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CHAPTER ONE





JESSICA SIGHED AS she read her new assignment. She worked as a biologist studying the marshlands around Lake Erie, and had put in for a transfer after her divorce. She wanted to get the hell out of Pennsylvania, and far away from her cheating ex-husband. She did not, however, want to be paired with Brock Daniels.


Tall and tanned and brooding, Brock led the biology research team in the Lake Erie Marsh Zone in Ohio. Before that, though, he'd been the best man in Jessica's wedding. Meaning he was best friends with her fucking cheater of an ex-husband, and now she was going to be spending 40 hours a week with him. 


Jessica refused to think of this move as permanent. She didn't even rent a real apartment, just put her things in storage near her parents' house, drove to Ohio, and booked a cabin near the lab. She sifted through her boxes, smashing framed pictures from her wedding and searching for her field equipment as she prepared to test water samples alongside the enemy. That's how she had to think of Brock Daniels, and anyone else who was in on the secret, letting her live a lie for two years.


On her first day of work, Jessica felt furious with herself as she fretted over her appearance. She needed to look put together so Brock wouldn't get a sense of how fragile and damaged she was beneath her thin veneer of rage. Jessica doubted she'd ever again fully trust another man, not after that betrayal. How could he lie to me like that, she thought, yanking a comb through her shoulder length brown hair. And how the hell am I supposed to work with Brock when I know he knew what Matt was up to?


Jessica examined her body in the full-length mirror. She wore heavy boots with a pair of dark jeans she knew fit her curvy body like a glove. They were both practical for climbing around in the swamp all day, and flattering, highlighting her round ass and wide hips. She wore her khaki button-down shirt a bit snug, again because she didn't want extra fabric snagging on plants…but she'd be lying if she said she didn't like how the shirt stretched across her bust.


She took a deep breath, chugged the rest of her coffee, and climbed into her Jeep to drive to work.










CHAPTER TWO





BROCK BARELY ACKNOWLEDGED her when Jessica arrived at the lab. Jesus Christ, you'd think we didn't spend 6 years together in grad school, she thought, scowling across the table as they waited for the rest of the team to show up. Richard and Ben came in together, carrying a bag of gas station donuts, and greeted Jessica warmly. 


"Hey, I'm Ben," he said, extending a hand. "I'm a big fan of your last paper about water quality. I love how your writing is so interesting, even when you're talking about bacteria." He handed Jessica a donut and winked. "Brock's research writing is dry as hell. I sometimes hate even putting my name on it as a collaborator."


Jessica smiled as she saw Brock frown at this exchange. He cleared his throat and said, "All right, all right. Cut the crap. You guys have met Dr. Donner. She's going to join the project at least for the summer. We'll see how long we can keep funding for a second PhD up here." He stared at her long and hard as he talked, and she shivered. His unspoken message: I'm in charge around here, and you can be gone in an instant if I want you gone. 


Brock updated Jessica on their current data collection and experiments. By the time they'd finished reviewing everything and updating her, it was nearly noon. She heard Ben's stomach growling, and he joked that he was going to start eating their samples if Brock didn't quit talking soon. Brock nodded, and Ben high fived Richard before saying, "Dr. Donner, you in for some high quality concession stand pizza? My treat!"


Jessica laughed and walked out with them, piling into one of the state park's trucks before she noticed that Brock had not come out of the lab. She looked at Ben and asked, "Isn't he coming with us?"


"Brock? Nah. He'd never pollute his body with freezer pizza. He'll probably give us a lecture about sodium when we get back." Jessica knew she shouldn't feel anything for the man currently eating lunch alone at his desk while his team rolled off together, but she couldn't help but feel a twinge of sympathy. She shook her head as she realized this, and reminded herself that this "lonely" man was her ex's confidant throughout a two-year affair with an intern. A fucking undergraduate intern, Jessica thought. Let him eat alone.










CHAPTER THREE





JESSICA COLLAPSED ONTO the twin bed in her cabin. She shouldn't be exhausted after a day of reading in a lab, but she put so much energy into not screaming at Brock that she felt totally wiped out. She had months of this ahead of her, working alongside him. Daily reminders of the worst thing to ever happen to her. She wondered if she would be better off back in Pennsylvania, but remembered that Matt was in Pennsylvania and if there was anyone she wanted to see less than Brock, it was the scumbag himself. "Why is the biology world so damn small," she said out loud.


She looked around the single room, with an uncomfortable couch, twin bunk, and tiny kitchenette, and felt better. She liked being out in the woods, away from all the noise of city life. She remembered field research in graduate school, spending endless hours in the woods gathering data from rivers and marshes. This is all she ever wanted to do, and she'd be damned if she was going to let some grumpy enabler interrupt her commune with nature.


