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Chapter One




The transmission of the 1987 Ford F-150 whined a low, steady protest as I downshifted, letting gravity and friction scrub off speed rather than riding the brakes. The brakes were fine. They had new pads I’d put on myself back in Connecticut, but there was no point in stressing old metal when you didn’t have to. That was something Grandpa had taught me, long before he left me the truck, the letter, and the sudden realization that I was wasting my life.

Don’t wait.

Two words. One dead grandfather, and a three-month tailspin that ended—or maybe started—right here.

The sign for Mapleton was modest, carved wood hanging from a pair of cedar posts that leaned just slightly to the left. I noted the lean and filed it away in the part of my brain that refused to stop seeing projects, then drove past it.

The town unfolded like something from a different era, but without the kitschy veneer of a tourist trap. There were no billboard advertisements for ski resorts or outlets, just a long stretch of two-lane blacktop flanked by maples that had lost their leaves. The air coming through the open window tasted clean, sharp with pine and the damp earthiness of the mountains behind the skyline.

I wasn’t running away. That was the distinction I kept making to anyone who asked, specifically my sister Nora, who had texted me four times since I crossed the state line. Running away implied panic and fear.

I wasn’t afraid. I was just done.

I’d spent six years as a project manager, moving digital distinct pieces of nothing from one column to another, facilitating meetings about meetings, watching the clock tick away the only asset I couldn’t earn back. When Grandpa died, it was a wake-up call. I finally realized I was suffocating.

I pulled into the parking lot of the Pinecone Motel. It sat on the edge of town and was a horseshoe of single-story units with painted brown doors. It looked tired but clean.

I killed the engine. The silence that rushed in to fill the cab was heavy, but not lonely. I liked the quiet. I sat there for a moment, hands resting on the steering wheel, just feeling the vibration die away.

“Alright,” I said.

I grabbed my duffel bag from the passenger seat and headed for the office.

The guy behind the counter was watching a game show on a portable TV. He didn’t look up until I cleared my throat. He was older, with skin like parchment paper and eyes that had seen tons of transients like me. His name was on a placard on the desk: Clay Bowen.

“Room for one?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“How long?”

“Not sure,” I said. “At least tonight. Maybe a week. Do you have a weekly rate?”

He glanced at me then, sizing up the flannel, the boots, the lack of desperation in my stance. “Pay for three nights upfront, I’ll give you the weekly rate for the rest if you stay.”

“Deal.”

He handed me key number four. The room smelled like lemon polish and old carpet, but the sheets were tight and the water pressure was decent. I washed the road off my face, changed into a fresh shirt, and headed back out. I hadn’t eaten since Massachusetts.

I pocketed the key and decided to walk. The truck needed a rest, and I needed to feel the ground under my boots.

The walk into the center of town took fifteen minutes. The sun was dipping low, casting long amber shadows across the town green. It was a quintessential New England setup: a white gazebo in the center of a manicured lawn, surrounded by brick buildings that housed the commerce of the town.

I found Mae’s Diner on the corner. The windows were steamed up and glowed yellow against the encroaching twilight.

Inside, the air was thick with the smell of frying onions and strong coffee. I took a stool at the counter, keeping a buffer of one empty seat between me and a pair of old timers arguing about the local select board.

The waitress, a woman who looked like she’d been pouring coffee for decades, slapped a laminated menu down in front of me.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“Black, please. And the burger platter.” It was the featured special on the front page. It would do. “Medium rare.”

“Fries or slaw?”

“Fries.”

When the food came, I ate slowly. I wasn’t in a rush. That was the luxury of the last three months—removing the artificial urgency from my life. I listened to the hum of conversation around me. People here knew each other. I was an outsider, but nobody stared.

When I finished, I paid cash and left a solid tip.

“Thanks, hon,” the waitress said, sweeping the bills into her apron. “You passing through?”

“Just got here,” I said. I didn’t elaborate because I didn’t know.

I stepped back out into the cool air. The sun was gone now, the streetlights humming to life with a sodium-orange buzz. I wasn’t ready to go back to the empty motel room yet. I zipped my jacket higher and started walking the perimeter of the green.

I passed a hardware store, then a bakery, then a law office, all closed.

Then I stopped.

The sign swung gently in the evening breeze: Birch & Bower Books.

The shop was on the ground floor of a solid brick building. It should have been closed—the sign in the door said 6:00 PM—but there was a light on inside.

I didn’t mean to stare. But the window was a massive pane of glass, framing the interior like a stage, and the woman inside made my boots feel like they were stuck to the sidewalk.

She was standing on a step stool, reaching for a book on a high shelf. I saw the curve of her calf, the soft flow of a long skirt, the stretch of a knit sweater that clung to her frame. She had an auburn mane of hair that was escaping from a clip to fall around her face.

She pulled the book down, stepped off the stool, and moved with a slow, deliberate grace. She turned, hugging the book to her chest, and for a split second, she looked out the window.

I stepped back into the shadow of a maple tree, feeling like an intruder.

She didn’t see me. She was looking at her reflection, or maybe just checking the street. There was a warmth to her that radiated even through the glass. She was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with magazines and everything to do with presence. She looked soft, burnished by life, like the antique wood of the shelves surrounding her.

My heart thumped.

I’d dated plenty. I’d had a long-term girlfriend a few years ago. I knew what attraction felt like. This felt like a magnet snapping into place.

I stayed there for another minute, watching as she turned off the main overhead lights, leaving only a lamp glowing in the back. She disappeared into the shadows of the store.

I forced myself to turn around and leave.

At the Pinecone, I let myself into room four and locked the deadbolt. I sat on the edge of the bed, the springs creaking under my weight. I pulled my wallet out, extracted the folded piece of paper that was starting to fray at the creases.

Grandpa’s handwriting was spidery, shaky with the Parkinson’s he’d fought for the last decade.

Lance—

You remind me of myself at your age, which worries me. I spent twenty years doing what I thought I should before I figured out what I actually wanted. By then I’d missed some things I can’t get back. You’re smarter than I was.

Don’t wait.

—Grandpa

I read it twice.

I thought about the corporate office, the gray carpet, the fluorescent lights.

Then I thought about the smell of the mountains. The sound of the truck’s engine. And the woman in the bookstore, surrounded by paper and ink, glowing in the yellow light.

I folded the letter and put it on the nightstand next to the motel phone.

I wasn’t going to leave tomorrow. I wasn’t going to leave in a week. There was something here. I didn’t know what it was yet, didn’t know if I could build anything worth a damn, but for the first time in twenty-eight years, I knew I had to try.

I kicked off my boots and lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Okay,” I whispered to the empty room.

I was staying.


Chapter Two




The sun hit the bricks of the town square with a clarity you only saw in the north, sharp and bright. I’d been up since six, grabbed coffee from the motel lobby that tasted like hot frantic water, and spent two hours walking the trails behind the property. But my internal clock was set to the opening time of the shop I’d passed last night.

Birch & Bower Books. Ten o’clock. I’d looked up the hours on Google.

I was at the door at 10:01.

The brass bell above the door announced me with a bright, eager chime.

The air hit me first. It smelled of vanilla, binding glue, and the dry, sweet scent of aging paper. It was a smell that made your heart rate drop about ten beats a minute.

“Good morning,” a voice called from somewhere behind a towering stack of hardcovers. “Be right with you.”

I took a few steps inside, my boots loud on the hardwood floors. I stopped near a display of local histories.

She rounded the corner of a bookshelf and stopped short. It was the woman from the window, but the glass hadn’t done her justice. Up close, she was devastating.

She was older than me—forties, I guessed—and she wore that age like a badge of honor. She wasn’t trying to look twenty. She had laugh lines crinkling the corners of her hazel eyes and a softness to her jawline that made my fingers twitch. Her hair was a chaotic tumble of auburn waves, pinned back loosely enough that a few strands escaped to brush against her neck.

She wore a loose, dark green cardigan, the wide collar revealing a strap of something lacy underneath and the smooth, pale skin of her collarbone. Below that, a skirt that hugged her hips.

“Hi,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone… usually it’s quiet until noon.”

“I passed by yesterday evening. Figured I’d come back when you were officially open. You looked busy.”

“I’m always busy,” she said with a small, self-deprecating laugh. “Or at least, I make work for myself. I’m Nicole.”

“Lance,” I said.

We shook hands. Her skin was soft, but her grip was firm. The contact sent a jolt straight down my spine. There’s something about a woman who’s lived a life, who knows herself, that hits harder than any twenty-something in a sundress ever could. She felt substantial.

“What brings you to Mapleton, Lance?” she asked, pulling her hand back slowly.

“I was passing through,” I said, “but then decided to stay a while.”

“Well,” she said, gesturing to the sprawling shelves. “If you’re looking for something to read while you stay, you’ve come to the right place. What do you like?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “I haven’t had time to read a book in years. So you tell me. What do I need?”

She stared at me for a beat, analyzing. I stood there and let her do it, keeping my posture open, hands loose at my sides. I saw her gaze flicker to my shoulders, then down to my boots, before snapping back to my eyes.

“Non-fiction,” she decided. “Narrative history. Or maybe…” She turned, moving toward a shelf with a sway of her hips that captivated me. “Wait here.”

I watched her stretch for a book. I had a sudden, vivid image of walking up behind her, placing my hands on those hips, and helping her reach. I shoved the thought down, but not too far.

She returned with a paperback. The Boys in the Boat.

“Resilience,” she said, handing it to me. “I think you’d like it.”

“I trust you,” I said.

I paid for the book, but I didn’t leave. I found a worn velvet armchair in the back corner, positioned so I had a clear line of sight to the counter. I sat there for three hours.

I read the first hundred pages, but mostly, I couldn’t help but watch Nicole.

I watched how she handled the books, her fingers gentle on the spines. I watched how she talked to the few customers who drifted in—an elderly woman looking for a mystery, a young mom with a toddler. Nicole was the center of gravity here. She leaned in when people spoke, her whole body focused on them.

Every time she caught me watching her over the top of my book, she’d smile—a shy, hesitant thing that lit up her face.

By one o’clock, my stomach was eating itself. I stood up, stretching my back.

“Lunch time?” she said from the desk.

“Starving,” I said. “I’m thinking Mae’s again.”

“Try the meatloaf sandwich,” she advised. “And don’t let Mae talk you into the pie unless you plan on napping all afternoon.”

“Thanks for the tip.” I paused at the door. “I’ll be back.”

“We close at six,” she said.

“I know.”
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I walked across the green to the diner. It was busy, the clatter of silverware and the hiss of the grill filling the air. I took a stool at the counter. A woman in her sixties with hair like steel wool and eyes that missed nothing, poured me a coffee before I even asked. Her name tag said she was Mae.

“You’re the one staying at the Pinecone,” Mae stated. It wasn’t a question.

“News travels fast,” I said.

“Small town, honey. We don’t have news, we have gossip.” She slapped a menu down.

“Nicole at the book store said to get the meatloaf.”

Mae smirked. “She’s got good taste.” She scribbled on her pad. “Nicole’s the heart of this place, you know. Breaks my heart to see those vultures circling.”

I paused, coffee cup halfway to my mouth. “Vultures?”

Mae leaned in, lowering her voice. “Developers are sniffing around the square. They want to buy the block and turn the brick buildings into ‘luxury condos’ and ‘retail experiences.’ They’ve been pressuring Nicole to sell for six months. She’s told me she barely breaks even on books as it is.”

Something in my chest tightened. I’d known this woman for all of three hours, but the thought of someone pushing her out of that shop bothered me more than it should have. “Is she going to sell?”

“She says no,” Mae said, straightening up. “But everyone has a breaking point. Especially when they’re alone.”

I finished the sandwich without really tasting it. I paid my tab and headed straight back to the bookshop.

The shop was empty of customers. Nicole was behind the counter, boxing up a stack of books. She looked up when the bell over the door rang.

“You came back,” she said. She sounded surprised.

“Told you I would.” I walked up to the counter and leaned on it. “Mae says hi. And that you’re stubborn.”

Nicole laughed. “And why am I stubborn, according to Mae?”

“She mentioned vultures.”

Her smile flickered. She’d caught something in my tone. “Did she tell you about the offers?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s fine,” Nicole said, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her hand was trembling slightly. “I can handle it.”

“I know you can,” I said. “But if you need someone to help you nail the doors shut to keep them out, let me know. I’m handy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, her smile returning.


Chapter Three




The hinge on the door of room four gave a metallic shriek when I opened it at six thirty the next morning. It was the same sound it had made last night when I came back from my afternoon visit to the bookshop, and had made the night before that.

I stood there in my boxers and undershirt, door half open, cool November air spilling into the room. The hinge was simple—it just needed oil, maybe a quarter turn on the top screw to realign the plate. Two minutes of work.

I shut the door, pulled on jeans and a flannel, and grabbed the small tackle box from beside my duffel. Grandpa’s tools, most of them—I’d brought them in from the truck last night. I carried the box outside my motel room.

Morning in Mapleton was something else entirely. The air tasted like pine resin and woodsmoke, sharp enough to make my lungs wake up before my brain did. Mist clung to the mountains in the distance, backlit by a sun that was still deciding whether to commit to the day. The parking lot was empty except for my truck and a sedan with Massachusetts plates.

I knelt beside the door frame, tackle box open on the concrete. The oil can was there, still half full. I worked the hinge pin loose, cleaned the old grease off with a rag, applied fresh oil, then tapped it back into place. I tightened the screw on the top plate, testing the swing of the door until it moved silently.

Footsteps on gravel made me look up.

The old motel owner stood a few feet away, hands in the pockets of his canvas jacket.

“Heard you out here,” Clay said.

“The door hinge was squealing,” I said, standing and brushing grit off my knee.

Clay looked at the door, then at the tackle box, then at me. “You fixed it?”

“Just oiled it. Only took a minute.”

“Huh.” Clay stepped closer, pushed the door open and closed a few times. Silent as a whisper. “Been meaning to get to that for a month. And the one for room seven. And the railing by the stairs.”

I waited.

“You handy?” Clay asked.

“Competent,” I said. “Not a licensed contractor, but I can handle most things that break.”

Clay rubbed his jaw. “You looking for work?”

“Depends on the work.”

“I got a list,” Clay said. “Small stuff, mostly. Things I used to do myself before my back went to hell. If you’re staying a while, I could knock some off your room rate and pay you for the rest.”

I considered. The money from selling my furniture and cashing out my 401k would last me six months if I was careful, maybe a year if I was smart.

“Let me see the list,” I said.

Clay’s face cracked into a smile. “Come by the office after breakfast. I’ll have it ready.”
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By nine o’clock I was walking down Main Street with the tackle box under my arm and a list of tools I needed to replace. The WD-40 was nearly empty. The adjustable wrench had stripped teeth. The wire cutters were dull.

The hardware store sat on the corner across from the town green, a narrow storefront wedged between the post office and a real estate agency. The sign was hand-painted wood, faded but legible: Earl’s Hardware & Supply - Est. 1962.

Inside smelled like motor oil, sawdust, and the faint mineral tang of galvanized metal. The aisles were tight, shelves packed floor to ceiling with bins of screws, coils of rope, hand tools hanging from pegboard. Everything was organized with the kind of logic that made sense only to the man who’d arranged it.

That man stood behind the counter at the back, reading a newspaper spread across the glass top. He was tall and lean, and his flannel shirt was tucked into work pants held up by suspenders. He looked up when I approached.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning. You Earl?”

“Guilty.” He folded the newspaper. “You’re the one staying at Clay’s place.”

“Word travels,” I said.

“Word’s all we got in a town this size. Clay called me twenty minutes ago. Said you fixed his door hinge without being asked. And that you did it right.”

I set the tackle box on the counter and opened it. “I need to replace a few things. WD-40, adjustable wrench, wire cutters. Maybe a set of Allen keys if you stock them.”

Earl leaned over, peering into the box. He picked up the old wrench, turned it over, tested the grip. “Craftsman. Good brand. This one’s done, though.” He set it down gently, like he was laying a tool to rest. “I got what you need. You planning on fixing more than doors?”

“Clay’s got a list. Figured I’d make myself useful.”

“The town could use that,” Earl said. He turned and started pulling items from the shelves behind him—spray lubricant, a new wrench still in the package, a set of cutters with red rubber grips. “We got guys who’ll drive up from Rutland if you call them, but they charge travel time and they’re busy. Someone local who knows his way around a toolbox is worth something. Especially if they’re young like you.” He set the items on the counter in a neat row. “And after you finish Clay’s list?” he asked.

“Depends if there’s more work.”

Earl nodded slowly, like I’d passed some test I didn’t know I was taking. “There’s always more work. Mae’s cooler has been rattling for a week. The Sandersons need their porch rebuilt. Nicole over at the bookshop has that heating system held together with prayers and duct tape.”

That caught my attention. “Nicole?”

He rang up the tools on an ancient cash register. “You any good with furnaces?”

“Good enough to troubleshoot. If it needs a part, I’d need a manual.”

“Nicole’s got the manual. Had a guy out last spring who said the whole system needs replacing, quoted her eight thousand dollars she doesn’t have.” Earl bagged the tools. “She’s been nursing it along, but it’s November and getting cold fast.”

“I could take a look,” I said. I liked the idea of lending a hand to Nicole.

I pulled out my wallet and counted bills onto the counter.

Earl took the money, made change from the register. “Nicole’s one of the best people in this town, if I’m being honest. She’s had a rough go the last few years. Divorce, money trouble, some stiff business assholes sniffing around her property.” He slid the coins across the counter. “She doesn’t trust easy anymore. Can’t blame her.”

“I’m not asking her to trust me,” I said. “I’m asking to look at her furnace.”

“Fair enough.” Earl handed me the bag. “You do right by her, you’ll have this whole town on your side. You do her wrong…” He let the sentence hang, his meaning clear.

“Understood.”

Earl leaned back against the wall, arms crossed. “You got a phone number? In case someone needs a hand and I want to pass it along?”

I rattled off my cell. Earl wrote it down on the back of a receipt and tucked it into his shirt pocket.

“Welcome to Mapleton,” he said. “Try not to break anything you can’t fix.”


Chapter Four




The bell above the door announced me with its bright chime. Nicole looked up from behind the counter, her hands full of bookmarks she was sorting into a wooden display box.

“Lance,” she said. Surprise lifted her voice half an octave. “You’re becoming a regular.”

“I like the atmosphere.” I crossed to the counter and set the tackle box down, letting my eyes travel over her. She wore a cream-colored sweater today, soft and clingy, with a v-neck that showed the curve of her breasts. My brain short-circuited for half a second before I dragged my focus back to her face. “Earl said your heating system is on its last legs.”

Her expression shifted. “Earl talks too much.”

“I think he just doesn’t want you to get cold in the winter.”

“I know.” She set the bookmarks down. “But I can’t afford a repair right now. The quote I got last spring was eight thousand dollars. I’m barely keeping the lights on as it is.”

“I’m not here to sell you anything,” I said. “I just want to take a look and see if there’s something simple that’ll buy you time.”

She studied my face, searching for the angle. Women like Nicole had learned to look for angles. I waited.

“Why would you do that?” she asked.

“Because I can.” I leaned against the counter, deliberate and easy. “And because I’ve got the morning free and I’d rather spend it making sure you don’t freeze to death down here.”

She gave me an almost-smile. “That’s very kind of you.”

“Practical,” I corrected. “I need somewhere warm to buy books.” I smirked.

She smiled too. “No charge?”

“No charge, no obligation. If I can’t fix it, you’re not out anything except an hour of your morning. Scout’s honor.”

“Were you a scout?”

“No, but I’m trustworthy anyway. And I’m good with my hands.”

I watched her process the comment and decide it was innocent enough. She shook her head, fighting laughter.

“Okay,” she said. “It’s in the basement. Fair warning, it’s a disaster down there.”

“I’ve probably seen worse.”

She came around the counter, moving close to me as she passed. The sway of her hips in that long skirt made my mouth go dry. She had curves that begged to be held, an ass that moved with each step in a way that made my jeans tighter. Full thighs I could imagine wrapped around my waist, soft and strong. I followed her, keeping my eyes on the floor until I trusted myself to look up again.

She led me to a door tucked behind the poetry section, and opened it to reveal a narrow staircase descending into darkness.

“The light switch is at the bottom,” she said. “On the right. Watch your head on the third step.”

I ducked under the low beam she’d warned me about and found the switch. A single bulb flickered to life, illuminating a basement. Cobwebs draped the floor joists. Cardboard boxes slumped against the stone foundation walls, their contents mysteries I had no interest in solving. The furnace squatted in the corner like a sullen beast.

I heard Nicole’s footsteps on the stairs behind me.

“I told you it was bad,” she said.

“It’s got character.” I set the tackle box on the concrete floor and opened it. “When’s the last time you had it serviced?”

“Three years ago? Maybe four?” She wrapped her arms around herself. The basement was cold, the kind of damp chill that sank into your bones. The position pushed her breasts up and together, creating cleavage that made me want to put my mouth on every inch of exposed skin. “The guy who used to do it retired and moved to Florida.”

“Can’t blame him. Winter maintenance gets old.” I knelt beside the furnace and opened the access panel. Dust puffed out in a gray cloud. I waved it away and shone the flashlight inside.

The filter was clogged solid—more dust than fiber, packed so tight it was a miracle any air moved through the system at all. The blower motor was caked in grime. The pilot light assembly looked like it had never been cleaned. But the heat exchanger was intact, no cracks I could see, and the electrical connections were solid.

“It’s not dead,” I said. “Just neglected. Hasn’t had proper attention in a long time.”

“Story of my life,” Nicole muttered.

I glanced back at her. She stood at the base of the stairs, arms still wrapped tight, watching me.

“Well,” I said, turning back to the furnace, “neglect is fixable. Usually just needs someone willing to put in the time. Get in there, clean out all the buildup, pay attention to what’s been ignored.” I pulled the filter free, held it up to the light. “See? Completely clogged. Nothing’s been able to get through. Once we clear this out, get things flowing again…” I looked over my shoulder at her. “It should run a lot better.”

Her eyes were wide. Pink crept up her neck. I wondered what she was thinking.

“Hand me that wire brush?” I pointed to the tackle box. “The one with the yellow handle.”

She crouched beside the box, searching through the tools. Her skirt pooled around her knees, fabric draping over thighs I wanted to grip while I⁠—

Stop.

When she found the brush and held it out, our fingers touched. Electricity shot up my arm.

“Thanks,” I said.

I turned back to the furnace, focusing on the work because looking at her was dangerous. The blower motor came free with some coaxing and a few choice words. I cleaned the accumulated filth with the wire brush.

“The problem with neglect,” I said, keeping my voice conversational, “is that things get tense. Seized up. You have to work them loose carefully.” I wiped down the motor housing. “You can’t just force it. That’ll break something. You have to feel your way through and pay attention to what responds.”

Nicole made a small sound behind me.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said, her voice slightly strangled. “Just cold.”

“We’ll fix that.” I reassembled the blower motor, making sure everything was properly aligned. “Once we get this running right and get some heat flowing, you’ll feel a lot better. Just needs the right touch.”

“Lance—”

“Can you flip the breaker?” I interrupted, keeping my tone innocent. “Should be labeled ‘furnace’ or ‘HVAC.’ ”

She practically fled up the stairs. I took the opportunity to adjust myself, willing my body to calm down. The view of her climbing those stairs—the flex of her calves, the sway of her hips, the curve of her ass—didn’t help.

I heard her moving around in the shop above, then the metallic click of the breaker box. The furnace hummed to life, the blower motor spinning smooth and quiet. Warm air began to flow.

“Got it,” she called down.

“Come feel this.”

She descended again and stopped close beside me. Too close for the space to require. Her thigh brushed my shoulder as she leaned down to feel the vent. I could have turned my head six inches and pressed my face against her hip. The thought made my blood run hot.

“Feel that?” I held my hand near the vent. Heat poured out in a steady stream.

She mimicked my gesture, her fingers spreading to catch the warmth. “Oh my God. It hasn’t run this well in months.”

“As I said, it just needed someone to clean it out. Work through all that built-up tension.” I stood, brushing dust off my jeans. We were inches apart. “Filter’s shot. I’ll grab a replacement at Earl’s this afternoon and swap it out. That’ll help even more. But the system itself is solid.”

She stared up at me, hazel eyes searching mine. “You make it sound simple.”

“It is simple,” I said quietly. “When someone actually cares enough to do it right.”
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“I know you said it was free,” Nicole said, “but I really should pay you.

We were back in the warmth of the shop.

“No.”

“Lance—”

“No,” I repeated, gentle but firm. “You can treat me to a cup of coffee. That’s the price.”

She leaned back against the counter. The position arched her spine slightly and pulled the sweater tight across her chest. “That’s not fair.”

“Fair would be you having heat all winter without bankrupting yourself. This gets you part of the way there.” I picked up the tackle box, carried it to the reading nook, and set it down beside one of the velvet armchairs. “Coffee would be nice, though. If the offer stands.”

She stared at me for a long moment, then shook her head with a small, disbelieving laugh. “You’re very strange, you know that?”

“Good strange or bad strange?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

I grinned. “You’ve got time to figure it out.”

She poured two mugs from her coffee pot, brought them to the reading nook, and handed me one. I took it.

We sat—her in the rose chair, me in the sage green.

“Tell me about the shop,” I said.

“What do you want to know?”

“Why books? Why here?”

“Books were always my escape. Growing up, college, marriage…” She paused, the word marriage hanging in the air. “When my ex-husband left, I needed something that was mine. Something he couldn’t touch or take or ruin. The previous owner was retiring. I had the settlement money. It felt like a sign.”

“How long have you had it?”

“Twelve years this December.” Pride warmed her voice. “It’s barely profitable most months, but it’s mine. People come here not just for books but for… I don’t know. Community, I guess. A place that isn’t home or work. Somewhere in between.”

I sipped the coffee. It was good—dark and rich, better than the dishwater at the motel. “You’re the third place.”

“The what?”

“Sociologists talk about it. First place is home, second place is work, third place is where you go to be human. Diners, barbershops, bookstores. Places where you’re known but not defined.” I gestured around the shop. “You built a third place.”

Nicole’s eyes softened. “I never thought of it that way, but… yes. That’s exactly what I wanted.”

“Then you succeeded. That’s worth protecting.”

“The developers don’t care about third places. They care about square footage and profit margins. They’ve made three offers in six months. Each one higher than the last. Brett Vanderpool—he’s the developer. He won’t take no for an answer.”

Brett Vanderpool. Even the guy’s name sounded evil.

“Are you going to sell?” I asked.

“No.” The word came out fierce, immediate. “This is home. I’m not leaving.”

“Good.”


Chapter Five




Clay’s handwriting was barely legible on the scrap of paper—an address on the edge of town and a note that read “Needs structural work before winter. Called this morning.” No name. Just directions and the promise of a job.

I drove down the two-lane road past the last cluster of houses that marked the town’s boundary. Maples crowded both sides, and what leaves remained had gone brown.

The road narrowed, then the house appeared.

It was a two-story Victorian with a wrapped porch and fish-scale shingles under the eaves. Someone had covered the original clapboard siding with vinyl the color of old mustard. The porch sagged on the left side. Scaffolding leaned against the north wall, and the yard had gone to seed in a way that spoke of abandonment, not neglect.

But underneath the damage, the house still had dignity.

I pulled into the gravel drive and killed the engine.

Movement on the scaffolding caught my eye. A woman stood twenty feet up, wrestling with a crowbar and a section of vinyl siding. Tall—even from this distance I could tell—with dark hair pulled back in a knot that was coming loose. She wore black leggings that molded to her ass and legs and an oversized gray sweatshirt.

The ladder’s angle was too steep. The base wasn’t properly secured. One wrong shift and she’d go down hard.

I grabbed my jacket from the passenger seat and headed for the scaffolding.

“That ladder’s pitched too steeply,” I called up.

She startled. The crowbar slipped, and for one terrible second she teetered backward. I moved fast and clasped the ladder’s rails to steady the whole rig.

She caught herself, both hands white-knuckled on the scaffolding frame.

“I didn’t hear you drive up.” Her voice came down cool and clipped, annoyance covering what had probably been a spike of real fear.

I looked up. She looked down.

Damn. Mapleton was apparently where beautiful women came to test a man’s ability to maintain professional composure. This woman was nothing like Nicole—all sharp edges where Nicole was soft curves, severity where Nicole was warmth. Dark eyes, darker than Nicole’s hazel, assessed me with the kind of cool calculation I’d seen in boardrooms back in Connecticut. She had high cheekbones and a mouth that looked like it didn’t smile often but would be devastating when it did.

And legs. Long, lean, wrapped in black fabric that left nothing to imagination. I could see every muscle, every curve.

“Are you the guy Clay says I can count on?” she asked.

“Yes. My name’s Lance Hayden,” I said, shaking the visuals from my mind. I kept my hands on the ladder.

Her gaze traveled over me—taking in the flannel, the work boots, the truck. Dismissal flickered across her face, quick but unmistakable.

“I expected someone older,” she said.

“I get that a lot. You coming down, or should I take notes from here?”

She descended. When her shoes hit gravel, she turned to face me. She was taller than I’d estimated. Five-nine at least, and most of it leg. Up close, she was even more striking. No makeup that I could see, skin flawless in the late morning light, a light sheen of sweat on her collarbone where the sweatshirt had slipped down. Full breasts pressed against the sports bra underneath, the outline visible through the thin gray fabric.

She extended her hand. “Kara Parker.”

Her grip was firm, her palm warm and slightly rough. The contact sent awareness up my arm like voltage. When she pulled back, I let my eyes drop for half a second—couldn’t help it. The leggings hugged an ass that was all muscle and curve.

“So.” She was all business now. “I need a full structural assessment before I continue the restoration. The previous owner did extensive damage with bad renovations. I’ve been working on it myself here and there, but I’m at the point where I need professional help.” She gestured toward the house. “I have a budget of fifteen thousand for immediate structural concerns. Cosmetic work I can handle myself. I need a realistic timeline and a breakdown of⁠—”

“Before we talk about any of that,” I interrupted, “that ladder isn’t safe. Wrong angle, wrong base, no spotter. You go up there again like that, you’ll break your neck.”

Her spine went rigid. “I’ve been managing fine.”

“Have you?”

Silence stretched between us. Her jaw worked. She hated that I was right—I could see it in the way her shoulders tensed.

I let it sit, then pivoted. “Let me see what we’re dealing with.”
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I started walking the perimeter of the house. Kara fell into step beside me, and I was aware of her in ways that had nothing to do with the job.

