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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Something about the way the man strode through the crowded mezzanine caught Isla Petersen’s attention. She had just sold another box of bake sale treats to a customer when the shape of him caught her eye, and for a moment she panicked. But when she swallowed back that fear and took a good look, she knew it wasn’t her former husband she had spotted in Toronto’s oldest market. Adam Kincaid was taller than her ex, and broader, too. Brawny now, in a way he hadn’t been four years earlier when she saw him last—at an airbase a few hours away, both of them having just returned from Afghanistan.

      A lifetime ago.

      She blinked, ready for him to disappear, be replaced by someone who just looked like him, shared the same thick golden brown hair and square jaw, who walked with a cocky confidence she knew he didn’t always feel.

      But even after shaking her head, he was still there, and getting closer. His eyes twinkled as he took in the sight of her, and she knew he was having the same moment of hey, I recognize you, but wow, you’ve changed disconnect. Except in her case, that change wasn’t so clearly for the better.

      “How much are the cookies?” he asked, pointing to a sign that clearly said 25 cents each. She’d missed his gentle teasing, the way he followed the question with a smile that warmed his eyes. “No way they’re only a quarter.”

      Laughing, she rounded the table and launched herself into his embrace. He squeezed her back.

      “Master Corporal Kincaid,” she whispered as she stepped back and bounced.

      “Captain Petersen,” he echoed, setting his hands on her shoulders and holding her still so he could get another good look at her. “Look at you.”

      “It’s just Isla now.” She swallowed hard. “I got out.”

      He grinned. “Me, too. I bet that’s no surprise to you.”

      She let out a relieved breath, and he laughed with her. “I guess it’s been a while.”

      His gaze raked over her, lingering on her hair, which was loose and wavy now, quite different from the bun she always wore in the army. Then he glanced behind her at her hand-painted sign, the touch of whimsy that hopefully conveyed what her stall was all about. An old-school Bake Sale!, just like people remembered from high school. When Adam nodded approvingly, something tight in her chest eased a little. “You’re a baker now?”

      “It’s a long story.” She grabbed at his hands and laughed again. “This is such a surprise. Are you living in the city?”

      Adam was a self-described country boy, born and bred, from a small town called Pine Harbour on the Bruce Peninsula. “Temporarily. I came here for school. How about you?”

      “Same. I just graduated from a culinary academy. This is part of our segue into the working world. We do these pop-up events at markets to test our wares.”

      “Then I really do want a cookie. And two of everything else.”

      She got a white box from behind the table and picked out a selection for him. “Two of everything,” she repeated, her curiosity getting the better of her. “Are you sharing these with someone?”

      He winked. “Nope. They’re going to be my rewards for getting through my final week of training. I’m a few weeks away from finishing firefighter school.”

      “Oh, Adam. That’s amazing. Well done.” Her lips twitched in amusement. “I was going to say that you looked good, like you’d put on some muscle, but didn’t want to make it sound like…”

      “Like the last time you saw me I was verging on malnourished?” He gave her a rueful smile. “You ran us into the ground, and I mean that with all due respect.”

      Her smile softened, went bittersweet. “That was a hard tour.” She thought of his best friend, a fellow reservist from Bruce County who had experienced some of the darkest moments of their time overseas. “You still keep in touch with Stevie?”

      Adam nodded. “Yeah. We worked together for a while, as house movers. He’s hanging in there. He moved out to B.C. this year to work at a ski resort.”

      She watched him intently as he talked, wishing the market wasn’t quite so noisy, wanting to hear everything about how he’d gotten on after he got out of the army. “Good. I’m glad—”

      Another customer approached, and Isla had to cut herself off.

      Adam stepped to the side, then came back when she’d completed that sale. They tried again, but the next lull in traffic didn’t last long, either.

      Isla’s heart sank when he gave her a look that said, what are you going to do?

      “It was really good to see you—” he started.

      “How long are you—”

      They both stopped and tried again, at the same time—again.

      Adam gestured for Isla to continue.

      She hadn’t known how much she’d needed to reconnect with someone from her past until this moment—someone not toxic, someone who maybe understood what she was going through in starting a new career from scratch. Someone who was going through it themselves and knew a little bit of where she came from. “We should catch up, if you have time?”

      “Absolutely. I’m going to be around the market for a while, so…if you’re free when you’re done here…give me a shout.”

