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DESCRIPTION

	 

	Valerie Adamson, fresh out of college and struggling to find her place in the world, is heartbroken by the death of her beloved father. Abandoned by an absentee mother, and with her job prospects looking slim, it’s all she can do to try and get through the agonizing weeks ahead. A future without her dad by her side looms ahead, and it looks dark—until two faces from her past appear to lift her up. When a long-dormant, forbidden attraction begins to smolder once again, Valerie wonders if her new life is worth the biggest risk she’s ever taken.

	 

	While attending the funeral of their best friend in the tiny hometown they left to chase their dreams, Bryan and Owen come face to face with someone they haven’t seen in half a decade—Mark’s daughter, Valerie. They’re eager to use their substantial success to help her find her feet, but they weren’t counting on the strange emotions that come rising to the surface after she moves to New York City to be with them. How can two men find a way to reconcile their devotion to a late friend with the deep, intense feelings they have for his daughter, a girl who was once like family?
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Valerie

	 

	The girl in the mirror was somber, her makeup slightly smudged from multiple reapplications, eyes red from bouts of crying. It didn’t seem like my own reflection, but I was getting used to feeling like things couldn’t possibly be real. There I was, all of twenty-two years old, getting ready for my father’s funeral.

	A few months ago, I’d picked his face out of the audience at my college graduation, seen him beaming with pride as I walked across the stage. When he hugged me afterward in the reception hall, he’d felt frail, but no frailer than usual. I had no idea the heart beating inside his chest was already counting down.

	But it was, and now he was gone. Even as I pinned the last few stray hairs into place and made sure my makeup was as firmly set as I could manage, new tears trailed down my cheeks. Every time I thought about my dad, an invisible hand squeezed into a fist around my insides.

	“How the hell am I going to do this alone?” I asked the Valerie in the mirror. She had nothing to say. I sighed, and for the first time since I was a teenager, I thought about calling Mom. Part of me thought she ought to be there, that it was the least she could do for both of us.

	Another, larger part knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with her. Not at this time, under these circumstances. Too much unresolved baggage remained sitting like boulders between me and her. And now that Dad was dead, there’d be no buffer.

	I shook my head, withdrawing the hand that had crept unconsciously toward my phone. “Nope. No, thanks.” The empty, tired sound of my voice was both awkward and strangely comforting. Anything was better than the silence of my apartment, even the funeral home where my dad was waiting. At least there would be other people, too.

	I grabbed my phone last and slipped it into the side of my purse without looking at the screen. It had been clogged with notifications for days, to the point where I’d left it permanently on silent. The flood of condolences from every side suffocated as much as it carried me forward. It would be difficult enough to deal with all of those people in person.

	Which, by the way, I was absolutely dreading. Not that I begrudged our friends and neighbors for supporting us—and now, supporting me. But the grief was still so new and raw. What if I just fell apart and couldn’t get it back together? The last thing I wanted was to look as helpless as I felt.

	The clock on my bedside table read 12:30. It was time to get going. I’d be early, and I hadn’t eaten lunch, but I needed time to psych myself up for the viewing, and hunger seemed to be a thing of the past. My stomach didn’t even growl as I stepped out the front door into a brisk fall day.

	Dad’s car sat in the driveway, unused and lonely, like everything else of his. I chose to leave it there and walk the ten or fifteen minutes out to the main drag of our little town. That car was too full of him, too full of memories. Everywhere I looked was another reminder that he was gone.

	I faced ahead, taking a deep breath of the cool autumn air. Dad loved days like this. I remembered walking hand in hand around our neighborhood as a little girl, the breeze in my hair as I jumped into piles of crunchy leaves. The sound of his laugh filled my head, and I found myself smiling too. For the first time since I had gotten that call from the hospital, the fog of grief started to roll back. I looked up at the blue sky and the sunshine and let my smile widen.

	“I hope you’re up there, Dad,” I said out loud. “And I hope you’ll look out for me today.” The more I thought about five hours of greeting, hugging, shaking hands, and accepting condolences, the worse it sounded to me. I wanted to turn around and run back to bed. Wake me up when it’s all over.

	But of course, I couldn’t do that, nor would I. No one deserved a peaceful, dignified sendoff more than my dad. The least I could do was represent him well, even if my heart hurt the whole time. Plus, I had to admit there were a few people I really did want to see—two, to be exact.

	My dad had been an only child, so after Mom left, our extended family all but disappeared. I had my grandparents, who cheerfully spoiled me rotten all their lives, but no aunts, uncles, or cousins. It would’ve been kind of a lonely childhood, if not for Dad’s best friends. They loved me like I was their own kid, and during the times when Dad’s health started to flag, they jumped in to pick up the slack.

	How many times had Bryan and Owen stayed with me for sleepovers and movie nights, popping popcorn on the stove or laying out sundae bars full of toppings to layer on mountains of ice cream? They accompanied Dad and me on more family vacations than I could count on both hands. Bryan liked to camp. Owen was always more of a resort type of person.

	I had boxes of pictures from those happy trips stored away in the attic. Before Dad got sick for the last time, I’d been meaning to go through them to make him a scrapbook of great memories. It was one of those projects that stayed in the back of my mind for weeks. I thought I had more time.

	“Sorry, Dad,” I muttered under my breath. The undone scrapbook was high on my list of regrets, and so was never getting around to calling Bryan and Owen. I knew their contact information had to be somewhere in Dad’s home office, probably buried beneath his papers. My father may have been the light of my life, but he wasn’t what you’d call an organized man.

	Still, he would’ve kept those addresses and phone numbers, even after the guys left to start a business venture together in New York. They were just too important, too much a part of our lives, to fall by the wayside. No matter how much time had passed.

	As I waited to cross at a red light, my mind drifted back to one lazy weekend afternoon a month or so before Bryan and Owen moved away. They’d invited Dad to move with them, and I think he seriously considered it for a while. But in the end, he didn’t want to uproot me, and early signs of the heart failure that would eventually kill him were starting to manifest.

	I, by then a gawky, awkward teenager, had sneaked downstairs to eavesdrop. The three of them sat around the coffee table in our little sunroom. Owen had his feet up on a wicker ottoman, his forearms tanned below the rolled-up cuffs of his sleeves. I could hear him laughing, and I remembered vividly how the sound made my stomach do a weird little flip.

	In the present day, I rolled my eyes. At some point during the hormonal onset of adolescence, I’d developed such a hopeless, embarrassing crush on my would-be uncles. Even then, I understood how weird it was, and I tried my best to squash it down. But whenever I saw them, I had to either fight back a blush or hide.

	Like I said, embarrassing. I cringed on my way across the street at the memory of making googly eyes at them behind their backs. And thinking back on it, I realized they must have known; I had all the subtlety of a rhinoceros in a sandcastle.

	Maybe that move to New York had been for the best, as far as my lovesick teenage self was concerned. At first, they had called us regularly, and there were a couple of visits back home. Then their business started gaining traction, and we heard from them less. The last time I’d seen them was right before I left for college, almost five years ago.

	Now I wondered if Bryan and Owen were going to be at the wake. Just the thought of it made my chest squeeze tight under the weight of a hundred different emotions. I never imagined that our next reunion might be missing my dad. To be honest, I’d never imagined a world where one of them was missing at all.

	The funeral home stood up ahead, a simple brick building with a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
