. “Like that.”

         “Devin.”

         And Devin was standing his ground. He was refusing to let anyone push him around anymore. He wasn’t going to live in fear of his best friend, and he wasn’t going to hide the way he felt. He couldn’t.

         “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he prefaced.

         The vein in Han’s temple started to bulge. “She’s my sister, man. You were supposed to help me protect her.”

         “I am,” Devin said helplessly. “I will.” A lump formed in his throat.

         Because he would. He’d protect her from anything that could possibly threaten her.

         Even Han.

         “I don’t need protecting,” Zoe insisted, because of course she’d never step back and let two men argue about her.

         In the far reaches of Devin’s brain, he registered the sound of Han laughing, but he couldn’t focus on that right now.

         This was Zoe he was talking about. The little girl he’d bickered with as a kid and the feisty, incredible, kind, wonderful woman he’d come to know since. She’d drawn him out of his shell over these past few weeks. She’d helped him let down his guard and see the world beyond the little piece of it he’d carved out for himself.

         She made him happy. She made him want things he’d never even considered before.

         He wanted them all with her.

         “I love her,” he blurted. The pressure behind his ribs popped, and he could breathe again.

         Lian squealed, her hands over her mouth. Han looked like he might need heart surgery, too, but they were in a hospital. He’d be fine.

         Zoe whipped her head around to gawk at him.

         This wasn’t how he’d wanted to tell her. He hadn’t realized he wanted to tell her how he felt in the first place, but now that it was out there, he wouldn’t take it back. Its truth radiated through him.

         “I do,” he confessed. “Sorry, but—”

         “Oh my God, shut up, I love you, too, you idiot.” Zoe flung herself at him, and if Han murdered them this second, it would be worth it.

         Devin caught her in his arms and kissed her hard and deep. All this time, they’d been acting as if they were both okay with being casual, but apparently the only person he’d been fooling had been himself. Nobody made him laugh or turned him on or pulled him out of his head like she did.

         For years now, he’d had dreams of building a house in the middle of nowhere, but those dreams had been about running away from the unhappy home he’d grown up in.

         He wasn’t running away from anything now.

         At the sound of Lian clearing her throat, Devin tore himself away from Zoe. All around them, people cheered. Zoe hid her face in Devin’s shoulder, blushing but happy.

         He looked to Han.

         The man had been Devin’s best friend since they were in elementary school. They’d been through everything together.

         But Devin had never seen Han’s jaw come unhinged like this before.

         “Wait—” Han held up a hand in front of himself. “Who said anything about love?”

         “This guy.” Zoe jabbed a finger into Devin’s chest.

         “Ow.” He caught her hand and brought it to his lips.

         He couldn’t quite get a real lungful of air, though. Not while Han was looking at them like this.

         “How long has this been going on?” he finally asked.

         Devin looked to Zoe, who lifted a brow. “About a month?” he answered.

         “Or maybe forever,” Zoe said.

         “Uh, but not like creepy forever, right?” Lian asked.

         Devin scrunched up his face. “No.”

         “No.” Zoe rolled her eyes. “Definitely not ‘creepy forever.’”

         He’d never laid a hand on her until this fall. But the truth of what she was saying smacked him upside the head all the same. He’d been looking at her differently since her high school graduation. Every time they’d hung out in the years since, he’d enjoyed her company more and more. The way they felt about each other now—yeah, it had been building for a lot longer than a month.

         “I’m not even going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole.” Han scrubbed a hand over his face. Then he let out a rough breath. “You’re both happy.”

         “Yeah,” Devin answered, automatic and sure. He glanced down at Zoe, and she nodded.

         “Really, really happy,” she promised.

         “Well, that’s good enough for me.” Lian broke the tension by swooping in and hugging them both. She whispered something to Zoe that made her blush deeper. Pulling back, she smiled at Devin. “Welcome to the family.”

         Oh wow. That part hadn’t even occurred to Devin. He’d been too busy worrying about how pissed Han would be.

         His gaze shot to Han. It was too early to be thinking about this stuff, but if he and Zoe worked out…if they went the distance…

         They’d be brothers. For real.

         Han shook his head. As Lian backed away, he held out his arms. There was still a certain wariness to him, but any fury had left him. “Dude. You’ve always been family.”

         With that he came in and awkwardly hugged them, too, and it was like a ten-ton weight suddenly floating off Devin’s chest.

         Zoe squirmed away from her brother, leaving Devin and Han in a weird side-to-side bro-hug. Han took advantage of the opportunity to haul Devin down into what Devin was going to choose to assume was a joking headlock. He ruffled Devin’s hair, and yeah. He was definitely playing at the edge between teasing and menacing.

         “Seriously, though,” Han muttered under his breath as he let Devin go. “You ever hurt her, and I will kill you.”

         Devin straightened up and cleared his throat. Han’s smile was warm, even as he cocked a brow in genuine warning.

         Devin looked at Zoe. It was so clichéd, but his heart swelled.

         Beautiful, incredible Zoe. Whom he loved and who loved him. He couldn’t help but smile.

         Devin bumped his hand against Han’s. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

         Something in Han’s gaze shifted. His mouth curled at the corners. He bumped Devin’s hand right back, and even more relief flooded Devin’s chest.

         They were going to be okay.

         It wasn’t going to be easy, but for the first time since Zoe had arrived back home…Devin was starting to think this all just might work out.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         “Read ’em and weep.” Zoe laid her cards down on the table, showing her three of a kind.

         “Ugh.” Han tossed his cards aside.

         Devin groaned and pushed the impressive pot of five sticks of gum and a half dozen of the wrapped hard candies her mom kept in her purse Zoe’s way.

         “Your deal.” Her mom nudged the deck toward Lian. The two of them had been smart enough to fold as soon as Han and Devin started raising each other peppermints. Knowing exactly what she had in her hand, Zoe had stayed quiet and let them bid each other up.

         Uncle Arthur had been in surgery for an hour or so now, and they’d had to dig deep into the well of ways to distract themselves—if for no other reason than that their mom was going to get herself kicked out if she bothered the nurses station any more.

         As Lian started shuffling, Zoe’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out.

         Oh crap. “Sorry, gotta take this.”

         “Sure, sure,” Han said. “Wipe us out and then walk away.”

         “I’ll be right back.”

         Devin tilted his head in question, but she shook her head, telling him that everything was okay.

         Despite the thread of dread spinning in her gut, she was even pretty sure it was true.

         Demonstrating exactly how distracted she was, her mom didn’t even question her retreating toward the elevator bank. Zoe turned away from her family before accepting the call. “Hello?”