“The vinyl siding is covering original clapboard,” she said. “I want to restore the exterior to period-appropriate materials. Inside, there are drop ceilings hiding plaster medallions, carpet over hardwood. I’ve started pulling up sections to assess⁠—”

“Foundation’s cracked.” I stopped at the southeast corner and crouched down. Water damage spread from a fissure in the concrete, dark staining that meant moisture had been getting in for years. “This is your primary problem. Everything else stems from here.”

Kara crouched beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body. The position pulled her leggings tighter, and I had to force myself to focus on the foundation instead of the flex of her thighs. “How bad?”

“Bad enough that I need to see the basement. Check the sill plate, the floor joists. If water’s been coming in this long, you’ve got rot.” I stood, offered her a hand up without thinking.

She stared at my hand for a beat too long, then took it. Her fingers wrapped around mine, strong and sure, and when I pulled her up she came to her full height in one smooth motion. We stood close enough that I could see gold flecks in her dark eyes, close enough that her breasts were inches from my chest.

“The basement isn’t in good shape,” she said.

“That’s fine. I need to see it anyway.”

She led me through the back door, into a kitchen that was dated but clean. Seventies-era cabinets, linoleum floor, but she’d started work here too—one wall stripped down to studs, new drywall stacked and waiting.

“You’ve done this before?” I asked.

“YouTube.” Humor touched her voice. “I’m learning as I go. Badly.”

The basement stairs descended from a door off the kitchen. Narrow, steep, with a low ceiling that had already collected a few strands of cobweb in my hair. I went first, pulling the string for the bare bulb at the bottom.

The light flickered on, revealing exactly what I’d feared.

Stone foundation, original to the house, with water stains climbing the walls like dark fingers. The main support beam—a solid piece of timber that had probably been installed in 1890—showed significant rot on the end nearest the foundation crack. Floor joists above sagged in places. The whole structure felt tired.

Kara descended behind me. The stairs were so narrow her shoulder brushed mine as she reached the bottom.

“This is worse than I thought,” I said.

I moved through the space, flashlight in hand, examining each support post and beam. Kara stayed near the stairs, watching me work. In the dim light she looked younger, more uncertain. The armor she wore upstairs didn’t fit as well down here.

“How much worse?” she asked quietly.

“Main beam’s compromised. See this?” I called her over, shone the light on the section where rot had eaten into the wood. “This is supporting the entire south side of the house. It needs to be replaced before winter, or you’re looking at serious structural failure. Beam this size, I’ll need a couple extra hands—not a solo job. I’m new in town so I don’t know who to call yet, but I have a feeling Clay or Earl can point me in the right direction.”

She moved closer, leaning in to see what I was showing her. The scent of her perfume cut through the basement’s mustiness—something sophisticated. She was close enough that I could see the pulse beating at her throat, fast and telling. Close enough that when she bent forward slightly, I got a view straight down her sweatshirt. Full, perfect tits pressed together by the sports bra, pale skin disappearing into black fabric.

Somewhere above us, something shifted.

Old houses settled constantly, weight redistributing as temperature changed and wood expanded and contracted. But this was different—a groan of stressed timber, a crack of plaster giving way.

I moved on instinct.

Grabbed Kara, pulled her back and against me just as a chunk of ceiling plaster fell from the joist directly above where she’d been standing.

It hit the concrete with a wet thud, exploding into dust and fragments.

My arms wrapped around her ribcage, her back pressed to my chest, my hands splayed just below her breasts. Her ass pressed against my groin, and even through the adrenaline spike I registered how perfectly she fit, how good she felt.

For three seconds neither of us moved.

Then she pulled away, stepped out of my arms like she’d been burned. “Thank you.” The words came out tight. Her hands shook as she pushed hair back from her face.

“You okay?”

“Fine.” She stared at the fallen plaster, then up at the ceiling where the hole gaped dark and ugly. “That’s… That’s not good.”

“No.” I examined the fallen chunk, then the joist above. More damage than I’d thought. This whole section was compromised. “Where are you staying? Surely not here.”

“A motel.” She straightened, armor snapping back into place. “Of course I don’t live here. I come during the day to work.”

I wondered if it was the Pinecone, where I was staying. The thought of her down the hall, separated by a few walls and doors, sent heat through my gut.

She didn’t specify, though. I didn’t ask.

“But this is still my house,” she continued. “From my divorce settlement. It’s all I have that’s mine.”

Divorce settlement. The pieces started clicking into place—the expensive clothes, the determination to do work she didn’t know how to do, the defensive pride. Kara was a woman rebuilding after everything fell apart.

“Your ex didn’t want it?” I asked.

“Brett wanted the Burlington properties. The investment properties. That, and he’s too preoccupied with his new wife that’s half his age.”

Brett.

The town only had one Brett that seemed to matter.

“Brett Vanderpool,” I said. “You’re Brett Vanderpool’s ex-wife.”

He was the developer trying to buy out Nicole’s bookshop. This woman had been married to him.

But she’d also divorced him.

Kara’s expression shuttered completely. “Does that change your assessment?” She paused. “He’s gotten quite the reputation around town, I understand.”

Maybe she expected me to walk away. Or double my price.

“No,” I said. “Doesn’t change anything. Your house still needs work, you still need it done, and I can still do it.”

Kara stared at me. “Just like that? You know who my ex-husband is. You know what he’s doing in town.”

“I know Nicole, and I know what Brett’s trying to do to her bookshop.” I held her gaze. “But I have a feeling you’re not like Brett. And you’re standing in a house that might collapse on you. What he did doesn’t make you less deserving of a safe place. Or someone willing to help you build one.”

Something flickered across her face—surprise, maybe, or the beginning of trust. She looked away first, studying the damaged beam like it held answers.

“What’s your rate?” Business voice back, but softer now.

I named my standard rate. She nodded once, calculating. “When can you start?”

“As soon as I can secure the extra hands.” I gestured to the beam. “Foundation work first. I’ll need to jack up the house, replace this beam, seal that crack. Then we assess the rest—joists, sill plates, anything else water damaged. After structural’s solid, cosmetic work is yours if you want it.”

“How long?”

“Foundation and structural? Four weeks, maybe five, depending on what else I find. Weather cooperating.” Honesty mattered. “It’s going to cost more than fifteen thousand. Not by much, but some.”

She didn’t flinch. “As long as the work gets done right.”

Kara looked at me properly then—really looked, not the dismissive glance from before. Her eyes traveled over my face, my shoulders, my hands. I let her look. Just stood there and let her see what she was getting.

Whatever she saw made something shift in her expression.

“I don’t trust easily,” she said. “Especially when hiring.”

“You don’t have to trust me to let me do good work.” I started toward the stairs. “Just don’t climb anymore ladders while I’m not here.”
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We returned to the kitchen, where Kara walked me to the door.

She pulled a key from her pocket, and hesitated with it in her palm.

“For access,” she said. “So you can come and go. Start when you can.”

I took the key.

She watched as I climbed into the truck and fired up the engine. She stood in the doorway, backlit by the kitchen’s warm glow, one hand on the frame.

I drove down the gravel drive and back onto the two-lane road. My hands were steady on the wheel, but my mind was racing.

Brett Vanderpool’s ex-wife. I’d just agreed to spend the next month or more at her house, in close quarters, working with her.

What would Nicole think? I liked her, and didn’t want to create any animosity between us. Surely she would understand. I didn’t know what history existed between Nicole and Kara. I didn’t know if they were friends or strangers or something more complicated.

And keeping it a secret was out of the question. Small towns just didn’t work like that.


Chapter Six




At the hardware store, Earl stood behind the counter, marking inventory in a ledger with a mechanical pencil. He glanced up when I approached.

“I need a furnace filter.” I pulled the crumpled note from my pocket with the specifications I’d noted down when I’d taken a look at Nicole’s place. “This size.”

Earl took the paper and looked at it. “Nicole’s furnace running better?”

“Much. Just needs the new filter to finish the job.”

“Good. She’s been trying to get someone out there for months. Most of the HVAC guys from Rutland won’t drive up for a small job like hers, and the ones who will quote her prices that’d make you cry.” He disappeared into the back. Bins and boxes created narrow canyons through the stockroom. I heard cardboard tearing, the rustle of plastic wrap.

Earl returned with the filter, set it on the counter between us. “Did you fix it yourself?”

“It wasn’t anything complicated. Just needed attention.”

“What are you charging her?”

“I’m not.”

Earl nodded slowly, something shifting in his expression—approval, maybe. He rang up the filter on the ancient register.

“I took another job this morning. Structural work.”

“Where?”

“A Victorian that needs foundation repair and beam replacement. I’m going to need help with the heavy lifting—jacking up the house, installing new support. Do you know anyone reliable?”

Earl’s hands stilled on the register. “Kara Parker’s place.”

“That’s right.”

Silence stretched between us. Earl pulled the lever on the register and the drawer shot open with a metallic ding. He made change slowly.

“You’ll want Bobby Lafleur and his son Mike,” he said. “They do foundation work. They’re good men who don’t cut corners.” He pulled a business card from a small carousel on the counter and handed it to me. “Tell Bobby I sent you.”

I took the card, tucked it into my shirt pocket. “Thanks.”

That was the good thing about small towns. Finding good help through word of mouth was usually easy.

“Kara’s particular about her house.” Earl slid the bills and coins across the counter. “Doesn’t ask for help easy.”

“I noticed that.”

“She hired you, though. You must’ve done something right.”

“The basement ceiling tried to fall on her head. That might’ve convinced her she needed someone who knows what they’re doing.”

Earl’s grinned. “You catch it?”

“Pulled her clear just in time.”

“Good.” He closed the register drawer. “That house matters to her. Only thing she kept that was really hers. Do right by it and you’ll have her respect. That’s not easy to earn.”

I picked up the filter. Cardboard and pleated paper, light as nothing, but it would keep Nicole’s shop warm through the winter. “Planning on it.”

“I know you are.” Earl leaned back against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. “Bobby usually answers his phone after noon. Works mornings, breaks for lunch. Call him then.”

“Will do.”
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Nicole stood behind the counter when I walked in, a stack of hardcovers beside her. She looked up and her expression brightened.

I held up the filter. “Ready to finish the job?”

Her smile reached her eyes. “I thought you might have forgotten.”

“Of course not.”

She stepped out from behind the counter. Auburn hair fell loose over her shoulders, catching light from the front windows. A sage-green wrap dress clung to the curve of her hips, the fabric moving as she walked. Surely she had to know what she did to men.

I followed her through the narrow aisle between shelves. The dress hugged her ass in a way that made my hands itch. I kept my distance but I looked. Any man who said he wouldn’t was a liar.

She opened the basement door.

“After you,” I said.

Nicole descended first. I followed, knelt beside the furnace, and popped the access panel. The old filter came out easily.

“Watch,” I said. “It’s simple once you know what to look for.”

Nicole crouched beside me. Her shoulder brushed mine.

“Filter slides in here.” I showed her the tracks, the direction of the arrows marked on the frame. “These arrows have to point toward the furnace. They show which way the air flows.”

“What happens if you put it in backward?”

“Reduces efficiency. Makes the motor work harder than it needs to.” I slid the new filter into place, felt it settle. “Check it every month. Replace it every three.”

Nicole leaned closer. Soft curves pressed against my arm. “You don’t have to teach me. You could just come back in three months.”

Was she flirting?

I turned my head. Her face inches from mine, eyes warm in the dim light. “I’ll come back anyway. But you should know how.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to be able to take care of yourself. Not because you have to, but because you can.”

Something shifted in her expression. Gratitude, maybe.

I closed the access panel and stood. The furnace hummed, steady and even. Warmer air already pushing through the vents. Nicole rose beside me and smoothed her dress over her hips.

“It sounds better.”

“Should keep you warm all winter.”

“Thank you, Lance.” She touched my arm, fingers light through my shirt. “What do I owe you?”

“Nothing.”

“You bought a filter⁠—”

“Nicole.”

She stopped.

“I told you already. You don’t owe me anything.”

“Everyone has to make a living.”

“I’ve got paying work now. I took a job this morning.”

Curiosity flickered across her face. “Where?”

“Victorian restoration. Foundation and structural work.”

I watched her carefully. Recognition dawned.

“Kara’s house.”

“You know her?”

“I know Kara.” Nicole moved toward the stairs and started climbing. I followed. “She comes in sometimes to buy books. We have coffee occasionally.”

Relief settled in my chest.

We returned to the main shop, where Nicole turned to face me. “I know what you’re thinking. Her ex-husband is the one trying to buy my building. But that’s not Kara’s fault. She divorced him for good reasons.”

“What reasons?”

She hesitated, weighing something. “That’s her story to tell. But Brett Vanderpool is… he’s a man who sees everything as a transaction. Kara didn’t want to be a transaction anymore. She’s been through a lot.” Nicole’s voice was gentle. “That house is important to her. I’m glad you’re helping her.”

No jealousy. No pettiness. Just empathy for another woman who’d survived something hard.

“You’re a good person, Nicole.”

Color rose in her cheeks. She looked away, focused on straightening the stack of hardcovers on the counter. “I just think life is hard enough. We should help each other when we can.”


Chapter Seven




My phone buzzed on the nightstand early the next morning, pulling me out of a dream I couldn’t quite hold onto. I reached for it and squinted at the screen.

A Woman needs help clearing her mother’s house. It’s an estate situation. Can you go today? She wants someone around 9. Pay is $100 for the day.

I typed back: Address?

The reply came immediately.

I’ll be there, I responded.

I set the phone down and stared at the ceiling of room four. A crack ran from the corner to the light fixture like a river on a map. Morning light filtered through the thin curtains.

Nicole. Kara. Both women had gotten under my skin in ways I hadn’t anticipated when I’d left Connecticut with nothing but Grandpa’s truck and a letter telling me not to wait.

Work. I needed work to keep my hands and mind occupied.

Physical labor would help. Clearing out a house meant lifting, hauling, and making decisions about what stayed and what went. Simple and straightforward. No attractive older women that made my jeans tighter just thinking about them.

I showered in the motel’s lukewarm spray and dressed in clothes that could take abuse—old jeans, a flannel I didn’t mind destroying, and work boots with steel toes. The tackle box went in the truck bed along with a pair of work gloves and a thermos of coffee from the lobby.

Driving through Mapleton at eight-thirty in the morning felt like moving through a postcard. I passed the town green and the bookshop. The lights were already on inside, Nicole probably arranging displays or making coffee.

I arrived at the address Clay had given me. The home was on the smaller side, but still nice. Cape Cod style, white clapboard that needed paint, and black shutters hanging crooked. The yard had surrendered to chaos—overgrown grass, brambles climbing the porch rails, a garden that had gone feral years ago.

An SUV with with New York plates sat in the driveway. I pulled in behind it and killed the engine. I grabbed my gloves and headed for the front door and knocked.

I heard quick footsteps, something falling over, and a muttered curse before the door swung.

Holy shit.

She was short, with wild dark curls that fought to escape from a knot at the back of her head and lost. Tendrils everywhere, framing a face that was all sharp cheekbones and expressive dark eyes that darted over me in rapid assessment. A smudge of dust marked one side of her face.

She wore a band t-shirt—The Velvet Underground, worn so thin the fabric clung to every curve. No bra. I could see the outline of her nipples through the cotton, see the shape of breasts that were full and high and made my hands ache. Vintage jeans hugged hips and an ass that the denim loved.

“You’re the handyman Clay sent?” Skepticism and hope fought for dominance in her voice.

“Lance Hayden.”

“Ren Simmons.” She stepped aside, waved me in with both hands. “Thank God. Come in. It’s a disaster but I’m finally—finally—dealing with it.”

Thirty years of accumulated life pressed in from all sides. Narrow pathways wound through stacks of newspapers, magazines with covers from decades past, and craft supplies that had never been opened. Boxes lined the walls, labeled in faded marker: Christmas 1987, Ren’s baby clothes, Paul’s things.

The air smelled like old paper and dust and closed rooms.

Ren talked fast, words tumbling over each other like she’d been alone too long and needed to fill the silence with sound.

“My mother died eighteen months ago. I kept paying the bills from New York, kept telling myself I’d come back and deal with it, but I couldn’t. Divorce, kids, life—excuses, all of it.” She ran her hand through her hair. The knot gave up completely and curls spilled down her back, wild and dark. “Then my savings started running out and I realized I had to make a decision. Sell it, rent it, or—” She stopped herself. “But I can’t do any of that until I clear it out. And I’ve been here a week and I’ve barely made a dent because every single box is a fucking emotional ambush.”

Her hands moved constantly—gesturing, tugging at her shirt, pushing hair back from her face. Everything about her was motion and energy.

“I don’t even know where to start,” she said.

“We start with the big stuff. Furniture, obvious trash. Work room by room. And we go slow. You don’t have to make decisions about the hard boxes today.”

Ren stared at me like I’d just offered her oxygen. “Okay. Yes. A man with a plan, I like that.”

[image: ]



We’d made real progress—the living room floor was visible, furniture uncovered, and there breathing room where there’d been none.

Ren opened a box labeled Paul in faded marker.

Her whole body went still.

Inside were painting brushes, work shirts that still smelled faintly of turpentine, and sketchbooks filled with drawings and color studies. Her father’s things, saved and hidden for decades.

She sat down hard on the floor, box in her lap. Just stared.

“I didn’t know she kept these. She never talked about him after. I thought—” Her voice cracked.

Tears came then. Silent, tracking down her face through the dust.

I sat on the floor beside her. Didn’t hover, didn’t try to fix it. Just sat.

Ren wiped her face with the back of her hand. “God, I’m a mess.”

“You’re dealing with hard things. That’s allowed.”

She turned her head, looked at me. Really looked. “You’re not what I expected when Clay said he was sending someone.”

“What did you expect?”

“Someone older. Someone who’d judge me for letting this sit for eighteen months. Someone who’d tell me I should be over it by now.”

“You came back when you were ready.”

Ren stared at the box in her lap. “Can we set this aside? I can’t—not today.”

I took it gently, added it to the pile of things for later. Helped her up. My hand stayed warm and solid around hers for a beat longer than necessary.

We stood close. Her face tilted up to mine, her mouth inches away. She smelled like paint and coffee and sweat.

She didn’t step back.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For not treating me like I’m broken.”

“You’re not broken.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I have a very strong hunch.”
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We hauled trash bags full of yellowed newspapers to the curb. We broke down cardboard boxes that had held things no one remembered. We uncovered a couch that was actually decent under the layers of fabric and forgotten projects.

Ren talked the entire time.

Stories about her mother, about growing up in this house, about running away at eighteen because Mapleton felt too small and she was supposed to be an artist. A real one. She was tactile in ways that kept catching me off guard. Her hand landed on my arm when she made a point, squeezed my shoulder when she needed to slip past me in the narrow space between stacks.

“Instead I’m forty-five, divorced, and my career is in a storage unit in Brooklyn.” She laughed, sharp and self-deprecating. “But hey, at least I have this palace of dysfunction to show for it.”

Questions came rapid-fire between the stories. Where was I from? Why Vermont? What made me leave Connecticut?

I answered while I worked, simple and honest. She listened even while she moved, even while her hands sorted and lifted and discarded.

Some boxes Ren opened, told stories about, sorted through with manic energy. Others she closed immediately. “Nope. Not today.” I let her set the pace and didn’t push.

Around eleven she called a break.

The kitchen table was buried under stuff. We cleared a space, moved boxes to the floor. Ren pulled a French press from somewhere in the chaos and made coffee that smelled like heaven.

“My one skill,” she said. “Good coffee. Everything else is a disaster.”

She sat across from me, pulled her knees up to her chest. Bare feet on the chair, arms wrapped around her shins. The position made those jeans pull even tighter, emphasized every curve. I could see the outline of her through the denim, the V between her thighs that made my jeans painful.

She studied me over the rim of her mug. “You’re very calm. Most people would be losing their shit in here.”

“It’s just stuff. Clearing it is just work. We’ll get through it.”

Ren set the mug down, held my gaze. “Are you single?”

So she’s very direct, I thought.

“Yeah.”

“Uh oh.” Her mouth curved. “Because I’ve been watching you all morning and I’m pretty sure I’m tempted to jump you right here on this table if it wasn’t covered with crap.”

Heat slammed through my gut, straight to my cock.

Ren grinned—wild, completely unbothered by what she’d just said. “Too much? I have no filter. I spent too many years being polite in a bad marriage. Now I just say shit.”

“You’re not too much.”

“Good.” She unwound from the chair, stood in one fluid motion. “Back to work before I do something we’ll both regret. Or enjoy. Probably both.”

By four the living room looked like a different space. The floor was visible, you could actually sit on some of the furniture, and we had stacks organized into keep, donate, and trash.

Ren stood in the middle of it, amazed. “Holy shit. We actually made progress. Real progress.”

She turned to me. “I couldn’t have done this alone. I tried for a week. But you—” She stopped.

“But I what?”

“You make it feel possible. Like maybe I can actually finish this and figure out what comes next.”

She stepped closer. Had to tilt her head back to look at me—she was maybe five-five in bare feet, all compact curves and wild energy.

“When can you come back?”

“I need to check my schedule.” The words came out more carefully than I intended. “I’ve got Kara’s foundation work starting, and Clay’s got me lined up for maintenance at the motel. Let me see what I can move around.”

Disappointment flickered across her face, but she nodded. “Right. Of course. You have other jobs.”

“I’ll make it work,” I said. “This needs doing, so I’ll be back.”

She walked me to the door through the newly cleared space.

“What do I owe you?”

I remembered what she’d said earlier about her savings dwindling. “Clay quoted one hundred, but lets hold off on payment for now.”

She paused as she was pulling cash from her pocket. “Are you sure?”

“Definitely.”

She looked like she wanted to protest, but didn’t.

“I’m glad you came to Mapleton,” she said. “You’ve been a big help. In ways other than just sorting through shit.”
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The truck’s engine idled in the driveway. I sat there, hands on the wheel, remembering what Ren had said at that kitchen table.

I’d jump you right here on this table.

Under different circumstances—if this wasn’t a job, if she wasn’t vulnerable in a house full of her mother’s ghost—I would have taken her up on that offer. I would have cleared that table with one sweep of my arm and found out exactly what sounds she made when those jeans came off.

My work was stacking up fast. Kara’s home needed attention. Clay had a running list of repairs at the motel. Now Ren’s house, which would take days, maybe a week or more to clear properly.

I needed to get organized. Needed to call Bobby Lafleur about the beam work, needed to map out a schedule that let me juggle multiple jobs without dropping any of them.

Grandpa’s letter lived in the glove box now. Don’t wait.

I definitely wasn’t waiting anymore.


Chapter Eight




Bobby Lafleur arrived at Kara’s Victorian at 7:30 in a Ford pickup older than mine, rust and character in equal measure. His son Mike followed in a newer Chevy, tool boxes rattling in the bed.

Bobby was late fifties, broad built like a battle tank. His handshake was callused iron. Mike was mid-twenties, eager in the way of young men trying to prove themselves to their fathers, talking twice as much as necessary.

“Foundation’s bad?” Bobby asked.

“Main beam’s compromised. Water damage from a crack in the southeast corner. Whole south side needs jacking and the beam replaced before we get too far into winter.”

Bobby walked the perimeter without speaking, crouched at the foundation crack, and ran his fingers along the damage the same way I had. Mike followed, watching his father work.

Kara appeared on the porch as we circled back. Black leggings molded to her long legs, and her grey tank top that showed the lean strength of her arms. Her hair was pulled back.

Mike saw her first. His elbow found his father’s ribs.

Bobby glanced up, looked away just as quick, but appreciation registered in that brief moment. She was striking in a way that demanded acknowledgment.

“Morning,” Kara called.

“Ma’am.” Bobby touched the brim of his cap. “Your young man here says you’ve got structural concerns.”

Something flickered across Kara’s face at your young man but she didn’t correct him. “The basement. I can show you⁠—”

“I saw what I needed from outside.” Bobby turned to me. “You assessed the joists?”

“About thirty percent compromised. The sill plate’s holding but won’t last another wet season.”

“Then we’d best get started.”

We unloaded equipment from Bobby’s truck—hydraulic jacks, support columns, the new beam we’d need once the house was lifted. Mike kept glancing toward the porch where Kara stood watching, arms crossed.

“She keeps looking at you, man,” Mike said under his breath. “Just saying.”

I ignored him, even though I’d also noticed.

Bobby set up the first jack with the skill of four decades doing this work. “That’s a handsome woman.”

Statement of fact. No disrespect in it, just truth observed.

The work settled into rhythm—measure, position, verify, lift. The house groaned as we jacked it up fraction by fraction, old wood protesting the redistribution of weight it had carried for a century. Sweat soaked through my shirt despite the cold. My shoulders burned. Bobby worked silent and steady, correcting Mike’s positioning with single words.

Kara brought bottles of water around eleven.

“Thank you.” I drained half of it.

She lingered. Her eyes tracked the way I moved, the way Bobby and I worked in tandem without needing much conversation. It was like there was assessment happening behind those dark eyes.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Beam replacement’s two days if nothing surprises us. Then structural repairs inside, another week.” I wiped my face with my forearm. “You’ll have a solid house in a few weeks.”

“Good.” The word came quiet. Relief underneath it.

Mike piped up. “House has beautiful bones, ma’am. Whoever built this knew what they were doing.”

Kara’s expression softened. “My great-grandfather. In 1892.”

“He’d be proud you’re saving it.”

She looked at me when she answered Mike. “I hope so.”

I felt Kara’s eyes on me through the rest of the morning, watching from windows as I pretended not to notice.
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The next day, I dropped into Mae’s Diner. It smelled like garlic and tomato sauce, the lunch special sign promising lasagna that made my stomach growl. I took my usual stool at the counter. Mae appeared with coffee before I asked.

“Lasagna?” She didn’t wait for confirmation, just called the order back to the kitchen.

The coffee was strong. I drank it black and let the heat work through the cold that had settled in my bones.

“Nicole says her furnace is running better than it has in years.” Mae refilled the cup I’d barely touched.

“Good.”

“Mm.” Mae leaned against the counter, studying me. “You’re making yourself useful around here. People notice.”

“Just doing work that needs doing.”

“And spending your free time in a certain bookshop.”

Heat crept up my neck. “She’s got comfortable chairs.”

Mae’s grin was knowing and unrepentant. “Sure she does.”

The lasagna arrived—layers of pasta and cheese and meat sauce that tasted like somebody’s Italian grandmother had poured love into it. I ate slowly, savoring each bite, while Mae moved between customers.

Earl came in as I was finishing and took the stool two down from mine. He nodded. I nodded back. Mae poured him coffee without asking what he wanted.

Small town rhythms. I was learning them, fitting into them, becoming part of the pattern.
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I returned to the bookshop that evening.

“I really am surprised that you keep coming,” Nicole said from behind the counter.

“This is the perfect place to relax.”

I crossed to my chair—the sage green velvet one in the reading nook.

I wasn’t there long before I heard the hiss of the electric kettle in the back room, the clink of mugs, the scent of chamomile and honey.

She brought two cups and settled into the rose chair across from me. She tucked her legs underneath her, and her skirt rode up enough to show the curve of her calf, the delicate bone of her ankle. When she leaned forward to set her cup on the small table between us, the neckline of her cream sweater dipped, briefly revealing the soft swell of her breasts.

My throat went dry.

“What are you reading?” She gestured to the book in my lap.

“Still working through The Boys in the Boat. Taking my time with it.”

“And?”

“You were right. It’s definitely about resilience.”

Nicole smiled, small and satisfied. “I’m always right about books.”

“Noted.”

She asked about Kara’s house. I told her about Bobby and Mike, about the beam replacement, kept it simple.

“I’m glad you’re helping her.” Nicole’s voice went soft.

The rain started around six, soft at first, then building to a steady drumming against the windows. The shop felt smaller in the storm, warmer, like the world had contracted to just this room, these chairs, the two of us.

Nicole talked about her daughter Mackenzie, about the divorce, about what it felt like to rebuild yourself when someone had decided you weren’t worth staying for. Her voice caught in places. I listened, asked questions that mattered, didn’t try to fix what couldn’t be fixed.

“You’re easy to talk to.” She looked at me over the rim of her cup. “That’s dangerous.”

“Why dangerous?”

“Because I might start believing you actually want to hear it.”

“I do want to hear it.”

The silence stretched—charged, full of things neither of us was saying.

“I should close up,” Nicole whispered.

“Yeah.”

Neither of us moved.

The moment held, suspended, rain and warmth and the soft rasp of Nicole’s breathing. Finally, Nicole stood with the kind of abruptness that meant she’d scared herself.

I stood too, gave her space.

“Same time tomorrow?” I asked.

“If you want.”

“I want.”

Color bloomed in her cheeks. “Okay. Good. Tomorrow.”
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It was the next day and I was strolling along the town green. Ren appeared carrying paint supplies, her arms full of cans and brushes that threatened to spill. Wild dark curls escaped from a messy bun, framing her face in chaos. She saw me and her whole face lit up.

“Lance! I thought maybe you’d fled town.”

“Still here.”

“Thank God.” She shifted the paint cans and nearly dropped one. I caught it before it hit the sidewalk. “You’ll be happy to hear that the living room is actually functional now. You can walk through it without triggering an avalanche.”

“That’s good.”

“It is good.” She touched my arm. “But I’m drowning in my mother’s ceramic cat collection. Seriously. There are forty-nine of them. I counted. Why did she need forty-nine ceramic cats?”

“No idea.” I chuckled.

“Exactly.” Ren stepped closer. “So when can you come back? No pressure, but also, please come back soon before I lose my mind completely.”

I ran through the mental calendar—Kara’s foundation work, Clay’s maintenance list, the evenings that belonged to Nicole whether she knew it yet or not. “On my next day off. I can give you a full day.”

“A full day.” Ren’s grin was bright and grateful. “I’ll hold you to that.”
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The new beam went in the next morning. Bobby and I worked in tandem. Mike handled the measurements, called out numbers, and learned by watching his father work.

Kara brought coffee around ten and stayed to watch us seal the foundation crack.

“It’s solid now.” I tested the beam, checked the level. “Water won’t get in anymore.”

“Good.” She said it quiet. “That’s… good.”

She looked at me when she said it. Held my eyes for a beat longer than necessary. I felt the current between us—attraction acknowledged but not acted on, awareness that kept building every time we occupied the same space.

Bobby packed up his tools. “Lance knows what he’s doing.”

“I can see that.” Kara walked us to our trucks, arms crossed against the cold. “Thank you all.”

Bobby touched his cap. Mike waved. I nodded, and felt her watching as I drove away.