      She grabbed a business card from the table. “Text me so I’ll have your number.”

      He pulled out his phone and did just that, then lifted his gaze again. “It was really good seeing you.”

      It felt like he was studying her face, and something warm and unfamiliar softened in her chest. “Same.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After strolling around the downtown market, Adam found a table on a patio a block north of the market, with an oversized umbrella to protect him from the scorching hot summer sun.

      He’d been living in the city for a year. A year of living on ramen and frozen veg, of sharing an apartment with three other college students, most of whom were almost a decade younger than him.

      For the first time in his life, Adam had felt like the old man, and he’d loved that part of the experience. The rest had left a lot to be desired. Every weekend he tried to get away from school and the basic, cramped apartment.

      He was looking forward to moving home again.

      Being away was not for him. This wasn’t the first time he’d tested that theory, either. He’d done a tour in Afghanistan with the army, with a full year of training on a base in Petawawa before he’d deployed.

      Toronto was better than Pet, that was for sure.

      Adam’s relatively short career in the army had been generally miserable, but there were a few bright spots. Serving under the brief command of Captain Petersen had been one of those highlights.

      The last time he’d seen her, they’d both been in uniform, on a base six hours away.

      Now she was a baker.

      A student, starting over, just like me.

      His phone lit up. Speak of the devil.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, are you still around?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I sure am. Just sat down at a patio.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m nearly done here. A big group came through and I sold out! So I’m free.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can I buy you a drink?

      

      

      

      

      

      He texted her the address.

      Under the table, his leg bounced. He shoved his heel into the ground to make it stop. It had been a while since he’d talked to anyone from his days in the army, other than his friend Stevie, who would never bring it up—his ghosts being worse than Adam’s by a country mile. And Isla wasn’t just another buddy. Her leadership had helped him through a miserable, scary time overseas. He didn’t feel like that same man at all. He’d grown and matured, and was making different choices now. Following his own dreams instead of those of his brothers. But that didn’t mean he didn’t still have echoes from the past that affected him to this day, and Isla was one of the few people who knew that about him.

      While he waited for her, Adam texted Stevie and told him about bumping into the captain, then he dove into the group chat his brothers were having around visiting the city for Adam’s graduation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Seth

      

      
        What’s the plan for Adam’s graduation ceremony? I can fly south and could collect folks on the way, shorten the trip? Let’s coordinate.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Countdown is ON.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Josh

      

      
        We can’t wait. I’m coming down early to party.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        Seth, can you pick me up? Unlike Josh, I have a full-time job with responsibilities.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Josh

      

      
        Hey, I’m an entrepreneur with a million followers on TikTok.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        As I was saying…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Owen, what’s your plan?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        Newlyweds don’t answer text messages this early on a weekend. We should all be so lucky.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Owen

      

      
        My wife is still sleeping, thank you very much. I was making her coffee. I think we’ll drive down, though. Wouldn’t miss it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cool. Hey, do you remember Captain Petersen? We’re going to meet up for drinks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not sure if I know Petersen.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’ve met her. Tall blonde. She was my boss on tour, worked in Meaford for a while.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        Rings a bell.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She’s given up the army life and is a baker now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Josh

      

      
        Is she hot?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Shut up

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        Shut up

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        I was going to say, but they beat me to it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Owen

      

      
        I’m going to go wake up my wife now. We have a farmer’s market to get to.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Josh

      

      
        Words I never thought I’d hear you say.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I was just at a farmer’s market!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What is happening to this family? What happened to our core value of being committed bachelors?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        I can’t tell if he’s being serious. Anyone?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        Sorry, I can’t hear you guys over the roar of the farmer’s market I just arrived at.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Josh

      

      
        He’s joking, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Will

      

      
        We’re texting, you idiot. Yes, he’s joking. But I have to go, too. Farmer’s market single mingle starts in ten minutes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Adam could have kept ripping on Josh for quite a while, but he didn’t like the way his brother had asked if Isla was hot, so he put his phone away just in case Josh looped back to that. He didn’t want anything to ruin the good mood he was in right now. It was silly, getting this excited about meeting up with a friend. On the other hand, his whole life for a year had been nothing but school. A real connection, something more than trying to keep in touch with a few people through the miracle of technology, was a gift at this point.

      He liked his classmates well enough, but they weren’t close. A half-generation divided them. They all liked to party, but Adam was growing out of that—and suddenly.