         “Hi, Zoe. It’s Brad from Pinnacle Accounting again. I just reviewed your file with the team, and we’re excited to get you scheduled for that interview. How does Thursday morning work for you?”

         Zoe opened her mouth. All the mumbo-jumbo accountant-drone speak she’d managed to summon to the tip of her tongue while talking to him earlier that morning was right there, ready to come spilling out again.

         But she closed her mouth.

         She turned, looking back across the waiting room at her mom eyeing the clock, her brother and sister fighting over a couple of Werther’s.

         Her Devin, who was holding his cards close to his chest, literally. But figuratively, he was staring right at her with all of them right there for the entire world to see.

         Sudden certainty filled her chest.

         “Zoe?” Brad asked. “You still there?”

         “Yeah, Brad.” She gripped the phone more tightly. “I’m right here.”

         Still holding eye contact with Devin across the space, she took a couple of deep breaths.

         Every time she’d discussed her job search with him, he’d asked her questions she hadn’t been ready to answer. Questions about what she wanted, what she loved, what had motivated her to go down the roads she’d chosen. She’d answered the best she could, but deep down, she’d known that she’d been hiding the truth, both from him and from herself.

         She didn’t care about some big corporate accounting job. She didn’t want to go to Atlanta or Charlotte or Savannah.

         She wanted to be here. With him. Working with Arthur and Clay and just living her life. Not the one her mother had charted out for her the second she’d been born.

         She may be a dreamer, just like her mom said, but her head wasn’t in the clouds. Her feet were firmly planted on the ground, and she was ready to stand tall.

         “I’m sorry, Brad,” she said. “But I’ve decided not to pursue this opportunity after all.”

         As she said the words, the rightness of them sank into her bones. There’d be consequences to this decision, but she was prepared to face them.

         If Devin could stand up to Han for her, then Zoe could stand up to her mom. She could fight for her own happiness—and for a chance at a future for the both of them, here in Blue Cedar Falls, where they belonged.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “How is he?” Zoe practically bounced to her feet as Han and Lian returned to the waiting room after getting to go in and see Uncle Arthur in person.

         “He’s good,” Han assured her.

         “If already getting annoyed at Mom.” Lian rolled her eyes.

         Zoe could only imagine. She’d spent enough sick days at home with her mom—and her delightful bedside manner—to empathize.

         “Can we…?” Devin asked, standing and gesturing toward the door. Zoe’s mom had wrestled her way back to sit with Uncle Arthur the second he got out of recovery, but outside of her, they were only letting folks in one or two people at a time.

         Han nodded. He reached for his jacket. “I should go check on the restaurant.”

         Thank goodness they had employees who could open the place.

         “Call if you need anything,” Devin told him.

         “Will do.” Han looked to Lian. “You want to stay or go?”

         “I’ll stay awhile.” She tipped her head toward the door before sinking into one of the seats near where Zoe and Devin had been sitting. “Go on.”

         As he pulled out his keys, Han paused for a moment. “Hey, Zo?”

         “Yeah?”

         “Thanks.” His gaze met hers, and it wasn’t as if it was the first time he’d made eye contact with her since he’d found out about her and Devin, but there was something different about the way he regarded her. Like he was acknowledging her as an equal and not some kid sister he had to protect. “Mom told me how you held things together this afternoon, when I was off picking up Lian.”

         Zoe smiled. “No problem.”

         Han nodded, new respect in his eyes, and it was too much to hope that he’d start letting the rest of his family help carry some of the responsibility he was always lugging around with him. But a girl could dream, right?

         As Han took a backward step toward the elevator, Devin held out his hand. Another little thrill ran through Zoe as she slipped her palm into his.

         And hey, the vein in Han’s temple bulged only a little, so that was progress, right?

         A nurse was kind enough to show Zoe and Devin to Uncle Arthur’s room, but they didn’t really need the guide. Her mother’s voice rang out as clear as day the moment they rounded the corner. “Jeopardy! gets you too worked up.”

         “You get me too worked up.” Her uncle muttered a more colorful rebuke in Mandarin.

         Zoe shook her head and sighed. Well, at least it was good to know he was feeling better.

         She knocked on the door, eyebrows raised. “You two playing nice in here?”

         Her mother and her uncle both looked up and smiled. Zoe didn’t miss the way they were still silently wrestling over the remote, though.

         “Zoe,” Uncle Arthur said, swatting at his sister’s hand. “Devin.” Then he seemed to notice the fact that they were holding hands, and his head tilted in question.

         “Uh…” Devin rubbed the back of his neck.

         Her mother followed his gaze and did a double take, though she recovered quickly. Letting Uncle Arthur have the remote, she stepped back, one brow raised.

         With Han finally in the know, Zoe and Devin hadn’t held back on the casual PDA while they’d been hanging out in the waiting room, but they hadn’t made an announcement or anything, either. Her mom was usually uncannily observant, but apparently she’d been too busy pacing a hole in the carpet to notice all the shared glances or the occasional moments when Devin would put a hand on her back or her knee.

         Zoe’s face warmed, but she held her head high, meeting her mother’s gaze.

         Her mom clicked her tongue behind her teeth and shook her head fondly. “Guess you did know what you were doing after all.”

         Zoe huffed out a breath. “Sure did.”

         “Good,” her mom said, firm. A sly smile curled her lips, and Zoe’s throat went tight.

         It would scarcely count as approval from anybody else’s parent, but for Zoe’s mom? She might as well have thrown her a “Congratulations on Nailing the Hot Guy” party.

         Uncle Arthur’s reaction wasn’t nearly as subdued, his pale face eclipsed by a bright grin. “About time.”

         “Hey,” Devin protested.

         “‘Theoretical,’” Uncle Arthur scoffed, tucking the remote under his leg to make air quotes.

         Zoe didn’t know what they were talking about, but that was all right. Letting go of Devin’s hand, she stepped forward to kiss her uncle on the cheek.

         He squeezed her palm and winked. Quietly, he murmured, “Good choice.”

         “I know.”

         She moved aside, and Devin took his turn giving Arthur a careful hug.

         Her mom slung her purse over her shoulder. “I’ll give you two a minute.”

         “Really?”

         She patted Zoe’s hand. “Just a minute. I’m starving. Did you know vending machines here charge two dollars for a Kit Kat bar?”

         Okay, yeah, her mom running to the car to grab a free snack from the stash she kept there made a lot more sense than her actually giving them privacy. “Outrageous.”