Chapter Nine




Sunday was my day off from Kara’s restoration work. My shoulders ached from the beam installation, my back protested every movement, exhaustion lived in my bones. I could have spent the day in room four at the Pinecone, sleeping until my body stopped complaining.

Instead, I drove to Ren’s house, as I’d promised.

Ren’s SUV was in the driveway. Music thumped from inside the house—something with guitars and attitude, loud enough to rattle the windows. I knocked. No answer, so I knocked harder.

The door swung open. Ren stood there in paint-stained overalls, barefoot, curls escaping everywhere. Her face lit up when she saw me.

“You came! I didn’t think—it’s Sunday, you should be resting⁠—”

“Probably. But I’m here now. Let’s work.”

She studied my face, reading the exhaustion I wasn’t hiding well enough. “You look beat. We don’t have to⁠—”

“I’m here,” I repeated. “Let’s work.”

Ren’s expression went soft. “Okay. But I’m making coffee first. Real coffee, not that diner sludge.”

The house looked different than last time. Progress was visible everywhere—clear pathways, organized stacks, rooms emerging from chaos. We climbed to the second floor, where her childhood bedroom waited. It had pale blue walls, faded posters, a single bed pushed against the window. Boxes labeled in her mother’s handwriting covered every surface.

Ren attacked them with the manic energy I was learning was her default mode. Stories poured out between the sorting—memories of growing up in this room, of feeling too big for this town, of running the moment she could.

“I was so sure I’d be different. A real artist, you know? Not just someone who painted sometimes between raising kids and being a wife.” She opened a box, froze. “Oh.”

Art supplies. Old ones—tubes of paint barely squeezed, brushes still in their plastic, sketchbooks with her teenage handwriting on the covers.

Ren sank onto the bed and pulled out a sketchbook. She opened it.

I looked over her shoulder. Drawings filled the pages—charcoal landscapes, figure studies, color experiments. Raw talent visible in every line, even through she’d been so young when she’d done them.

“God,” she whispered. “I forgot I used to paint like this.”

“You should start again.”

“Maybe I will.” She looked up at me, something shifting in her expression. Hope, tentative and fragile. “Maybe I actually will.”

We worked through the afternoon. The music stayed loud, Ren’s energy stayed high, but underneath the chaos I caught glimpses of someone who’d been running too long and was finally tired enough to stop.

Around four I bent to lift a box and my back seized. Pain shot up my spine, sharp enough to make me gasp.

“Okay, that’s it.” Ren grabbed my arm. “Sit. Now.”

“I’m fine⁠—”

“Sit.”

I sat.

She disappeared downstairs and came back with coffee and a fierceness that made argument impossible. “Tell me about the restoration work while we take a break.”

So I did. I told her about Bobby and Mike, about jacking up houses and replacing beams, about Kara’s Victorian and the satisfaction of seeing something broken become solid again.

Ren listened, asked questions that showed she actually cared about the answers. Sat close enough that I could smell paint and coffee and something warm underneath.

“You’re good at this. Not just the work. The caring about it.”

“It matters. Making things right.”

“Yeah. It does.”

We finished the bedroom as the light started to fail. Boxes were sorted, space was cleared, and progress made. Ren walked me to the door, and in the narrow hallway she squeezed past me, body pressed close for a moment. My hand found her hip automatically, steadied her.

Both of us went still.

The attraction hung between us—acknowledged, potent, simmering just under the surface. Ren looked up at me, dark eyes searching, mouth close enough to kiss.

Then she stepped back, broke the contact, and smiled.

“Thank you,” she said. “For using your day off to help me. That means a lot.”

“Anytime.”

“I’m holding you to that.”
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I returned to the diner the next day for dinner before my usual visit to the book shop. After I ate, Mae slid a blueberry muffin across the counter with my morning coffee. “Nicole’s favorite. You should bring her one.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“What? I’m just saying the woman deserves a muffin.” Mae’s grin was knowing and shameless. “And you’ve been spending every evening in her shop. She’s told me all about it.”

She rang up the muffin and slid it into a paper bag.

Nicole’s face transformed when I walked in holding the muffin. Surprise, then pleasure, then something softer that made my chest tight.

“You didn’t have to⁠—”

“Mae said it’s your favorite.”

“It is.” She took the bag like I’d handed her something precious. “Thank you.”

Rain drummed against the windows—harder than yesterday, turning the world outside grey and blurred. Inside, the shop glowed warm. We settled into the reading nook, and Nicole split the muffin down the middle, handed me half.

“I can’t eat a whole one myself. Too much sugar.”

We ate in comfortable silence. Rain provided percussion.

“Tell me more about Mackenzie,” I said.

Nicole’s expression softened. “She’s in Boston. Nonprofit work, trying to save the world one grant application at a time. We talk every Sunday. She was furious at her father for years after the divorce. Took it personally, the way kids do even when they’re old enough to know better.”

“How is she now?”

“Better. She’s mellowed into disappointment instead of rage. I think that’s growth.” Nicole’s smile was wry. “She wants me to be happy. Keeps telling me I’m allowed to date, to live my life. Like I need permission from my twenty-four-year-old daughter.”

“Do you? Need permission?”

“Maybe. It’s been a long time since anyone… since I felt…”

She trailed off. I waited.

“Desirable,” she finished quietly. “It’s been a long time since I felt desirable.”

“That’s a crime.”

Color flooded her cheeks. “Lance⁠—”

“You are. Desirable. Beautiful.” I leaned forward. “Any man who made you feel otherwise was a fool.”

Then I covered her hand with mine.

Warm skin. Delicate bones. Pulse hammering against my palm.

She didn’t pull away.

The silence stretched. All I could hear was rain and breathing and the thundering of my own heartbeat. Nicole leaned closer, drawn by the same gravity pulling at me.

Her knee touched mine. The contact sent heat straight through my body. I wanted to close the distance, wanted to taste her mouth.

But rushing would break this. Pushing would scare her.

So I sat with the wanting, let it build, kept my hand on hers and watched emotions play across her face—desire fighting fear, hope battling doubt.

“I should close up,” Nicole said finally.

“Yeah.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked.

“Tomorrow.”


Chapter Ten




On Friday evening, the first snow of the season dusted the streets. I parked in front of the bookshop just as Nicole flipped the sign to closed.

She saw me through the window. Her face transformed.

Warmth wrapped around me when I entered. I was enveloped by the familiar smell of books and vanilla, the soft glow of reading lamps, and the peaceful quiet of a space closing down for the night.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come tonight with the snow⁠—”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

Nicole locked the door behind me. We settled into the reading nook. But the air felt different tonight—heavy with things neither of us was saying. Conversation came in fits and starts, full of pauses that stretched too long.

“I look forward to these evenings.” Nicole’s voice was barely above a whisper. “More than I probably should.”

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “Why shouldn’t you?”

“Because I don’t know what this is. What we’re doing.”

“We’re spending time together.”

“Is that it?” She met my eyes. “Because it feels like more. It feels like⁠—”

She stopped herself.

My hand found her knee. Warmth through the fabric of her skirt, the subtle flex of muscle underneath. She didn’t pull away. Her breathing quickened.

“I haven’t…” Nicole’s voice dropped lower. “It’s been a long time since…”

“We don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.” The words came fast, desperate. “God, I want to. I’m just—” She looked up at me, fear and desire fighting for dominance. “I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“That you’ll realize I’m not… that I’m just…” She couldn’t finish. Then she seemed to change course. “You’re twenty-eight, Lance. I’m forty-six.”

“I know.”

“That’s eighteen years.”

“I can do math.” I squeezed her knee gently. “Doesn’t change anything.”

She searched my face, looking for doubt. I let her see there wasn’t any.

I cupped her face. Soft skin, the delicate line of her jaw, warmth blooming under my palm. “Tell me what you need.”

Her hand covered mine. “You. I need you.”

The moment broke.

Nicole rose and I rose with her, the space between us collapsing. Her hands fisted in my shirt. My thumb traced her cheekbone. We stood there, breathing the same air, her mouth inches from mine.

“Lance—”

I kissed her.

Nicole’s mouth opened under mine immediately. No hesitation. Just hunger that matched the ache that had been building in us. She pulled me closer. I took control, one hand sliding into her hair and gripping tight, the other finding her hip and dragging her against me.

She was so soft. Curves pressed into my body everywhere we touched. The swell of her breasts against my chest, the give of her stomach, her hips fitting perfectly against mine. I deepened the kiss and she met me, her tongue sliding against mine with a confidence that made my cock hard enough to hurt.

We broke for air. Foreheads together, both of us breathing like we’d run miles.

“Upstairs.” Her voice came rough, no uncertainty in it. “I have an apartment above the shop.”

“Show me.”

Nicole pulled back and grabbed my hand. Led me through the darkened shop toward a door I’d never noticed before, tucked between the poetry section and the back room. Her fingers trembled slightly in mine but her stride was sure. She unlocked the door and started up a narrow staircase.

I followed while watching the sway of her hips in her skirt. My cock strained against my jeans. Blood pounded in my ears.

At the top she opened another door and glanced back at me. Heat burned in her eyes, raw and undisguised.

Books lined every wall of the apartment’s living room. Inside was a worn couch, a reading chair draped with a throw blanket, and warm lamplight making everything glow amber.

I barely registered any of it.

Nicole turned to face me and reached for my shirt.

I caught her wrists. Backed her toward the bedroom visible through an open doorway. Kissed her again, harder this time, already pulling at her clothes. The cardigan slipped off her shoulders and hit the floor. Her hands tugged at my flannel.

We stumbled into the bedroom, still kissing. More books, a wide bed with rumpled white sheets, windows overlooking the street where snow fell in the lamplight. Nicole’s fingers fumbled with my shirt buttons.

I took over. I stripped the flannel off and tossed it aside. Her eyes traveled over my chest, my shoulders, down to where my jeans hung low on my hips. The heat in her gaze made everything in me tighten.

My hands found the hem of her sweater. I pulled it up and off in one motion. She lifted her arms to help, and then she stood there in a cream-colored lace bra that barely contained her tits, full and perfect, spilling over the cups, the dark shadow of her cleavage making my mouth water.

I reached behind her and unhooked the bra. It fell away. Her breasts were everything I’d imagined and more—heavy and soft, nipples already hard, the kind of tits that were made to be touched and tasted and worshipped. I cupped them, felt the weight in my palms, ran my thumbs over her nipples and watched her gasp.

“Your tits are fucking perfect.”

Color bloomed in her cheeks but she didn’t look away. Didn’t try to hide. Just watched me look at her with those eyes gone dark and hungry.

I found the zipper at her hip. The skirt pooled at her feet. Matching cream lace panties hugged her hips, showed the curve of her ass, the thick softness of her thighs that I’d been fantasizing about for weeks.

My hands mapped her body. The dip of her waist, the flare of her hips, down to grip her ass and pull her against me so she could feel how hard I was for her. She made a sound low in her throat.

“I want you so fucking much.”

“Then take me.”

Her hands went to my belt. I helped her, stripped off my jeans and boxers, kicked them aside. Nicole’s eyes dropped to my cock and stayed there. I was already hard, aching, a bead of precum at the tip.

She licked her lips.

I groaned and backed her toward the bed. She went willingly, crawling onto the sheets and turning to face me. I hooked my fingers in those lace panties and dragged them down her legs. Tossed them aside and just looked.

Auburn hair spread across the pillow. Full breasts rising and falling with each breath. The soft curve of her stomach, the flare of her hips, her thighs falling open to show me the dark curls between them already glistening wet.

“I’ve wanted to get my hands on you since the first time I saw you in that window.”

I followed her onto the bed. I covered her body with mine, felt every soft curve against every hard plane. I kissed her deep while my hands explored—cupping her tits, rolling her nipples between my fingers until she arched beneath me. She was responsive, her body answering every touch, and the sounds she made went straight to my cock.

I kissed down her throat. Sucked on the pulse point there and felt it hammering. Lower to her collarbone, then to her tits. I took one nipple in my mouth and sucked hard.

Nicole’s back arched off the bed. Her hands buried in my hair and pulled.

I gave her other breast the same attention. Licked and sucked and bit gently until both nipples were hard peaks and she was panting. Then I kissed lower. Down her stomach, her hips, settled between her thighs and spread them wider.

“Lance—”

“Let me taste you.”

Her pussy was right there, pink and wet and perfect. I dragged my tongue through her folds and groaned at the taste. Sweet and clean and all Nicole. Her hips jerked. I gripped her thighs, held her open, and licked her again. Found her clit and circled it with my tongue while I slid two fingers inside her.

“Oh god⁠—”

She was tight around my fingers. Hot and slick and clenching already. I worked her steadily, tongue on her clit, fingers curling to find that spot inside that made her gasp. She was so wet I could feel her arousal coating my fingers, dripping down my hand.

Her thighs trembled. Her hands fisted in the sheets. I looked up the length of her body and watched her come apart—head thrown back, tits heaving, mouth open on a cry she couldn’t contain.

“That’s it. Come for me.”

She shattered. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her whole body going taut before the release hit. I kept licking her through it, gentler now, drawing out every pulse until she pushed at my head.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. Crawled up her body and kissed her mouth so she could taste herself on my tongue. She kissed me back with a desperation that made my control slip another notch.

“I need you inside me.” Her voice came rough. “Now.”

I reached for my jeans on the floor. Found the condom I’d been carrying in my wallet.

Nicole’s hand closed around my wrist. “No.” Her eyes met mine, sure and steady. “Don’t put it on. I want to feel you. All of you.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.” Her other hand wrapped around my cock, stroked once, made me groan.

I tossed the condom aside.

I settled between her thighs, positioned myself at her entrance. The head of my cock pressed against her pussy, slick and hot and perfect. I looked down at her—hair wild on the pillow, lips swollen from kissing, tits flushed pink—and started to push inside.

Her pussy gripped me as I slid in, inch by inch, nothing between us. Just her heat and wetness and the clench of her body taking mine. I watched her face, watched her eyes go wide, her mouth fall open.

“Jesus, Nicole. Your pussy feels incredible.”

I bottomed out. Buried completely inside her, bare, nothing between us. Stayed still for a moment while we both adjusted. Her inner walls fluttered around my cock. The sensation was so intense it bordered on painful.

Nicole’s legs wrapped around my hips. “Fuck me. Please.”

I pulled back and thrust in again. Slow. Deep. Savoring every inch, every slick glide, the way her tits bounced with the movement. She met me on the next thrust, hips rising to take me deeper.

We found a rhythm. Slow became faster, gentle became harder. The bed frame creaked. Her nails dug into my shoulders. I could feel her everywhere—her thighs squeezing my hips, her pussy gripping my cock, her tits pressed against my chest every time I drove in deep.

“You take my cock so perfectly.” I shifted the angle, hit something that made her gasp. “Look how wet you are for me.”

She was. I could feel it, hear it in the slick sounds our bodies made. Her arousal coated my cock, dripped down to my balls.

“Harder.” Her voice came breathless. “Don’t stop.”

I gave her what she asked for. Drove into her harder, deeper, relentless. Changed my grip to her hips and angled her exactly where I needed her. Watched her tits bounce with every thrust, watched her face as pleasure built.

My hand slid between us. Found her clit and circled it with my thumb while I fucked her. She cried out, body going rigid.

“That’s it. Come on my cock.”

Nicole shattered again. Her pussy clenched around me, pulsing, gripping so tight I could barely move. The sensation of her orgasm with no barrier—feeling every contraction, every flutter—shoved me straight over the edge.

“Fuck, Nicole, I’m gonna cum⁠—”

I drove in deep one last time and let go. My orgasm slammed through me, white-hot and devastating. I spilled inside her, bare, marking her in the most primal way possible. Pulse after pulse while her body milked every drop.

The world narrowed to just this—her pussy still clenching around my cock, both of us breathing hard, sweat cooling on skin.

I stayed inside her as we came down. Kissed her slowly, thoroughly, tasting her sighs. Eventually I pulled out carefully. We were both sensitive, oversaturated with pleasure. Nicole pulled me down beside her.

“That was—” I started.

“—so amazing,” she finished.

Outside, snow fell past the window in fat white flakes. The bookshop below us sat dark and quiet. And here in this bed, tangled together with her hair spread across my chest and my hand still on her hip, something fundamental had shifted.

I didn’t know what came next. Didn’t know how to reconcile the intensity of what I felt for this woman with the life I was still building, the fact that I’d only been in Mapleton for a short while.

But Nicole turned her face into my neck and gave a content and satisfied sigh, and none of the questions seemed to matter at the moment.

Right now was enough.
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We lay tangled together in the quiet aftermath. Nicole’s head rested on my chest, her hair a wild auburn spill across my skin. My hand moved slowly up and down her back, tracing the curve of her spine. Her fingers drew lazy patterns on my ribs. Snow tapped against the window, soft and rhythmic.

“I don’t regret this.” Nicole’s voice came quiet but sure.

Relief settled in my chest. “Good. Neither do I.”

She tilted her head to look at me. Her eyes searched mine, found whatever she needed to see there. A small smile curved her mouth. “I just… I don’t know what this means.”

“It doesn’t have to mean anything yet. We can figure it out as we go.”

“You’re very calm about this.”

“I’m good at living in the moment. Right now, I’m exactly where I want to be.”

She laid her head back on my chest.

Minutes passed. The clock on her nightstand read 11:43.

“Stay tonight.” She said it simply, no question in her voice. Just an offer.

“Yeah?”

“Please. I don’t want you driving back to that motel in the snow.” Her fingers stilled on my ribs. “And I want you here.”

Something warm unfurled in my chest. A night away from room four at the Pinecone would be welcome. Even better that I could spend it here with her body pressed against mine.

“I’ll stay.”

Nicole relaxed against me. Her hand splayed over my heart, felt it beating steady and sure.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“For what?”

“For making me feel…” She trailed off, searching for words. “For making me feel like this again. Like I’m someone worth wanting.”

“You are worth wanting,” I said. “Don’t doubt that.”

She buried her face in my neck and laughed softly—embarrassed but pleased.

We settled back into comfortable silence. Her breathing evened out, then deepened as she fell asleep.


Chapter Eleven




The hinges on room four’s door moved silent now. It was a small thing, but it mattered.

I stood in the open doorway and pulled cold November air into my lungs. Pine and woodsmoke, sharp enough to wake you up faster than coffee. My truck sat in the parking lot with frost coating the windshield. Beyond the lot, the early sun rose over the mountains.

My night with Nicole unspooled through my mind in vivid flashes. Her mouth under mine. Her tits spilling out of cream lace when I’d unhooked her bra. The sounds she’d made when I’d gotten my hands on her.

My cock was hard now just remembering it. I adjusted myself through my jeans and forced my mind elsewhere.

It was my day off. When was the last time I’d had one of those? Between Kara’s foundation work, Ren’s house clearing, and the maintenance jobs Clay kept feeding me, I’d been super busy. My body needed rest.

But my mind wanted Nicole. Again.

Breakfast first. Then maybe I’d bring her something—maybe one of those blueberry muffins. It was a small gesture, but it would make her smile.

The drive into town took ten minutes.

“Day off?” Mae called from behind the counter. “Hell’s frozen over.”

“First one in a while.” I took my usual stool, left one empty between me and the old timer reading the paper two seats down.

Mae poured coffee before I asked for it. “Nicole run you ragged?”

Heat crept up the back of my neck, but I met her eyes steady. “She’s doing fine.”

Mae’s grin was knowing and completely shameless. “I bet she is.” She slapped a menu down even though we both knew I didn’t need it. “Usual?”

“Yeah. And one of those blueberry muffins to go.”

Mae’s eyes sparkled with something that looked like approval. “Already set one aside for you, honey. Figured you’d be by.”

My breakfast arrived fast. Eggs over easy, bacon crisp, toast with butter melting into the corners. It felt like fuel for a body that had been working hard and would work hard again tomorrow.

“Bring Nicole my regards,” Mae said when I paid. She slid the muffin across the counter in a small paper bag, grease already starting to show through. “And tell her you’re a keeper.”

Something warm bloomed in my chest. Approval from Mae felt like being welcomed into something bigger than just me and Nicole. Community acceptance. The town’s blessing on whatever this thing between us was becoming.

“I’ll let her know. Thanks, Mae.”

The muffin sat on the passenger seat as I drove, still warm through the bag. The bookshop came into view. The lights were on inside even though Nicole wouldn’t open for another hour. She was always there early, as usual, finding work to fill the quiet morning hours.

But an unfamiliar car sat parked directly in front—sedan, dark blue, official-looking. A town vehicle placard was on the dash.

I parked behind it, grabbed the muffin bag, and got out. Cold air bit through my flannel. I crossed the sidewalk.

Through the bookshop’s front window I could see Nicole behind the counter. She wasn’t alone. A man stood across from her, clipboard in hand, official badge clipped to his belt. Nicole’s arms were crossed over her chest in a defensive posture. Even from outside I could see the tension in her shoulders and the tightness around her mouth.

What the hell is this?

Something wasn’t right.
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Relief flooded Nicole’s face when I pushed through the door and came inside.

The man with the clipboard glanced over. He dismissed me in a single look as he turned back to Nicole like I didn’t matter. He was mid-fifties with a receding hairline going grey at the temples and a soft middle that spoke of desk work and too many takeout lunches. Khaki pants, town-issued windbreaker with an official seal on the breast, badge clipped to his belt. Everything about him said bureaucrat. His name tag read Ron Hegmann, Building Inspector.

I stayed where I was. Leaned against the bookshelf near the door, arms loose at my sides, and watched.

“As I was saying, Ms. Hill.” His voice carried a nasal quality. “Fire exit blocked. The door itself is functional, but egress is compromised by stored materials.”

“Those are just empty boxes from last week’s shipment. I can move them in five minutes⁠—”

“Boxes are blocking egress. Violation stands.” Hegmann made a tick mark on his clipboard without looking up. “Next item. Electrical wiring in the basement. Outdated system, potential fire hazard. Needs to be brought up to current code.”

“The wiring was inspected three years ago when I had the furnace serviced.”

“Fine for a residential property perhaps. Commercial occupancy requires higher standards.” Another tick mark. “Occupancy limits exceeded based on current furniture arrangement.”

Nicole’s voice climbed half an octave. “There are four chairs in the reading nook. I’ve never had more than a dozen people in here at once⁠—”

“Your shelving arrangement and seating exceeds safe capacity.” Ron’s pen scratched across paper. “You’ll need to remove furniture or apply for a variance. That process takes sixty to ninety days and requires an architect’s assessment.”

I had a feeling Ron Hegmann had already decided what violations existed before he walked through the door. This whole performance was just making it official.

I watched Nicole’s face. She was trying to hold it together, trying to sound reasonable and calm, but fear leaked through every word.

Ron moved down his list. “Structural concerns in the basement. Floor joists showing signs of stress and water damage.”

“The joists were fine⁠—”

“I observed sagging and discoloration consistent with long-term moisture exposure. Requires immediate assessment by a licensed structural engineer.” The pen kept moving. “Finally, furnace lacks proper carbon monoxide detection systems per updated commercial code.”

Nicole’s voice dropped to almost a whisper. “I have a CO detector. It’s right there on the wall.”

“Residential unit. Commercial properties require hardwired systems with battery backup and direct connection to emergency services. The detector you have is insufficient.”

Ron took a manila envelope from beneath his clipboard and set it on the counter between them. “Thirty days to remedy all violations or the premises will be condemned.” His tone made him sound like he was reading from a script he’d delivered a hundred times before. “Estimated cost of repairs ranges from fifteen to twenty thousand dollars depending on contractor rates and material costs.”

Nicole’s face went pale. “I don’t have⁠—”

“Just doing my job, ma’am.” Ron cut her off. “You’ll find all the details in the official notice. Contact information for filing an appeal is included, though I should mention the appeals process typically takes four to six months.”

Four to six months. After the thirty-day deadline. The math felt very deliberate.

Ron tucked his pen into his breast pocket. He turned toward the door and finally seemed to fully register my presence. His eyes flicked over me—jeans, flannel, work boots, the muffin bag still in my hand. Assessment and dismissal happened at the same time. Just some townie who didn’t matter. Nobody worth acknowledging.

He nodded, curt and perfunctory.

I didn’t nod back. I watched him with the kind of stillness that made men nervous when they finally noticed it.

Ron’s gaze skittered away first. He headed for the door.

I turned back to Nicole.

She stood behind the counter with both hands pressed flat against the wood. The manila envelope sat between her palms.

“Nicole.”

Her eyes lifted to mine. She looked like she was trying so hard to hold it together and failing.

I crossed the shop and set the muffin bag on the counter. I covered her hand with mine. Her fingers were ice cold.

“What was all that about?”

“Brett.” Her voice came out rough. “I know it was. This is how he operates.”

Brett Vanderpool. The developer who’d been circling the bookshop for months. The man who’d made three offers Nicole had refused.

And Kara’s ex-husband.

“What about him?” I asked.

Nicole pulled her hand from under mine and picked up the envelope.

“I guess he’s tired of asking nicely.”

“There’s no way he can do this.” The words came out hard. “It has to be illegal. You can’t just manufacture violations to force someone out of business.”

Nicole’s laugh was bitter and exhausted. “You don’t know Brett.”

“Then tell me.”

She looked at me for a long moment before speaking again.

“Tom Bergeron owned the bike shop on Carson Street. Brett wanted the building for one of his developments. Tom said no. Two months later, the health department found rat droppings in the back room. The building inspector condemned the whole structure. Tom couldn’t afford the repairs and the lost revenue. He sold to Brett for half what the property was worth.” Nicole’s voice was flat now as she recited the incidents. “Sarah Jean ran the bar on Branch Street. Brett offered to buy her out. She refused. Suddenly her liquor license was under review for violations she’d never committed. The appeals process took eight months. By then her business was dead. She closed and moved to Burlington.”

Anger grew within me. I’d already started imagining this place as home. I hated to hear how one man was terrorizing the town I was growing quite fond of, and manipulating the bureaucracy for his gain.

“Martin Johnson owned the antique store,” Nicole kept going. “Brett wanted the corner lot for retail space. Martin held out for two years. Then the fire marshal found code violations. The electrical inspector found hazards. The zoning board decided Martin’s store violated residential character rules that had never been enforced before. Martin fought it. Spent every dollar he had on lawyers and appeals. It all lasted three years and bankrupted him. Brett bought the building at auction.”

She paused for several seconds.

“Brett doesn’t lose. He just waits until you can’t fight anymore. And then he buys what he wanted all along, usually for less than he offered in the first place.”

Every muscle in my body was wound tight. Maybe it was a good thing I didn’t know all this before. If I had, I might’ve punched Ron Hegmann right in his face.

“There has to be something we can do.”

Nicole shook her head as she reached for the muffin bag I’d brought and pulled it toward her like it was a lifeline. “I appreciate the thought. But Brett Vanderpool has money and connections and patience. I have a struggling bookshop and thirty days before I lose everything I’ve built.”

Her voice cracked on the last word.

I wanted to tell her it would be okay. I wanted to promise I’d fix this and make it right and protect what was hers. But empty promises wouldn’t help her.

Only action would.

“Thanks for the muffin,” she said as she bit into it.

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

Nicole sighed. “Honestly? Right now, I think I just need to be alone. I hate to say it because I was looking forward to seeing you today.” She locked her gaze onto mine. “Especially after last night.”

“I understand.”

“On the other hand. I could use a drink.” Her shoulders slumped.

“How about this. I’ll swing by later and we can go for a happy hour.”

She lit up at the suggestion. “Really?”

“I’ve been meaning to check out the bars in this town. I’ve just been too busy lately.”

Nicole nodded. “It’s a date.”


Chapter Twelve




Ipulled up in front of the bookshop at five-thirty. The sun had already started its descent behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. Cold seeped through the truck’s cab despite the heater running full blast.

Through the front window, I could see Nicole moving around inside. When she saw me through the window, she emerged, and then locked the door behind her.

I got out of the truck to meet her. When I saw her, my mouth went dry.

She wore a fitted black cashmere sweater that hugged her curves, dark jeans, and boots with enough heel to make her legs look a mile long. Her hair fell loose in waves past her shoulder. She’d put on makeup—subtle, but there. Lipstick made her mouth look even fuller than usual. A long wool coat hung open over the whole outfit, forest green and elegant, with a scarf wrapped around her neck.

“You look incredible,” I said as I opened the truck door for her.

Color bloomed in her cheeks. “Thank you. I wasn’t sure what to wear. I haven’t been on a date in—” She stopped herself. “A long time.”

“You got it exactly right.”

I held the door while she climbed in. The movement made her coat fall open wider, giving me a view of how that sweater clung to her tits, the cashmere doing absolutely nothing to hide their shape.

When I got in, Nicole was smoothing her hands over her thighs. Nervous energy radiated from her.

I started the engine and pulled away from the curb.

“People are going to talk,” she said quietly.

“Let them.”

“I’m serious, Lance. Small towns—everyone knows everyone’s business. And we’re…” She gestured between us. “The age difference. That’s going to be noticed.”

I glanced over at her. “You worried about what they’ll say?”

“A little.” Her hands kept moving on her thighs, restless. “Maybe more than a little. I’ve lived here for a long time. I’m the bookshop lady. The divorced woman who keeps to herself. This will just give them more to talk about.”

“Then they’ll talk. It doesn’t change anything. I like you. You’re beautiful. I’m proud to be seen with you. If anyone has an issue with that, it’s their problem.”

Nicole went quiet. Her fingers stilled.

We drove past the town green. A few people were out walking despite the cold. Someone waved. Nicole lifted her hand automatically, then dropped it back to her lap.

“I like your truck,” she said after a moment.

The subject change was deliberate. I let her have it.

“Thanks. It’s held together by rust and spite at this point, but it runs.”

Nicole’s hand traced the cracked vinyl of the dashboard. “It has character. How long have you had it?”

“Six months. My grandfather left it to me when he died.”

Her expression softened. “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah.” I downshifted as we approached a stop sign. The transmission whined.

“Were the two of you close?” she asked.

“He lived in Maine. I didn’t see him very much. Holidays, the occasional summer visit. But there was something between us. He got me in a way my parents never quite did.”

“What was he like?”

“He was a carpenter. Built his own house from the ground up when he was thirty. Lived there until he died.” The memory of that house surfaced—timber frame and wide plank floors. “He did things deliberately and slowly. He made choices that mattered instead of just going along with what everyone expected. At least, that’s what he did later in life, after he figured out what he really wanted.”

“Sounds like someone I know.” Nicole’s voice carried warmth.

“He left me this truck and a letter. That’s what convinced me to leave Connecticut.”

“A letter?”