      Deep down, he just wanted to go home, so much that he was secretly counting down the days.

      He’d never understood why he disliked being away from home so much—his demons were almost all in Pine Harbour, and it was a place that sometimes made him feel very small. But this time, he was heading back to a real career. His job offer had been confirmed the week before; he was going to be the newest member of the Pine Harbour Fire Department. Which would come with its own set of complications, in the form of over-protective older brothers worried about him stepping down the same career path their late father had followed.

      Adam wasn’t worried about that, though. He was going into this eyes wide open about the health risks, and knew how to protect himself, both physically and mentally.

      “You’re deep in thought,” a lovely, laughing voice said, dragging him back to the present.

      He shook his head and stood up. Isla gave him another hug. The blue apron was gone, but the faint scent of sugar remained. “Good job on selling out of your food today.”

      “Thanks.” She slid onto the chair across from him and flashed him a smile. She’d put lip gloss on, something pink, and it was distracting in a good and unexpected way. “You weren’t waiting long?”

      “Nope. Got caught up on messages. I texted Stevie, told him I bumped into you. Then I had to deal with some logistical stuff with my brothers around my graduation. We have a group chat that gets out of control sometimes.” His lips twitched. “Do you remember Owen? The oldest?”

      She laughed, and her lip gloss glittered in the sun. “Vaguely, yep. Bossy and overprotective?”

      Adam told himself to stop noticing her mouth. It was hard, though. Captain Petersen had gone and transformed into a very pretty woman. Of course, she’d always been beautiful, but it used to be in an off-limits, she-could-charge-him kind of way. Now she made cookies and they were both civilians. “That’s him. But actually, he’s a bit of a work in progress. He got married. She’s good for him.”

      Isla nodded politely. “That’s lovely.”

      But she said it in a way that said she thought otherwise. Adam frowned.

      “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I’m a bit…jaded. How long has it been since we saw each other last?”

      “Maybe four years?”

      “Yeah.” She cleared her throat. “Long enough for me to get married and divorced.”

      “Holy shit.” Adam blinked in surprise. “I missed hearing about that through the grapevine.”

      Isla shook her head. “It’s okay. I’m glad to hear that it wasn’t gossip fodder, to be honest. It was a bad idea from the start. My ex was always anti-PDA, including online. Turned out, that’s because he had a couple of things going on the side, among other…problems.”

      A jolt of anger shot through Adam at the injustice of that. Why get married if you weren’t all in? “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged it off. “I’ve done my turn in therapy. I know it wasn’t about me, and I’m focused on living my best life now. I won’t make that mistake again, don’t worry.”

      He was relieved that she hadn’t let that asshole get the better of her. He leaned in and braced his forearms on the table, feeling vaguely guilty for thinking too much about her mouth and not enough about what had been going on in her life. “Good. And you look happy now.”

      “Oh good, that means the stress is all on the inside.” She winked. “No, I’m kidding. Mostly.”

      He could relate to that, and he told her as much. “I know the feeling. Some days are better than others, and some scrape along barely better than survival mode.”

      She tilted her head to the side, her brows pulling together. “Yeah?”

      Adam shrugged. Nodded. Then laughed. “Yeah.”

      Isla sighed. “Sometimes I think I should have stuck it out with the army, you know?”

      “I thought you would have for sure. Woulda bet money you were a lifer.”

      “That was the plan.” She shrugged. “But plans change.”

      Adam wondered if her ex was in the military. It would track for some of the asshole behaviour he’d seen, but people were dysfunctional all over the place. And before he could ask, while he was still mulling over if he should ask, the waiter returned to take Isla’s drink order. He had menus in his hand, too. “Do we want food?”

      Isla gave him an uncertain look. “Do you have time for lunch?”

      “For you, I have all day.” And he meant it, too. His plan when he’d come downtown was to do some shopping, because it was one of his last weekends living in the city. It was, in hindsight, a lonely, boring way to spend the day, especially when the alternative was an afternoon on a patio, catching up with an old friend.

      There was something else, though. A tiny, whispering thought that if he hadn’t headed to the market to get a coffee first, if that hadn’t been the only parking garage that had spots big enough for his truck, he might not have seen Isla’s bake stand at all. Could have left the city behind and gone back to Pine Harbour without knowing his former commander was out there doing something similar to what Adam was doing—starting life over again in a new career.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They took their time eating lunch, and while they didn’t order any more drinks—both of them switching to lemonade with their meal—Isla still found herself pleasantly buzzed in a way as they lingered over the last few bites. The conversation had gone in every different direction, from funny to serious and back again, and it felt so effortless after more than a year of feeling very alone in this world.