         Her mom made a disapproving sound in the back of her throat, calling out Zoe’s sarcasm, but with a quick pat to Zoe’s shoulder, she kept walking.

         Zoe turned her attention back to Devin and Uncle Arthur, who were engaged in a little sidebar of their own. She rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to threaten Devin if he hurts me. Han’s already got that covered.”

         “You?” Uncle Arthur huffed out a breath and waved a hand dismissively. “You can fend for yourself. I was telling Devin that if you hurt him, you’d have to deal with me.”

         Devin looked kind of embarrassed about it, if secretly pleased.

         Good. He deserved someone looking out for him.

         Zoe dropped into the chair her mother had set up on the other side of Arthur’s bed. As she did, Arthur struggled to sit up. She shook her head at him. “Relax.”

         “Your mother wouldn’t let me have my phone.”

         “Nor should she have.”

         “I have to call Sherry.” He scrubbed a hand across his forehead. “Ten people had appointments at Harvest Home today. Supper service—”

         Zoe grabbed his hand and held on tight. “Is handled.”

         “The key—”

         “Sherry already came by to pick up mine.”

         “Deliveries—”

         “Have been postponed until tomorrow. All today’s pickups, too.”

         “But—”

         “Uncle Arthur.” She gripped his hand in both of hers. “I’ve got it.”

         She sucked in a deep breath. Instinctively, she glanced up at Devin, but he just stood there, silently supportive. Because he was the awesomest dude in the world, and she was so freaking glad to have him at her side.

         “Zoe…” Uncle Arthur started.

         “Trust me.” That’s what she’d been asking everyone in her life to do since she graduated.

         She could make her own decisions about who she wanted to date.

         And about what she wanted to do with her life.

         “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.” She stopped her uncle before he could interrupt again. “Not just today, but for the past few months. About my future.”

         That finally got him to let her speak. His mouth drew down into a frown, but she had his attention.

         “You’ve been doing too much.”

         He shook his head, but she looked pointedly at the hospital bed he was all but strapped into.

         “You do too much,” she insisted again, “because you care too much. You take care of everyone all the time. Well, it’s time we all took care of you.” She cleared her throat. “It’s time I did.”

         “Zhaohui?”

         “I’m taking over Harvest Home.” She kept going, putting it all out there before he could try to contradict her. “You’ll still be in charge, obviously. It’s your baby. But from now on, the day-to-day operations are on me.”

         “But your job—”

         “Will be fine.” She’d already talked to Clay about adjusting her schedule. It wouldn’t be a problem. And she had some other ideas she was going to run past him, too.

         Arthur started again. “Your job search. You had all those leads in Atlanta, Charlotte—”

         Zoe shook her head. “My job search is over.”

         “But—”

         “I don’t want to be an accountant. And I don’t want to leave Blue Cedar Falls,” she said firmly. She looked at Devin, asking him to hear the weight of her words.

         She was done worrying about what everyone else expected her to do.

         Devin’s own actions, telling Han about them, had been an inspiration. He wasn’t going to let other people’s opinions hold him back anymore. So neither was she.

         “I like it here.” She squeezed Uncle Arthur’s hands. “I’m happy here. I have friends, family.” Leaning in conspiratorially, she murmured, “And a really nice boyfriend.”

         Devin smiled, and her heart glowed. He wasn’t going to fight her on this. Good.

         Because she would fight. For her family and for her future and for her vision of how she wanted to spend her life, now that she’d finally figured it out.

         “You don’t have to…” Uncle Arthur put his other hand on top of hers.

         “I want to. So you just focus on getting better. Leave all the worrying about Harvest Home to me.”

         Uncle Arthur finally smiled. “I wouldn’t trust it to anyone else.”

         The warmth in her heart only grew.

         “There are some grants we can apply for,” he said, that gleam appearing in his eyes, exhausted as they were. “So we can get you a salary. If you go to my desk in the back office—”

         “After you get out of the hospital,” she assured him, reaching in to fluff his pillows. “Until then, you just rest.” She nodded, both to him and to herself. “I’ve got everything under control.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

            Epilogue

         

         One month later…

         “So, as you can see in Figure C in your handout.” Zoe clicked a button on the remote for the LCD projector she’d borrowed from Lian. She arched a brow toward her audience as the spreadsheet she’d meticulously compiled came into view. “Taking into account average rent for a one-bedroom apartment, food, gas, personal expenses, and an acceptable rate of savings for a person in my age bracket…”

         At the back of the room, June silently wiggled her hand, reminding Zoe about the laser pointer in her other hand. Right. Thank goodness the two of them had practiced this together last night.

         She aimed the little red dot at the total at the bottom of the column. “Projected monthly expenses can be satisfactorily accounted for with projected earnings.”

         “Hold on a second.” Clay held up his hand.

         “I know exactly what you’re going to say, Mr. Hawthorne.” Zoe flipped to the next slide. “Income is broken out in Figure D.” As the assembled crowd all turned the pages in their handout, she moved the laser pointer to highlight each number as she explained it. “Earnings fall into two major categories. The first is the modest salary I’ll be able to begin drawing from Harvest Home once our grant applications to expand our staff are accepted.”

         Uncle Arthur nodded, leaning forward to agree. “The grant proposals are very good.”

         “Thank you, Mr. Chao.” Zoe shifted the pointer. “The second category is income from my part-time position in the hospitality industry.”

         “You mean waitressing,” Clay said.

         “Waitressing, hostessing”—she set down the pointer and remote to begin counting on her fingers—“bartending—”

         “Okay, okay,” Clay interrupted. “You’re good, but—”

         “And bookkeeping.”

         His mouth snapped closed. “Wait.”

         “Admit you need the help,” June said from the back.

         “Hey—”

         “With these additional responsibilities, I’ve determined that I’ll be earning a twenty percent raise.”

         “Twenty percent!” Clay balked.

         Zoe’s pulse ticked up, but she had full confidence in her value to him. She arched a brow. “You think you can find a new server who’s as good as me and who can start doing your books for you?”

         “She’s got a point, man,” Han agreed.

         “This is a setup.” Clay looked around at everyone with suspicion in his gaze. There wasn’t any malice, though. The guy had been to war and ended up with a knee full of shrapnel and so many trust issues he might as well have gotten a subscription, but he knew he was among friends here.

         “Of course it’s a setup,” Zoe’s mom agreed. She gazed at Zoe with a knowing curl to her lips. “But you’re not the one she’s setting up.”

         Zoe’s heart pounded harder as she met her mother’s gaze.