“Yeah. Just a few lines, but it said what needed saying. It’s the reason I ended up here.”

“Can I read it?” The question came tentative. “I’m being nosy, but I’m curious about what made you pack up your whole life and drive away.”

“It’s in the glove box.”

Nicole opened it and pulled out the paper. She unfolded it carefully. Silence filled the cab while she read. I kept my eyes on the road and let her have the moment. Then she folded the letter with the same care she’d used to open it and returned it to the glove box.

“He was right about you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re not waiting.” Nicole’s hand found mine on the gear shift. Her fingers wove between mine and squeezed. “That takes courage.”

“So does going on a date with me when you’re worried about what people will say.”

Her laugh was soft and surprised. “I suppose it does.”
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I found parking half a block away from The Glasshouse Pub. The bar had been there since the sixties, according to the faded sign above the door. It had a wood-paneled exterior and neon beer signs glowing in the windows. It seemed like the kind of place where regulars had their own stools and strangers were noticed immediately.

I killed the engine and pocketed the keys.

Nicole stared at the bar’s entrance. Her hand tightened on mine.

“Second thoughts?” I asked.

“No.” She turned to look at me, determined despite the nerves underneath. “No second thoughts. Just first-time jitters.”

“We can go somewhere else if you want.”

“This is fine. I’m fine.” She took a breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s go.”

I went around and opened her door. She took my offered hand and climbed down. The heels on her boots brought her closer to my height. Close enough that when I put my hand on the small of her back, I could feel her warmth through the layers.

We walked to the bar together. My hand stayed where it was. Anyone looking would know exactly what we were to each other.

The door swung open, and warmth poured out along with the smell of grilled food and beer and old wood. Music played from a jukebox in the corner—classic rock, something with guitars and a steady beat. The Sunday evening crowd was moderate. There were maybe twenty people scattered between the bar and the booths that lined the walls.

Every head turned when we walked in.

Conversations didn’t stop, but they slowed. Eyes tracked our movement across the room. I caught the moment recognition hit.

That’s Nicole from the bookshop.

Who’s the guy with her?

He’s young. Too young. How old is he?

Nicole’s shoulders tensed under my hand.

I guided her toward a booth in the back corner. More private, away from the bar where the regulars sat nursing their drinks and watching everything that happened. My hand moved from her back to her elbow, steady and sure.

We slid into the booth—Nicole on one side, me on the other. The vinyl seats were cracked but clean. A small table stood between us, scarred wood that had absorbed decades of spilled drinks and carved initials.

The waitress appeared thirty seconds later. She was maybe sixty, gray hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, kind eyes that went sharp with curiosity when she looked between us. “Nicole! Haven’t seen you in here in ages.”

“Hi, Carol. I know. I’ve been busy.”

Carol’s gaze flicked to me as she gave me a quick assessment. “I can see that.” Her smile warmed. “What can I get you two?”

“Glass of Malbec, please.”

“And for you, hon?”

“Whatever you’ve got on tap. Local if you have it.”

Carol scribbled on her pad and headed back to the bar. Her path took her past a group of men in their fifties who’d been watching us since we walked in. I caught the low murmur of conversation and the glances in our direction.

Nicole’s hands clasped together on the table. “I’m sorry about this. The staring. It’s rude.”

“They’re curious. That’s natural.”

“It’s more than curiosity.” Her voice dropped lower. “They’re judging. Wondering what you’re doing with someone like me. Someone older.”

“Stop.” I reached across the table and covered her hands with mine. “Look at me.” She did. “You’re beautiful. You’re interesting. You’re worth being seen with. Anyone who thinks otherwise can take it up with me.” I squeezed her hands. “We’re on a date. That’s allowed. You look incredible, and I’m exactly where I want to be. If someone has a problem with that, they can keep it to themselves or say it to my face.”

Nicole’s breath shuddered out. Some of the tension left her shoulders. “You make it sound simple.”

“It is simple. Everything else is just noise.”

Carol returned with our drinks—wine in a proper glass for Nicole, beer in a pint glass for me. She set them down. “Anything else right now?”

“We’re good. Thanks.”

She nodded and left us alone.

I lifted my glass. “To what?”

Nicole thought about it for a moment, then lifted hers. “To not waiting.”

The glasses clinked. We drank.

The beer was cold and bitter and exactly right. Nicole sipped her wine and some of the color returned to her cheeks. The Malbec left a faint stain on her lips that made me want to kiss it off.

Under the table, I extended my leg until it pressed against hers. She went still for a heartbeat, then shifted closer instead of away.

Nicole looked around and took in the bar. “I used to come to places like this all the time. Up until⁠—”

She paused.

“Until when?” I pressed.

She seemed to regret saying anything.

“Until I got married.”

“Tell me about your marriage.” The words came out before I’d fully decided to say them.

Nicole’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a hell of a conversation starter.”

“Technically, you started it.” I smirked. “I’m sure it shaped you. I want to understand it.”

She set her wine glass down and traced the rim with one finger. The gesture bought her time to think, to decide how much to share.

“What do you want to know?”

“What was it like? Not the divorce—you’ve mentioned that. The marriage itself. What made you stay as long as you did?”

Nicole’s laugh was soft and bitter. “That’s complicated.”

“We’ve got time.”

She took another sip of wine. Longer this time, like she needed the fortification. When she set the glass down, her expression had shifted to something more distant. Remembering.

“I met David when I was twenty-three. Middlebury College, junior year. He was handsome and ambitious and he made me feel like I mattered.” Her finger kept circling the rim of the glass. “I was a dreamy English major who wanted to be a professor or maybe a writer. He was pre-law, already planning his career path with absolute certainty. I found that attractive. Like he knew exactly who he was and where he was going.”

I stayed quiet and let her talk.

“We got married at twenty-two. Too young, but we didn’t know that. We thought we had everything figured out.” Nicole’s smile was wry. “I followed him to Boston for law school. Then to New York when he got hired at a big firm. Then back to Vermont when he made partner and decided he wanted to raise Mackenzie somewhere ‘real.’ ”

“You gave up a lot.”

“I did. But I told myself it was worth it. That’s what marriage was—compromise, sacrifice, supporting your partner’s dreams.” Her voice went quieter. “I stopped writing. Stopped reading the things I loved because David thought they were impractical. Started volunteering for the right charities, hosting the right dinners, being the right kind of lawyer’s wife.”

The bitterness in those last words was sharp enough to cut.

“I lost myself somewhere in there. Became this person I didn’t recognize. Someone who smiled at parties and made small talk and pretended everything was fine while feeling empty inside.” Nicole looked up at me. “Do you know what that’s like? Looking in the mirror and not knowing the person looking back?”

“No. But I watched my sister go through something similar. Different circumstances, same loss of self.”

Nicole nodded. “It’s insidious. It happens so slowly you don’t notice until you’re already gone.” She drank more wine. “David left when I was forty-two. Walked in one morning and announced he wasn’t happy and hadn’t been happy for years. Wanted something different. He moved to Burlington, started dating a paralegal half his age, and I was left in this half-empty house trying to figure out who I was without him.”

“That must have been terrifying.”

“It was. But it was also…” She paused, searching for the right word. “Freeing. For the first time in twenty years, I could make choices that were mine. Read what I wanted. Wear what I wanted. Be who I wanted. The bookshop happened because I finally asked myself what I actually wanted instead of what someone else needed from me.”

Pride warmed her voice when she talked about the shop.

And now that prick Brett Vanderpool wants to take it from her, I thought, but didn’t say. I’d already planned to avoid that topic if I could. This night out was supposed to help take her mind off that situation.

“What did you learn?” I asked.

Nicole met my eyes. “That I’ll never do that again. Give myself up like that. Make myself smaller to fit into someone else’s life.” Her voice carried steel underneath the softness. “I won’t be an accessory. I won’t apologize for taking up space. And I won’t stay with someone who makes me feel like I have to.”

“Good.”

“The problem is…” She trailed off, looking down at her wine.

“What?”

“I’m still learning how to do that. Be myself without apology. It’s harder than it sounds.” Nicole’s fingers found mine across the table. “The divorce left me doubting myself. Wondering if maybe David was right to leave. If I really was just… not enough.”

My hand tightened on hers. “He was an idiot.”

“Maybe. But the damage was done.” She looked at me with eyes full of vulnerability and strength in equal measure. “It’s taken four years to start believing I might actually be worth wanting.”

“Nicole,” I said. “Look around. You’re the sexiest woman in this whole damn place.”

She laughed, feeling relief at the broken tension. Yes, I’d wanted to know more about her, but it had gotten pretty heavy for a moment.

“Thank you,” she said. She sounded like she was forcing herself to take the compliment.

We finished our drinks and I signaled Carol for another round. When she brought the drinks, Nicole had composed herself again. The vulnerability was still there but tucked away under her usual warmth.

We talked about easier things after that. Books she loved, customers who made her laugh, the book club that met every month in the reading nook. I told her about Kara’s foundation work and about helping Ren clear her mother’s house.

The bar filled up as the evening wore on. More people, more noise, more curious glances in our direction. But Nicole relaxed as the wine hit her system and the conversation flowed. She laughed more freely. Touched my arm when she made a point. Leaned forward so I could hear her better over the music, giving me a view down that black sweater.

Under the table, our legs stayed pressed together. My hand found hers between drinks. The public setting made everything feel charged—like we were getting away with something, like the wanting that simmered between us was a secret only we knew despite the roomful of people watching.

After some time had passed, Carol came by to check on us on a third time. “Another round?”

Nicole looked at me. I looked back.

“Yeah,” I said. “Another round.”

Nicole started telling me some gossip about Earl at the hardware store. She was halfway through her story when a shadow fell across our table. Nicole and I didn’t look up at first, assuming Carol had returned with our drinks. But the presence lingered, hovering silently at the edge of our space.

Nicole glanced up first. Her entire body went rigid. The smile dropped from her face.

I turned as well.

A man stood there—early fifties, expensive haircut, and wearing tailored casual clothes. His posture radiated entitlement, from his squared shoulders to the way his hands rested in his pockets. His eyes, cold and assessing, moved from Nicole to me and back again.

“Nicole,” he said. “What a surprise.”

Who the hell is this guy? I wondered.

From the unfriendly look on his face, for a moment I thought it might be her ex-husband, as if talking about him had summoned him.

Nicole cleared her throat. “Hi Brett.”

I stiffened in my seat.

Brett Vanderpool.


Chapter Thirteen




My spine straightened. Every muscle in my body went taut.

“Nicole,” Brett said. “What a surprise.” The man ignored me. His attention stayed fixed on Nicole like I didn’t exist. “I heard you had a visit from the building inspector today.” False concern dripped from every word. “That must have been stressful.”

The subtext landed clear as a slap.

I sent him. I want you to know I sent him.

Nicole wrung her hands together as she rested them on the table. “I’m handling it, Brett.”

Her voice came out steadier than I expected.

Good, I thought. Don’t let him see the fear.

“Twenty thousand in repairs is quite a lot for a struggling business.” Brett’s head tilted slightly. “My offer still stands. Although… given the new circumstances, I might need to adjust it. Market conditions and all that. How unfortunate it would be if you couldn’t meet that thirty-day deadline.” His tone stayed pleasant. “These things tend to snowball, you know. One inspector leads to another. Code enforcement gets very thorough once they start looking.”

I’d heard enough.

I stood.

Brett’s gaze flicked to me for half a second, then back to Nicole. Dismissive. I was beneath his notice.

“She said she’s handling it.” My voice came out firm and controlled. “Conversation’s over.”

I positioned myself slightly between them. Not aggressive, just present. My full height—six-two to his five-ten—and the breadth of my shoulders filled the space. I kept my hands loose at my sides.

Brett finally looked at me properly. His eyes traveled over me. The assessment took maybe three seconds. “And you are…?”

“Lance.”

“Ah.” Something smug curled at the corner of his mouth. “I’ve heard about you. The new handyman in town. How… quaint.”

The word dripped with condescension.

His focus shifted back to Nicole. “Really, Nicole? A boy young enough to be your—” He paused to let the implication hang there. “Well. I suppose we all cope with divorce differently.”

Heat flooded my face, but I locked it down.

“No.” I held Brett’s gaze. I didn’t blink or look away. “I’m the guy taking her on a date. You’re the guy interrupting. We done here?”

His jaw tightened. Just slightly, just for a fraction of a second, but I caught it.

Then I remembered what Kara had told me the other day. “I’m pretty sure your current wife is younger than me,” I added. “So maybe sit this one out.”

Brett’s expression went cold. The false concern evaporated, replaced by something harder underneath.

I could also tell he was wondering how I knew that.

“Think about my offer, Nicole.” He straightened, adjusted his jacket with deliberate care. “Clock’s ticking. Thirty days goes faster than you think.”

Then he turned and walked toward the exit. The door swung shut behind him.

I sat down.

Nicole stared at the table. Color had drained from her face, leaving her pale and shaken. Her hands trembled when she reached for her wine glass.

“You okay?”

“Fine.” The word came out automatic and unconvincing.

Carol appeared at our table. “Still want that next round?” She must have seen the tense standoff from afar.

Nicole shook her head. “No. Thank you. I think we’re done.”

“You got it, hon.” Carol left the check on the table and disappeared.

I pulled out cash and left more than enough to cover the drinks and a solid tip. Nicole was already reaching for her coat, movements jerky and uncoordinated. I helped her into it, my hands steadying her shoulders when she swayed slightly.

We walked out together. My hand found the small of her back again.

The cold air hit when we stepped outside. Snow had started falling while we were inside. Fat flakes drifted down through the streetlights, coating the sidewalk in a thin white layer that crunched under our boots.

I unlocked the truck and helped her climb in. She moved like someone in shock, going through the motions without really seeing or feeling anything.

I got in the driver’s side and started the engine. The heater blasted cold air for the first thirty seconds, then gradually warmed. I pulled out of the parking space and headed back toward the bookshop.

Nicole stared out the passenger window. Her reflection in the glass looked small and defeated.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I ruined our date.”

“You didn’t ruin anything. Brett interrupted.”

“Same result.” Her voice was flat. “Everyone saw. Everyone heard what he said. Tomorrow the whole town will be talking about how pathetic Nicole Hill is dating someone half her age while her business falls apart.”

“Let them talk.”

“Easy for you to say. You haven’t lived here for years. You don’t know how it works.” She turned to look at me, and tears tracked down her cheeks in the dashboard light. “I’ll have to sell, probably. Take whatever he offers and start over somewhere else. Maybe Burlington. Maybe Boston. Mackenzie’s there. At least I’d be near her.”

My hands tightened on the steering wheel.

“Or you could fight.”

Nicole laughed, bitter and exhausted. “With what? I don’t have twenty thousand dollars for repairs. I barely have two thousand in my savings. And even if I did, Brett would just find more violations. More inspectors. More reasons why I have to sell.”

We pulled up in front of the bookshop. I killed the engine but didn’t move to get out.

“I’m going to help you fight this.” The words came out clear and sure. “Whatever it takes.”

Nicole turned to look at me. “That’s sweet, Lance. Really. But this is Brett Vanderpool. He has an army of lawyers and unlimited money and the entire system working for him. You can’t just fix this. You’re a great handyman, but you can’t build your way out of corruption and greed.”

I could tell she appreciated the sentiment and thought I was being kind and protective, but ultimately naïve about what we were up against.

“You don’t have to fight him alone.”

“I appreciate that. I do.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “But I don’t want you getting hurt trying to save something that’s already lost. Brett destroys people who get in his way. I couldn’t live with myself if you got caught in the crossfire.”

She didn’t believe I could help her. Fair enough. I didn’t know how I was going to help her yet either.

But I would find a way.

I didn’t have lawyers or money or connections in the right offices. What I had was time, determination, and a deep stubborn streak that had gotten me through every hard thing I’d ever faced.

“Thank you for tonight. For standing up to him, for the drinks, for trying to make me feel better.” She pushed the door open and cold air rushed in. “I’d invite you in, but I think I need to be alone right now. To process everything.”

“I understand.” I hated to see her like this.

I watched her cross the sidewalk to the bookshop’s entrance, fumble with her keys, and disappear inside. Lights came on in the shop, then in the apartment above a minute later.

Brett Vanderpool thought he could intimidate her into submission, thought he could use the system to break her down until selling was the only option left. He thought some handyman from out of town wouldn’t be worth his attention or concern.

He was wrong.


Chapter Fourteen




Bobby Lafleur’s pickup was already in Kara’s driveway when I pulled up early the next morning, exhaust visible in the cold morning air. Mike was busy hauling equipment from the truck bed.

I grabbed my tackle box and crossed the gravel. Frost crunched under my boots. The sun was just clearing the mountains.

“Morning,” Bobby said. He didn’t look up from where he was sorting bolts into a plastic organizer. “Foundation’s ready for the final sealing. Should have it buttoned up by lunch.”

“Good.” I set my tackle box down near the basement access. “Let’s get to it.”

The work settled into familiar rhythm. As usual, the physical labor cleared my head. There was a lot tumbling around in there.

Brett Vanderpool standing over our table with that smug smile.

Nicole’s defeated expression in the truck last night.

The thirty-day deadline ticking down like a countdown to demolition.

I forced my attention back to the foundation.

Around ten o’clock the back door opened. Kara emerged carrying a tray with three steaming mugs and homemade banana bread wrapped in a kitchen towel.

“Coffee break,” she said.

Bobby straightened from where he’d been checking a support column and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Kara set the tray on a work table we’d improvised from sawhorses and plywood. She handed out mugs and unwrapped the bread. The smell of warm banana and cinnamon hit the air.

Mike took his mug with both hands and a grateful nod. Bobby sipped his coffee and made an appreciative sound.

I wrapped my fingers around the warmth and met Kara’s eyes over the rim.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She grinned. “I heard you had quite the evening last night.”

Heat crept up the back of my neck, but I held her gaze.

Small town. Everyone knew everything by morning.

“News travels.”

“It does.” Kara leaned against the work table. “The Glasshouse Pub. A very public choice.”

Bobby and Mike exchanged a glance. Mike suddenly became very interested in his coffee. Bobby looked like he was fighting a grin.

“We weren’t trying to hide anything,” I said.

“Clearly.” Kara’s eyes traveled over my face, my shoulders, down to where my shirt clung to my chest from the morning’s work. “I also heard Brett made an appearance. Carol told Mae, who told Earl, who mentioned it when I stopped by the hardware store this morning.”

The gossip chain in Mapleton seemed to run faster than the internet.

“He did.”

“And you stood up to him.” Kara’s voice went softer. Something shifted in her expression. “I didn’t know you had such a protective streak.”

The flirtation in those words was unmistakable.

My pulse kicked up. She knew I was spending time with Nicole. But she was flirting anyway.

Bobby cleared his throat. “Mike, let’s check those measurements on the south corner. To make sure everything’s square before we seal.”

They walked away with their coffee, giving us space without making it obvious. The foundation work suddenly required intense focus twenty feet away.

Kara watched them go, then turned her attention back to me. “Nicole’s lucky to have you in her corner.”

“I care about her.”

“I can tell.” Kara broke off a piece of banana bread and held my gaze while she ate it. “She’s the best person in this town, probably. She doesn’t deserve what Brett’s doing to her.”

It was the opening I’d been waiting for. My hands tightened on the coffee mug.

“What do you know about it?”

“Enough.” Kara set her coffee down and crossed her arms. The defensive posture appeared automatically. “I was married to him, Lance. I knew what he was.” Bitterness edged into her voice. “I just convinced myself it didn’t apply to me. That I was different, and special, and exempt from his need to win at all costs.”

“Nicole thinks she has to sell,” I said instead. “Thinks there’s no way to fight him.”

“There might not be.” Kara’s jaw tightened. “He has unlimited patience, believe it or not. He’ll drag this out, pile on violations, make her life hell until selling becomes the only option that makes sense.”

“Can you help us?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed at me. “How?”

I’d expected the question. I wished I had an answer.

“I don’t know. Like you said, you were married to him. You know more about him than any of us. Maybe you have some kind of idea.”

Kara pushed away from the table and started pacing.

“He isn’t Superman,” she said as she paced. “He also has weaknesses. Blind spots. Places where his arrogance makes him sloppy.”

“Help us find them,” I said.

She stopped pacing and looked at me. Something dangerous glinted in her dark eyes.

But then she blinked and it was gone.

“I want to help, but… it took me years to disentangle my life from him,” she said. “And now you’re asking me to put myself back in his crosshairs. I love Nicole, but if I get involved, he’ll make it his mission to come down hard on me.”

I understood. It made complete sense. I almost felt bad for asking.

“But I wouldn’t only be helping Nicole,” she added. She seemed to reconsider. “I’d be helping you, too.”

“Yes,” I said.

Something caught Kara’s gaze over my shoulder and she groaned. “Ugh. Speak of the devil.”

I turned.

Her ex-husband had arrived.


Chapter Fifteen




Brett Vanderpool climbed out of a black Mercedes. He wore dark slacks and a grey sweater.

“Kara.” He crossed toward us. “I was in the neighborhood, thought I’d check on the progress.”

Kara’s spine went rigid. “You don’t get to do that anymore, Brett. This is my house.”

His eyes landed on me for a brief moment and he did a double take. I watched as recognition dawned on his face.

“Oh. It seems you get around town.”

I held his gaze and did not look away.

“It’s a good thing I came,” Brett said. “Now that I know who you have working on this, I need to make sure it’s being done properly.”

Bobby and Mike had stopped working. They stood by the support columns and watched with the wary stillness of men sensing trouble.

Brett walked over to where we’d sealed the foundation crack. He crouched down, ran his fingers along the fresh concrete, made a show of inspecting our work.

“Interesting technique.” His tone suggested the opposite. “Are you certified for this kind of structural repair?”

I kept my voice level. “Work’s solid. Inspection will confirm it.”

“I’m sure it will.” Brett stood and brushed concrete dust from his hands with exaggerated care. “Though I have to wonder if Kara’s getting her money’s worth. There are certified contractors in Burlington who specialize in historic restoration. Professionals with actual credentials and insurance.”

The implication landed clear. I was an amateur. A handyman playing at contractor work, probably overcharging Kara while doing substandard repairs.

Bobby spoke up before I could. “Work’s up to code and then some. Been doing foundations for forty years. This’ll outlast the house.”

Brett’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure you believe that.” He turned back to Kara. “I’m just concerned you’re being taken advantage of. This helpful young man seems to be making himself very useful all over town. First the bookshop woman, now you.”

The condescension in helpful young man was thick enough to choke on.

Kara stepped between us. Her voice came out cold and sharp. “My house. My money. My choice. You don’t get a say anymore, Brett. About anything in my life.”

“I’m just trying to help⁠—”

“You’re trying to control. Same thing you always did. So unless you have actual business here, you need to leave. And you have no right to suggest that Lance doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

Next thing I knew, she was right up against me. Her large tits pressed into my arm and I forced my surprise away. I knew this was a calculated move against her ex.

“Because he’s more of a man than you’ll ever be.”

Brett’s mask slipped, only for a second, just long enough for me to see the anger underneath. The entitled rage of a man who’d lost something he considered his property and couldn’t accept it was gone.

He looked at me. Really looked this time, taking my measure.

“You’re making a lot of enemies for someone who just got to town.” His voice stayed pleasant but the threat underneath was unmistakable. “Might want to think about that. Mapleton is a small community. Easy to find yourself on the wrong side of the people who matter.”

I held his gaze and didn’t blink. “Thanks for the advice.”

Brett’s jaw tightened. He turned to Kara one more time. “When this all falls apart, when you realize you’ve wasted money on amateur work and bad decisions, don’t come to me for help.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He walked back to his Mercedes without another word. The engine purred to life and he reversed down the driveway.

Silence settled over the yard. Bobby and Mike stayed where they were, giving Kara space to process.

Kara stood with her arms wrapped around herself. She was shaking. Small tremors that ran through her whole body, rage or fear or both mixed together.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Fine.” The word came out too fast and too sharp. Then she took a breath and tried again. “I’m fine. He just—he makes me so angry. The way he talks, like he still owns everything, like I’m still his to manage and control.”

I wanted to do something to comfort her, but Kara’s armor was up and touching her right now might feel like an invasion.

So I just stayed close. Present and steady, letting her know she wasn’t alone.

“He’s not going to stop,” Kara said quietly. “Not with Nicole, not with you. He sees you as a threat now.”

“Let him see me however he wants.”

Kara turned to look at me. “I meant what I said. I want to help. With Nicole, with stopping Brett. However I can. Because he needs to lose.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“We should meet. You, me, Nicole. We can figure out a way to beat Brett.”

This was like music to my ears. “I’ll set it up. You free tomorrow night?”

“I am now,” Kara said. “Your girlfriend and your boss, sitting down to plot against my ex-husband. This should be interesting.”

The word girlfriend hung in the air.

She turned and walked back to the house. Those black leggings hugged her ass with each step. She knew I was watching. The extra sway in her hips told me she knew and didn’t mind.

The back door closed behind her.

Bobby’s voice carried across the yard. “You coming back to work, or you need a minute?”

I adjusted myself through my jeans and crossed back to the foundation. “I’m good.”

“Uh-huh.” Bobby’s grin was knowing and absolutely shameless. “Sure you are.”


Chapter Sixteen




The Rosewood Room occupied a renovated brick building that had been a bank in the 1920s. It had high tin ceilings, exposed brick walls, and Edison bulbs hanging from black iron fixtures. It was the kind of place that served twenty-dollar glasses of wine and small plates with ingredients you had to Google.

Kara had suggested it. She said we needed somewhere quiet to talk strategy, somewhere Brett wouldn’t casually drop by.

I arrived first at and took a corner booth with sight lines to both entrances. It was an old habit from corporate days—always know your exits, always position yourself to see who’s coming.

Nicole arrived five minutes later wearing a deep burgundy dress that hugged her curves and stopped just above her knees. Black tights, low heels, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders. Her makeup was subtle.

She looked stunning.

Every head in the place turned as she crossed to the booth. She didn’t notice. Or pretended not to.

I stood when she reached the table and her smile made something warm rise in my chest.

“Hi.” She slid into the booth beside me instead of across. Close enough that her thigh pressed against mine. “Is Kara here yet?”

“Not yet.”

A server appeared almost immediately—a young woman with sleeve tattoos and a nose ring. “Can I start you with drinks?”

Nicole ordered a Cabernet. I went with bourbon, neat. The server disappeared.

Nicole looked at me. Really looked, her eyes traveling over my face with that assessing warmth I was learning to recognize.

“You look nice,” she said.

I’d put on dark jeans without holes, my one good button-down—navy blue, long sleeves rolled to my forearms—and the boots that weren’t covered in concrete dust. It was about as dressed up as I got.

“You look beautiful.”

She ducked her head slightly, tucking hair behind her ear.

Our drinks arrived. Nicole took a sip of wine and I saw her relax incrementally, like she’d been holding tension she could finally let go of.

“How was the bookshop today?” I asked.

“Quiet.” She rotated her wine glass between her palms. “Earl came by. Asked how I was holding up. Mae brought me lunch. She does that sometimes when she thinks I’m not eating. And about seven people found excuses to come in and mention they’d heard about what happened at the bar.”

The gossip fallout. I’d expected it.

“And?”

Nicole’s mouth curved into a wry smile. “Most of them were supportive. A few were clearly fishing for details. Mrs. Patterson from the library gave me a very pointed lecture about age-appropriate relationships and not making a fool of myself.” She took another sip of wine. “I thanked her for her concern and recommended she read Like Water for Chocolate. Told her it might help her understand passion.”

I laughed. The image of Nicole calmly suggesting steamy fiction to the disapproving librarian was perfect.

“That’s my girl.”

The words came out without thinking. Nicole’s eyes went soft.

“I like when you call me that.”

The air between us thickened. I wanted to kiss her. Right here in this wine bar with half of Mapleton’s professional class watching.

I was about to lean in when Kara’s voice cut through the moment.

“Well, don’t you two look cozy.”

We both looked up. Kara stood beside the booth wearing black trousers and a silk blouse the color of champagne that draped just enough to suggest the curves underneath, and heels that brought her to six feet tall. Her dark hair fell loose past her shoulders. Diamond studs glinted at her ears.

She looked like she’d walked off a magazine cover.

Nicole smiled warmly. “Kara. You look gorgeous.”

“Thank you.” Kara slid into the booth across from us. Her dark eyes met mine and held just a beat too long. “You both look very nice yourselves.”

The server reappeared. Kara ordered a Pinot Grigio without looking at the menu. She also ordered some food, checking first with us to make sure we were okay with her recommendation. Nicole and I both nodded.

Once we were alone again, Kara leaned back.

“Let’s talk about Brett.”

The temperature in the booth dropped several degrees. Nicole tightened her grip on my hand.

“He came by Kara’s house yesterday,” I told Nicole.

Kara nodded. “Uninvited and unwanted. Same controlling bullshit he always pulled. ‘I’m just trying to help. I know what’s best.’ ”

Kara’s wine arrived and she took a sip.

Nicole spoke quietly. “He gave me thirty days.”

Kara’s eyes sharpened. “Until what?”

“Until I either fix all the violations Ron Hegmann found or the building gets condemned.” Nicole’s voice stayed steady but I heard the fear underneath. “Fifteen to twenty thousand dollars in repairs I don’t have.”

“Manufactured violations.” Kara said it like fact, not question.

“All of them,” Nicole confirmed. “Brett’s been making offers for six months. When I kept refusing, he escalated.”

Kara swirled her wine as she listened.

“Twenty thousand might as well be two hundred thousand,” Nicole said. “I’m barely breaking even most months. There’s no way⁠—”

“There’s always a way.” Kara’s voice cut through Nicole’s defeat. “Brett’s not invincible. He just wants you to think he is.”

I leaned forward. “You said he has blind spots. Weaknesses.”

Kara’s eyes met mine and something flickered there. Respect, maybe. Or interest.

“He does. His arrogance makes him sloppy. He thinks he’s untouchable because he usually is.” She took another sip of wine. “But he’s also vindictive and emotional. When he gets angry, he makes mistakes.”

“How do we make him angry?” Nicole asked.

Kara smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “We fight back. Publicly. We make him look bad in ways he can’t ignore.”

Our food arrived. Cheese and charcuterie, roasted vegetables, some kind of flatbread with fig jam. We picked at it while Kara laid out her thinking.

“Brett’s development plans require approval from the planning commission,” she said. “He needs the bookshop building to complete his vision, which is a boutique hotel, upscale retail, tourist destination. Without it, the whole project falls apart.”

“Can we block the commission approval?” I asked.