      “Funny that we both went back to school this year, eh?” Adam paused as their plates were cleared away, then nodded that they’d like to see the dessert menu. “How did you find it?”

      “A necessary evil.”

      “Same!” He chuckled. “I worried I was being ungrateful.”

      “Not at all. It was so hard to start over as a trainee who really didn’t know what she was doing,” she confessed. “The most humbling thing I’ve ever done.”

      He couldn’t keep the shock off his face.

      She waved her hands. “I know, after Afghanistan, that probably sounds awful.”

      “Not at all,” he said, wiping the corner of his mouth with a napkin, and shoving his empty plate away. “But I worry about who the hell is teaching pastry chefs if it’s that traumatic.”

      “My own stubbornness might have been a part of it.” She shuddered. “I forced myself to be the best, even at things I wasn’t naturally good at.”

      “Like what?”

      “My knife skills aren’t that great.”

      “You can’t do the…” Adam mimed a perfect rapid chop, his fingers curling precisely.

      She shook her head. “I like to grab a cleaver and just get it done. Whack.”

      They both burst out laughing as someone at the next table obviously caught the wrong part of that conversation.

      “It’s not that hard, it’s just muscle memory and practice. I just…” She leaned in conspiratorially. “I don’t care, you know? And it turns out, that’s actually pretty important for me.”

      “Life is too short for perfection?”

      Exactly. And she’d wasted four years on a lying narcissist.

      “So can you run a pop-up bake sale with only so-so knife skills that are probably secretly spectacular?” His eyes danced, and she didn’t miss how he turned the tease into an unexpected compliment.

      A stark contrast to how she’d minimized her own abilities. “They’re secretly not unspectacular,” she admitted. “And I hope so. It’s an uphill climb to get the business going, but once I have all the pieces in play, I think it has a pretty profitable business plan.”

      They were still talking when the bill arrived. Adam grabbed it before she could stop him. She pulled out her wallet anyway, but he shook his head. “This is my treat.”

      “Thank you. This was really nice.” That wasn’t the right word at all. It had been so much more than nice. There was something about Adam that set her at ease now, and in a way it felt like a full-circle turn on their friendship in the army. He’d leaned on her experience then; it had been her fourth tour, and his first. But there had always been a goodness to him, and she wasn’t surprised he’d turned into this thoughtful, caring man now. Even when he’d been frightened and unsure, he’d had his buddies’ backs. As soon as she saw him this morning, all those memories had flooded back.

      And then over lunch, she’d discovered a whole new Adam Kincaid. A man on a mission. Unlike her new career, which was fragile and precarious—literally and figuratively, depending on what she was doing with sugar—he had found something deeply meaningful and stable. She was impressed, and found herself wanting to know even more. That aching curiosity inside her, that clawing feeling like she should reach across the table and touch him again and again, was probably more about herself than him. But she couldn’t just say goodbye. “When do you move home?”

      “End of the month.”

      “Do you have exams next? What’s your schedule like?” She paused, not wanting to overstep, but fuck it. She might never see him again if she didn’t say something. “Do you want to catch up again?”

      “I’m pretty busy during the week.” He hesitated, too, and she wondered if he’d blow her off. “But I’m free next weekend.”

      “Me, too.” She would have cancelled any plans even if she had them, which she didn’t.

      He grinned. “Then it’s a date.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The following Saturday, Isla took the subway downtown for dinner. Adam was going dancing that night with his classmates, but he was coming in from the suburbs early to have drinks and a meal with her first.

      When she emerged from the station, Adam was waiting for her. He was more dressed up this week, his thick hair tamed and slicked back. Instead of blue jeans and boots, he was wearing polished shoes and dress pants—but ones for clubbing, clearly. His shirt was fitted, tucked in, and the whole outfit left nothing to the imagination.

      She whistled when she stopped in front of him. “You look positively virile,” she teased.

      “Have to look good for my date.” He winked. “And then look better than the kids in my class tonight, too.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Let’s eat and you can tell me more about that.”