         Oblivious, Clay continued, gesturing at the screen. “She just gave herself a twenty percent raise.”

         “That I’m going to earn,” she promised, still looking at her mom.

         “You sure about this, Zhaohui?” her mother asked.

         Clay sat back in his chair, arms crossed. “I’m not sure about it.”

         “Yes, you are,” Zoe and her mom both said as one.

         “I guess that settles that,” Clay said.

         June stepped forward to put her hands on his shoulders. She pressed her lips to his temple. “Accept when you’re beaten, dear.”

         “Fine, fine.”

         As they spoke, Zoe and her mom continued their silent staring contest. Zoe could hear all her mother’s doubts, and she expressed her confidence back to her, even as neither of them said anything at all.

         This plan was going to work. She’d draw a low but respectable salary managing the day-to-day operations of Harvest Home. She’d augment it by continuing to work at the Junebug and taking over Clay’s accounting. She liked both jobs. Her work at Harvest Home fulfilled her, while waitressing at the bar was both lucrative and fun. Doing a little bookkeeping would maintain her skills and her résumé in case she ever changed her mind. Uncle Arthur would be less stressed, and if he ever decided to retire, she’d be ready to step up and slide right into his place. It was a win-win-win-win.

         Finally, Zoe’s mother raised a brow. “Princess astronaut veterinarian ballerina?”

         “Princess astronaut veterinarian ballerina.” Zoe let out a rough breath as lightness filled her chest.

         “Well, then.” Her mother smiled. “I suppose I can’t argue with that.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Hey—James!”

         At the sound of his last name, Devin looked up. Joe stood outside the trailer, waving him over.

         “Got a sec before you head out?”

         “Sure.” He finished the last couple of joins he’d been working on before nodding to the crew. It was a few minutes early, but they’d made good progress today.

         He helped with cleanup, but once it was all in hand, he patted his buddy Terrell on the back and gestured at Joe’s office.

         Terrell nodded. “See you in the morning, boss.”

         Devin took off, a spring in his step.

         It still amazed him how peaceful the entire site felt now that Bryce was gone. The guy had talked a big game about getting his father to retaliate, but it had been precisely that: talk. Sure, the mayor’s office had made a few overtures, hoping to get management to reverse his dismissal, but Joe had stood behind Devin’s decision. In the end, Bryce had been more of a liability than he’d been worth. Last Devin had heard, the guy was heading back to community college. Devin hoped he learned some things while he was there, but as long as he didn’t show up on Devin’s job site again, he honestly didn’t care.

         Inside the trailer, Joe was perched behind his computer, same as always. He smiled when Devin knocked and let himself in, gesturing for him to have a seat.

         Joe folded his big hands on top of the desk. “Just wanted to ask how things are going.”

         “Good.” Devin pointed his thumb toward the door behind him. “We’re on schedule out there, maybe even a little ahead.”

         “I know that. I meant with you.”

         “Me?” Uh…“I’m good.”

         Great, actually. He couldn’t stop the little smile that curled his lips.

         Work was less stressful. The bump in his pay from the promotion had finally started showing up in his bank account. Arthur’s recovery was going well.

         And then there was the conversation he and Arthur had had the other night.

         His leg bobbed up and down in anticipation.

         He couldn’t wait to tell Zoe about it. He was leaving after his shift to go pick her up, and he was going to do just that.

         It had only been a month since he and Zoe had gone public, but it had been the best month of his entire life. It was like the thing with Bryce; Devin hadn’t grasped how much strain all the secrecy and sneaking around was putting on them both.

         But that was behind them now. They were happy and in love. Han was still his best friend—even if he did look at him kind of funny now and then.

         Well, he’d get used to it. Devin was in this for the long haul.

         And after what he planned to show Zoe this evening, hopefully by the end of the night he’d know she was in it for the long haul, too.

         “All right, all right.” Joe shook his head. “I get it—you’re a private guy. Well, I just wanted to let you know that we’re real pleased with how you’ve taken over as shift leader. Your crew’s doing good work. Word on the street is you’ve really turned things around.”

         “Oh. Thanks.”

         Joe’s raised brows were pointed. “Wasn’t an easy situation you inherited with Horton on your crew. But you handled it like a pro.” With that, Joe pulled open the top drawer of his desk and fished out an envelope. He passed it over. Nodding at it, he said, “Little token of our appreciation.”

         Devin blinked in surprise. He glanced at Joe, who motioned for him to go ahead and open it. The check inside stared back at him, and his jaw dropped. “I—I mean—”

         People got bonuses pretty regularly around here when things were going well, but this was generous, to say the least. He sputtered for another few seconds before Joe took mercy.

         “‘Thank you’ is the phrase you’re looking for, I think.”

         Right. “Thank you.”

         “You earned it.” Joe closed the drawer and gestured toward the door. “Now get on out of here.”

         “Will do.” Devin tucked the check in his pocket. He rose, turned to leave, then stopped and twisted back around. More fervently, he repeated, “Really, Joe. Thank you.”

         Devin didn’t think he’d ever fully get rid of his old man’s voice in his head, telling him he’d never amount to anything. But he had a lot of evidence to say otherwise of late. This bonus…the pride in Joe’s eyes…They were the icing on what was already a pretty flipping amazing cake.

         By the time he got back outside, the cleanup job was basically done, and folks were getting ready to head out. Devin gave everything one last check over before making his way to his truck. He drove the familiar route to Harvest Home, where Zoe stood outside waiting for him.

         She hopped in the cab of the truck and leaned over the gearshift. He threaded his fingers through her silky hair, closed his eyes, and kissed her, and he was really never going to get over that, was he? How good she felt, how sweet she tasted.

         How much he loved her.

         “Hey,” he managed when she pulled away.

         “Hey, yourself.”

         The flush to her cheeks and the glazed darkness in her eyes almost derailed him, but he managed to keep his focus. “How’d it go?” he asked. “Your presentation?”

         “Good. Really good.” She rolled her eyes. “Clay’s on board with the promotion, and Uncle Arthur was super supportive.”

         “And your mom?” That was the part she’d been worried about.

         “I’m going to go with ‘begrudgingly accepting.’”

         “Hey!” Devin grinned. “So basically wild enthusiasm?”

         “Next best thing.”

         “Good.” He leaned in and pressed another firm kiss to her lips. “Knew you could do it.”

         Curling a hand in the collar of his shirt, she kept him close for a second. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For believing in me.”

         They kissed again. He tucked a bit of hair behind her ear. “Always.”