“Maybe.” Kara broke off a piece of cheese. “If we can prove the development doesn’t serve the community’s interest. Historic preservation concerns, traffic impact, loss of local character. We’d need to organize opposition. Pack the public hearing. Make enough noise that the commission can’t ignore it.”

Nicole shook her head. “Brett has connections on the commission. He’ll have already lobbied them.”

“Connections aren’t votes.” Kara’s eyes gleamed. “And commissioners care about re-election. If enough people show up opposing the development, they’ll think twice about rubber-stamping Brett’s plans.”

I could see it taking shape. A strategy. A way forward that wasn’t just rolling over.

“What else?” I asked.

Kara looked at me and her expression shifted into something warmer, more personal.

“You keep doing what you’re doing. Be visible with Nicole. Show the town she has support. Help her with the repairs if you can—legitimately, so Brett can’t claim you’re cutting corners.” She paused. “And you keep working on my house. It drives him insane that I hired you and not using his recommended contractors. Plus, it makes his imagination run a little haywire…” She smirked at me.

I felt Nicole’s attention shift, watching Kara watch me.

Kara held my gaze. “Brett sees you as competition now. Not just for the work, but also for attention he thinks he’s entitled to.”

“I’m not competing with him.”

“No.” Kara’s voice dropped lower. “You’re just being yourself. Which is infinitely more threatening.”

The air around the booth went electric. Kara’s eyes stayed locked on mine. Her meaning was unmistakable.

Nicole’s hand squeezed mine under the table. I glanced at her, expecting jealousy or hurt or at least confusion.

But she was smiling. Amused. Like she was watching something entertaining unfold and was enjoying herself.

What the hell?

Kara saw Nicole’s expression and something passed between them. Some unspoken communication I wasn’t privy to.

“Anyway.” Kara broke eye contact and reached for her wine. “That’s the plan, for now. Public opposition at the planning commission. Community organizing. Proving Brett’s development doesn’t serve Mapleton’s interests.”

“When’s the next commission meeting?” Nicole asked.

“Two weeks. Second Thursday of the month.” Kara pulled out her phone and made a note. “I’ll start reaching out to people. Business owners, residents, anyone with standing to oppose.”

We spent the next hour going over details. Who to contact, what arguments would resonate, how to coordinate messaging. Kara had clearly done this before.

But underneath the strategy talk, the tension never fully dissipated.

Kara’s foot brushed mine under the table. Accident or intention, I couldn’t tell. Her eyes kept finding me between points, holding just long enough to make my pulse rise.

Nicole leaned into me, her body warm and soft against my side. Her hand stayed in mine, occasionally squeezing when Kara said something particularly sharp or clever.

And Nicole kept smiling. That small, knowing smile that suggested she was perfectly aware of what was happening and found it amusing rather than threatening.

My mind started wandering to dangerous territory.

Both of them. Here. The way Kara’s blouse draped over her breasts. The curve of Nicole’s hip pressed against me. Kara’s long legs crossed elegantly. Nicole’s auburn hair falling over her bare shoulder.

Focus.

This was about saving the bookshop. About standing up to Brett. About strategy and community organizing and fighting back.

Not about the mental image of these two sexy women⁠—

Focus!

I shifted in my seat and reached for my bourbon, drained what was left, and flagged the server for another.

Nicole’s thumb stroked across my knuckles under the table in slow, deliberate circles that made heat pool low in my gut.

“So,” Kara said. “Anything else we need to discuss tonight? Or should we call this productive and reconvene later?”

The double meaning hung in the air. At least, it did for me.

Nicole answered before I could. “I think we’ve covered everything. For now.” She looked up at me, eyes warm with something else underneath. “Don’t you think, Lance?”

I met Kara’s eyes, then Nicole’s.

“Yeah.” My voice came out rougher than intended. “We’re good for now.”

Kara’s smile was pure satisfaction. Nicole squeezed my hand again.

The server brought the check. I reached for it but Kara was faster.

“My idea, my treat.” She pulled out a black Amex and handed it over without looking at the total.


Chapter Seventeen




Iwalked Nicole to my truck and opened the passenger door. She slid in, her dress riding up her thighs as she settled into the seat. I tried not to stare and failed.

The drive to her apartment above the book shop took only a few minutes. Nicole’s hand rested on my thigh the entire time, not moving, just there. The weight of it made concentration difficult.

I pulled up to the curb outside the bookshop. The street was quiet, most of the downtown businesses dark for the night. A single streetlamp cast amber light across the sidewalk.

I killed the engine.

Nicole didn’t move to get out.

“Come inside.” Her voice was low, heated. Not a question.

“Yeah?”

She turned to look at me and the hunger in her eyes made my cock harden instantly.

“Yeah.”

I was out of the truck and around to her side within seconds. She took my hand as I helped her down, her body sliding against mine for a beat longer than necessary.

We crossed the sidewalk to the bookshop door. Nicole fumbled with her keys, hands shaking slightly as she unlocked it.

The moment we were inside, she turned and kissed me.

Not soft. Not tentative. She kissed me like she was starving and I was the only thing that could feed her.

Her hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me deeper into the shop. I kicked the door shut behind us but didn’t hear the lock catch. Didn’t care. My hands found her hips, her ass, pulling her against me so she could feel exactly what she was doing to me.

She moaned into my mouth.

“Upstairs,” she gasped against my lips. “Lance, we⁠—”

But she didn’t finish the sentence. Her fingers were already working my belt, yanking it open with desperate urgency.

We stumbled backward through the shop. I caught her against a bookshelf and she arched into me, one leg hooking around my hip. The shelf rattled. Books tumbled to the floor.

Neither of us stopped.

“Nicole—” I managed to get her name out before she kissed me again, her tongue sliding against mine in a way that made thinking impossible.

“I need you.” Her voice was ragged, raw with need. “Right now. I can’t wait.”

She had my jeans open, her hand sliding inside to grip my cock through my boxer briefs. I groaned into her mouth.

“Here?” I pulled back just enough to look at her. “Anyone could—” I was aware of the shop’s windows that faced the street.

“I don’t care.” Her eyes were wild, desperate, beautiful. “Fuck me, Lance. Right here, right now.”

Something primal roared to life inside me.

I spun her around and bent her forward over the counter, one hand between her shoulder blades to hold her down. She gasped and spread her legs wider, pushing her perfect ass back toward me.

I yanked her dress up over her hips. Black tights. Black panties underneath. I hooked my fingers in the waistband of both and dragged them down to her knees in one motion.

“Yes.” The word came out of her like a prayer. “God, yes.”

Her pussy was already wet. The sight made my cock throb.

I freed myself from my jeans, stroking once, twice, then lined up and drove into her in one hard thrust.

Nicole cried out—loud, uninhibited, the sound echoing through the empty bookshop.

“Oh fuck.” I gripped her hips and pulled back, then slammed in again. “You feel so fucking good.”

“Harder.” She pushed back to meet my thrusts, her hands braced on the counter. “Lance, fuck me harder.”

I gave her what she wanted.

No gentleness. No careful exploration. Just raw, animal fucking. The slap of flesh on flesh. The sound of her wetness as I pounded into her. Her cries growing louder with each thrust.

The counter shook under the force. More books fell somewhere behind us. The front window was right there, uncovered, and anyone walking past could see everything.

I didn’t stop.

My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips. I pulled her back onto my cock over and over, watching myself disappear inside her, her ass rippling with each impact.

“So fucking beautiful,” I growled. “Taking my cock so well. Look at you.”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was breaking, desperate. “Please don’t stop.”

I reached around and found her clit, rubbing circles against it while I fucked her.

She shattered.

Her pussy clenched around me so tight I saw stars. She screamed—actually screamed—her whole body shaking with the force of her orgasm.

The feel of her coming on my cock destroyed what little control I had left.

I thrust deep and held there, grinding against her ass as I came hard enough to make my vision blur. Heat poured out of me in waves that seemed to go on forever.

“Fuck. Nicole. Fuck.”

I collapsed forward over her back, both of us gasping for air. My cock was still buried inside her, still twitching with aftershocks.

Her hand reached back to touch my hip, gentle despite everything.

“Wow,” she breathed.

I laughed against her shoulder. Couldn’t help it. “Yeah.” I pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. “Wow.”

We stayed like that for a long moment, catching our breath. Eventually I pulled out carefully and helped her straighten. She turned to face me and I saw her face was flushed, her hair wild, her lips swollen.

She’d never looked more beautiful.

She kissed me then. Slow and deep and sweet. Different from the desperate hunger of moments ago but no less intense.

Then she took my hand.

“Now,” she said, “let’s go upstairs and do that again. Slower this time.”


Chapter Eighteen




Later, we lay tangled in her bed. The sheets were twisted around us. Nicole’s head rested on my chest, her auburn hair spilling across my skin. My hand traced lazy patterns on her bare shoulder.

“Kara was flirting with you tonight,” Nicole said quietly.

I went still. Waited.

Nicole’s fingers drew circles on my chest. “I could see it. The way she looked at you. The things she said.”

“Nicole—”

“I’m not angry.” She lifted her head to look at me. “That’s the strange part. I thought I would be. But I just… wasn’t.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. My mind was still processing the fact that this incredible woman was in my arms, that she’d just told me she was falling for me, that we’d fucked like animals in her bookshop.

“Kara’s beautiful,” Nicole said. “Smart. Successful. Any man would be attracted to her.”

“I’m with you.”

“I know.” She smiled and kissed my chest. “And that’s not changing. But Lance… I also know Kara. We’ve had coffee together dozens of times over the past couple of years. We’ve talked about our marriages, our divorces, what we want from life now.”

She paused, considering her words carefully.

“Kara doesn’t let people in. She’s guarded and controlled and so careful about showing vulnerability. But tonight, when she looked at you? Her walls were down. I saw something real there.”

My heart started beating faster.

“What are you saying?”

Nicole was quiet for a long moment.

“I’m saying I don’t know what I’m saying. Just that I noticed. And I wasn’t bothered by it the way I thought I should be.” She looked up at me again. “Does that make sense?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

She laughed softly. “Fair enough.”

We lay in silence for a while. I thought about Kara. About the way her eyes had held mine. About Nicole’s hand in mine while it happened. About that smile on Nicole’s face like she was watching something entertaining.

My mind went places it probably shouldn’t.

Both of them. Together. The three of us.

Stop.

That was insane. That wasn’t how relationships worked. You didn’t just⁠—

But Nicole wasn’t pulling away. Wasn’t getting jealous or territorial. She was lying here in my arms after mind-blowing sex, telling me she’d noticed another woman’s interest and wasn’t upset about it.

“What are you thinking?” Nicole asked.

“Dangerous things.”

She laughed and the vibration of it against my chest made my spent cock twitch with interest.

“Tell me.”

I hesitated. This could go very wrong very quickly.

“About you,” I said carefully. “And Kara. And…”

“And the three of us together?”

My breath caught. “Yeah.”

Nicole was quiet. Then she shifted, rising up on one elbow to look down at me. Her eyes searched my face.

“Would you want that?” she asked softly. “If it were possible?”

My mouth was dry. “Would you?”

“I asked you first.”

I took a breath. Decided on honesty.

“I’m attracted to you. Completely. That’s real.” I held her gaze. “But yeah. I’m also attracted to Kara. I’d have to be blind to not be. And if there was a world where that could work, where everyone wanted it and no one got hurt… I don’t know. Maybe.”

Nicole nodded slowly. Like I’d confirmed something she’d already suspected.

“Kara told me once that she doesn’t believe in the narrative we’re sold about relationships,” Nicole said quietly. “That monogamy is the only valid structure. That jealousy is proof of love. She said her marriage to Brett taught her that possession and love are different things.”

“What do you believe?”

Nicole smiled. “I believe I spent twenty years making myself smaller for a man who didn’t deserve me. I believe I’m forty-six years old and I’m done living by other people’s rules.” Her hand cupped my face. “And I believe that whatever this is between us feels more real than anything I’ve had before. That’s enough for now.”

I pulled her down and kissed her.

When we broke apart, she settled back against my chest.

“Besides,” she murmured sleepily. “Kara hasn’t said anything. She was just flirting. That might be all it is.”

“Might be.”

“Mmhmm.”

But I’d seen the way Kara looked at me. At Nicole. At both of us.

That wasn’t just flirting.

That was possibility.

And the fact that Nicole had noticed—had brought it up, had asked what I wanted, had admitted her own complicated feelings about it—meant she felt it too.

I lay awake long after Nicole’s breathing evened out into sleep.

My life had been so simple a short while ago. Corporate job. Connecticut. Going through the motions.

Now I was in a small Vermont town, sleeping with a woman eighteen years older than me, contemplating whether her divorced attorney friend might want to join us.

Grandpa’s letter echoed in my head. Don’t wait. You’re smarter than I was.

I looked down at Nicole sleeping peacefully in my arms. Thought about Kara’s dark eyes across the table tonight. About the electricity that seemed to arc between all three of us.

I should be terrified.

Instead, I felt more alive than I ever had.


Chapter Nineteen




Iwoke in Nicole’s bed, morning light filtering through the gauze curtains. She was still asleep, one arm thrown above her head, auburn hair spread across the pillow. Beautiful.

I slipped out carefully, gathered my clothes, and dressed in the living room. I left a note on her kitchen counter: Had to grab some work at the motel. See you tonight?

The Pinecone was quiet when I got back. I showered, changed, and was halfway through coffee when my phone buzzed.

Earl.

“You free this morning?” His voice was as laconic as ever.

“Yeah. What’s up?”

“Carol over at the Stag needs her draft system looked at. Line’s not pulling right. She’s been calling around but everyone’s booked through next week.”

I thought about the bar. About Brett’s appearance there the other night. About the way the whole town had watched me leave with Nicole.

“I’m not a bartender, Earl.”

“You can troubleshoot plumbing. Same principle. She’s willing to pay cash.”

Fair enough.

“I’ll head over.”

“Good man.”

The Glasshouse Pub looked different in daylight. Less atmospheric, more functional. The neon signs were off. The hardwood floors showed their scuffs. I parked the truck and grabbed my toolbox from the bed.

Carol met me at the door. She wore jeans and a Glasshouse Pub polo. She had the look of someone who’d been managing drunk people for decades and had zero patience left for bullshit.

“Earl said you could help with the tap system.”

“I can try. Show me what’s wrong.”

She led me behind the bar. Three taps—local craft stuff, nothing fancy. She pulled one and the beer came out in a weak, foamy trickle instead of a clean pour.

“Started yesterday,” Carol said. “Tried adjusting the pressure. No change.”

I knelt down and opened the cabinet under the bar. The CO2 tank was there, lines running to each keg. I checked the regulator first and found that the pressure was set right, so I followed the line to the keg coupling.

“When’s the last time you changed the lines?”

Carol made a face. “Honestly? I don’t know. Rick handled all that before he retired.”

Rick was likely the previous owner.

“That’s probably your problem,” I said. “Lines get buildup, which restricts the flow, and makes everything foamy.”

“Can you fix it?”

“I’ll need to replace the lines. I’ll see if Earl has them in stock.”

I called him and confirmed he did.

I drove back to the hardware store. Earl had everything ready—vinyl tubing, clamps, a cleaning kit.

Back at the Stag, I shut off the gas, disconnected the old lines. They were disgusting inside, coated with sediment and God knows what else.

I ran the new lines from the CO2 regulator to each keg, secured the connections, flushed the system, adjusted the pressure, and pulled a test pour.

It came out clean, smooth, and with a perfect head.

“Try it,” I said to Carol.

She pulled a pint of the IPA, examined it critically, took a sip.

“That’s what it should taste like.” She nodded approval. “What do I owe you?”

I did the math. “Parts were sixty. Two hours labor at forty an hour. Call it a hundred forty.”

She pulled cash from the register. Counted out seven twenties. “Will you take a beer as a tip?”

I hesitated. It was barely past noon.

“On the house,” Carol added. “And I insist.”

Hard to refuse that.

“Sure. Thanks.”

She pulled me a pint of the amber ale. I took a stool at the bar. The beer was good—malty, smooth, the right amount of hop bite.

Carol wiped down the bar in front of me.

“You were in here the other night,” she said casually.

There it was.

“Yeah.”

“With Nicole Hill.”

I drank my beer. Waited.

“Nicole’s a good woman,” Carol said. She wasn’t looking at me, just working the rag in slow circles.

The subtext was clear. Carol was giving her approval.

The door opened. Mike Lafleur walked in and spotted me, grinning.

“Lance! Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I was fixing Carol’s tap system and earned myself a beer.”

Mike slid onto the stool next to mine. “Carol, can you put the game on?” He nodded at the TV mounted above the bar.

Carol grabbed the remote and flipped through channels until she found it. College basketball filled the screen.

“Beer?” Carol asked Mike.

“Please.”

She pulled him a pint. Mike raised it toward mine in salute.

“To not working in the afternoon.”

I clinked glasses with him. “Your dad give you the day off?”

“A foundation job in Wilmington got delayed because of inspections.” Mike took a long drink. “So I’m free until tomorrow morning. Figured I’d watch the game, maybe grab some wings.”

We settled in. The game was decent—good defense, fast pace. Mike knew basketball, called out plays before they happened, groaned when the UConn guard missed an open three.

“Unbelievable,” Mike muttered.

I laughed. “Probably harder than it looks.”

“It’s literally his job.”

Carol brought us a basket of pretzels. Mike ordered wings—hot, extra blue cheese. When they came out we demolished them, barely talking except to comment on the game or ask for more napkins.

“So you and Nicole, huh?” Mike said during a commercial break.

I glanced at him. “Word travels fast. I keep hearing about it.”

“And you had dinner with her and Kara Parker at the Rosewood last night. That’s like front-page news around here.”

“It was about Brett Vanderpool,” I said. “We’re trying to figure out how to stop him from forcing Nicole out.”

“Sure.” Mike grinned. “Also, Kara Parker is hot as hell. No judgment, man. If I had two women like that paying attention to me, I’d⁠—”

“It’s not like that.”

“Yet.”

I drank my beer. Didn’t argue.

If only he knew what Nicole and I had discussed.

The game came back on. UConn hit back-to-back threes. Mike cheered, then settled back with his wings. He finished his beer and wiped his hands on a napkin.

“You sticking around?” he asked. “In Mapleton, I mean.”

“For now, at least.”

“Good. The town could use more people who actually give a shit. Too many second-home assholes who show up in summer and complain about how we don’t have a Whole Foods.”

I smiled. “Not a lot of Whole Foods demand around here.”

“Exactly.” Mike stood, stretched. “I’m heading out. Good talking to you.”

“You too.”


Chapter Twenty




My phone buzzed with a text as I approached my truck after leaving the bar. It was from Nicole.

Can you come over? I want to show you something.

My pulse kicked up. I typed back: Now?

Her reply came fast. Yes. Right away.

On my way.

I started the engine and pulled out of the Stag’s parking lot. My mind went to Nicole in that burgundy dress from last night, the way she’d looked bent over the bookshop counter, the sounds she’d made. I shifted in my seat, tried to focus on the road.

The bookshop’s closed sign was up when I arrived. I parked out front, grabbed my jacket, walked to the door. Nicole was waiting inside. She unlocked it the moment I reached for the handle.

“That was fast,” she said.

She was wearing jeans and a sweater that clung to her curves. Hair down, loose around her shoulders. Barefoot. She had a playful and secretive look, like she knew something I didn’t.

“You said right away.”

“I did.” She locked the door behind me and turned the deadbolt.

My body responded immediately. The privacy. The deliberate locking. The way she was looking at me.

“So what did you want to show me?” I kept my voice steady.

Nicole smiled. “Come sit with me first.”

She led me to the reading nook. We settled into the chairs, but she angled hers closer than usual. Our knees touched. She was practically vibrating with some kind of energy.

“You’re in a good mood,” I said.

“I am.”

“Did something happen? About Brett?”

“Not exactly.” Her smile widened. “Though this might help with that.”

I waited.

Nicole pulled out her phone, unlocked it, and opened her messages. She handed it to me.

“Read,” she said.

The screen showed a text thread with Kara. The most recent message was from this morning.

Kara: I have to say, you did well. Lance is… impressive.

I scrolled to see the rest.

Nicole: I’m glad you think so. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about the two of us.

Kara: How I’d feel? Nicole, the man is gorgeous. And when you told me about how he stood stood up to Brett at the bar? I wanted to drag him into the bathroom.

I felt heat in my chest. Kept reading.

Nicole: He has that effect.

Kara: You’re not bothered that I’m telling you this?

Nicole: Should I be?

Kara: Most women would be. I’m basically saying I want to fuck your boyfriend.

Nicole: We haven’t defined what we are yet. And honestly? I’m more flattered than bothered.

Kara: Flattered?

Nicole: That you see what I see in him. That I’m not crazy for thinking he’s special.

According to the timestamps, there was a pause in the thread of several hours.

Kara: You’re not crazy. He IS special. And the age thing doesn’t bother him at all, does it?

Nicole: Not even a little. He looks at me like I’m the only woman in the room.

Kara: God, I’m jealous. Do you know how rare that is?

Nicole: I’m learning.

Kara: There are no men like that in this town. At least not available ones. I’m going to have to resign myself to my toy collection.

Nicole: LOL. Is that so bad?

Kara: It’s functional. But it’s not the same as someone who looks at you the way Lance looks at you.

Nicole: True.

Kara: I’m serious, Nicole. Hold onto him. Men like that don’t come around often.

Nicole: I intend to.

Kara: Good. If you don’t, I might have to reconsider my morals.

The thread ended there. I looked up. Nicole was watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read—part amusement, part nervousness, part something else.

“Well,” I said carefully. “That’s… flattering.”

“Is it?” Nicole leaned forward slightly. “Or is it awkward?”

“Depends on why you’re showing me.”

Nicole bit her lower lip. The playfulness dimmed slightly, replaced by something more vulnerable.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. “About what we talked about. The other night. After we got back from the Rosewood.”

My heart rate picked up.

“Yes.” Nicole took a breath. “And about what I said. That I wasn’t bothered when she flirted with you. That I thought maybe monogamy wasn’t the only way.”

I waited. Let her work through it.

“I meant it,” Nicole said quietly. “I’ve been thinking about it constantly. About you. About her. About how different it feels when I imagine you with her versus when I imagined David with anyone else.”

“Different how?”

“With David, it felt like betrayal. Like I wasn’t enough. Like he was replacing me.” Nicole’s eyes met mine. “With Kara, it feels like… expansion. Like there’s room for both of us. Like it wouldn’t take anything away from what you and I have.”

I reached for her hand. She laced her fingers through mine.

“I don’t know if that makes sense,” Nicole said.

“It makes sense.”

She squeezed my hand and took another breath.

“So I’ve been thinking,” she said again. “About how this could work. If we wanted it to. And I realized the first step would be…”

She trailed off. I could see the effort it took for her to say it.

“What?” I prompted gently.

Nicole’s cheeks flushed. “I think you should seduce Kara.”
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The words hung in the air between us.

I stared at Nicole. She stared back, vulnerability and determination warring in her expression.

“You want me to seduce Kara,” I repeated slowly.

“Yes.”

“While we’re still seeing each other.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I wanted the word back as soon as I’d said it.

Bro, are you trying to talk her out of this? Why can’t you just run with it?

She shrugged. “I think it would be fun.”

I very much agreed.

“You think it could work? The three of us.”

“I think it might.” Nicole’s voice was steadier now. “And I think if we’re going to find out, we need to actually try. Not just talk about it hypothetically. And that means you need to pursue her the way you pursued me.”

I processed this. My body was already responding to the idea—heat spreading through me, imagination running wild with possibilities. But my brain needed to catch up.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “This isn’t something you can take back once it happens.”

“I know.” Nicole moved closer, her knees pressing against mine. “And I’m scared. But I’m also excited. And I trust you. That’s the difference. I trust that if you’re with her, it won’t change what we have. It’ll just be… more.”

I cupped her face with my free hand. Looked into her eyes.

“If I do this,” I said quietly, “you have to promise me something.”

“What?”

“That you’ll tell me if it stops feeling right. The second it does. No martyring yourself, no suffering in silence.”

Nicole nodded. “I promise.”

“And we communicate. About everything. Every step.”

“Yes.”

I kissed her. Soft at first, then deeper. When I pulled back, she was breathing harder.

“So you really want me to seduce your friend,” I said.

Nicole’s smile returned—shy, a little wicked.

“I really do.”

I sat back and ran a hand through my hair. My mind was already working through logistics. Kara’s house. The renovation work. The way she’d pressed against me when Brett showed up. The text messages about wanting to drag me into a bathroom.

“How?” I asked. “I’m at her house almost every day for work. But that’s professional.”

“Find a way to make it personal,” Nicole said. “She’s attracted to you—that’s obvious. She just needs permission to act on it. Or maybe she needs you to make the first move.”

“And you’re okay with that. Me making the first move.”

“More than okay.” Nicole’s voice dropped lower. “And I want to hear about it after. I want you to tell me everything.”

Fuck.

The heat in my chest spread lower. I could see it in my mind—Kara in one of her silk blouses, that assessing look in her dark eyes. The way she’d feel under my hands. The sounds she’d make.

And Nicole, listening afterward. Getting turned on by the details.

“This is insane,” I said.

“I know.”

“It could blow up in our faces.”

“It could.” Nicole moved closer still, practically in my lap now. “But it could also be exactly what all three of us need. You said you were attracted to her. She’s clearly attracted to you. And I want this. I want to see what happens when we stop following the rules.”

I pulled her against me. Kissed her harder this time, one hand tangling in her hair.

When we broke apart, I said, “I’ll need to think about how to approach her.”

“Don’t think too long.” Nicole’s smile was pure mischief now. “She’s already halfway there.”

I laughed despite myself. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I’m terrified and excited and way too turned on for noon on a weekday.” Nicole kissed me again. “But yes. I’m enjoying it.”

I studied Nicole’s face, looking for any hint of doubt or second-guessing, and found none. Just excitement and trust and desire.

“What if she doesn’t go for it?” I asked.

Nicole tilted her head, considering. “Then at least we tried, and we know. We can back off. Kara and I will still be friends. You and I will still be together. Nothing has to change if it doesn’t work.”

The simplicity of it settled something in me. She was right. We could try this without destroying what we already had. The risk was real, but it was manageable.

“Okay,” I said.

Nicole’s smile widened. “Okay?”

“I’ll find a way to approach her. See where it goes.”

“Good.” Nicole stood, pulling me up with her. “Now come upstairs.”

“Right now?”

“Right now.” Her voice dropped to that husky register that made my blood heat. “I want you. And I want to think about you doing this while you fuck me.”

I followed her up the stairs to her apartment, my hands already reaching for her the moment we cleared the landing. We barely made it to the bedroom before clothes started coming off—her sweater hitting the floor, my shirt following, jeans and underwear abandoned in a trail to the bed.

We fell into each other with desperate intensity. Nicole wrapped herself around me, pulling me deeper, urging me on with breathless encouragement that mixed my name with Kara’s. The idea of it—of having both of them, of Nicole wanting me to have both of them—drove me to the edge faster than anything else could have.


Chapter Twenty-One




Iworked at Kara’s house the next day. Bobby and Mike had finished the foundation work last week, so now I was tackling the interior damage starting with the dining room ceiling where water infiltration had destroyed sections of original plasterwork.

I’d been there since eight. It was nearly five now. The late afternoon light slanted through the tall windows. I’d stripped down to a t-shirt hours ago, covered in white plaster dust and sweat. My jeans were streaked with it. I probably looked like I’d been in a bar fight with a bag of flour.

Kara had been finding excuses to check on me all day.

She’d brought coffee at ten. Water at noon. Lunch at one—sandwiches from deli meat. At three she’d asked about my progress. At four she’d wondered if I needed different tools.

Now, at five, she appeared in the doorway again.

“Still alive up there?” she asked.

I looked down from the ladder. She was in tailored black trousers and a silk blouse the color of deep wine. Hair up in that sleek chignon that made her neck look impossibly long.

“Barely,” I said. “This section’s worse than I thought. Whoever worked on this before used the wrong type of plaster for repairs. It’s all coming down.”

“Show me.”

I climbed down and grabbed a pry bar from my tool bag. Kara moved closer, looking up at the damaged section. I came to stand beside her, pointing.

“See how it’s separated from the lath?” I indicated the gap. “And the water damage here created this whole weak area. It needs to come out completely before I can replaster.”

“Can you show me how you know which sections to remove?”

I glanced at her. She was watching the ceiling with apparent focus, but there was something in her posture—the way she’d positioned herself just slightly too close—that suggested her attention wasn’t entirely on the plasterwork.

“Sure,” I said. “Here.”

I moved behind her, guided her hand to the pry bar. My chest pressed against her back. I could smell her perfume—something expensive and subtle that made me want to lean closer.

“Feel that?” I positioned her hand against the plaster. “When you press gently, sound plaster stays firm. Damaged plaster gives a little. Feels spongy.”

Kara’s breathing changed slightly. “I feel it.”

“Now try here.” I guided her hand to another spot. My other hand settled on her waist to steady us both. “That’s solid. See the difference?”

“Yes.”

Her voice had gone softer. I didn’t step back. Neither did she. We stood there, my body curved around hers, ostensibly focused on ceiling plaster, but actually focused on the charge where we touched.

Finally, Kara stepped away and turned to face me. That assessing look was back in her dark eyes, but underneath it was heat.

“You should get back to work,” she said.

“Probably.” I didn’t move. “Though you keep distracting me.”

“I’m not the one who can’t focus.”

“You’re not?” I kept my voice light, but there was weight behind it. “You’ve been in this room six times today.”

“I’m checking on the progress of my renovation.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

Kara’s jaw tightened slightly. The challenge had landed. She could shut this down now, but instead, she held my gaze.

“I could say the same about you,” she said. “You’re getting plaster dust all over my expensive floors.”

“You’re welcome to leave me in peace.”

She didn’t move.

The silence stretched. I could see her deciding something, working through calculations in that sharp mind. Finally, she said, ”Why are you watching me, Lance?”

“Why do you think?”

“I asked first.”

I considered deflecting, playing it safe. But Nicole’s words from last night echoed.

“Because you’re incredibly attractive. And I think you’re attracted to me, too” I said honestly.

Kara’s eyes widened fractionally. Then narrowed. “That’s presumptuous,” she said.

“Is it wrong?”

She didn’t answer. Instead, she moved past me toward the corner where water damage had spread along the crown molding.

“Look at this,” she said, pointing. “Is this salvageable?”

I came close to examine it. Kara was between me and the wall. When I leaned in to inspect the damage, my body bracketed hers. I steadied myself with one hand on the wall beside her head.