      It was her treat today, and she took Adam to a restaurant owned by one of her teachers, a quiet little space with a tasting menu and an extensive wine list.

      Adam took one look at the menu and told her he would eat whatever she wanted to try. “We’re supposed to share, right? That’s the idea?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then surprise me. You’re the chef, you tell me what’s going to be great. I’m here for the company.”

      “Charmer,” she muttered, smiling. “Any allergies?”

      “Nope.”

      After ordering, Isla asked Adam about his exams that week. He told her about a vertical obstacle course they had to complete under a time limit. “You start with a hose carry, up a fire escape. It’s bundled, over your shoulder, so off-balance, but it’s not bad.”

      “How many storeys?”

      “Three. Then you drop the hose, and a partner on the ground tosses you a rope so you can haul up another bundle. Hand over hand. It’s a different set of skills from army stuff, but the basic principles are the same. Conserve energy, work smarter, not harder. Pace yourself because the hard stuff is at the end.”

      “Sounds like fun.” And she was serious.

      Adam took it as she meant it. He nodded. “It is. The stamina part is really important. And the younger guys have it like crazy.”

      “You’ve mentioned the age difference before.”

      He grinned. “I think it’s because I’m the youngest in my family. Back home, people call me The Kincaid Kid. I like that I’m the old man in my class. I think the only time I haven’t either been way younger or way older was on our tour in Afghanistan.” His face sobered up, his mouth pulling tight. “We were all too young, then. But at least we were in it together.”

      She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Yeah.”

      They had bonded that tour. All of them. In over their heads. It had been Isla’s third roto, and the first one to not be fully, properly staffed at all levels. Her section was more than half reservists, all excellent soldiers, but only Adam had done the full pre-tour work-up training. And the leadership overseas had been in shambles, too. It was the first tour for her where shit went sideways. She’d stepped into a leadership role someone else should have occupied, and they all got through it.

      But when they got home, most of the troops under her had returned to their own units. Adam and his friend Stevie had returned to the peninsula. Others had gone to Hamilton, Vancouver, and Calgary.

      They’d lost touch.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t keep tabs on you guys,” she said softly.

      He gave her a surprised look. “That wasn’t necessary.”

      She disagreed. “In hindsight…”

      Now it was he who squeezed her hand. “We’re all still hanging in there.”

      “Tell me about Stevie.” She leaned in, hanging on his every word as Adam told her about his friend moving out to B.C., turning into a ski bum. It sounded wonderful.

      “We worked as house movers for a while. It was good for him to be home, for a while, but then he got restless. He likes to be alone on the slopes.”

      When their food arrived, Adam had lots of questions about why she’d ordered each one. The wine was good, the food was great, and the company was best of all. Before she knew it, it was dark outside and both of the desserts they’d ordered had been polished off. A second bottle of wine was nearly finished, too, and she was feeling the effects of that all over. A good kind of buzzy.

      “I should get going,” she said reluctantly, because she had nowhere else to be that night, but he did. “You have a party to get to.”

      “I wouldn’t call a bunch of drunk kids blowing off steam a party.”

      She laughed. “You used to.”

      “Damn, you knew about those?”

      That made her laugh even harder. “Young corporals and master corporals are not great at being subtle.”

      He gave her an aw shucks look that made him look five years younger. Just as charming, but more vulnerable in a most unexpected way. He’d once used that charm to cover up fear. She’d seen it then, and she realized now that was the big difference.

      This Adam oozed confidence. He knew he was capable of this new career. The way he talked about his training, with pride and a cocky knowledge, was totally different from how he saw his role in a complicated military campaign. Firefighting felt like a better fit for him, a more direct use of his kindness and compassion. And almost certainly more likely to give him feedback that he was actually making a difference.

      That younger man she’d just caught a glimpse of again had seemed unmoored and uncertain. Tonight’s Adam was neither. He was intense and earnest, still very charming, but with a new depth—which would be dangerous for her to get too distracted by, but she felt the irresistible tug anyway.

      Outside the restaurant, she waved in the direction of the subway. Where she should head to, so she could go home and crawl into bed. “Well, have fun tonight.”

      “Do you have to get going? We could grab a drink, keep talking.”

      “What about your classmates?”

      “I can blow them off.” He paused. “Or you could come with, if you wanted?”

      The last time she’d gone clubbing would have been the winter after they returned from Afghanistan. Four years ago.