         She let him go and settled back into her seat. “So, what’s the plan?”

         The nerves he’d felt earlier while thinking about this moment melted away. “You mind going for a drive?”

         She scrunched up her brows at him. “Uh…okay?”

         Once she was buckled in, he put the truck back into first and steered toward the road. While he drove, he asked her about her day, and he told her about his. They commiserated over how tough it was to get Arthur to delegate and rest. She spoke with pride about her juggling act taking over for him.

         But she had good people with her. Sherry and Tania had been only too happy to start managing the supper service by themselves most nights. Volunteers had come out of the woodwork to lend a hand, because that was what people in Blue Cedar Falls did. They took care of one another.

         As he glanced over at her, warmth grew in his chest.

         He was so glad to call this place home.

         He was so glad she was going to stay. Here. With him.

         Clearing his throat, he forced himself to focus on the road. Before long, he turned off onto the country route leading out of town.

         Zoe shifted beside him. “You’re not taking me out into the middle of nowhere to act out some weird serial killer fantasy, are you?”

         Devin laughed. “Is that really the first thing to pop into your mind?”

         “I mean…” In his periphery, she waved a hand at their surroundings.

         “Not much farther,” he promised.

         Five minutes outside town, he put on the blinker.

         “Wait—isn’t this…?”

         Zoe held her tongue as they took the gravel road he’d been imagining driving down for the last three years. He came to a stop where the road ended.

         It wasn’t much. Just a small clearing in the wooded lot. He pulled the keys from the ignition and reached behind his seat for the camping lantern he stowed there. He turned it on and flicked his headlights off. Twilight settled over them, quiet and peaceful. Exactly the way he liked it.

         He opened the door on his side. For a second, Zoe sat there, gazing out the front windshield.

         “You coming?” he asked.

         She looked at him. “This is Arthur’s place, right? The old lot he snatched up in his real estate phase.”

         “None other.”

         “What are we doing here?”

         “Just come on.”

         She followed him out, wary but smiling. Maybe she had a clue. They went to the center of the clearing. He breathed in the woodsy scent of the air. Tipped his head up at the stars just beginning to come out.

         “I know you’ve been doing a lot of soul-searching lately,” he told her. “I did some of that myself a while back.”

         “Yeah?”

         “You know about my dad. I was…kind of directionless for a long time after I got out of his house. Just so glad to be on my own, I wasn’t thinking about what I really wanted, you know?”

         “Sure,” she said slowly. “I can see that.”

         He held out his arm, and she came into his embrace. The warmth of her against his side heated him all the way to his core. “Your uncle Arthur—he was a big part of helping me figure it out. I decided my goal was a place of my own. Not just a roof to live under that wasn’t my old man’s. A home.”

         His pulse sped up a tick, his mouth going dry. Getting nervous talking about this didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t seem to help it.

         “Arthur promised me then and there that as soon as I could save up the money, he’d sell me this lot—at cost.”

         Zoe scrunched up her brow. “But he bought it twenty years ago. He must’ve paid, like, nothing for it.”

         Devin let out a quiet laugh. “It was a little more than nothing.” A lot less than it was worth now, but on Devin’s income, it was still a chunk of change.

         A chunk of change that had taken him three whole years to save.

         He was still a little shy, even with his promotion and his bonus. But that didn’t matter.

         “The other night, when I was keeping him company, he changed the deal.”

         “Yeah?”

         Devin shrugged. “Apparently a heart attack gave him some new perspective. He doesn’t want to make me wait anymore. He trusts me. Knows I’m good for it.”

         And he was. With the new promotion and the bonus he’d earned this afternoon, he’d be paying Arthur everything he owed in six months.

         Pulling Zoe closer in against his side, he looked around. “He’s signing it over to me next week.”

         “Devin. That’s amazing.”

         It was. A kid like him who’d grown up with nothing, living off what he could get at the local food bank. Cowering in a dark house with a dad who made him feel like dirt.

         And now he was here.

         He had the Leungs for his family. He had Zoe tucked beneath his arm.

         He had this land.

         His voice went hoarse. “This weekend, I was wondering if maybe you’d want to look at some building plans with me.”

         “Sure, I mean—”

         “For when you move in here with me.” He didn’t want her mistaking him. He wanted to be clear. Looking down at her, he swallowed back his last remaining doubts. “I know it’s soon, but I know what I want.”

         Her bright, beautiful gaze met his through the dimness. Her lips curled into a smile, and her eyes shone. “Devin…”

         “Building a house. It’ll take time. This isn’t right now, but—”

         “Yes,” she said. She rose onto her toes and kissed him. “Of course, absolutely, yes.”

         He clutched her in his arms as tightly as he dared, returning the kiss with all the wonder in his heart. “I love you,” he managed to get out.

         “I love you, too.” She pressed her mouth to his once more before pulling back. “There’s just one tiny thing you’re wrong about.”

         “What’s that?” He was having a hard time concentrating. She felt so good pressed against him.

         But then she grinned. “The soul-searching. The figuring out what I want with my life.”

         “Oh?”

         “I’m done with that.” Her smile widened, and he felt it in the center of his chest. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

         And just like that, so was he.

         Here. In this home that they would build.

         Together.
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            The Inn on Sweetbriar Lane

         

         Two lonely hearts discover love doesn’t always go

according to plan in this charming opposites-attract romance.

         June Wu always has it all together—only now, she’s in over her head. Her family’s inn desperately needs guests, her mother’s medical debts are piling up, and the surly, if sexy, stranger next door is driving away the customers she has left! When he asks for June’s help, though, she can’t say no. After all, his new bar could be just what the upcoming Pumpkin Festival needs to bring in more tourists. But with the fierce attraction between them, will working together be playing with fire?

         Ex-soldier Clay Hawthorne prefers being on his own. He’s moved to Blue Cedar Falls for one reason—to carry out his best friend’s dream of opening a bar in the hometown he’ll now never return to. But the town’s business association is trying to stop Clay’s progress. June soon becomes his biggest supporter, and while their partnership is supposed to be only temporary, for the first time Clay wants something permanent—with June. Can two total opposites really learn to meet each other in the middle?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Three tours overseas might have cost Clay Hawthorne a chunk of bone from his knee and the better part of his soul. But the good thing about coming back stateside after something like that was that not much could surprise a guy.

         Or at least that’s what he told himself.

         Worrying the shiny brass key between his rough fingers, he sized up the building he’d bought. Sight unseen, plucked off some real estate website: 23 Main Street, Blue Cedar Falls, North Carolina.