“Depends,” I said. My voice had gone lower. “How much original detail do you want to preserve?”

“As much as possible.” Kara turned her head slightly. We were close enough that I could feel her breath. “This house is important to me.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” Her hand came up, steadied herself against my chest. “Or is this just another job to you?”

“Kara.” I let my other hand settle on her waist. “Nothing about this feels like just a job.”

We were hovering right at the edge. Not quite kissing but close enough that the air between us felt charged. Kara’s dark eyes searched mine.

“This is a bad idea,” she said quietly. “I don’t make a habit of sleeping with contractors.”

“I don’t make a habit of getting involved with clients.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I almost smiled. “Fair. But it’s true.”

Her hand pressed flatter against my chest. I could feel my heartbeat against her palm.

“What would Nicole think?” Kara asked. “About you standing here with me like this?”

The question created space. I stepped back slightly, giving us both room to breathe. Kara’s hand fell away from my chest.

“Nicole knows where I am,” I said honestly. “And who I’m with, and what I’m doing.”

Kara’s brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

“It means I’m not doing anything behind anyone’s back.” I held her gaze. “Nicole and I have talked.”

Understanding dawned in Kara’s eyes. Followed by something like caution.

“Talked about what, exactly?”

“She thinks… there might be room for something different. Something unconventional.”

Kara stared at me. I could practically see her mind processing implications, running scenarios, looking for the catch.

“That sounds insane,” she said.

“But is it?”

She searched my face for several silent seconds and I held her gaze the entire time.

“I need to think,” she said finally.

“I understand.”

She started to leave, then paused in the doorway. Turned back.

“Lance?”

“Yes?”

“I find you compelling.” Her voice was steady but her eyes betrayed her. “That doesn’t happen to me often. I’m not sure what to do about it. But I wanted you to know.”

Something warm bloomed in my chest.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Take whatever time you need to figure out what you want.”

She nodded once and disappeared into the hallway.

I returned to work. The next hour passed in focused demolition. I was pulling down a section of damaged lath when I heard footsteps behind me.

Kara stood in the doorway holding a beer.

She crossed the room and set it on the drop cloth beside my tool bag. Her hand brushed my shoulder as she passed. Just that—a brief touch, her fingers trailing across the muscle there. Then she walked away.

I watched her go. The sway of her hips in those perfectly tailored trousers. The elegant line of her spine. The promise in that single touch.

She was halfway there. Nicole had been right. Kara just needed time to work through it in that analytical mind. Time to make sure this wasn’t some game, trick, or trap.

And maybe she needed to hear from Nicole directly.

When I left at seven, Kara walked me to the front door. She thanked me for the work.

“Same time tomorrow?” I asked.

“I’m counting on it,” she said.

The door closed between us. But the thread that had been spun today stayed taut, humming with possibility.

I climbed into my truck and sat there for a moment before starting the engine. Then I checked my phone. I already had a text from Nicole.

Come over when you’re done with work.

I texted her back.

On my way.

I knew she wanted to hear about what happened.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Ismelled the garlic before I reached the top of the stairs.

When I opened the door to Nicole’s apartment, she was at the stove wearing an oversized cardigan and leggings, her hair loose around her shoulders. A bottle of red wine sat open on the counter with two glasses. The table was already set.

“Hey,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Perfect timing.”

“You cooked?”

“Don’t sound so surprised.” She gestured to the stove. “Sit. Pour the wine.”

I washed my hands at the sink, scrubbing plaster dust from under my nails, then filled both glasses. Nicole brought plates to the table—chicken piccata, roasted asparagus, angel hair pasta with lemon and butter. It looked and smelled incredible.

“This is amazing,” I said.

“Don’t compliment it until you’ve tasted it.” But she was smiling.

I took a bite. The chicken was perfectly tender, the sauce bright with lemon and capers. The asparagus had just the right amount of char.

“Okay,” I said. “Now I’m complimenting it. This is really good.”

“My mother’s recipe.” Nicole tucked her hair behind her ear. “I don’t make it often. It felt like a special occasion.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Then Nicole set down her fork and looked at me directly.

“So,” she said. “Tell me.”

I took a sip of wine, gathering my thoughts. “Kara was… interested.”

“How interested?”

I described the day—the constant check-ins, the way she’d found excuses to be in the room, the moment we’d stood together examining the plaster. Kara turning to face me. The charged silence. Her admission that she found me “compelling.”

Nicole listened without interrupting. Her eyes stayed fixed on my face. Her breathing had changed slightly, gone shallower. One hand rested on the table, fingers curled loosely around the stem of her wine glass.

I could tell this was affecting her. The telling of it. Watching me describe another woman’s attraction, the heat building between us. It was turning her on.

And seeing that—the flush creeping up her neck, the way her pupils had dilated—was turning me on in return.

“And then?” Nicole prompted when I paused.

I described Kara asking about Nicole, my honesty about having talked. Kara’s caution. Her need to think.

“She left,” I finished. “Then came back with a beer. Touched my shoulder as she passed. That was it.”

I expected disappointment. Instead, Nicole’s face lit up.

“Perfect,” she said.

“Perfect?”

“The tension and the uncertainty. Her trying to work through it.” Nicole leaned forward slightly. “That’s the best part, Lance. The anticipation.”

“I thought you’d be frustrated that nothing actually happened.”

“God, no.” Nicole reached across the table and covered my hand with hers. “This is exactly right. Kara needs to want it enough to overcome her own resistance. She needs to convince herself.”

“You think she will?”

“Absolutely.” Nicole’s thumb traced circles on my wrist. “I think she’s resisting because of your professional relationship⁠—”

“That’s what I thought.”

“—but that’s not really it,” Nicole continued. “She wants this. She just needs time to make it make sense in her head. To rationalize it in a way she can live with.”

“And you think she can?”

Nicole smiled. “Lance. I’m a woman. Trust me when I tell you—we can make anything make sense if we want it badly enough.”

The certainty in her voice sent heat through me.

We finished dinner. I helped clear the plates, but Nicole stopped me at the sink.

“Leave them,” she said.

She took my hand and led me to the bedroom.

What happened there was slower than the previous night, less urgent. Nicole undressed me carefully, her hands exploring. I returned the attention, learning what made her gasp, where she was most sensitive. We moved together with a kind of deliberate focus—not frantic, but thorough.

Nicole came twice before I did. The second time, she said Kara’s name along with mine.

Afterward, we lay tangled together under the quilt. My hand traced lazy patterns on Nicole’s bare shoulder. Her head rested against my chest. The room smelled like sex and her vanilla scent.

“I’m really doing this,” Nicole said quietly. “I’m really okay with this.”

“You can change your mind anytime.”

“I know.” She pressed a kiss to my collarbone. “But I don’t want to. I want to see where this goes.”

I tightened my arm around her. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“Thank you for being worth trusting.”

We lay there in comfortable silence. Then Nicole’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. She reached for it, squinting at the screen in the dim light.

Her entire body went still.

“What is it?” I asked.

Nicole didn’t answer immediately. She just stared at the phone, her expression showing clear excitement.

Then she handed it to me.

Kara had texted her.

Nicole slipped out of bed without a word.

I watched her pace to the window, her naked body backlit by the moon. The silvery light traced the curve of her hip, the slope of her shoulder, the elegant line of her spine. She was completely unselfconscious, focused entirely on her phone as she began typing.

I propped myself up on one elbow. “What’s she saying?”

Nicole didn’t answer. Her thumbs moved across the screen. A moment later, her phone buzzed with a response. She read it, typed again. Another buzz. Another reply.

This continued.

Nicole paced between the window and the dresser, her hair catching the light with each turn. The curve of her breasts, the soft swell of her stomach, the way the moonlight made her skin glow—I couldn’t look away. She was beautiful like this. Absorbed, unguarded, completely present in whatever conversation was unfolding.

I lay back against the pillows, content to watch. My gaze traced the length of her legs, the movement of her hips as she walked. I could see the flush spreading down her chest—whatever Kara was saying, it was affecting her.

“Nicole,” I tried again. “What’s going on?”

She held up one finger without looking at me. Wait.

The exchange continued for another ten minutes. Finally, the buzzing stopped.

Nicole stood at the window for a long moment, staring at her phone. Then she turned and walked back to the bed, sliding under the covers beside me. Her skin was cool from standing in the night air.

She handed me the phone without a word.

I took it, angling the screen so I could read.

The conversation started with Kara’s text—the one that had made Nicole go still.

Kara: I need to talk to you about today.

Nicole: Sure. What’s on your mind?

Kara: Lance told me the two of you have discussed the possibility of something unconventional. That there might be room for more than just the two of you.

Nicole: He told you that?

Kara: Yes. And I need to know if that’s actually true, or if I misunderstood what he was saying.

Nicole: It’s true.

Kara: You’re okay with this? With him pursuing something with me while he’s with you?

Nicole: I am.

Kara: Nicole. I need you to be completely honest with me. Is this something you actually want, or is this something you’re agreeing to because he wants it?

Nicole: I want it. I know how that sounds. I know how unlikely it is. But I’ve been thinking about this for days, and every time I imagine it, I feel excited instead of threatened. This isn’t me being a doormat. This is me choosing something different.

There was a pause in the timestamps. Kara had taken several minutes before responding.

Kara: I don’t want to hurt you. Or complicate your relationship. You and Lance are good together.

Nicole: You won’t hurt me. And yes, we are good together. That doesn’t mean there isn’t room for something more. For someone else.

Kara: This is insane.

Nicole: Maybe. But is it wrong?

Another pause.

Kara: I don’t know. I’ve never considered anything like this. I’m not even sure what this would look like in practice.

Nicole: Neither am I. We’d figure it out as we go.

Kara: That’s terrifying.

Nicole: I know. But the alternative is pretending we don’t feel what we feel. And I’m done living that way.

Kara: What do you feel?

Nicole: I feel like Lance is extraordinary. And I feel like you’re extraordinary. And I feel like the three of us might be able to build something beautiful if we’re brave enough to try.

The timestamp showed Kara had waited nearly five minutes before replying.

Kara: I’m attracted to him. Deeply. Today was… I haven’t felt like that in years. Maybe ever. The way he looks at me. The way he listens. The competence. The honesty. All of it.

Nicole: I know. I see it too.

Kara: And that doesn’t bother you?

Nicole: It excites me.

Kara: God. You really mean that.

Nicole: I do.

Kara: This is the most honest conversation I’ve had in years. Including with my therapist.

Nicole: Then let’s keep being honest. What do you want, Kara?

Another long pause.

Kara: I want to see where this goes. With him. With you. I want to try, even though it scares me.

Nicole: That’s all any of us can do. Try.

Kara: You’re remarkable. You know that?

Nicole: So are you.

Kara: I need to think about this more. But I’m not running away. I just need time to make it make sense.

Nicole: Take whatever time you need. We’re not going anywhere.

Kara: Thank you. For being open with me. For not making this adversarial.

Nicole: We’re not adversaries. We never have been.

Kara: No. I suppose we haven’t.

Nicole: Get some sleep. We’ll talk more soon.

Kara: Goodnight, Nicole.

Nicole: Goodnight.

I scrolled back through the conversation again, absorbing it. The vulnerability. The care. The way they’d both circled around fear and uncertainty before choosing trust.

I set the phone on the nightstand and looked at Nicole. She was watching me, eyes bright even in the darkness.

“That was incredible,” I said.

“I told you she was interested.” Nicole’s smile was triumphant. “I told you she just needed to work through it.”

“You were right.”

“She checked in with me.” Nicole shifted closer, her hand finding mine under the covers. “She didn’t have to do that. She could have just accepted what you said and moved forward. But she wanted to hear it from me directly. To make sure this was real.”

“That matters to you.”

“Everything about that conversation matters to me.” Nicole’s voice was soft but certain.

I pulled her closer, kissing her forehead. “You are remarkable. Kara was right about that.”

“So is she.” Nicole pressed against me, warm and soft. “And so are you.”

We lay there together, the weight of what was unfolding settling over us. Not heavy—more like potential. Like the moment before something beautiful begins.

“She’s going to say yes,” Nicole whispered. “Maybe not tomorrow. Maybe not next week. But she’s going to say yes.”

“You sound certain.”

“I am.” Nicole tilted her face up to mine. “Because I know what it feels like when someone makes you brave enough to want something you never thought you could have.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




Ipulled into Kara’s driveway at seven o’clock the next morning, earlier than usual. Bobby and Mike weren’t due until eight, which gave me time to assess yesterday’s progress and plan today’s work. The Victorian looked peaceful in the morning light.

I grabbed my tool bag from the truck bed and headed for the side entrance Kara had told me to use. The door was unlocked as expected, but when I stepped into the mudroom, something felt different.

The house was silent.

Usually by this time, Kara was moving around somewhere—making coffee in the kitchen, reviewing plans in the dining room, or already upstairs inspecting yesterday’s work. The familiar sounds of her presence were absent.

Then I saw it. On the kitchen counter, next to a neat stack of paper cups, sat a large stainless steel thermos. A note was propped against it in Kara’s precise handwriting.

Coffee for the crew. Help yourselves. I’ll be out today. —K

I stood there holding the note, trying to interpret its meaning. The gesture was thoughtful—she’d remembered Bobby and Mike drank their coffee black, just like me. But the absence felt deliberate. After last night’s text conversation with Nicole, after everything that had been building between us, Kara had chosen to disappear.

Processing, I reminded myself. She said she needed time to think.

Still. The empty house felt like a statement I couldn’t quite read.

I unscrewed the thermos and poured coffee into one of the paper cups. It was still hot, which meant she’d made it recently. Maybe she was upstairs right now, hiding in her bedroom, waiting for me to leave before coming down.

I almost called out. Almost climbed the stairs to find her.

Instead, I carried my coffee and tool bag to the second-floor library where yesterday’s demolition had left exposed lath and piles of damaged plaster. The work was straightforward—finish removing the compromised sections, inspect the underlying structure, begin repairs. It didn’t require Kara’s input or approval.

Which was probably exactly why she’d chosen today to be absent.

Bobby and Mike arrived at eight. I heard the truck in the driveway, then their boots on the porch. They found me in the library, surrounded by debris.

“Morning,” Bobby said, surveying the mess. “Made good progress yesterday.”

“Yeah. Should be able to start replastering by tomorrow if we push through this today.”

Mike appeared in the doorway holding a paper cup. “Found the coffee. That from Kara?”

“She left it for us.”

“That was nice of her.” Mike took a sip, then glanced around. “Where is she? Thought she’d be hovering like usual.”

“Out today.”

“Out where?”

“Her note didn’t say.”

Bobby and Mike exchanged a look I pretended not to notice. Then Bobby clapped his hands together.

“Well. Let’s get to it.”

We worked through the morning in focused silence. Bobby handled the structural assessment while Mike and I cleared debris and prepared the damaged areas for repair. The physical labor felt good—pry bar against stubborn plaster, the satisfying crack as sections came free, the rhythm of demolition.

But I kept listening for Kara’s footsteps. Or the sound of her car in the driveway. Any sign she’d returned.

Nothing.

By noon, we’d cleared the entire north wall and half the east. Bobby inspected the exposed joists and declared them sound. Mike ran to Earl’s for additional supplies. I stayed behind, ostensibly to continue working, actually hoping Kara might appear now that the others were gone.

She didn’t.

I ate lunch on the front porch—a sandwich that Nicole had packed for me that morning, and a bottle of water. The November air cold enough to see my breath. The street was quiet.

My phone buzzed. Nicole.

How’s it going?

I stared at the text, knowing what she was really asking. Not about the renovation. About Kara.

She’s not here. Haven’t seen her all day.

The reply came quickly.

That’s okay. Give her space.

You’re not worried?

Not even a little. She’s thinking. That’s good.

I wanted Nicole’s certainty. Instead, I felt like I was working blind, unable to read whether Kara’s absence meant progress or retreat.

Okay, I typed back. I’ll see you tonight.

Can’t wait, Nicole replied, followed by a heart emoji that made me smile despite everything.

Mike returned with supplies. We spent the afternoon on detail work—removing the last sections of damaged plaster, cleaning decades of grime from the original crown molding, preparing surfaces for tomorrow’s repairs. Bobby left at three for another job. Mike stayed until five, then packed his tools with the speed of someone eager to get home.

“You sticking around?” he asked, nodding toward the library where I was still working.

“Another hour or so.”

“Does Kara know you’re here this late?”

“She knows.”

Mike studied me for a moment, then shrugged. “See you tomorrow.”

His truck rumbled away. I was alone in the big house, surrounded by the evidence of my work—dust, debris, the exposed bones of the structure. I should have left. Should have called it a day and headed back to the Pinecone to shower before seeing Nicole.

Instead, I kept working. Partly because the work needed doing. Mostly because leaving felt like admitting something I didn’t want to admit.

At six-thirty, I finally conceded defeat. Kara wasn’t coming. Or if she was, she was deliberately waiting until I left. Either way, staying longer served no purpose except making me look needy.

I gathered my tools, swept the workspace, and made sure everything was secure for the night. Then I carried my bag downstairs, locked the side entrance, and headed for my truck. I loaded my tools into the bed, climbed behind the wheel, and started the engine.

My phone buzzed. Kara’s name lit the screen.

I opened the message.

Are you interested in more work?

I read it three times, trying to extract meaning from the sparse text. Was this an innuendo? Was this Kara retreating into formality?

Either way, the answer was the same. I replied simply.

Yes.

My phone buzzed again a few seconds later.

The work is at the Inn at Founder’s Falls. I’m staying there while the renovations are happening.

I stared at the screen. I was vaguely aware of the Inn at Founder’s Falls. It was a historic property on the edge of town, overlooking the waterfall that gave it its name. Twelve rooms, Victorian charm, the kind of place couples went for anniversary weekends.

But was Kara asking me to come look at a leaky faucet? Or was she asking me to come to her?

The ambiguity felt deliberate. If she’d meant this as purely professional, she would have been explicit. If she’d meant it as an invitation, she wouldn’t have spelled it out either.

She was leaving the interpretation to me.

Another buzz.

I know you’ve had a long day, but if you’re free and interested, you could drive over and check the place out.

Check the place out. Not “fix the sink” or “assess the damage.” Not “come see me” either. Just… check it out.

I read the messages again. Then I typed back.

On my way.

I pulled out of Kara’s driveway. I cranked the heat and headed toward the main road.

Halfway to the inn, I called Nicole.

She answered on the second ring. “Hey. I was just thinking about you.”

“Kara texted me.”

“And?” Nicole’s voice went alert, interested. “What did she say?”

“She wants me to come look at the Inn at Founder’s Falls. Says there’s work that needs doing.”

Silence. Then Nicole laughed—not mocking, but delighted. “Oh my God. That’s perfect.”

“You think she means⁠—”

“Lance. A woman doesn’t invite you to her hotel room at seven o’clock at night to discuss renovations.”

“She might. The inn’s old. There could actually be work.”

“There could be,” Nicole agreed. “But that’s not why she’s asking you to come.”

I wanted the same confidence that Nicole had. Instead, I felt like I was navigating without instruments, reading signals I wasn’t sure I understood.

“What if I’m wrong?” I asked. “What if I show up and it really is just a broken pipe, and I make a move, and she thinks I’m a presumptuous asshole?”

“You won’t be wrong.” Nicole’s voice was warm. “Trust me. Kara is a woman in heat right now. She’s been circling you for days, trying to convince herself this is a terrible idea, and now she’s decided it’s not. This is her making a move.”

“By asking me to look at a hotel?”

“By giving you plausible deniability. So if she gets scared, she can retreat into talking about actual repairs. But Lance—she doesn’t want to retreat. She wants you to seduce her.”

The words sent heat through me. My grip tightened on the steering wheel. I could hear the smile in her voice. The encouragement. The complete absence of jealousy or hesitation.

“You’re incredible,” I said.

“So is Kara. Go show her what she’s been missing.”

My pulse kicked up. The line between us hummed with heat.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going.”

“Good. Text me when you’re done. Or if you’re staying over.”

“Staying over?”

“Lance. It’s a hotel. With beds. Don’t be dense.”

I laughed despite myself. “I’ll let you know.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




After hanging up with Nicole, I continued toward the inn, windows cracked despite the cold, trying to settle my nerves. The mountains were black shapes against a sky going deep blue with the last light.

Then I saw it. A dark SUV pulled onto the shoulder, hazards blinking. New York plates.

I knew that car.

I slowed, pulled in behind it, and killed the engine. Through the windshield I could see Ren standing thirty feet off the road, silhouetted against the fading sky. She was holding something up to her face. Phone or camera. Pointed at the mountains.

I climbed out. The cold hit me immediately.

“Ren?”

She lowered the camera and turned. Even in the dim light I could see her grin. “Lance. Jesus. What are the odds?”

“You okay? Need help?”

“Help?” She looked genuinely confused. Then she laughed. “Oh. No. I’m not broken down. I’m taking pictures.”

I walked closer. She was wearing a thin t-shirt under an open jacket and tight jeans. Her breath made clouds in the cold air.

“Pictures of what?”

“The mountains. The sunset. I wanted—” She gestured vaguely at the peaks. “I wanted to capture the light before it’s gone. But it’s not working.”

I looked at the view she was trying to photograph. The mountains were spectacular, dark ridges against the sky, the last orange bleeding out along the western horizon. Beautiful in a way that probably didn’t translate to a camera lens.

“What’s not working?”

“I don’t know. The composition feels empty. Like I’m missing the foreground or something.” She frowned at her camera screen, scrolled through shots.

I moved beside her, following her gaze. She was right. The landscape was stunning, but distant.

She looked at me. Then at the mountains. Then back at me.

“Hold still,” she said.

“What?”

“Just stand there. Don’t move.”

She raised the camera. I heard the shutter click a couple of times. She circled me slightly, shooting from different angles, using me as her foreground against the darkening peaks.

I was never one to particularly enjoy my picture being taken. I’d never thought of myself as being photogenic. “Ren⁠—”

“Shh. I said hold still.”

I stopped talking and let her work. She was completely focused, moving with the kind of fluid certainty that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing. After maybe twenty shots, she lowered the camera and checked the screen.

Her whole face changed. “Oh. Yeah. That’s better.”

“Can I see?”

She hesitated, then turned the camera toward me. The image on the screen showed me in profile against the mountains, half my face in shadow, the last light catching my jaw and shoulder. It looked like a magazine spread. Like someone worth photographing.

“That’s really good,” I said. Honestly, it was probably the best photograph of myself that I’d ever seen.

“You’re a good subject.” She scrolled through the other shots, nodding to herself. “These will be nice to remember you by.”

Something in her tone caught my attention. “Remember me by?”

“I’m leaving town for a bit.”

“When?”

“Tonight. Right after this.” She gestured at the mountains, the road. “I’m already packed.”

I felt a strange tug of disappointment. “Did you finish clearing the house?”

“No. But I will. When I come back.” She shrugged, not quite meeting my eyes. “I don’t know when that’ll be.”

“Is everything okay?”

The question seemed to surprise her. She looked at me fully, and for a moment I saw something vulnerable beneath her composure. Then she smiled.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I just need to get away for a while. Clear my head. The house—” She shook her head. “It’s too much right now.”

I wanted to push. To ask what was really going on. But Ren had walls just like everyone else, and I barely knew her.

“Okay,” I said. “If you need help when you get back⁠—”

“I’ll call.” She tucked the camera into her bag, and pulled her jacket tighter against the cold. Then she looked at me with that direct, unsettling focus. “I heard about you and Nicole, by the way.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She grinned. “I’m happy for you. For both of you.”

“Thanks.”

“And I’m glad I suppressed the urge to jump your bones that day at my house.” She said it easily. “Because you’ve gone ahead and found something good. It would’ve complicated things if I’d dragged you into my disaster zone.”

The casual mention of jumping my bones sent heat through me despite the cold. I thought about the way Nicole had encouraged me to seduce another woman. I wondered how Nicole might react if she knew Ren had been interested.

Would she encourage that too?

The thought came unbidden. I pushed it away.

“How much longer are you staying in Mapleton?” Ren asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve got work lined up through at least the next month. After that—” I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

She nodded slowly. “I hope you’re still around when I come back.”

“I hope you come back soon.”

“Yeah.” She smiled, but there was something sad in it. Something that suggested she wasn’t sure she would. “Me too.”

We stood there for another moment with the cold pressing in, watching the last light dying on the mountains. Then Ren reached out and squeezed my arm.

“Take care of yourself, Lance.”

“You too.”

She walked back to her SUV. She climbed in and pulled onto the road without looking back. The taillights disappeared around a curve, leaving me alone on the shoulder with the darkness closing in.

Glad I happened to catch her, I thought.

I couldn’t stand there and think about it for too long, though. I had to get going.

Kara was expecting me.


Chapter Twenty-Five




The inn appeared through the trees about ten minutes later. It was a sprawling Victorian set back from the road, lights glowing in the windows. The waterfall that gave it its name was visible beyond the building, illuminated by landscape lights, the water white and rushing over dark rocks.

I parked in the small lot beside a handful of other vehicles. A couple of them had out-of-state plates. The lot was maybe a third full—off-season occupancy.

The front entrance was grand in the way of old New England inns—wraparound porch, ornate trim, and double doors with etched glass. I pushed through into a warm lobby that smelled like wood polish and something baking. Probably cookies. Every historic inn in Vermont served evening cookies.

The woman behind the front desk looked up as I entered, and something in my chest tightened.

She was beautiful—not in Nicole’s soft, welcoming way or Kara’s sharp, commanding way, but in a completely different register. Honey blonde hair, pinned up in a neat twist that looked effortless but probably wasn’t. Clear blue eyes that assessed me in the space of a heartbeat. High cheekbones, a strong jaw, the kind of bone structure that aged into elegance instead of invisibility.

She wore a navy blouse tucked into white trousers, pearl earrings, and minimal makeup. Everything about her was polished and controlled. She stood behind the counter with perfect posture—shoulders back, spine straight—which only emphasized the graceful line of her neck and the subtle suggestion of curves underneath the expensive fabric.

Jesus Christ, I thought. Another one.

Another stunning older woman. Another woman who carried herself like she’d built something real and was prepared to defend it. Another woman who made my pulse race just looking at her.

What the hell is in the water in this town?

She gave me a measured smile—polite but distant, the kind of professional warmth that keeps guests at arm’s length. “Good evening. Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Kara Parker.”

The smile didn’t falter, but something shifted in her eyes. Recognition. Assessment. A slight tightening around her mouth that suggested she knew exactly who I was before I’d said a word.

“Ah,” she said. “The handyman.”

It wasn’t a question.

“That’s right.”

She studied me for another moment, her gaze traveling from my work boots to my flannel shirt to the dust probably still clinging to my jeans. I didn’t fidget. Didn’t apologize for my appearance. Just stood there and let her look.

Finally, she extended a hand across the counter. “Catherine Barton. I’m the owner.”

Her grip was firm, her palm cool and smooth. I shook her hand and released it.

“Lance Hayden.”

“Kara mentioned you might be stopping by.” Catherine withdrew her hand and folded it neatly with the other on the counter. “She’s been recommending you quite enthusiastically, actually. Says you’re very capable.”

“I try to be.”

“The inn has been in my family for three generations,” Catherine continued, her tone shifting into something that sounded rehearsed—a speech she gave often, probably. “It’s a beautiful building. Charming from the outside. But old structures have old problems, and I’m afraid we’re reaching the point where charm isn’t enough to keep things running smoothly.”

The hope I’d been carrying—the heat that Nicole’s words had sparked—began to cool.

Kara brought me here for actual work.

Not a seduction. Not plausible deniability covering desire. Just a straightforward professional referral, because of course Kara would help another woman facing building problems.

And I’d driven over here with my pulse racing, thinking⁠—

Catherine’s next words cut through my thoughts. “It’s particularly inconvenient timing, given the current climate in town. Now is not the time to have a building that isn’t up to code.”

I looked at her sharply. The meaning was clear.

“Brett Vanderpool,” I said.

Catherine’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in her blue eyes—acknowledgment, maybe. Or respect that I’d understood without her spelling it out.

“Mr. Vanderpool is a very determined businessman,” she said evenly. “He has a vision for Mapleton’s development, and he pursues that vision with… persistence.”

“He’s a predator,” I said flatly.

Catherine’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m aware of the situation with Birch & Bower. It’s unfortunate.”

“It’s calculated.”

“Yes.” Catherine met my eyes directly. “Which is why I’m interested in making sure my own house is in order before Mr. Vanderpool decides to take an interest in this property.”

She knew Brett was circling. She knew what he did. And she was trying to get ahead of it.

“I’m happy to do repairs if it’ll keep Brett from crawling around here,” I said.

“I appreciate that,” she said. Then, after a pause, added, “Kara mentioned you’re quite protective. It seems she was correct.”

The way she said it wasn’t entirely complimentary. There was something measuring in her tone, like she was trying to decide whether my protectiveness was a virtue or a liability.

“I don’t like bullies,” I said.

“No. I imagine you don’t.” Catherine’s gaze sharpened. “Kara also mentioned you’ve been doing excellent work on her Victorian. And that you’ve been spending quite a bit of time in town. Making connections.”

The shift in subject felt deliberate. I waited.

“You’re involved with Nicole Hill,” Catherine said.

Of course she knew. News traveled fast in small towns, and a twenty-eight-year-old man dating a forty-six-year-old woman was exactly the kind of thing people noticed and discussed.

“I am,” I confirmed.

Catherine’s expression tightened fractionally. “I see.”

The disapproval was subtle but unmistakable. Not hostile or rude, just… there.

I held her gaze. I didn’t defend myself or explain. I just waited for her to say whatever she was working up to.

“You seem capable,” Catherine said finally. “Kara clearly thinks highly of you, and I trust her judgment in most matters. But I’ll be frank with you, Mr. Hayden—I don’t approve of relationships with such significant age differences. They raise questions about motives and power dynamics that I find troubling.”

The words were delivered calmly, like she was stating a fact rather than passing judgment. But the judgment was there all the same.

I could have argued. Could have pointed out that Nicole and I were both adults who’d chosen each other freely. Could have defended the relationship, the connection, the absolute absence of anything predatory or manipulative.

Instead, I just nodded. “You’re entitled to your opinion.”

Catherine blinked. She’d probably expected defensiveness. My calm acceptance seemed to throw her slightly.

“I am,” she agreed cautiously. “You’re very confident for someone so young,” she said.

“I’m confident because I know what I want and I’m not hurting anyone to get it.”

Catherine’s lips pressed together. Then, slowly, she nodded. “Fair enough.”