      That woman felt a decade younger than Isla felt lately. She was only thirty-five, but a divorce and a radical career change had taken their toll on her. Except, right now, she felt absolutely up for it. “Are you sure?”

      His face lit up. “I’d love to have a friend there.”

      Why the hell not?

      The dance club was a short walk away, and a line snaked down the sidewalk. Isla was relieved that her black skinny jeans and silky grey blouse didn’t look out of place against the younger people waiting ahead of them. It didn’t hurt that Adam managed to make direct eye contact with the bouncer and, through the magic of his wholesome farm boy charm and “is he a Hemsworth cousin?” good looks, he got them waved to the front of the line.

      He clapped the bouncer on the shoulder. “Thanks, man. We’ve got friends inside.”

      The bouncer winked at Isla. “We’ll let him think it’s his pretty smile that got you in, yeah? Can I see some ID?”
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        * * *

      

      Adam didn’t miss how the bouncer flirted with Isla—or how genuinely surprised she looked at the compliment. She blushed as she handed over her driver’s license.

      That wasn’t the Captain Petersen he remembered.

      The Isla he had met in Petawawa on work-up training for tour had been a force of nature with a magnetic draw. Everyone wanted to work with her, and everyone had wanted to get in her pants, too, but the two were mutually exclusive. She didn’t date NCOs, the rumour mill promised bitterly, so everyone took the consolation prize of getting to be under her command.

      It would never have been appropriate back in the day to ask her how she felt about all the hot young kids panting after her, but now he wondered if she’d ever known, or if the Wonder Woman myth they’d spun about her had been one-sided.

      Now that he thought about it, it wasn’t like Wonder Woman was exactly aware of her impact on men, either.

      “What’s the game plan?” he murmured as he guided her inside, his hand lightly hovering behind her back. “How long do you want to stay? Do we need a signal if you want me to get scarce if someone buys you a drink?”

      She laughed. “This is your thing! How long we stay is up to you. And nobody is going to want to buy me a drink.”

      He was pretty sure she’d be approached twice before they made it to the bar, but before he could say that, the crowd parted and he caught sight of his classmates, who waved and hollered. The first wave of people who would want to hit on Isla, he was sure. “There they are, let me introduce you.”

      Over the loud pulse of the music, he made a round of names that probably nobody would remember. It didn’t matter. His heart hadn’t been set on hanging out with everyone tonight, and after dinner with Isla, he felt that indifference even more keenly. He liked the way she looked at him and listened to his ideas. He loved the way she nodded along as he told her about his dreams for his new job, what he hoped it might turn into—a career in his hometown, something he could be proud of, something that would make a difference.

      The way she looked at him was different from how anyone else had ever looked at him. Women liked his muscles and his smile. His brothers saw him as a burden, a worry. Anyone from his parents’ generation remembered him as a skinny problem child, too complicated to help.

      He hadn’t needed help. The Kincaid brothers had survived just fine, and he was going to show everyone that the Kincaid Kid, the youngest of the bunch, finally had his shit together.

      It felt like an uphill battle to everyone except Isla, who beamed at him.

      No, he didn’t want to spend the night with anyone other than his long-lost friend. They didn’t have much time left, anyway. He was going home soon.

      As predicted, though, he had competition for her company. Less than a minute after he finished making the introductions, the nearest kid—and in that moment, Adam absolutely thought of him as a fucking child, not old enough to ask Isla for the time—offered to buy her a drink.

      “Do you want a beer?” he asked, his eyes bright, like he’d already had a few and wanted her to catch up. He didn’t know they’d already had more than enough at the restaurant and were already loose and ready to dance.

      “I’m sorry?” she asked, moving around Adam to stand close to the infant. Adam resisted the urge to catch her around the waist and haul her back against him. “What was that?”

      “I said, lemme buy you a drink.” And then he winked.

      Isla giggled and glanced back at Adam. She looked delighted. Then she shook her head. “I’m okay for now.” When he moved on to someone else, she leaned in to Adam. “That was nice of him.”

      Nice had nothing to do with it. “He was hoping to get you drunk.”

      She shook her head.

      Adam wasn’t going to argue with her, but his protective side knew what was what.

      The music changed, and she swayed. Yeah, that was a better idea. Adam moved his hips too, and that was the end of talking with his classmates. Everyone splintered, but Isla stayed close.