         It was hard to tell in the dimness of twilight, but the foundations of the old storefront looked sound enough. No big cracks in the red brick. The awning would need replacing, and the dusty glass of the big, boarded-up front window might, too.

         To either side stood little shops that were in a lot better shape. The bed-and-breakfast across the street just about shone, the fresh coat of paint on it was so bright and new.

         They weren’t any concern of his, though.

         He’d seen a lot of small towns in the year since he’d gotten back. He’d seen even more as a kid, kicking around from one foster home to another. In the end, they were all the same. Charming on the outside, but no amount of white paint could cover up the dingy parts underneath. No doubt in his mind this place would be the same.

         Yet there was still an odd prickle of hope in his chest as he approached the big wood door. Solid oak. Strong and true. He fit his key to the lock, held his breath, and pushed inside.

         He fumbled for a minute, searching blindly in the dark for a switch. He finally found it and flipped the lights on.

         With a groan of protest, a lone flickering fluorescent bulb buzzed to life overhead, and it was all he could do not to turn it right back off again.

         Rose-colored walls met him everywhere he looked. All along the top border, salmon flowers had been stamped on with a sponge. Carpet in a different shade of dusty, faded pink spread out beneath his boots. The counter had probably been white at one point, but the peeling paint had just about given up the ghost and decided to go ahead and turn pink, too.

         Well, at least now he understood why the place had been such a good deal.

         Gritty laughter bubbled up in the back of his throat. “Good grief, Bug. What have we gotten ourselves into now?”

         No one replied. No one had in a year and four weeks, and damn if he didn’t miss the voice that had always answered all his stupid questions as much today as he did the day it’d been silenced. Forever.

         This had been Bug’s dream, after all. He’d talked about it when they’d been camped under the stars in the desert and hunkered down in the blistering sun, waiting for orders outside a suspected insurgent hideout. Every time he’d told the story about the bar he was going to go home and build, Bug had added little details. Clay had chuckled and told him Sure, sure, skeptical as anything, but he’d liked the stories, no matter how many times he’d heard them.

         And the first, most central piece of Bug’s plan had been to open his bar right here where he grew up. Blue Cedar Falls, in the western mountains of North Carolina. He’d put it smack-dab in the middle of their quaint little tourist district, too—the part of town where rich people from all over the country swung through for the weekend, never to be seen again, while the regular folks who lived there felt like scenery.

         It wouldn’t be one of those trendy places with fancy wine lists and cocktails in every color of the rainbow, either.

         It’d be a real bar, serving beer and whiskey and maybe scotch if things got out of hand. With leather stools and wood paneling and the game playing on a TV in the corner. A jukebox with honest music on it—no auto-tuned crap. With voices and guitars and heartache of the kind anybody could understand.

         A bar for people who’d never had a seat at the table.

         Bug didn’t live to see his dream through. But Clay was here. Alive and breathing, if not entirely whole.

         Clenching his jaw against the twinge in his knee, he circled the perimeter of the big, pink storefront to stand in its very center. It had been a knitting shop, or maybe quilting. He didn’t know and he didn’t care.

         He sized the space up with a more careful eye. As a teen in foster care, he’d worked under the table for a handyman for a couple of years, and he knew what he was doing well enough. The carpet he could tear out. A building of this age, ten to one there’d be wood underneath, and wood he could work with. Panels would go up on the walls as easy as could be. He’d need to build the bar itself and put in lighting of some kind. A stage for local acts on Saturday nights. There’d be a couple of high-tops with stools, of course, and a few big tables with benches where real people could drink real drinks and eat real food and forget their troubles, at least for a little while.

         A lot of the details were fuzzy, but that didn’t matter. He’d figure them out. Already, he could almost smell the spilled beer and hear the rumble of laughter and conversation.

         Then he blinked.

         And yeah, those walls were still pink. The room was empty and silent as the grave. But not for long.

         “Okay, Bug.” He rubbed his hands together, then nodded to himself. “Let’s do this.”

         
              

         

         “How can they do this?”

         June Wu tossed the letter from the hospital aside and dropped her head into her hands.

         In the first thirty-two years of her life, she’d never once failed to pay a bill on time. She’d never so much as incurred a library fine.

         Now the stack of notices screaming past due barely fit in the file she secreted them away in.

         She took a deep breath and glanced around the lobby of the Sweetbriar Inn. With the exception of what sounded like a jackhammer firing away outside and the muffled din of her stepfather Ned handling the breakfast crowd down the hall, everything was silent. Confident she was alone, she picked up the letter again and reread the reminder about the anesthesiologist’s assistant’s out-of-network fee for handing the doctor a tube—or whatever this particular bill was about. The threat to turn the debt over to a collection agency made her throat constrict.

         Every time she got one of these notices, all she could see was her mother, ashen and mute and hooked up to wires and machines, doctors everywhere, nurses pushing June aside while she screamed at them to save her mom. Just save her. The sheer panic still sent ice flooding through her veins, and she had to shake herself so as not to give over to it.

         Her mom was fine. She was fine. Her family—they’d all be fine.

         Just as soon as she got these bills under control.

         She was working on getting a payment plan set up with the hospital, but everybody who had so much as laid eyes on her mother seemed to want a piece of her. She was barely treading water, and the sea of medical debt kept rising.

         At this rate, she was going to lose the inn.

         She crumpled the paper in her hand.

         Over her dead body. This inn was her family’s lifeblood. Ned had been born here, and his parents had managed it before him. It had weathered tough times in the past. No way the bank would get it under June’s watch.

         She just needed business to pick up a bit.

         She chewed at the inside of her lip. Bookings were all right for now, but ever since the new highway had opened that spring, cutting Blue Cedar Falls off from the usual flow of traffic, tourism had been trending down. Everyone on Main Street had been feeling the pinch. The last meeting of the business association had been two long hours of people going around in circles complaining.

         June had binders full of ideas for how to drum up business, but the only one she’d been able to get enough support for had been a relaunch of their classic Pumpkin Festival. Even that had been a nail-biter. People like Patty Boyd—owner of the gallery at the end of the road, current association president and de facto leader of a coalition of pearl-clutching PTA moms—and Dottie Gallagher—the eighty-year-old florist who’d been putting her nose in everyone’s business since before the Cold War—seemed determined to keep anything from changing, ever.

         Well, June would show them. Autumn was supposed to be their busiest season, but right now, it was looking like a bust. She was going to fix that. Bold new branding for the festival, a big online ad campaign, and specials going on up and down Main Street would bring people in. She was sure of it.