That didn’t resolve the tension between us. It was still there, a low-grade friction, but it shifted into something more workable. Catherine wasn’t going to suddenly approve of me and Nicole. But she also wasn’t going to make this conversation into a fight.

“When you’re ready to talk about repairs, I’ll take a look at whatever needs attention. No charge for the initial assessment,” I said.

Catherine’s expression flickered—surprise, maybe. Or reluctant appreciation. “That’s generous.”

“Brett’s a problem for all of us,” I said. “The more properties he can’t touch, the weaker he gets. I’m happy to help make sure this inn is one of them.”

Catherine studied me for another moment. Then she inclined her head. “I’ll take you up on that, Mr. Hayden.”

“Lance,” I corrected.

“Lance.” She didn’t smile, but something in her posture softened.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“Lance!”

The voice cut through the lobby and I turned toward it.

Kara came down the hallway from the back of the inn, and the sight of her stopped me cold.

I’d seen Kara in work clothes. I’d seen her in renovation gear. I’d even seen her that night at the Rosewood Room with Nicole, dressed up in dark slacks and a fitted top that had made clear she knew exactly what she was doing.

This was different.

She wore a dress—gray, almost black, that fell to just above her knees. Simple cut, sleeveless, the kind of thing that cost serious money because of the drape of the fabric and the precision of the tailoring. It showed off her shoulders, her collarbones, the long lean lines of her arms. Her hair was down, falling in sleek dark waves past her shoulders instead of the severe chignon she usually wore. Heels added two inches to her already considerable height and made her legs look endless.

She looked like she was heading to a Manhattan cocktail party, not spending a weekday evening at a Vermont inn.

She looked devastating.

Kara stopped beside me at the front desk, close enough that I caught her scent—something expensive and subtle that I’d never noticed before. Her dark eyes held mine, and there was something in them I couldn’t quite read.

“Have you eaten?” she asked.

“No.”

“Would you like to have dinner with me?”

The question was simple. The implications were not.

The heat that Nicole’s words had sparked came roaring back.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d like that.”

Kara’s smile was small but genuine. She turned to Catherine, whose expression had gone carefully blank.

“Could you have dinner brought to my room?” Kara asked. “Whatever the special is tonight. Two plates. And a bottle of red wine.”

Catherine’s blue eyes flicked between us. The discomfort was subtle, but it was there. She knew I was with Nicole. She’d just told me she didn’t approve of that relationship. And now Kara was asking her to facilitate what looked an awful lot like a date between me and another woman.

Yeah, I thought. If you’re uncomfortable with the age gap thing, you’re definitely not ready for the potential new development.

“Of course,” Catherine said, her voice perfectly professional. “I’ll have it sent up in about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you, Catherine.” She turned to me. “This way.”

I followed Kara down the hallway, past the dining room where a few guests were finishing dinner, past a small library with built-in shelves and a stone fireplace, toward a staircase at the back of the building. She moved with her usual controlled grace, but there was something different in the way she carried herself tonight.

Kara Parker is nervous.

That realization did something to me. Made this feel real in a way it hadn’t before.

We climbed to the second floor, and turned left down another hallway with floral wallpaper and antique sconces. When we were far enough from the stairs that our voices wouldn’t carry, Kara spoke quietly.

“I apologize for subjecting you to Catherine. I’d meant to meet you in the lobby before you encountered her, but I misjudged the timing.”

“It’s fine.”

“She can be quite judgmental,” Kara continued. “She’s a good woman—kind, competent, runs this place beautifully. But she has very… traditional views about how people should live their lives. She mentioned to me earlier this week that she doesn’t think highly of Nicole’s latest relationship.”

I kept my voice even. “I’m not worried about Catherine’s opinion.”

Kara glanced at me over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “No. I suppose you’re not. You don’t seem to worry much about what anyone thinks.”

“I worry about what the people I care about think,” I corrected. “Everyone else can form whatever opinions they want.”

That earned me a small smile. “Yes. You’ve certainly demonstrated that. Pissing off my ex-husband took considerable nerve.”

Kara nodded toward a door with a brass number plate. Room 6. She pulled a key card from a small clutch I hadn’t noticed she was carrying and unlocked the door.

The room was exactly what I’d expect from a historic inn trying to balance charm with comfort. Queen bed with an iron headboard and a quilted duvet in cream and sage green. Antique dresser, writing desk under the window, two armchairs flanking a small round table. Soft lighting from bedside lamps and a standing lamp in the corner. Thick curtains pulled back to show darkness outside.

The waterfall was audible through the window—a constant low rush that would probably be soothing once you got used to it.

Kara’s laptop sat open on the desk, papers spread around it. Her overnight bag was visible in the corner, perfectly organized. A book lay on the nightstand—something thick and serious-looking.

Kara set her clutch on the dresser, then turned to face me. Her hands moved to her hips, then away, then folded in front of her.

“The food here is actually quite good,” Kara said. “Catherine’s husband was a chef before he passed. She’s maintained the kitchen standards.”

“Kara.”

She stopped talking. Looked at me.

I held her gaze. “I’m glad you invited me.”

Something in her expression shifted. The nervousness was still there, but underneath it was heat.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” she admitted.

“I’m here.”

“Yes.” Kara’s voice was quiet. “You are.”

There was a knock at the door.

Kara glanced at her watch. “That’s too soon for the food.”

“Wine?” I guessed.

“Must be.”

She crossed to the door and opened it. Catherine stood in the hallway holding a tray with a wine bottle, two glasses, and a corkscrew. Her eyes moved past Kara to where I stood near the table, and I got the impression she was trying to be a little bit nosy.

“Your wine,” Catherine said, her voice professionally pleasant. She handed the tray to Kara but didn’t immediately step back.

“Thank you, Catherine.” Kara’s tone was firm but not rude.

Catherine’s gaze lingered another moment. Then she inclined her head. “Dinner will be here shortly.”

“Perfect.”

Kara closed the door. She carried the tray to the table and set it down, then stepped back to let me handle the bottle.

I worked the corkscrew into the cork and pulled it free with a quiet pop. The wine was a good red, probably expensive. I poured two glasses.

Kara took hers and I took mine. We stood there for a moment, glasses in hand, and the silence stretched between us.

That was when I became acutely, horrifyingly aware that I’d been working all day. I’d been sweating in Kara’s dusty library for hours. And then I’d driven straight here without showering, without changing, without doing anything to make myself remotely presentable. I could smell myself. Sweat, dust, the faint chemical tang of the wood treatment I’d been using. My flannel shirt was probably filthy. My jeans definitely were.

I was mortified. Kara was standing there in an amazing dress, looking like she’d stepped out of a magazine, and I smelled like a construction site.

“I should have gone back to the motel first,” I said. “I’m a mess.”

Kara’s dark eyes studied me. Then she moved closer.

“You smell like a man who’s been working,” she said quietly.

I blinked. “I smell like sweat and plaster dust.”

“Exactly.” Kara took another step. She was close enough now that I could see the rise and fall of her chest. “I like it.”

Heat shot through me.

“Manual labor.” Her voice dropped lower. “Honest work. A man who builds things, fixes things, doesn’t just push papers around a desk.” She tilted her head slightly, her gaze holding mine. “Do you have any idea how attractive that is?”

My pulse quickened. The wine glass felt heavy in my hand.

“I didn’t think⁠—”

“No,” Kara agreed. “You wouldn’t think that. You’d worry about being clean and presentable. But I’m telling you now—I like the way you smell after a day’s work.”

The air between us thickened. I could feel the heat radiating from her, see the slight tremor in her hand as she lifted her wine glass to her lips.

We moved to the table. Kara sat in one of the armchairs and I took the other. We sipped our wine. The silence felt charged now, weighted with possibility.

“Did Nicole show you our text conversation?” Kara asked.

“She did.”

Kara nodded slowly. “I thought she might have. You two seem very honest with each other. No games, no hiding.”

“That’s right.”

She was close enough now that I could catch her scent beneath the wine—something expensive and subtle that made me want to lean closer. Her knee was inches from mine.

“It’s an interesting situation you’re proposing,” Kara said. Her voice was measured, but there was something underneath it that wasn’t controlled at all. “Very intriguing.”

I waited.

“But surely you understand if I’m a bit slow to jump right in.”

“I understand completely.”

Kara took another sip of wine. Her dark eyes never left mine. “I’ve been thinking about it quite a bit the past couple of days.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” Her voice dropped. “I admit that it’s been turning me on.”

The words hit me. My body responded immediately—heat pooling low in my gut.

Slow, I reminded myself. Let her set the pace.

“Take all the time you need,” I said. “I know it’s unconventional.”

“I appreciate that.” Kara leaned back slightly in her chair, but her gaze stayed locked on mine. “You’re very patient for someone your age.”

“I’m patient when something matters.”

We hadn’t drunk much of the wine—maybe a few sips each. We were sober. Clear-headed. Whatever happened next would be a conscious choice, not something we could blame on alcohol later.

I wrinkled my nose.

Kara’s eyebrows lifted. “What?”

“I’m still pretty embarrassed about stinking up your nice room.”

She laughed. “Lance. I told you⁠—”

“I’m serious,” I said, laughing along with her. “You’ve got this amazing space, and I smell like I’ve been demo-ing a house. Which I have.”

Kara set her wine glass down and leaned forward. Her hand came to rest on my knee, warm through the denim, her fingers curving slightly.

“If it’ll make you feel more comfortable for dinner,” she said slowly, “you can use my shower.”

My brain went completely blank.

Kara’s thumb moved in a small circle against my knee. “I promise I won’t judge you for leaving dust in the tub.”

Her voice was steady, but her eyes weren’t. There was heat there. Invitation. A challenge, maybe.

“Okay,” I heard myself say.

“Okay.” Kara’s hand lingered another moment, then withdrew. She stood, moving to the dresser. “Let me get you a towel.”

I stood too, setting my wine glass on the table with hands that weren’t quite steady.

This was happening.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Iwalked into the bathroom with the towel Kara had handed me—thick, white, hotel-quality. The bathroom was small but well-appointed. White subway tiles, pedestal sink, claw-foot tub with a shower attachment. Everything was spotlessly clean.

I closed the door most of the way but left it open a crack. That was not by accident.

I stripped off my flannel shirt, then the t-shirt underneath. Both went on the floor in the corner. My jeans followed, then my boxers. I stood there naked. I was half-hard already, just from the anticipation.

I turned on the water, twisted the knob until it ran hot, and stepped under the spray.

The heat felt incredible. I closed my eyes and let the water pound down on my shoulders, my neck, washing away the dust and sweat and exhaustion. Steam filled the small space, thick and warm.

I reached for the soap—something expensive in a glass bottle—and started washing. Lathered my chest, my arms, worked the soap over my shoulders and down my back as best I could. The scent was clean, masculine, probably something Catherine stocked for male guests. I washed my hair next, working my fingers through it, rinsing away the grit.

The water cascaded down my body. I was fully hard now, my cock jutting out, impossible to ignore.

The bathroom door opened wider.

I turned my head toward the sound. Through the steamed glass of the shower curtain, I could make out Kara’s tall and curved silhouette.

She was standing just inside the bathroom, watching me.

I kept washing. Ran my soapy hands down my chest, over my abs, not hiding anything. Let her look.

The curtain slid back.

Kara stood there, completely naked.

I’d seen beautiful women before. I’d imagined Kara naked more than once. But nothing had prepared me for the reality.

She was stunning. Long-limbed and lean, with high breasts that were fuller than her clothes suggested, dark nipples already tight. Her waist curved in, her hips flared out in perfect proportion. The dark hair between her legs was neatly trimmed. Her skin was flawless, smooth and pale against the white tile.

She stepped into the tub with me, graceful despite the confined space.

Water hit her immediately, darkening her hair, running down her face, her shoulders, her breasts. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, letting the spray wash over her.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Just stood there watching water slide down her body.

When she opened her eyes again, they locked on mine.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

“Hi.”

We were inches apart. The space was so small that we had to stand close, our bodies almost touching.

Kara reached up and pushed her wet hair back from her face. The movement made her breasts lift. Water dripped from her nipples.

I couldn’t stop myself. My hand came up, fingers sliding along her jaw, tilting her face toward mine.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m sure.”

I kissed her.

Kara’s mouth opened under mine immediately, her tongue sliding against mine, hot and eager. She tasted like wine. Her hands came up to my chest, fingers splaying wide, and then she was pressing against me.

Wet skin on wet skin. Her breasts against my chest. Her stomach against mine. My cock trapped between us, hard and throbbing.

I groaned into her mouth and Kara made a sound in response—a low, hungry noise that shot straight through me.

My hands went to her waist, then lower, gripping her ass. Firm and perfect, filling my palms. I pulled her tighter against me and she gasped.

“Lance—”

I kissed her again, harder this time. My tongue claimed her mouth and she let me, melting against me, her nails digging into my shoulders.

Water pounded down on us. Steam filled the air. Everything was heat and wet skin and the taste of her.

I broke the kiss long enough to turn her around, pressing her back against the tile wall. Kara’s eyes went wide, her chest heaving.

I dropped to my knees.

Kara sucked in a breath as I lifted one of her legs over my shoulder, opening her to me. Her pussy was right there, wet from more than just the shower. Pink and perfect.

I leaned in and dragged my tongue up her slit.

“Oh god⁠—”

She tasted incredible. Clean and sweet and distinctly her. I licked again, slower this time, savoring it. Found her clit with the tip of my tongue and circled it.

Kara’s hand shot down to grip my hair. Her hips jerked forward.

“Lance—fuck⁠—”

I loved the way her controlled, polished voice fractured when I touched her. I worked her with my tongue, alternating between long, slow licks and focused attention on her clit. Her thigh trembled against my shoulder.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Please don’t stop.”

I had no intention of stopping. I sucked her clit between my lips and she cried out, the sound echoing off the tile. Her fingers tightened in my hair, almost painful, holding me exactly where she wanted me.

I slid two fingers inside her. She was tight, clenching around me immediately. I pumped them slowly while my tongue kept working her clit.

“Yes—oh fuck yes⁠—”

Kara was close. I could feel it in the way her whole body tensed, the way her breathing went ragged. I curved my fingers inside her, found the spot that made her gasp, and pressed.

She came hard.

Her pussy clamped down on my fingers, her whole body shaking. She made a sound that was half-moan, half-sob, her hips grinding against my face as the orgasm rolled through her.

I kept licking, kept moving my fingers, drawing it out as long as I could.

When she finally sagged against the wall, trembling and gasping, I withdrew my fingers and kissed the inside of her thigh.

Kara looked down at me through heavy-lidded eyes. Her face was flushed, her lips parted.

I stood, water still cascading over both of us. Kara’s hands went immediately to my cock, wrapping around the shaft, stroking.

My head fell back. “Fuck.”

“You’re so hard,” she murmured. “God, Lance.”

She stroked me slowly, her grip firm and confident. Then she dropped to her knees.

I looked down just in time to see her take me in her mouth.

The sight alone nearly finished me. Kara Parker on her knees, water streaming down her back, her lips wrapped around my cock.

She took me deep, her tongue working the underside of my shaft. I groaned and braced one hand against the tile to keep from collapsing.

“Kara—”

Her hand wrapped around the base of my cock, pumping what wouldn’t fit in her mouth. She sucked hard, then pulled back to swirl her tongue around the head.

I was not going to last.

“I need to be inside you,” I said roughly. “Now.”

Kara released me with a wet sound and looked up. “Do it.”

I helped her to her feet, then turned off the water. We were both dripping, breathing hard. I grabbed the towel from the rack and we stumbled out of the tub together.

Kara backed toward the door, pulling me with her. We left wet footprints on the tile, on the hardwood. I was dimly aware that we should probably dry off, but I couldn’t make myself care.

She pulled me into the bedroom. The wine glasses were still on the table. The bed was right there, perfectly made with its cream and sage quilt.

Kara sat on the edge of the mattress and scooted back, spreading her legs.

“Come here.”

I climbed onto the bed, settling between her thighs. My cock was right there, pressed against her entrance. So close. All I had to do was push forward.

Our eyes met.

“I want you,” Kara said softly. “I’ve wanted you since that first day at my house.”

I pushed inside her.

Tight. Hot. Perfect. Kara’s head fell back and she moaned, long and low. I buried myself to the hilt and had to freeze, every muscle locked, fighting the urge to come immediately.

I groaned.

Kara’s legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper.

I pulled back and thrust again. Slow and deep, feeling every inch of her. Kara gasped, her nails raking down my back.

I set a steady rhythm, watching her face. She was so beautiful like this—flushed and open, all her control stripped away. Every thrust made her breasts bounce. Her hair was spread across the pillow, still damp from the shower.

“Harder,” she said.

I drove into her harder. The bed frame creaked. Kara cried out, arching beneath me.

“Yes—like that—don’t stop⁠—”

I hooked my arms under her knees and pushed them back toward her chest, opening her up completely. The new angle let me go even deeper and Kara made a sound I’d never heard from her before—desperate and needy.

I pounded into her, giving her everything. The slap of skin on skin filled the room. Kara’s moans got louder, higher.

“Lance, I’m going to⁠—”

“Come for me,” I said. “Let me feel it.”

She shattered. Her pussy clamped down on my cock, rippling and squeezing. She cried out my name, her whole body shaking.

The feeling of her coming around me sent me over the edge. My orgasm slammed into me, whiting out my vision. I thrust deep one last time and came hard, groaning her name.

We stayed locked together, both of us trembling and gasping. My arms were shaking from holding myself up. Kara’s legs slipped down from around my waist to rest on the mattress.

I pulled out carefully. Kara propped herself up on her elbows and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“Well,” she said breathlessly. “That happened.”

I climbed back onto the bed beside her. “Yeah.”

She rolled toward me, her hand coming to rest on my chest. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my skin.

“That was—” She stopped. Started again. “I wasn’t expecting it to be that intense.”

“Same.”

Kara’s dark eyes searched mine. “Nicole knows you came here tonight?”

“She doesn’t just know. She sent me.”

Kara’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Really.”

She processed that for a moment. “That’s remarkably evolved of her.”

“Nicole’s remarkable in a lot of ways.”

Kara was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, “I think I do want to do this. But I need to understand how this works. The three of us. What the rules are. What the expectations are.”

“That’s fair.”

Kara nodded again. Her hand was still on my chest, warm against my skin.

Outside, the waterfall rushed on, constant and unchanging. Inside this room, everything had shifted.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




We were still catching our breath when something occurred to me. “Whatever happened to dinner?”

Kara’s eyes went wide. “Shit.”

She scrambled off the bed and grabbed a towel from where we’d dropped them, wrapping it around herself. I did the same, tucking the terry cloth around my waist.

She crossed to the door and opened it. A covered tray sat on the floor just outside, complete with a small vase holding a single white rose.

Kara picked up the tray and brought it inside, setting it on the table. She lifted the covers to reveal two plates of chicken marsala with roasted vegetables, a basket of bread, and a small dish of butter.

“Catherine must have knocked while we were…” Kara trailed off, her lips curving into a smile.

“Busy,” I finished.

“Exactly.”

Kara settled into one of the armchairs, adjusting her towel. I took the other chair. The wine glasses were still there, mostly full. I picked mine up and took a sip.

The food smelled incredible. My stomach reminded me I’d worked all day and hadn’t eaten since lunch.

Kara took a bite of chicken and made an appreciative sound. “Catherine definitely maintains standards in the kitchen.”

“It’s really good.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Kara’s hair was starting to dry, turning wavy as it did.

She set her fork down and reached for her wine glass, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Catherine definitely knows something happened in here.”

“Probably.”

Kara’s smile turned wicked. “She knocked. We didn’t answer. I can only imagine what’s going through her head right now.”

I grinned. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Immensely.” Kara took another sip of wine. “Catherine Barton is the most proper woman in Mapleton. You can see it by how she runs this inn with perfect decorum. Everything by the book, everything respectable.” She leaned forward slightly. “The idea of her standing in that hallway, realizing her guests were too occupied to answer the door…”

“That’s pretty devilish of you.”

“I know.” Her dark eyes sparkled. “I spent twenty years being the proper corporate wife. Dinner parties, charity galas, playing the role Brett needed me to play. Now I get to do whatever I want.”

I cut another piece of chicken. “Including scandalizing the local innkeeper.”

“Especially that.”

I didn’t know Catherine well. But watching Kara get such obvious pleasure from the situation was entertaining as hell.

“You’re terrible,” I said, grinning.

“I really am.” Kara didn’t sound remotely apologetic.

We kept eating. The chicken was perfectly cooked, the sauce rich and savory. The vegetables were tender but not mushy. Catherine—or whoever she had cooking for her—knew what they were doing.

Kara refilled both our wine glasses. We were relaxed now, the initial intensity faded into something easier. Her foot brushed mine under the table and stayed there.

“This is nice,” she said quietly.

“It is.”

“I wasn’t sure what to expect tonight. But this…” She gestured between us with her fork. “It’s better than I imagined.”

Heat stirred low in my gut again. “Yeah?”

“Yes.” Kara held my gaze. “Definitely.”

We finished eating. Kara stacked the plates back on the tray and set the covers over them. She left the tray on the table—presumably for Catherine to collect later.

I sat back in my chair, wine glass in hand, suddenly very aware that I needed to check in with Nicole.

Kara must have read something in my expression because she said, “You’re thinking about Nicole.”

“Yeah.”

I pulled out my phone. Kara watched me, her expression shifting from relaxed to something more guarded. Nervous, maybe. This was the test. The proof that everything I’d said about honesty and transparency wasn’t just talk.

I opened my messages and typed.

Hey.

Nicole’s reply came almost immediately.

How did it go?

Kara was watching me. I met her eyes. “She wants to know how it went.”

“Tell her.”

I looked back at my phone and started typing.

It went really well. We had wine, talked for a bit. Then I took a shower and she joined me.

Oh my god. Tell me everything.

I felt my face heat slightly, but I kept typing.

I went down on her in the shower. She came hard. Then she sucked me off for a minute before we moved to the bed. We had sex. It was intense.

Jesus Christ that’s hot. Did she enjoy it?

I glanced at Kara. “Nicole wants to know if you enjoyed it.”

Kara’s cheeks flushed. “Very much.”

I typed, She says very much.

Good. You should stay with her tonight. I want you to have this time together.

Are you sure?

Completely sure. I’m so happy for both of you.

I set my phone on the table and looked at Kara. “Want to read them?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

I handed her the phone. She scrolled through the conversation, her expression shifting as she read. When she finished, she set the phone down carefully.

“She’s really into this,” Kara said. There was wonder in her voice.

“She is.”

“And she wants you to stay here tonight.”

“Yeah.”

Kara was quiet for a moment, processing. Then she stood, letting her towel drop to the floor.

She was naked again, beautiful in the lamplight. My body responded immediately.

“Then come to bed,” she said.

I stood, dropping my own towel. Kara’s eyes traveled down my body, lingering on my hardening cock.

“Again?” she asked, smiling.

“If you’re interested.”

Kara crossed to the bed and pulled back the covers. She slid between the sheets and looked at me.

“I’m very interested.”

I climbed in beside her. The sheets were cool and soft against my skin. Kara rolled toward me, her hand finding my chest.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“For being honest. For showing me the texts. For making this real instead of just… secretive.”

“This only works if we’re all honest.”

“I know.” Kara’s hand slid lower, wrapping around my cock. “Now stop talking and make love to me again.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Early the next morning, Kara and I crossed the lobby toward the front door. There was another employee working, and he smiled at us on the way out.

“Catherine must be off,” I said. “Makes sense. She worked late last night.”

“I’m slightly disappointed, actually. I would have liked to see the look on her face this morning.”

I laughed. “You really do enjoy this.”

“Immensely. Catherine Barton hasn’t been scandalized in years. It would have been good for her.”

The flash of an idea popped into my head, but I quickly pushed it away.

Kara pushed open the door and we stepped outside together. The morning was clear and cold.

A car door slammed. I looked up just as Brett Vanderpool came striding across the parking lot toward us.

Everything about his posture screamed fury barely held in check.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Brett said.

I moved immediately, stepping between him and Kara.

Brett stopped about ten feet away, his hands balled into fists. “Unbelievable. You’re actually fucking her.”

“Brett—” Kara started.

“Shut up.” Brett’s eyes locked on me. “I told you to stay out of my way. I told you not to make enemies in this town.”

I kept my voice calm. “You need to leave.”

“I’ll leave when I’m done.” Brett took another step forward. I held my ground. “You think you can play house with this trash and interfere in my business?”

Heat flared in my chest. “Watch your mouth.”

“Why? She’s trash. Used goods from a failed marriage who thinks she can buy some young dick to feel relevant again.” Brett’s lip curled. “And you’re finished, Hayden. You’re done in this town.”

Kara’s hand touched my back. I could feel her shaking—anger or fear or both.

I kept my eyes on Brett. “We’re done here.”

“No, we’re not.” Brett’s voice dropped. “I’m not waiting thirty days. I’m having Hegmann condemn the bookshop tomorrow for ‘imminent structural failure.’ I paid enough for that report, and I’m going to use it. Nicole Hill is going to lose everything. And Kara—” He pointed at her. “You’re going to watch me tear down every pathetic little shop on that green and build something that actually makes money.”

He turned and stalked back to his car where it was parked crookedly near the entrance. The engine roared to life and he peeled out of the lot, tires squealing.

I stood there, my heart pounding, fists still clenched.

Kara exhaled shakily behind me.

I turned to face her. She was pale, her arms wrapped around herself.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine. He’s all bluster.” But her voice wasn’t quite steady.

I remembered Brett’s words. I paid enough for that report.

“Kara. He paid for the report. Hegmann’s report. The building inspector’s report.”

Kara’s eyes widened slightly. “He said that, didn’t he?”

“Yeah. He did.”

Building inspectors were municipal employees. They worked for the town, not for developers. Their reports were supposed to be objective assessments of code compliance and structural safety.

They weren’t supposed to be purchased.

Kara was processing the same thing I was. I could see it in the way her expression shifted from shaken to thoughtful.

“That’s a bribe,” she said quietly.

“Has to be.”

If Brett had paid Hegmann to write a report condemning Nicole’s building, that was corruption. That was illegal. That was exactly the kind of thing that could blow up in Brett’s face if it came to light.

Kara started pacing, her hand pressed to her mouth. After a long moment, she stopped and looked at me. “I might have an idea.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t want to get ahead of myself.” Kara shook her head. “I need to check something first and confirm it. But Brett may have just buried himself.”

“How?”

“Give me some time,” she said. “Let me look into this. If I’m right…” She trailed off, then met my eyes. “If I’m right, we can stop him for good.”

I wanted to push for more information. But Kara’s expression was determined and focused. She was in lawyer mode now, working through angles and possibilities.

“How long do you need?” I asked.

“A few hours.” Kara crossed back to me and took my hand. “When Brett gets angry, he gets sloppy. And he just got very, very sloppy.” She squeezed my hand. “I’ll call you when I have something.”


Chapter Thirty




Iapproached Birch & Bower just as the door opened and Catherine Barton stepped out onto the sidewalk.

She saw me immediately and froze. We looked at each other for a beat, and in that brief moment I watched her expression cycle through surprise, recognition, and something that looked a lot like mortification.

Then she dropped her gaze, pulled her coat tighter around herself, and hurried past me.

I turned to watch her go.

That was interesting.

Inside the shop, Nicole was behind the counter, and the moment I saw her face, I knew exactly what had just happened.

She was smiling. Not the polite, customer-service smile she used with strangers. This was genuine amusement, the kind that made her eyes crinkle at the corners and her whole face light up.

“Morning,” I said.

“Good morning.” Nicole’s smile widened. “You just missed Catherine.”

“I saw her outside. She looked… uncomfortable.”

“That’s one word for it.” Nicole leaned against the counter, her arms crossed, clearly enjoying herself. “She came here to inform me that you spent the night with Kara last night.”

“Oh really?”

“She felt I should know.” Nicole’s tone was perfectly neutral, but her eyes were dancing. “She was very concerned about it. She told me she wasn’t one to gossip, but she felt it was her duty to let me know what kind of man I was involved with.”

I couldn’t help but smile too.

“She was so earnest about it.” Nicole bit her lip, clearly fighting laughter.

“What did you tell her?”

“The truth. I told her I already knew and I didn’t mind.”

I could picture Catherine’s face when she heard that. “How’d she take it?”

“She got very quiet and went very pink.” Nicole’s amusement returned full force. “Then she apologized for sticking her nose where it didn’t belong and practically fled out the door. I’ve never seen Catherine Barton move that fast.”

I shook my head, grinning. “Kara’s going to love this.”

“Oh, I already texted her.” Nicole pulled out her phone and showed me the screen.

Catherine just came to the shop to tell me about you and Lance. I told her I knew. She nearly died of embarrassment.

Kara’s response was a string of laughing emojis followed by: I LOVE IT. Poor Catherine.

I handed the phone back. “You two are terrible.”

“We really are.” Nicole came around the counter and slid her arms around my waist. She kissed me, soft and warm. When she pulled back, her expression turned more thoughtful.

“You know the whole town is going to know about this by lunch, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And they just found out about you and me. The age gap thing.” Nicole’s eyes searched mine. “Now they’re going to find out about… this new thing we’re doing.”

I nodded slowly. She was right. By this afternoon, everyone would know. By tonight, it would be the only thing anyone was talking about. The younger guy dating the divorced bookshop owner was scandalous enough. The younger guy apparently dating both the divorced bookshop owner and the divorced corporate lawyer? That was going to set tongues wagging for weeks.

Things were moving fast. It should have scared me.

But it didn’t.

I hesitated, then pulled back slightly. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Nicole’s smile faded. “What happened?”

“Brett showed up at the inn this morning. Kara and I were leaving together and he saw us.”

Nicole’s face went pale. “Oh.”

“He threatened to have Hegmann condemn the shop tomorrow. Said he paid for the report and he’s going to use it.”

Nicole’s hand came to her mouth. She turned away, walking a few steps toward the window.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know this wasn’t⁠—”

“No.” Nicole shook her head, still facing away from me. “I mean, I knew he’d find out eventually. About you and Kara. I was actually kind of looking forward to it, if I’m being honest. I thought it would be satisfying to watch him realize his ex-wife was with you.” She turned back to face me. “But I didn’t know it was going to be that intense. I didn’t know he’d react like this.”

She looked genuinely worried now. The amusement from Catherine’s visit was completely gone.

“What am I going to do?” Nicole asked quietly. “If he condemns the shop tomorrow…”

“Kara thinks she might have an idea.”

Nicole’s eyes sharpened. “What kind of idea?”

