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Maeve 

Maeve Kennedy had been circling the Guilford town green for fifteen minutes, and she was running out of excuses not to park. The GPS kept announcing her arrival with mechanical cheerfulness, as if she didn't know exactly where she was. As if her hands weren't white-knuckling the steering wheel because the moment she actually parked, the weekend would become real.

She wasn't ready for this weekend.

The Airbnb sat just off the historic green, a white colonial house with forest green shutters and a wreath on the red door. Snow dusted the roof like powdered sugar. Light flakes drifted down from the gray sky, not quite sticking but making everything look like a postcard from some version of New England that only existed in movies. Trust Brigit to find the most aggressively charming house in Connecticut for her destination wedding weekend.

Maeve unwrapped the gas station hot dog she'd grabbed for lunch and took a large bite, savoring the ketchup and mustard combination. Comfort food for an uncomfortable situation. Her phone buzzed with a text from her assistant back at Kennedy Engineering Solutions. Bridge inspection report ready for your review Monday. Enjoy the wedding.

Right. The wedding. Where she would see Parker Christian for the first time in five years.

She finished the hot dog quickly, wadded up the wrapper, and tossed it in the cup holder. A glance in the rearview mirror revealed she'd managed to get ketchup on her white sweater. Of course. She grabbed a napkin and tried to dab at the stain, which only smeared it into a larger blob.

Maeve had known this moment would come eventually. When Brigit asked her to be a bridesmaid, she'd briefly considered declining. But Brigit had been her closest friend long before she'd been Parker's sister, and their friendship had survived the breakup that destroyed everything else. It had taken work—navigation around family holidays, an unspoken agreement never to discuss Parker unless absolutely necessary. But Brigit had made it clear from the beginning that Maeve's place in her life wasn't dependent on her relationship with her brother.

Maeve grabbed her duffel bag from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car. The cold air slapped her face immediately, sharp and clean. Snowflakes melted on her cheeks. She'd forgotten how different winter felt in Connecticut compared to Boston's urban chill. This was the kind of cold that made your cheeks pink and your nose run, the kind that belonged in holiday movies where people wore mittens and drank cocoa.

A black SUV pulled into the driveway behind her just as she was shouldering her bag. The engine cut off, and Parker Christian stepped out, looking just as startled to see her as she felt seeing him.

Maeve had assumed she'd have time to prepare herself. Maybe catch sight of him across the church first, or spot him at the rehearsal dinner. Somewhere public where she could compose her face and remember how to breathe like a normal person.

She definitely hadn't expected to see him in the next five seconds.

The last time she'd seen him was at Jennifer's wedding three years ago. They'd managed exactly two minutes of polite conversation before retreating to opposite sides of the reception. She'd left early that night, claiming a work emergency that wasn't entirely untrue.

Three years. Three years since she'd seen that face, those eyes that used to look at her like she was the most important person in the world. Before work became more important. Before late nights at the office turned into weekend conferences and business trips that stretched longer and longer until she felt like she was dating a ghost who occasionally texted apologies.

"Maeve."

He said it like her name was two syllables instead of one, the first syllable dropping lower than the second. Like he had all the time in the world to say it. Her stomach dropped like she'd missed a step on stairs.

"Parker." She managed to get his name out, which felt like a small victory.

They stared at each other across the snowy driveway for a beat too long. He looked different. The stress lines that had carved themselves into his face during their final months together had smoothed out. His hair was still that almost-black brown, still had that wave that used to curl around her fingers when he slept, but it was longer now. Less severe. And unless she was mistaken, he'd gained some weight. The good kind that came from actually eating meals instead of surviving on coffee and conference room bagels.

Parker reached into his SUV for his weekend bag, and the movement pulled his coat tight across his shoulders. Broader than she remembered.

"I guess Brigit didn't mention—"

"That you'd be staying here too?" Maeve shifted her duffel to her other shoulder. "No, she did not."

"So much for her 'cozy little place just for you.'"

"She told you it was just for you?"

"Word for word."

They looked at each other, the realization dawning simultaneously.