         Plus, there was her ace in the hole.

         Speaking of which…

         She tucked the latest notice from the hospital in the locked filing cabinet behind the desk before pulling out her phone. She dismissed a couple of notifications she could deal with later—something from her youngest sister Elizabeth and one of the chain emails her mom was so fond of sending, especially while she was still on doctor’s orders to relax and take it easy.

         She pulled up the text message thread she had going with her other sister, May, and frowned.

         May’s fast-paced, on-the-go life as a travel writer had always made her hard to get a hold of, but recently it had gotten ridiculous—at least when it came to anything that mattered. Send her a screenshot of a guilty pleasure TV show and she was there with exclamation points and commentary. Ask her if she’d booked her tickets to come down for the festival you were relaunching to try to resuscitate your hometown and keep your family out of the poorhouse?

         Crickets.

         Just for fun, June sent another, maybe slightly less than gentle nudge, along with an animated gif of a sad puppy staring pleadingly at the screen. It would probably get ignored, too, but no one could say June hadn’t tried.

         A successful Pumpkin Festival would give this year’s numbers a much-needed boost, but if June was going to keep the collection agencies at bay, she needed to think long-term. May coming in and writing a glowing article for her magazine could really expand their reach.

         She just had to get her sister back here, was all.

         Before she could get too worked up about it, footsteps echoed on the stairs heading down from the second floor. June shoved her phone in the pocket of her dress and put on her best smile as the Andersons from room thirteen headed her way. Rising to her feet, she plucked their folio from the tray beside the computer. “Checking out?” she asked brightly.

         Mr. Anderson nodded, his mouth pursed.

         Hmm.

         June walked them through their bill and ran their card, but she kept an eye on them all the while. Happy guests became repeat guests, or at least positive reviewers, and these were not happy guests.

         “Is there anything we could have done to make your stay more pleasant?” June tried.

         Mrs. Anderson rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “No, dear. Unless you have any sway with whoever’s making that racket outside.”

         “They were at it half the night, too,” her husband added.

         At precisely that moment banging sounded through the air, and June winced.

         The sale on the old quilt shop across the street had been finalized a few days ago. The Main Street rumor mill had been in a tizzy about it, too, but no one had been able to get the scoop on what was going on over there.

         Whatever it was, it was loud. The Andersons weren’t the first to complain.

         “I’m so sorry,” June started, but the Andersons waved her off. It wasn’t her fault, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to fix it. “Let me see what I can do about taking a little something off your bill…”

         Their mood seemed to improve after that.

         Once they were gone, she sighed. No more guests were scheduled to check out this morning—though with all the noise, she’d been bracing herself for the possibility.

         Not that she had time to dwell on it.

         Double-checking that the sign inviting guests to ring the bell for service was lined up beside the candy bowl and the vase of fresh flowers she had delivered twice a week, she stepped out from behind the desk.

         Immediately, she felt freer.

         It wasn’t that she minded running the front desk, but too many hours cooped up behind it made her a little batty sometimes. A selfish part of her longed for the days when her mother had happily whiled away the days at her post there, playing mah-jongg online and reading paperback mysteries and gossiping with anyone who came through. With her mom as captain, June had been second mate, following orders and living her life. Carefree, by comparison, though she’d imagined she was stressed at the time.

         She sighed. She’d had no idea how good she’d had it back then.

         As if to taunt her for that very thought, her mother’s laughter echoed down the hall. Shaking her head fondly, June followed the sound to its usual location these days.

         The breakfast room of the inn was bustling. Delicious scents of frying bacon and fresh pancakes on the griddle filled the air as warmly as the sound of good conversation and clinking silverware and plates.

         The Sweetbriar Inn was known for miles around as one of the best bed-and-breakfasts in the western half of the state. June smiled as she picked up a carafe of coffee and started casually making the rounds of the tables. Half of them were occupied by guests, whom she greeted warmly, asking about their stay and how they were planning to spend their day—crossing her fingers they wouldn’t say anything about the odd hours her hammer-happy new neighbor seemed to keep.

         The other half were filled with locals who knew full well that the breakfasts served at the Sweetbriar Inn were just as special as their beds. They definitely said something about the sounds of construction outside, but none of them seemed to know what was going on, either.

         When her carafe was empty, she headed for the kitchen, where her stepdad had ten orders going at once.

         “Hey, June-y,” Ned said, presenting his stubbly cheek for a kiss.

         She gave one to him happily. “You doing all right back here?”

         “Just fine.” The sweat on his brow and the tired lines around his eyes told a different story, but she wasn’t going to call him out right now. Between running the kitchen, tending the grounds, and taking care of her mother, he had his hands as full as she did. As she drew back, he tilted his head toward a set of plates on the counter. “Take those to table three?”

         Of course. The sliced scallions on top of the eggs on one of the plates were a dead giveaway. “Sure thing.”

         Grabbing a tray, she loaded the plates up and headed for the big table in the corner.

         “Finally.” Her mother smiled at her approach, softening the judgment in her tone.

         As was her wont these days, Li Mei Wu sat in the cushy chair at the far end of the dining room. She was dressed in a blue and white floral blouse, a pale green jade pendant hanging from a gold chain draped across her throat. She was sixty, but her chin-length hair was still mostly black, the curls June had put in it that morning holding well. Sunny—the mean, three-legged calico cat she’d taken in—occupied her lap. A half dozen women of a certain age surrounded them.

         As soon as her mother had gotten home from the hospital, June had been on the phone trying to line up people to come by and see her. It was the only way she could think of to keep her mother from diving straight into work and setting back her recovery.

         She just hadn’t realized how out of hand it would get.

         A few friends swinging by for a chat now and then had turned into a rotating crew of them showing up for breakfast every morning. If any more of them started coming by, Ned would have to haul in another table. As it was, when they really got going, their cackles gave the jackhammer across the street a run for its money.

         Smiling at her mother’s friends, June set the tray down and started to pass out plates. Most of these women got the same thing every day, so that was easy enough. She placed the dish with the scallions in front of her mother.

         Her mom picked up her fork with her left hand, keeping her once-dominant right arm draped across Sunny’s back. With a long-suffering expression, she looked to her friends on either side of her. “Good help is so hard to find these days.”

         The slight slurring of her words had nothing to do with her subtle Chinese accent and everything to do with the lingering effects of her stroke.

         Trying not to react—because her mom loved it when she pointed out the places where her recovery needed work—June rolled her eyes, distributing the rest of the plates. “Well, when your boss goes on vacation for nine months…”

         “Only because my employee tells me I have to!”