“She didn’t say. She wanted to check something first to confirm it. But she said Brett might have just buried himself.”

“What if it doesn’t work out?” Nicole’s voice was small. “What if whatever Kara’s planning doesn’t work?”

I opened my mouth to reassure her, then stopped. Because I didn’t actually have an answer to that. I’d been so caught up in the moment that I hadn’t thought about what happened if her plan didn’t pan out.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I hope she can come through with whatever she’s planning. We should wait for her to get back to us.”

Nicole nodded slowly. She wrapped her arms around herself, staring at the floor.

I stayed quiet, giving her space to process.


Chapter Thirty-One




I’d been reading the same page of my book for the past ten minutes, staring at the words without absorbing them. Nicole was shelving returns across the room, and every few minutes I’d glance up to watch her.

The bell over the door chimed. Kara stepped inside, dressed in a dark wool coat and boots, her hair pulled back in that sleek style she favored. She was carrying a manila folder, and the moment I saw her expression, I knew she’d found something.

But what stopped me wasn’t Kara’s arrival. It was the moment that happened next.

Nicole turned from the shelf and saw Kara. They looked at each other for a beat, and something passed between them that I couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t awkward or tense. It was something else entirely.

Nicole’s mouth curved into a small smile. Kara’s lips quirked in response, one eyebrow arching slightly.

They were looking at each other with an expression I’d seen before—women sizing each other up, but not in hostility. More like recognition. Acknowledgment of something shared.

They’re both sleeping with the same guy, I thought. And they’re not remotely bothered by it.

The moment stretched another beat and Nicole actually laughed, soft and genuine.

“Come here,” Kara said, gesturing us both toward the counter. “I want you to see what I found.”

Kara crossed the shop, and the three of us converged at the counter. Kara set the manila folder down.

“I got into Brett’s cloud storage,” she said without preamble.

Nicole’s eyes widened. “How?”

“I set it up for him years ago. And Brett, despite being a real estate developer, is remarkably predictable when it comes to passwords. He uses the same one for everything. BrettWins1.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” Kara opened the folder and pulled out several printed pages. “And I’m well within my rights to access them because my name is still on the account from when it was set up during our marriage. Anyway, I found his development budget for Mapleton.”

She spread the pages across the counter. Nicole leaned in, her shoulder brushing mine. I could smell her vanilla scent mixing with Kara’s subtle perfume.

Kara pointed to the first line item. “Look at this.”

The spreadsheet was titled “Mapleton Acquisition Budget” and dated three months ago—well before Brett had made his first offer to Nicole.

Line Item 1 read: “Birch & Bower Books—Purchase Price (Distressed Asset): $50,000.”

Nicole made a small sound, something between a gasp and a curse.

I stared at the number. The building was worth at least $300,000, probably more given its location on the town green. But Brett had budgeted fifty thousand.

“He was planning to devalue it from the beginning,” I said.

“Exactly.” Kara’s finger moved down the page. “Now look at Line Item 2.”

Under “Soft Costs,” there was a recurring monthly entry: “R. Hegmann Consulting—$1,500/month.”

I read it twice to make sure I was seeing it right.

“Ron Hegmann,” Nicole said quietly. “The building inspector.”

“Building inspectors are municipal employees,” Kara said. “They work for the town. They cannot legally accept consulting fees from developers working in their jurisdiction. It’s a direct conflict of interest.”

“It’s a bribe,” I said.

“It’s a bribe,” Kara confirmed. “Brett has been paying Hegmann fifteen hundred dollars a month for the past six months. Right here in black and white, in Brett’s own budget spreadsheet.”

Nicole was staring at the papers, her hand pressed to her mouth.

Kara straightened, satisfaction radiating from her. “This is exactly the proof we need.”

“He documented it,” Nicole said. “He actually documented paying off a building inspector.”

I looked at the papers spread across the counter. The entire premeditated plan laid out in neat rows and columns.

“What do we do with this?” Nicole asked.

Kara met her eyes. “We destroy him.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




The town hall’s smaller conference room felt cramped and airless. Two rows of folding chairs faced a raised table where five board members sat with varying degrees of discomfort.

Nicole sat between Kara and me in the front row. Her hands were folded in her lap, but I could see the tension in her shoulders, the way she kept pressing her thumbnail into her palm.

I’d tried to reassure her on the drive over by telling her Kara knew what she was doing. I reminded her the evidence was solid.

But Nicole had shaken her head. “He called an emergency session, Lance. He got Ron Hegmann to file an ‘Imminent Danger’ report. That means if we don’t stop this tonight, the shop gets boarded up tomorrow. Today, actually. They can do it immediately.”

She’d explained it all to me earlier. Hegmann had claimed he’d found a “severe electrical hazard” that posed a threat to public safety. It was enough to force the Planning Board to hold an Emergency Session within twenty-four hours to authorize an Emergency Abatement Order.

Which meant they could shut down Birch & Bower Books today. And Nicole would have no recourse until the appeals process played out—which could take months. By then, she’d be bankrupt.

Exactly what Brett wanted.

I reached over and took Nicole’s hand. She gripped it tightly without looking at me.

Kara sat on Nicole’s other side, perfectly composed. Dark blazer, tailored slacks, hair pulled back. She had the manila folder in her lap, one hand resting on it.

Brett sat three rows back with his lawyer. He caught my eye and smirked.

Ron Hegmann sat near the front, alone. He was sweating despite the room being cold. His shirt collar looked too tight. Every few seconds he’d glance at Brett, then away.

The Chairperson—a stern-looking woman in her sixties named Margaret Thornton—rapped her gavel once. The murmur of conversation died.

“This Emergency Session of the Mapleton Planning Board is now in order,” she said. Her voice was businesslike. “We’re here to review an Imminent Danger report filed by Building Inspector Ronald Hegmann regarding the commercial property currently occupied by Birch and Bower Books.”

She looked at Hegmann. “Mr. Hegmann, please present your findings.”

Hegmann stood. He was clutching a clipboard, his knuckles white. He cleared his throat twice before speaking.

“On my inspection of the property yesterday, I observed outdated electrical wiring that poses a significant fire hazard. The combination of structural instability and fire risk creates an immediate danger to the public. I recommend the Board authorize an Emergency Abatement Order to close the property until all violations are remedied.”

Nicole’s hand tightened on mine.

Hegmann sat down, still sweating.

Brett stood. “Madam Chair, if I may?”

Margaret nodded.

Brett stepped forward, playing the concerned citizen. “I know there’s been some tension about development in this town. But this isn’t about business. This is about safety. A child could be seriously harmed, or worse. I understand Ms. Hill is attached to her shop. But we can’t put sentiment above public safety.”

Nicole’s jaw tightened.

Margaret glanced at her fellow board members. “Unless there are objections, I’m prepared to call for a vote on the Emergency Abatement Order.”

Two of the board members nodded. A third looked uncertain.

This was it. If the vote passed, Nicole’s shop would be condemned within the hour.

Nicole stood. “The report is a lie,” she said quietly.

Brett turned, his expression shifting to irritation. “Ms. Hill, I understand you’re upset, but⁠—”

“The wiring was inspected and approved three years ago. There is no imminent danger.” Nicole’s voice stronger now.

Brett’s lawyer leaned forward. “Madam Chair, this is denial. We have a certified expert who⁠—”

Kara stood, cutting him off.

“Madam Chair,” she said, addressing Margaret directly. “Does the town of Mapleton allow its building inspectors to work as paid consultants for the developers whose properties they are inspecting?”

The room went still.

Margaret’s eyes narrowed. “No. That would be a conflict of interest.”

Kara opened the manila folder and pulled out a single sheet of paper. She walked to the board table and slid it across to Margaret.

“This is a copy of Mr. Vanderpool’s development budget for Mapleton,” Kara said. “Line Item Two, under Soft Costs.”

Margaret picked up the paper. Her expression didn’t change, but I saw her eyes move down the page and stop.

She read aloud: “R. Hegmann Consulting. Fifteen hundred dollars per month.” She looked up. “Mr. Hegmann. Is this accurate?”

Hegmann’s face went white. “It… it was for general advice,” he stammered. “On other projects. Not this one. Just… general consulting.”

“You are inspecting a property targeted for acquisition by a man paying you a monthly retainer,” Margaret said. Her voice was ice. “That is an immediate and disqualifying conflict of interest.”

Brett was on his feet. “This is a misunderstanding. Hegmann consulted on several⁠—”

“Mr. Vanderpool.” Margaret’s gaze shifted to him. “Did you or did you not pay Mr. Hegmann fifteen hundred dollars a month for the past six months?”

Brett’s lawyer put a hand on his arm, but Brett shook it off.

“I retained him for advice on code compliance across multiple properties⁠—”

“Including this one.”

Brett hesitated. That was all Margaret needed.

She looked at Hegmann. “Mr. Hegmann, you are placed on administrative leave effective immediately, pending a full investigation. Your inspection reports related to any property connected to Mr. Vanderpool are hereby voided.”

Hegmann started to protest, then seemed to deflate. He sat down heavily.

Margaret turned to the board. “The Emergency Abatement Order is denied due to tainted evidence. Mr. Vanderpool’s petition is dismissed with prejudice. This session is adjourned.”

She banged her gavel once. The sound echoed in the silent room.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Nicole exhaled—a long, shaky breath she must have been holding for the past five minutes.

Brett stood frozen, staring at Kara. His face was red, his jaw clenched so tight I thought he might crack a molar.

Kara met his gaze calmly. Her expression was serene, almost pleasant. But her eyes were cold.

“I’d keep your lawyer, close Brett,” she said. “You’re going to need him.”

“You went through my files,” he said.

“Maybe you should change your password,” Kara said. “I suggest BrettLoses1.”

Brett’s hands curled into fists. For a second I thought he might actually try something. But his lawyer grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the door.

Brett left without another word, Hegmann trailing behind him like a sad dog.

The room emptied quickly after that. The board members filed out, Margaret pausing to nod briefly at Kara before she left.

Then it was just the three of us.

Then Nicole laughed—a surprised, relieved sound that broke the tension completely.


Chapter Thirty-Three




The Glasshouse Pub was quiet that night. Carol had given us the same back booth where Brett had cornered us weeks ago—which felt fitting somehow. Like taking back territory.

Carol brought over three pints without us asking and set them down with a knowing smile.

“On the house,” she said.

“Really? Why?” Nicole asked.

“I heard what happened at the town hall. About damn time someone put Brett Vanderpool in his place.”

Kara raised her glass. “To small towns and their gossip networks.”

We clinked glasses and drank. The beer was cold and perfect, and I watched the tension drain from Nicole’s shoulders as she took her first sip.

“I still can’t believe it worked,” Nicole said. She was looking at Kara with something close to awe. “You actually beat him.”

“We beat him,” Kara corrected. “You stood up. You didn’t back down.”

Nicole shook her head, smiling. “You’re the one who found the evidence. And you knew exactly how to use it.”

“Years of practice.” Kara’s expression turned thoughtful. “Brett always thought he was smarter than everyone else. That’s his weakness. He documents everything because he’s arrogant enough to think he’ll never get caught.”

I took another drink, letting them talk. There was something fascinating about watching the two of them together—the way they moved around each other, the ease that was developing between them.

Kara caught me looking and raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Just thinking,” I said.

“About?”

“About how you two make a good team.”

Nicole laughed softly. “That’s one way to put it.”

Later, after we all finished our beers, Nicole looked at Kara, then at me, and a smile spread across her face—slow and deliberate and absolutely mischievous.

“I have an idea,” she said.

Kara’s eyebrow arched. “What kind of idea?”

“A way we can celebrate. But we’d need to go back to my place.”
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I followed Nicole and Kara up the stairs to Nicole’s apartment, my heart hammering. The three of us moved in silence, but the air between us was charged with anticipation and intent.

Nicole unlocked the door and stepped inside, turning to face us. The dim light from the street caught her hair, made it glow auburn and gold. She looked at Kara, then at me, and that slow smile returned.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Nicole said. Her voice was steady, but I could see the flush creeping up her neck. “About all of us. Together.”

Kara set her purse down on the side table, her movements deliberate. She was watching Nicole with an intensity that made something low in my gut tighten. “You’re sure?”

“Very sure.” Nicole crossed to me, rose on her toes, and kissed me. Her mouth was warm and soft, tasting faintly of beer. When she pulled back, she looked at Kara. “I want to see him with you. I want to watch.”

Kara’s eyes darkened. She stepped closer, closing the distance between us until we were all standing in a rough triangle in the middle of Nicole’s living room. She looked at me, her gaze direct and assessing.

“Yes or no, Lance?”

“Yes,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended.

Kara smiled—not her usual reserved expression, but something genuine and hungry. She reached up, slid her fingers into my hair, and pulled me down into a kiss.

Kara kissed differently than Nicole. Where Nicole was soft and yielding, Kara was demanding. Her mouth moved against mine with purpose, her tongue sliding against mine in a way that made my cock harden instantly. Her hand tightened in my hair, not quite rough but enough to make my scalp tingle.

I heard Nicole’s soft intake of breath and broke the kiss to look at her. She was standing a few feet away, her eyes wide and bright, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She bit her lower lip, watching us.

“Don’t stop on my account,” she said.

Kara’s hand was still in my hair. She tugged slightly, drawing my attention back to her. “Where’s your bedroom?”

Nicole gestured toward the hallway. “Through there.”

We moved as a unit, Nicole leading the way. Her bedroom was, once again, warm and comfortable, with soft lighting from a bedside lamp. The window overlooked Main Street, but Nicole crossed to it and drew the curtains shut.

When she turned back, Kara was already unbuttoning her blouse.

I’d imagined this scenario many times, but reality was so much better than fantasy. Each button revealed more of her skin, smooth and pale in the lamplight. She shrugged the blouse off and let it fall to the floor, standing there in a black lace bra that cupped her breasts perfectly.

Nicole made a soft sound, somewhere between a sigh and a moan.

Kara’s eyes flicked to her. “You’re overdressed.”

Nicole laughed, but there was a breathless quality to it. She reached for the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion. Underneath, she wore a cream-colored bra. Her curves were fuller than Kara’s, softer, and my mouth went dry looking at her.

Kara walked over to Nicole and stood behind her, reaching around to cup Nicole’s breasts through the fabric of her bra. Nicole leaned back against Kara’s body, her head tilting to one side as Kara’s lips found her neck.

Fuck.

I stood there watching them—Kara’s hands on Nicole’s body, Nicole’s eyes fluttering closed, the gentle rise and fall of their breathing starting to sync. It was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen, and they’d barely started.

Kara’s gaze met mine over Nicole’s shoulder. “Are you going to stand there all night, or are you going to help me undress her?”

I crossed to them. Nicole’s eyes opened as I approached, and the look she gave me was pure heat. I reached for the button of her jeans, worked it open, then the zipper. Kara’s hands were still on Nicole’s breasts, kneading gently, and Nicole’s breathing was getting faster.

I slid my hands into the waistband of her jeans and pushed them down over her hips. She stepped out of them, then kicked them aside. She was wearing simple cotton underwear, and somehow that was sexier than anything else could have been.

Kara unhooked Nicole’s bra and let it fall away. Nicole’s breasts spilled free, full and soft, her nipples already hard. Kara’s hands moved to cup them, her thumbs brushing over the peaks, and Nicole made a low, desperate sound.

I dropped to my knees and hooked my fingers into the waistband of Nicole’s underwear. I looked up at her, waiting for permission. She nodded, her hands coming to rest on my shoulders.

I pulled her underwear down slowly, revealing her completely. She was already wet. I could see it, smell it, feel the heat radiating from her. I leaned in and kissed the inside of her thigh, then higher, letting my breath ghost over her pussy.

Nicole’s fingers tightened on my shoulders. “Lance…”

I looked up again. Kara was watching me, her hands still on Nicole’s breasts, her expression dark with arousal. She nodded once.

I pressed my mouth to Nicole’s pussy and licked.

She tasted sweet and salty and perfect. I used my tongue to part her folds, finding her clit and circling it slowly. Nicole’s hips jerked forward, pressing herself against my mouth, and Kara’s hands tightened on her breasts.

“That’s it,” Kara murmured. “Let him taste you.”

I worked Nicole with my mouth, my tongue, feeling her getting wetter with every stroke. Her breathing was ragged now, her hands gripping my shoulders hard enough to hurt. I slid two fingers inside her and curled them upward.

“Oh god,” Nicole moaned. “Lance, I’m⁠—”

I sucked her clit into my mouth and felt her come apart. She cried out, her whole body shaking, her pussy clenching around my fingers. Kara held her upright, supporting her weight as the orgasm rolled through her.

When Nicole finally stilled, I pulled back and stood. My cock was straining against my jeans, hard enough to ache. Nicole’s face was flushed, her eyes glazed with pleasure.

Kara kissed her cheek, then gently guided her toward the bed. “Sit down,” she said. “It’s your turn to watch.”

Nicole obeyed, sinking onto the edge of the bed. Her eyes were fixed on me, hungry and wanting.

Kara turned to face me fully. She reached behind her back and unhooked her bra, letting it slide off her shoulders. Her breasts were smaller than Nicole’s, high and firm, her nipples a dusky rose color. She was beautiful in a sharp, elegant way that made my breath catch.

“Take off your shirt,” she said.

I pulled my flannel off and dropped it on the floor, then reached for my t-shirt. Kara stepped closer, her hands going to the button of my jeans before I could finish.

“I’ll handle this,” she said.

She worked the button free, then the zipper, her knuckles brushing against my erection through my boxers. The contact made me hiss. She smirked, clearly pleased with herself, and pushed my jeans down. I kicked them off along with my boots, standing there in just my boxers with my cock tenting the fabric obscenely.

Kara hooked her fingers into the waistband and pulled them down. My cock sprang free, hard and heavy, and Kara’s eyes widened slightly.

“Wow,” she murmured. She wrapped her hand around me, her grip firm and confident, and stroked once from base to tip. “You’re going to split me in half with this thing.”

Behind her, Nicole made a soft, needy sound. I glanced over and saw her sitting on the bed with her thighs pressed together, her hands gripping the edge of the mattress. She was watching us with absolute focus, her lips parted, her breathing rapid.

Kara followed my gaze and smiled. “She likes watching you,” she said. Then she dropped to her knees.

The first touch of her mouth on my cock made every muscle in my body lock up. She took me in slowly, her tongue swirling around the head before she slid further down. She was skilled—no hesitation, no awkwardness, just pure confidence as she worked me with her mouth and hand in tandem.

I looked down at her, at this beautiful, sharp woman on her knees with my cock in her mouth, and had to fight the urge to come right then.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

Kara pulled back, releasing me with an obscene pop. She looked up at me, her eyes dark with lust. “I want you to fuck me,” she said. “Hard. Show Nicole how we fuck.”

I reached down and pulled her to her feet. She was still wearing her slacks, and I made quick work of the button and zipper, shoving them down along with her underwear—black lace that matched her bra. She stepped out of them gracefully, now completely naked.

Kara’s body was all lean muscle and elegant lines. Her hips were narrow, her stomach flat, her legs long and toned. Between her thighs, I could see she was already wet, her pussy glistening in the lamplight.

“Bed,” I said. My voice came out rough, commanding.

Kara’s lips curved into a smile. “Yes, sir.”

She climbed onto the bed on all fours, giving me a perfect view of her ass and the wet slit of her pussy. Nicole shifted to give her room, then settled against the headboard, her eyes wide as she watched Kara position herself.

I moved behind Kara, gripping her hips. My cock brushed against her pussy and she pushed back, trying to take me in. I held her still.

“Not yet,” I said.

I used one hand to guide my cock along her slit, teasing her, feeling how wet she was. She was soaked, her arousal coating my length as I slid back and forth without entering her.

“Lance,” Kara said, her voice strained. “Stop teasing and fuck me.”

I lined myself up and pushed inside in one slow, steady thrust.

Kara’s moan was low and guttural, her back arching as I filled her completely. She was incredibly tight, hot and wet, her pussy gripping my cock like a fist. I held still for a moment, letting her adjust, feeling her inner muscles flutter around me.

I pulled back until just the head of my cock was inside her, then slammed forward. Kara cried out, her hands fisting in the duvet. I set a hard, fast rhythm, my hips snapping against her ass with each thrust. The sound of skin on skin filled the room, along with Kara’s moans and my own ragged breathing.

Nicole was watching us with absolute focus. Her hand had moved between her legs, her fingers working her clit as she stared at the place where I was disappearing into Kara’s body over and over again.

“Look at her,” I said to Kara, slowing my thrusts slightly. “Look at Nicole watching us.”

Kara lifted her head, her gaze finding Nicole’s. The eye contact between them was electric, charged with something I couldn’t quite name.

“She’s touching herself,” Kara panted. “She’s so fucking turned on watching you fuck me.”

Nicole’s face flushed deeper, but she didn’t look away. Her fingers moved faster, circling her clit as she watched us.

I picked up the pace again, driving into Kara harder. My hands gripped her hips tight, pulling her back to meet each thrust. The angle was perfect, letting me hit deep inside her, and Kara was making these desperate, broken sounds that went straight to my cock.

“I’m close,” Kara gasped. “Fuck, I’m so close. Don’t stop.”

I reached around and found her clit, rubbing it in tight circles as I fucked her. Kara’s whole body went rigid, her pussy clamping down on my cock as she came. She buried her face in the duvet to muffle her scream, her inner muscles pulsing around me in waves.

I kept moving, fucking her through the orgasm until she went limp, her arms giving out so her chest pressed against the bed. I pulled out, my cock slick with her arousal, still hard and aching.

Nicole was sprawled against the headboard, her hand still between her legs, her eyes glazed with lust. She looked at me, then at my cock, and licked her lips.

“My turn,” she said.

I moved toward her and Nicole shifted, lying back against the pillows and spreading her legs in invitation. I could see how wet she was, her pussy glistening, swollen and ready. I climbed onto the bed between her thighs, my cock brushing against her entrance.

Kara had recovered enough to move. She crawled up beside Nicole, propping herself on one elbow so she could watch. Her free hand came up to cup Nicole’s breast, her thumb brushing over the nipple.

“He’s going to fill you up,” Kara murmured. “You’re going to feel every inch of him.”

Nicole moaned, her hips lifting. “Please, Lance. I need you.”

I positioned myself and pushed inside.

Nicole was even wetter than Kara had been, and softer, her pussy yielding around my cock as I sank into her.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “You feel so good.”

Nicole’s legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper. I started moving, slower than I had with Kara, finding a steady rhythm that made Nicole gasp with each stroke. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin.

Kara was still beside us, her hand moving from Nicole’s breast to her own, kneading her flesh as she watched. “Look at you,” she said to Nicole. “Taking his cock so well. You love this, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Nicole moaned. “God, yes.”

I leaned down and kissed her, swallowing her moans as I fucked her. Her tongue met mine, desperate and eager. When I pulled back, her eyes were unfocused, lost in pleasure.

“Harder,” Nicole breathed. “I want it harder.”

I shifted my angle and drove into her with more force. The bed frame creaked in protest, but I didn’t care. I fucked Nicole hard and deep, my cock hitting that spot inside her that made her cry out. Her pussy was clenching around me, getting tighter with each thrust, and I knew she was close.

Kara leaned in and whispered something in Nicole’s ear that I couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made Nicole’s eyes fly open, her whole body arching off the bed.

“Oh fuck,” Nicole cried. “I’m coming. I’m⁠—”

She came hard, her pussy spasming around my cock, her nails raking down my back. I kept fucking her through it, prolonging the orgasm until she was shaking and sobbing with pleasure.

When she finally went still, I pulled out. My cock was throbbing, desperate for release, but I held back. I wanted more of this. More of them.

Kara sat up, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Nicole,” she said. “Lie on your back with your head at the edge of the bed.”

Nicole blinked, still coming down from her orgasm, but she obeyed. She shifted until her head was hanging off the side of the mattress, her hair spilling down.

Kara looked at me. “Stand there,” she said, pointing to the spot in front of Nicole’s head. “I want to watch you fuck her mouth.”

Heat shot through me at her words. I moved to where Kara indicated, my cock level with Nicole’s upside-down face. Nicole opened her mouth without being asked, her tongue darting out to lick the underside of my shaft.

I groaned and pushed forward slowly. The angle was perfect—I could slide all the way into her throat if I wanted. Nicole’s hands came up to grip my thighs, and I started moving, fucking her mouth in shallow thrusts.

Kara climbed onto the bed and positioned herself between Nicole’s spread legs. I watched as she lowered her head and⁠—

Fuck.

Kara’s tongue was on Nicole’s pussy, licking and sucking, and Nicole moaned around my cock. The vibration nearly made my knees buckle.

This was insane. This was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced. I looked down and saw my cock disappearing into Nicole’s mouth, saw her throat working as she swallowed me, then looked up and saw Kara’s head between Nicole’s legs.

I thrust deeper into Nicole’s mouth, watching her take me while Kara’s tongue worked between her legs. The sight of these two women—Nicole’s throat convulsing around my cock, Kara’s dark hair spilled across Nicole’s thighs—pushed me right to the edge.

“I’m close,” I warned, my voice strained.

Kara lifted her head just long enough to meet my eyes. “Come in her mouth,” she said. “Let her taste you.”

That did it. My orgasm hit and my whole body went rigid as I spilled down Nicole’s throat. She swallowed every drop, her hands gripping my thighs to hold me in place until I was finished.

I pulled out carefully and Nicole gasped for air, her face flushed and beautiful. Kara went back to work immediately, and within seconds Nicole was coming again, her back arching off the bed as Kara brought her over the edge one more time.

When it was over, the three of us collapsed onto the bed in a tangle of limbs. Nicole was in the middle, her head on my chest, Kara curled against her other side. Nobody spoke for a long time. We just lay there breathing.

Nicole’s hand found mine and squeezed. Kara’s fingers traced lazy patterns on Nicole’s hip. The room smelled like sex and sweat.

Whatever this was between the three of us, it was real. And it was just beginning.

Outside, snow began to fall again over Mapleton, quiet and steady, covering everything in white.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Ididn’t remember falling asleep. One moment I was lying there with them, the next, pale morning light was filtering through the curtains and my eyes were opening.

Nicole was still pressed against my side, her auburn hair spread across my chest. Kara was on Nicole’s other side, propped on one elbow, watching us both with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“Morning,” Kara said quietly.

“Morning.” My voice came out rough.

Nicole stirred, making a soft sound of protest as she burrowed deeper against me.

“Seems she’s not a morning person,” Kara said.

Kara’s hand moved to stroke Nicole’s hair, her fingers gentle.

Nicole’s eyes finally opened. She blinked up at me, then over at Kara, and a slow smile spread across her face. “Hi.”

“Hi,” I said.

She stretched, her body pressing against mine in ways that made me very aware I was still naked. So were they. The morning light caught the curves of Nicole’s hip, the elegant line of Kara’s shoulder.

“What time is it?” Nicole asked.

Kara glanced at the bedside clock. “Almost eight.”

Nicole sat up, the sheet pooling around her waist. Her breasts were on full display and I couldn’t help but look. Neither could Kara. Nicole noticed us both staring and laughed, but she didn’t cover herself.

“I should make coffee,” she said, but she didn’t move.

Kara’s hand found mine across Nicole’s lap. Her fingers laced through mine, her grip surprisingly firm. “Lance,” she said. “You should really consider staying in town longer.”

I looked at her, then at Nicole. Nicole nodded, her expression serious despite the flush still visible on her cheeks from sleep.

“We know you’re just passing through,” Nicole said. “You never said you were staying permanently. But we’d like you to. Stay, I mean. For a while, at least.”

“Maybe more than a while,” Kara added. Her thumb stroked across my knuckles. “If you wanted.”

I sat up, the sheet falling to my waist. Both women watched me, waiting.

The truth was, I’d stopped thinking of myself as just passing through a while ago. The corporate job, the apartment in Connecticut, and that whole life felt like it belonged to someone else who’d been sleepwalking through his days, waiting for permission to actually live.

“I like that idea,” I said.

Nicole’s face lit up. Kara’s expression softened.

“Yeah?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah.”

They both leaned in at the same time, Nicole kissing me from one side, Kara from the other. Their mouths met mine, then each other’s over my lips, and heat shot straight through me despite the fact we’d spent half the night fucking.

Kara stood up with easy grace, completely unselfconscious about her nakedness. “I’m making that coffee,” she announced. “Nicole, where do you keep it?”

“Cabinet above the sink,” Nicole called after her as Kara disappeared into the other room.

Nicole turned to me, searching my face. “You really mean it? About staying?”

“I really mean it.”

She kissed me again, softer this time, her hand cupping my jaw. “Good. Because I wasn’t ready to let you go.”

That reminded me. There was something I’d been meaning to do since my first day here.
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I put the truck in gear and drove.

The welcome sign was just outside the town limits. The sign itself was hand-painted wood, the kind of thing some service club probably put up decades ago and maintained through sheer community stubbornness. It read “Welcome to Mapleton, Vermont – Population 2,847” in fading green letters. Below that: “A Great Place to Call Home.”

It was leaning. Just as it had been when I’d driven past it the first time.

Not badly—maybe fifteen degrees off vertical—but enough that you noticed. Enough that it looked neglected, like nobody cared enough to fix it.

I pulled onto the shoulder and killed the engine. The toolbox was in the truck bed, right where it always was. I grabbed what I needed—a post hole digger, a level, some gravel, work gloves—and walked over to the sign.

Up close, the damage was obvious. The post had rotted at the base where it met the ground, weakened by years of freeze-thaw cycles and spring runoff. It wouldn’t take much to straighten it properly, but it would take time and effort that clearly nobody had been willing to invest.

I got to work.

The ground was partially frozen, which made digging harder than it should have been. I had to chip away at the frost layer before I could get the post hole digger down deep enough. My breath came out in white clouds. My hands got cold even through the gloves.

I didn’t mind.

It took about an hour to get the post reset properly. I packed gravel around the base for drainage, tamped it down solid, checked the level three times to make sure it was perfectly vertical. When I was finished, the sign stood straight and proud, the way it was meant to.

I stepped back, wiping sweat off my forehead despite the cold. The sign looked good. Like it belonged exactly where it was.

A Great Place to Call Home.

I thought about my grandfather’s letter. Don’t wait.

I wasn’t waiting anymore.

I gathered my tools and loaded them back into the truck. Before I climbed in, I looked at the sign one more time. Straight and solid, welcoming people to a place I was starting to think of as mine.

I was definitely going to spend more time in this town.

A lot more time.

The story continues in All For Him Book Two. Press Here to keep reading!
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