"She set us up," Maeve said.

"Completely."

Parker stepped closer, reaching for her duffel bag. "Here, let me—"

"I've got it." But she let him take it anyway, trying not to notice the way his forearms flexed beneath his rolled-up sleeves. When had he started rolling his sleeves like that? The Parker she remembered had been all pressed shirts and perfect cuffs, even on weekends. This version looked like he'd spent the morning splitting firewood or fixing something with his actual hands.

His gaze dropped to her sweater, and his mouth did this thing where it pressed together like he was trying not to smile. "Some things never change."

"Excuse me?"

"Ketchup stain, Maeve. Really? On a hot dog?"

Heat crept up her neck. Annoyance mixed with something else she didn't want to identify. She looked down at the red blob spreading across her white sweater. "I am not having this argument with you."

"Ketchup doesn't belong on hot dogs."

"Says the man who puts mayo on french fries."

"That's gourmet. Your ketchup is pedestrian."

She leaned closer, eyes glinting. "My pedestrian condiment choices are what make me interesting."

"That's not the only thing," he muttered, looking away too quickly. "Anyway, it's sacrilege. Mustard, maybe some onions if you're feeling fancy, but ketchup?" He shook his head like she'd just confessed to putting pineapple on pizza. "That's a cardinal sin."

This was exactly the kind of argument they used to have. The kind that would start with condiments and somehow end with them talking about their entire future, their different approaches to life, the way he had opinions about everything while she just did what felt right in the moment. The kind that used to end with him backing her against the kitchen counter, both of them breathless from laughter and something more dangerous.

"I happen to like ketchup," she said, crossing her arms over the stain.

Parker shook his head, but she caught that almost-smile again before he looked away. The same crooked smile that used to undo her completely, the left side of his mouth pulling higher than the right. "We should probably go in. Sort out the sleeping arrangements."

They both approached the front door at the same time and reached for the handle simultaneously. Their hands brushed. Just skin against skin for maybe half a second, but Maeve jerked back like she'd touched a hot stove. The contact sent electricity shooting up her arm, and she had to flex her fingers to stop the tingling.

"Sorry," she said.

"No, go ahead."

"You have the key code?"

"Brigit texted it to me. You?"

"Same." Maeve pulled out her phone and read the numbers aloud while Parker punched them into the electronic lock.

They stood in the doorway after the lock clicked open, neither moving. Both probably remembering the last time they'd done this dance. The last time they'd been polite strangers instead of people who used to know every inch of each other's bodies, every story, every dream.

Parker stepped aside with an exaggerated bow. "After you, Kennedy."

She brushed past him into the house, and the scent hit her. Cedar and something clean, like expensive soap and winter air. The same scent that used to cling to her pillowcases, that she'd breathed in every morning for two years. Her step faltered.

The inside of the Airbnb was even more charming than the exterior. Hardwood floors, exposed beams, furniture that managed to look both antique and comfortable. A stone fireplace dominated one wall of the living room, and through the kitchen window she could see the town green with its bare trees and old-fashioned streetlamps.

"This is nice," she said, because someone had to say something.

"Brigit has good taste."

"She always did."

Silence. Maeve dropped her bag by the front door and tried to orient herself in the space. Two bedrooms, from what she could see. A kitchen that opened into the living area. One bathroom.

One bathroom.

"So," Parker said, setting his bag down like it might shatter. "I guess we should figure out who gets which room."

"Rock, paper, scissors?"

The words were out before she could stop them. It was what they used to do in college when they had to make decisions. Who picked the movie. Who got the last slice of pizza. Who had to call for takeout. Stupid and childish, but it worked. And it always made them both so competitive, so focused on winning that they'd end up wrestling on the floor, her legs wrapped around his waist while he tried to pin her hands above her head, both of them laughing until the laughter turned into something else entirely.

Parker stared at her. "Seriously?"

"Best of three. Winner gets the master bedroom."

"Maeve—"

"Unless you're chicken." She held up her fist, ready to play, and saw something flicker in his face. Recognition. Memory. The same challenging look she used to give him when she wanted to see that competitive streak that lay just beneath his lawyer composure.