         “Your doctor said—”

         “Doctor,” her mother scoffed. “What do they know? Your great-aunt Chung never saw a doctor her whole life. When she had stroke, she took Chinese herbs. Better in three weeks.”

         “My great-aunt Chung died when she was sixty.”

         “But so healthy until then.”

         Her mother’s best friend, Mrs. Leung, patted her hand. “No point arguing. You can’t tell children anything.” She made a tching sound behind her teeth. “My youngest, Zoe? The worst. Never listens.”

         “You know they say the same thing about you behind your back,” Ms. Smith said, smiling at June as she accepted her plate of hash and toast. She pitched her voice higher, mimicking her own kids. “Mom is so stuck in her ways. It’s like she doesn’t even know what social media is.”

         “I have all the accounts,” June’s mother insisted. “Facebook, Twitter.” Her eyes sparkled. “Ellen DeGeneres followed me back on Instagram.”

         “Of course she did, Mom.”

         Her mom put her hand to her chest. “She doesn’t believe me!”

         Mrs. Leung tutted. “Like I said, no reasoning with children.”

         “There’s no reasoning with you, either,” Ms. Smith scolded. “We could learn a thing or two from our kids if we just listened.”

         “And they could learn a thing or two from us,” Mrs. Leung insisted.

         June’s mother waved her hand dismissively. “Both sides have points. Need to meet in the middle. That’s what I always say.”

         But Mrs. Leung didn’t seem to have any interest in talking about compromise. She looked at June pointedly. “Wait until you have children of your own. Then you understand.”

         A dull ache panged behind June’s ribs.

         Right. As if that was going to happen anytime soon.

         She smiled as sweetly as she could. “I’ll report back to you if I ever do.”

         Out of the corner of her eye, she caught her mother’s slightly lopsided smile falling by a fraction.

         If June couldn’t handle Mrs. Leung’s advice about her life, she sure as heck couldn’t handle her mother’s sympathy about her lack of one.

         Guilt tugged at her, but she mumbled something about having to get back to the front desk. She didn’t meet anyone else’s gaze as she turned away.

         Fortunately, no one called after her, though she had no doubt her mom would bring it up again when they were alone. She seemed to think June could handle everything here and get out and find her soul mate.

         She waved at Ned as she passed the kitchen and headed out into the cooler, clearer, quieter air of the hall. On the way, she made a quick stop in the restroom. She locked the door behind her before dropping her head into her hands.

         The thing was that she didn’t exactly mind the fact that she had no time or energy for a personal life. Sure, she’d always wanted kids, and yeah, at thirty-two, she wasn’t what some of the older ladies would call a spring chicken anymore.

         But she had responsibilities. Her mother, Ned, the inn. The never-ending swamp of medical debt and the new highway and their terrible bookings for fall and relaunching the Pumpkin Festival and, well…everything.

         She couldn’t rely on her sisters. Elizabeth was too scatterbrained, and May was never, ever around. Ned was getting up there himself, and he’d taken on the majority of her mother’s care, not to mention pulling his usual weight with the breakfast crowd and handling most of the maintenance around the inn. The rest of it was up to June. Always had been. Ever since she’d been eight years old, fatherless and scared and with no option but to roll up her sleeves and get things done.

         It was easy for her mom to give her sad looks and harp on her that she should get out and have some fun. For now, this was her life, and it was enough.

         Whatever else she wanted for herself…Well, it would just have to wait.

         With that, she blew out a breath and stood up straight again. She checked herself over in the mirror to make sure she hadn’t smudged or rumpled anything while she was taking a moment to herself. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she plastered on a smile and tugged open the door.

         Back in the lobby, the sound of the banging outside was even louder. Scowling, she headed to the window and peeked out.

         The old quilt shop stared back at her, as boarded up and impenetrable as it had been the last time she’d tried to peer into it.

         Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out.

         The general store is out of earplugs. Can you see anything?

         June huffed a laugh. Nothing you can’t see just as well from where you are.

         Her best friend Bobbi ran the bakery next door, and the two of them had been reliving their Nancy Drew–reading days, trying to suss out the mystery of their new neighbor this week.

         What is HAPPENING? And more importantly, when will it stop???

         June smiled at her friend’s emotive texting. Then the corners of her mouth turned down.

         She glanced at the checkout desk, Mr. and Mrs. Anderson’s frustration playing again in her mind. She couldn’t afford to offer a discount to every guest who complained about the noise. Not for long.

         Turning back around, she gazed through the window and across the street once more. She narrowed her eyes at the darkened storefront.

         Bobbi’s questions were valid.

         And it was high time June got some answers.
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         Event planner Claire Donovan loves giving clients the weddings of their dreams. But that gets tricky when she must work with the man who broke her heart—Bo Matthews. As the son of the groom and owner of the perfect venue in Sweetwater Springs, Bo will be impossible to avoid. But can Claire be this close to her sexy ex without falling for his charms all over again?
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         Lacy Shaw has no intention of reliving the worst years of her life at her upcoming high school reunion. She’s just the bookworm that blossomed into…the shy town librarian. Ditching the event seems best until a hot alternative roars into Sweetwater Springs. Perhaps riding in on the motorcycle of the new town hunk will show her classmates how much she’s changed…
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         It’s autumn in the cozy little town of Highland Falls, and for Sadie Gray it’s the most romantic time of the year, not to mention her life. After all, she’s engaged to brilliant and gorgeous FBI agent Chase Roberts, whose kisses warm her from head to toe on chilly evenings. But when Chase’s grandfather finds out they’re planning to say their “I do’s” on a reality TV show, he goes from disapproving to full-on Wedding Sabotage Mode. Now Chase and Sadie’s special day is quickly turning into a disastrous, three-ring circus. Can Chase and Sadie find their way back to each other…before their wedding turns into a happily never after?

         
            [image: ]

         

         Growing up, Cricket Lawson was never one of the popular girls. And that was just fine with her. If the Belles couldn’t deal with her curves or tell-it-like-it-is attitude, she didn’t want to be friends with them anyway. Now she’s perfectly content running her little bookshop and tending to her garden. Then Bryce Walton comes to town. He’s sweet, friendly, and successful, and suddenly all the ladies in Bloom, Texas, are pulling out every ounce of Southern charm they have to win him over. But they’re shocked to discover the only one Bryce wants to spend time with is Cricket. When one of the Belles reaches out to her for help, Cricket will have to decide whether the opportunity for true friendship means losing the man who’s quickly winning her heart.
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