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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	Nora had thought it would be the usual — a bar, drinks, the regular celebration.

	She had not expected to find herself sitting next to a college-age male escort.

	The young guy was committed. He kept offering her drinks. She kept refusing. He didn't budge. "Babe, am I not your type?"

	She forced a smile. "Oh, totally — you're perfect."

	She'd been there nearly three hours. She glanced at Sloane, who was swallowed up in a group of guys. She was going to say goodbye and leave.

	Then.

	"Nora."

	She turned. Her stomach dropped.

	In the dim light, Adrian had clearly just stepped off a plane. His business partners must have dragged him here straight from the airport. He was still in his suit. He looked tired.

	He was just standing there, looking at her with a kind of casual stillness.

	Her brain went static for half a second, then sharpened.

	She didn't remember walking over to him. "It's Sloane's birthday. I didn't do anything, I swear."

	The more she explained, the more it sounded like an excuse. But she really hadn't done anything.

	Adrian let out a humorless laugh. He scanned the men on the couch behind her, plus Sloane.

	He could see how this had gone. But for some reason it pissed him off anyway. His voice was mocking and slow. "Last week you swore you'd love me forever. So forever is, what, seven days?"

	


Chapter 14

	Around them, the bar pulsed with noise. He stood with his eyes on her face. He didn't look away while she went red.

	"I was just at Sloane's birthday party. And, you know — the air is so nice here. It's the kind of place where you feel like the rest of the world doesn't exist. You know that feeling? Beautifully alone?"

	Adrian: "Sorry. I'm not familiar with bohemian nonsense."

	She had nothing for that. Her wrist was already in his grip. He was pulling her toward the door.

	He was actually angry.

	By the time they got home and turned the lights on, neither of them had said a word.

	The shower ran. Nora sat there alone, gnawing at her lip, thinking.

	If it had been Adrian sitting next to some random woman in a bar, she'd have made an even bigger scene than he had.

	The bedroom door opened. Adrian came out, hair wet, water dripping down his neck, shoulders slightly hunched as he rummaged through a cabinet for a cigarette.

	She followed him over. Saving face mattered less than fixing this. She tugged at his shirt hem. "You're still mad?"

	He didn't look at her. He pulled out a cigarette and bit it between his teeth, wet hair, casual delinquent posture. "Not mad."

	The guy who'd just torn his cabinet apart looking for a cigarette.

	She slid herself into his arms with a small smile, plucked the cigarette out of his mouth. "So you're… jealous?"

	They were inches apart. Their eyes locked. Whatever lines they'd been drawing started to blur.

	Adrian stood there, eyes on her bare feet on the wood floor — her long dress hadn't covered her ankles. Pale. Slender.

	He'd thought, before, that a thin chain on those ankles would look beautiful.

	He'd been seventeen. The thought had been ugly. He'd hated himself for it.

	Now Adrian forced his gaze up. "Not jealous."

	But Nora had no idea what was in his head. The pinnacle of her flirtation was that she could always blame the man.

	She wrapped around him like a vine and said, blameless, "Two weeks away and you don't even call, and then you come home and sulk at me. So you admit you were wrong, and you don't get to do this again."

	His jaw tightened. Then he turned his mouth toward hers, eyes dark. "Sure."

	He cupped her waist, pressed her gently back against the wall.

	She blinked. Frozen for two seconds. "What are you doing?"

	He said, "Admitting I was wrong."

	Then his breath was over her. He kissed her — nothing like the brushes of mouth she'd given him before. There was no control in it. It was venting. It was claiming.

	


Chapter 15

	Nora could barely stay upright. She felt like a fish in deep water, suffocating, waiting for him to give her air.

	Instinct demanded more.

	His hands were thin and cool. She shivered.

	She was off the rails. Her breathing was molten.

	Adrian laughed quietly. His hands hadn't even moved when his phone went off — relentless.

	He looked at her — too embarrassed to even lift her face — bit down softly on her lip, and said, "I have to take this."

	"…"

	When he stepped away, Nora exhaled several times. Her heart, which had been somewhere in her throat, settled. So did a kind of unmoored emptiness.

	A few minutes later he came back, expression dark. "Mom's not feeling well. I need to head over. You should sleep."

	"I'm coming with you." She was the daughter-in-law. She should.

	He didn't argue. By the time they reached the estate, Ethan and Vivian were arriving at the same moment.

	Mrs. Cole usually stayed at a wellness retreat. Tonight, she'd suddenly felt unwell, so everyone had come.

	The doctor checked her over, said she'd eaten too much at dinner, prescribed something for her stomach, and left.

	The living room felt a little odd.

	After some small talk, Mrs. Cole — silver threading through her dark hair, the kind of presence that put everyone at ease — finally got to the point. "It'd be nice if we had a baby in the house again. What do you all think?"