"This is ridiculous." But he raised his hand anyway, and his jaw tightened the way it always did when he was about to argue a case. He never could resist a challenge from her.

"One, two, three."

Rock. Both of them. They looked at their fists, then at each other.

"Again," Maeve said. "One, two, three."

Paper. Both of them.

Parker ran a hand through his hair, messing it up in a way that made him look younger. More like the man she'd fallen in love with seven years ago. "This is exactly the kind of thing that used to drive me insane about you."

"My superior conflict resolution skills?"

"Your refusal to have an adult conversation when we could just flip a coin or—"

"One, two, three."

Rock for Maeve. Scissors for Parker.

She pumped her fist in the air and did a little victory dance that she immediately regretted when she saw the look on his face. Part amusement, part something that might have been fondness. The same look he used to get when she'd get excited about a project at work or when her favorite song came on the radio. The look that used to make her feel like the most fascinating person in the world.

"Rock crushes scissors," she said, trying to sound more businesslike. "I'll take my victory and my ensuite bathroom, thank you."

"Congratulations." He picked up his bag. "I'll just grab the smaller room and try to survive sharing a bathroom with you and your collection of engineering journals."

"I don't travel with engineering journals anymore."

"No?" Parker paused at the bottom of the stairs, one foot on the first step. "What do you travel with now?"

She thought about her current reading material. A romance novel about a woman who inherits a bookstore and falls in love with the contractor renovating it. The kind of book she used to dismiss as frivolous, before she learned that sometimes frivolous was exactly what you needed. "Personal development books."

"Personal development." He repeated it like he was testing the words. "That's new."

"People change, Parker."

"Yeah." His voice dropped lower, lost the teasing edge. "They do."

He started up the stairs, and Maeve grabbed her bag to follow. The master bedroom was at the front of the house with windows overlooking the green. The smaller room was at the back, with a view of the garden and the houses beyond. Both were decorated with the same New England charm as the rest of the house. White quilts, antique furniture, paintings of clipper ships and lighthouses.

Maeve was unpacking her toiletries in the master bathroom when she heard Parker's door close. Then the sound of his bag being unzipped, the creak of floorboards as he moved around the room above hers.

Wait. Above hers.

She looked up at the ceiling, then down at the floor. The master bedroom was on the first floor. The room Parker had claimed was directly overhead.

Which meant every step he took, every movement, she'd be able to hear.

The sound of his footsteps made her stomach do this twisting thing that had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with muscle memory. She used to fall asleep to that rhythm. Parker pacing while he worked late, then finally coming to bed and sliding in behind her, his arm settling around her waist like it belonged there.

This was going to be a very long weekend.

Her phone rang, and Brigit's name appeared on the screen.

"Maeve? Have you made it to the house yet?"

"I'm here."

"Perfect. And Parker? Did you run into Parker?"

Maeve looked toward the ceiling, where she could hear Parker moving around. "You could say that."

"I'm so glad you two will have a chance to catch up before all the wedding craziness starts. It'll be just like old times."

"Brigit—"

"I have to run. Hair appointment in twenty minutes. But we're all meeting at seven tomorrow morning for the ice skating photo shoot at Mill Pond. Don't forget your warmest clothes. Love you."

The call ended before Maeve could ask any of the dozen questions forming in her mind. Like why Brigit had somehow forgotten to mention that she'd booked them in the same house. Or why ice skating was involved in wedding photography. Or how she was supposed to survive the next three days sleeping one floor below the man who'd once promised to love her forever and then proceeded to choose everything else in the world instead.

A door slammed upstairs, followed by footsteps in the hallway. Then Parker's voice, muffled but audible: "Brigit, what the hell were you thinking?"

Maeve smiled. Apparently Parker was just as thrilled with his sister's matchmaking as she was.

She finished unpacking and went downstairs to explore the kitchen. The refrigerator was stocked with basics. Milk, eggs, bread, coffee. A note from the host
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