      They danced through a couple of songs. At the start of the second one, she rolled her loose sleeves up to her elbows, and by the end of the third, she was playing with the buttons running down the middle of her blouse.

      Her skin was slick with sweat. He wanted to lick it off.

      Where did that come from?

      She threw her hands in the air and laughed, a wild sound of abandon that hit him squarely in the chest.

      There. That sound. That was where that feeling came from.

      She caught his gaze, then leaned in close enough to talk beneath the music. Her body arched against his as her lips reached for his ear. “Thanks for inviting me to tag along.”

      He brushed a damp strand of hair off her cheek. “You look like you’re having fun.”

      “I am.” She grinned and wiggled her hips. “I needed this.”

      “Me too.” He caught her with his arm, twisting her in the direction of the bar. “Want a drink now?”

      “Sure.” She undid a button. “My treat.”

      His attention was locked on her fingers now, on her neatly trimmed nails and the dark shadow of a bra or a tank top beneath her blouse.

      “Adam.”

      “Yeah.” He jerked his head up.

      She gave him the same dazzling smile she’d beamed at him a week before, and her lips glistened in the pulsing lights of the dance floor.

      A sizzle, a spark. She gave him a curious look. “Are you sure you want a drink?”

      He wasn’t. Instead, he was thinking he wanted to fuck his former boss and current friend, and he couldn’t think of a single reason why he shouldn’t indulge that desire if she shared it. “Want to get out of here?”
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        * * *

      

      A girl could lose herself in the way Adam was looking at her right now.

      Did she want to get out of there?

      Isla didn’t know what she wanted. But up to this point in her life, she’d been absolutely sure of some very terrible decisions, so maybe she should try something off-script.

      Like kissing Adam Kincaid, a man six years younger than her.

      A friend.

      A bit of a wreck, or at least he had been in the past, but she was hardly one to talk.

      She leaned in and pressed her lips against his. Warm, solid. Smiling. She could feel that, too, and when she lingered, he parted for her, welcoming her to taste his mouth. A lovely feeling rushed through her, an easy, low-key arousal. Like this might be what sex would be. Laid-back Adam, up for whatever she wanted.

      She crowded closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. His hands skated up and down her back, playing with the nerve endings there, before settling low on her hips and tugging her pelvis up against his.

      Oh, hello there. She gasped at the happy press of his erection against her mound.

      “No pressure,” he whispered against her mouth. “But if you want to have some fun…it’s been a while for me, and I’m feeling in a celebratory mood.”

      She pulled back, her breasts brushing against his chest before an inch of space appeared between their upper bodies.

      Adam grinned at her and rolled his hips. “Or we can stay and dance like this for a while. Whatever you want.”

      “I didn’t see this coming.” She leaned in for another kiss. “It’s nice.”

      He caught her lower lip gently in his teeth, then released. “Nice?”

      She laughed.

      He spun her around.

      “Is that okay? I could use some nice right now.” She whispered the words against his neck as she squeezed him tight.

      He cupped the back of her head with one of his hands, big and warm and comforting. “Your wish is my command.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      He pulled out his phone. “Let’s see what hotels around here have vacancies.”

      A wild thrill danced up her spine. A one-night stand in a hotel room. Booked last minute. Could they be more obvious? She loved it. “Splurge on a nice room. My treat.”

      “You got dinner.” He kissed her again. “This is my treat.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, then changed her mind and pressed her lips to the corded muscles of his neck instead.

      Adam tasted good. A little bit of salt, a lot of warm man. It had been too long, clearly, because she was suddenly ravenous to devour more of him.

      He groaned and yanked her tight against his body. “Give me a second. Okay, got it.” He kissed her temple. “The Four Seasons. We’ll catch a cab.”

      When she said nice, she hadn’t meant that nice.

      Adam must have heard her gasp beneath the pulse of the music above them.

      “My. Treat,” he growled in her ear. “Now let’s find the backseat of a cab so you can bite my neck again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The night before came to Adam in pieces as he woke up the next morning.

      He knew exactly where he was—in a hotel room, with Isla, who smelled like sugar and delicate flowers. But once upon a time, she’d been a captain and he’d been a non-commissioned member, and what they ended up doing last night would have been very off-limits.

      Even more than that, Isla wasn’t just a random hook-up. She was a friend of sorts, a colleague who had also seen him at his worst. At his most scared.

      Last night they blurred those lines in a bunch of creative ways.