Jessica had just stood to make herself some dinner when she heard the phone ring. The sound startled her. She had, in fact, forgotten the cabin had a landline, but that made sense since cell service was so spotty near the lake. "Hello?" she said, once she located the brown, corded phone. 


"We've had a change of priorities on our research focus." Brock's voice, stern and emotionless, came over the line. 


"Brock? How the hell did you get this number? I don't even know this number."


"You gave your lodging information to Wendy in HR. I called the main office and they gave me your cabin number." He sounded impatient. "I need to discuss an urgent change with you."


"This is my private time, Brock. You had all fucking day to speak to me at work and you didn't even acknowledge me--"


"Donner, I need you in the field at 5am tomorrow," he said, cutting her off. "The sandpipers are migrating."


This was a big deal. "But it's still June," I stammered. The birds weren't due for weeks. I had no idea what this might mean for the climate around the lake or the rest of the country, for that matter. 


"I'll meet you at the lab at 4:30 to show you where we'll be observing." And he hung up.








CHAPTER FOUR



AT 4:25AM, Jessica shivered outside the lab in the dark, despite her fleece jacket and hat. She heard the crunch of gravel under tires and saw headlights as Brock rolled up in his Ford Ranger. He stopped, leaned across the seat, and opened the passenger door, gesturing for her to get inside the truck. She heaved in her backpack and climbed in, shaking her head when she realized he wasn't going to even bother to make small talk.


He drove through the state park to the marsh border, parked the truck, and said, "We walk from here." 


They trudged through the grass for a few minutes, until Jessica couldn't stand the silence anymore. Her lack of sleep combined with her concern for the odd bird behavior meant she had a short temper and no filter. She blurted, "Look, I know we aren't going to be buddies here, but it would be nice if you could fucking acknowledge our shared history before we spend 12 hours working together in the field."


He stopped walking and looked down at her. He was a foot taller than her, and all lean muscle where she was softly curved. She saw his nostrils twitch and his lips tighten and he said, "History? You are a brilliant scientist, you were smarter than me in grad school, and I need you here now. Please, can you help me analyze this migration anomaly?"


"Seriously? We're still talking about birds? How long did you know, Brock? How fucking long did you know what was going on?" Jessica placed two hands into his chest and shoved him, but he didn't budge. She had no leverage and he was strong from years of careful attention to his body. He opened his mouth to speak, but heard a flutter in the grass and pulled her over to the edge of the marsh.


There was a log and a wooden crate, and Brock sat with his notebook just as the sky erupted with circling sandpipers. Jessica had her small video recorder in hand. Her personal life forgotten, she sat by Brock and observed the birds, taking photos and notes. Hours passed, and when the birds had settled into a routine pecking along the lapping waters, Jessica noticed the look of wonder on Brock's face. 


All trace of hard anger was gone as he worked. He was entranced by the circling, singing birds. He pointed to places along the shore the birds avoided, making notes as Jessica took photos. She began to remember why she used to enjoy his company--he saw things, details others missed. She had, after all, spent six years in graduate school working closely with him…and her ex-husband. Feeling all the hurt and anger rise in her chest again, Jessica stamped her foot and returned her concentration to the birds. 


Hours had passed, and she hadn't noticed that she was hungry until she felt Brock tap her shoulder. Looking over to him, she saw he was offering a sandwich. Jessica felt touched and nodded. "Thank you. I haven't had time to stock up on food yet…all I brought was a granola bar for today."


Brock grunted and bit into his own sandwich. He looked at her, sighed, and said, "The whole time." When Jessica raised an eyebrow in confusion, he continued, "I knew about Matt and that girl. The whole time. He told me he was thinking about doing it, and I told him…" Brock drifted off then, staring out into the water. 


"You told him what?"


Brock looked her in the eye again then and said, "I told him he was an idiot if you weren't enough for him." Jessica didn't know how to respond to this, so she kept staring and chewing the sandwich. Brock touched her shoulder, "A good friend would have told you…or something. I apologize for that. We were friends, once."


Jessica swallowed her sandwich, stood up, and grabbed her bag. She looked at Brock, furious, and screamed, "Fuck you." Her shout startled the birds, who took flight in a squawking, chirping frenzy. She turned on her heel and began to walk back toward the lab. 


Brock was hot on her heels. He grabbed her shoulder and hissed, "Can you be professional, damn it? You scared the fucking birds. Get back here and finish the work."


She glared at him. "I am not spending another second sitting beside you! It was a mistake to accept this assignment." As she went to turn away again
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