	Subtext: not subtle.

	"Let's talk now. When are you planning to have kids?"

	


Chapter 16

	Vivian said nothing. Ethan picked his words carefully. "Mom, these things should happen naturally. Maybe next year."

	She nodded, dissatisfied, then turned to the other son. "What about you."

	Adrian, who'd been sitting back like he wasn't part of the conversation, had been quietly turning Nora's hand over in his lap. He smiled. "Anytime. Whatever Nora wants."

	Now that was the right answer.

	Nora's ears went hot. She pulled her hand back. He grabbed it again, unbothered. "Mom, Dad, no rush. Adrian and I will plan it together."

	Mr. Cole sipped his tea. "Your mother just wants what's best for you two. Once you have a baby, we'll relax."

	Ethan said nothing. He clearly didn't want to discuss it. Adrian, by contrast, was the picture of casual. He pulled Nora up by the hand like they were leaving.

	Mr. Cole set his cup down. "Where are you off to?"

	Adrian wrapped his arm around Nora's waist with bone-deep familiarity. "Home. To work on the baby."

	"…"

	


Chapter 17

	They didn't get to leave — Mrs. Cole insisted they stay for a late snack. Before they left, Nora ducked into the powder room.

	Her head was full of baby talk. It wasn't that she didn't want a child. It was that the conversation felt too soon.

	When she came out, she ran into Vivian in the hall.

	Vivian seemed used to scenes like the one inside. "She's been pushing me about it since the wedding."

	Nora remembered Ethan and Vivian had been married almost two years. "You two don't want a baby?"

	For a second, she let herself imagine some dramatic alternate universe — Vivian secretly in love with Adrian, Adrian finally getting what he wanted. She didn't like the image.

	Vivian laughed softly, shook her head. "Don't laugh at me. I always knew I'd marry Ethan. I wanted to marry him. But somewhere along the way I got — wobbly. About Adrian."

	"I know you think he likes me. I wondered about it too. But it's not what it looks like. He only ever talked to me when the four of us were together."

	A car's headlights flashed at the door. Vivian said goodbye and left.

	Nora stood there, replaying it. Adrian doesn't actually like Vivian? Or he hid it that well, because he was insecure?

	"They're having a baby. Some people will be out of luck for good." Adrian's voice came from behind her, casually smug.

	Nora pulled herself together. "Let me repeat: I have moral standards, and I've been

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 18

	Adrian didn't react. He looked away, lit a cigarette, and said, "You really think I was secretly in love with her?"

	True. Secret pining didn't fit the little brat's personality.

	Before she'd noticed anything between him and Vivian, Nora had genuinely never heard a single dating rumor about Adrian. She used to joke that maybe he was just into men. Then somehow a rumor spread around school that Adrian was chasing her — and after that, in college, half the guys who looked at her got scared off.

	While he smoked she pulled out her phone and texted Vivian about the scarf. The night was so still everything felt amplified.

	She glanced over. He was holding the cigarette between his teeth, eyes on her face — and she caught him.

	His gaze wavered. He inhaled wrong and coughed.

	Damn it.

	Nora bit back a laugh and patted his back. "Careful — if you choke to death I really won't have a husband."

	He stubbed out the cigarette. "Then you'll be in mourning for thirty years."

	He sounded almost wounded, as if she might run off the day after he died.

	"You make sense to no one."

	He didn't argue this time. "Nora," he said. "I never really looked at Vivian. I'd just end up at dinner with her by coincidence."

	He didn't say it, but at some point he'd started watching his older brother, looking for what made the older brother better than him.

	Watching that brother and Vivian talk about getting engaged. Watching the girl he loved still not get over the brother.

	That was when Nora had walked in on him watching, and dramatically declared, Oh — so you like my sister-in-law.

	He hadn't corrected her. Let her think it. At least that gave him cover.

	She'd guessed maybe seventy percent of it. He leaned over her now, shadow swallowing her. She found herself leaning toward him too, instinctively, thinking of the kiss earlier that had been cut short. "Of course you wouldn't covet someone else's wife."

	He clearly didn't like that answer. His palm came up to the back of her neck. He tilted her face up and kissed her.

	A few seconds. He pulled back, looked at her — really looked — and kissed her again, deeper.

	The damp pressure spread like a rising tide.

	He was sharp-tongued, untamed, and tonight he was holding her face and giving her every ounce of his softness. It made her want to drown in it.

	She didn't know how long it lasted. They were on the side of a road. He pulled back, wiped his thumb along the gleam of her lower lip, voice low. "Want to go to the car?"

	Then they heard a window slide open on the second floor. Mrs. Cole. "Are you two coming inside or just standing out there?"
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