      A cocky grin pulled at the corner of his mouth. Now she’d seen him at his absolute best, too.

      “You’re awake, right?”

      He bolted straight up, yanking the sheet over his naked lower half.

      Isla smiled at him from the foot of the bed. Her hair was a tousled, messy version of the day before’s waves, and she was half-dressed, already wearing her blouse and underwear. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      “You started grinning to yourself.”

      “I was running through the highlight reel.” He cleared his throat. Kissing, laughing, business talk. Isla’s Bake Sale stall idea. More kissing, sex, and then, as they stretched out in the dark, drowsier chatter about starting over, and how it was never too late to tackle hopes and dreams—an understanding he’d found sorely missing among the other people in his life. “That was fun, right?”

      “Best night I’ve had in a long time.” She dropped her hand onto his sheet-covered foot. “I have to get going, though. I didn’t want to slide out before you woke.”

      “That was thoughtful.” He paused. “Do you want to catch up again before I move home?”

      Did we ruin our friendship?

      “Yeah, maybe.” But something about how she said it told him this was a onetime event, and he understood.

      He shifted gears. “If we don’t connect, I want you to keep me posted on how your next pop-up stand goes.” He leaned over and grabbed his boxer briefs from the floor.

      She turned, giving him a bit of privacy.

      He quickly pulled on his underwear, then his jeans.

      “Your idea,” he said as he pulled his shirt on. “It’s a good one.”

      “We’ll see. It’s the scaling up that’s the real problem.” She’d told him all about that the night before as he’d given her a foot rub, while they waited for middle-of-the-night room service. How she would need a business loan to afford commercial baking space, and her divorce had left her with nothing. “But I talked about that enough last night, didn’t I?”

      “I’m seriously interested, though.” He rounded the bed and caught her fingers lightly in his.

      “Adam…”

      “As a friend. Nothing more. I swear up and down, cross my heart. I think this was kismet.” He turned his wrist so their hands were aligned like a formal handshake. “We were meant to hang out again, and now I’m meant to be your cheerleader as you figure this out. Don’t overthink it.”

      She pursed her lips, then shook his hand firmly. “Thanks. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “That’s all I ask.” He twirled her around, then sent her spinning away from him. “Now put the rest of your clothes on, friend.”
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t meet for dinner again. They didn’t stumble into a hotel room, laughing and a little bit drunk, and strip each other’s clothes off again, although Adam woke up with an erection more than once imagining that they had.

      But they did keep in touch, and as quickly as he’d gotten her naked, Adam slid right back into the friend zone.

      He added her as a contact on social media and they texted a few times. The boundary was clear, and he wasn’t the type of guy to ignore those cues.

      The night before his graduation, when his brothers arrived and he met them at the hotel for dinner, Will asked about her out of the blue. “Hey, did you ever meet up for drinks with Captain Petersen?”

      “Yeah. And then we had dinner the following week.” He didn’t elaborate, and Will didn’t ask for further details.

      But that put her back on his mind. It didn’t take a lot for his thoughts to turn to her. Something about her starting over at the same time as him had triggered a kind of kismet between them, and her pop-up bakery stall idea would spring into his thoughts at the strangest times.

      He pulled out his phone and fired off a quick hello.

      
        
          
            
              
        Will asked about you tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isla

      

      
        Have your brothers all arrived?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yep. We’re having dinner at their hotel. What are you up to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Baking the World’s Best Ever Chocolate Chip Cookies.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Photos or it never happened.

      

      

      

      

      

      She sent him a picture of chewy, pillow-y looking morsels of goodness, and he replied with a drooling emoji. Then on a whim he added the address of the college. Just in case she wanted to come and say hi to Owen and Will, he said. She knew his oldest brothers from the army. It was a low-stakes invitation.

      
        
          
            
              
        I wouldn’t be intruding on a family thing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not at all.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Then I’ll see you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can’t wait!

      

      

      

      

      

      He regretted the exclamation mark as soon as he hit send. It wasn’t his usual texting style, and it made him seem over-eager. Hitting the tone of his fledgling friendship with Isla just right was important to him.

      “Who are you texting?” Owen grinned at him, a little loose from a few beers.

      “Isla Petersen. She said she might come tomorrow. I told her I was hanging out with my brothers, and she sent me back a photo of a tray of cookies.” When he said it out loud
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