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Chapter 1

Kristina

 

I was halfway around the back curve of the gravel path, headphones in, lungs burning, when I ran straight into a wall of warm muscle and nearly took us both to the ground.

Strong hands caught my arms before I could stumble backward. The grip was firm but immediately careful. Like he'd caught something he didn't want to break.

My headphones clattered onto the gravel.

I looked up, breath heaving, and found a face I recognized. I'd known him since high school and seen him again a few months ago when Stefan started at Harvard.

Kevin.

Stefan's best friend.

Except he wasn't the lanky, handsome teen I remembered.

At nineteen, only a year older than me and in his first year at Harvard like Stefan, he'd grown into himself. Filled out. Sharpened.

My traitorous brain cataloged details I had no business noticing.

The sharp line of his jaw.

The stubble shadowing it now, like he'd shaved at dawn and the day had already claimed it back.

The way his dark hair curled slightly at his temples from the humidity.

The easy confidence that seemed to fit him as naturally as his skin.

"Whoa." His laugh was low and easy. "Sorry about that. Didn't see you coming around the bend."

I stepped back, and his hands dropped from my arms. The places where he'd touched me stayed warm.

"My fault," I managed. "Should've been watching where I was going."

"Kristina!" Stefan appeared behind him, jogging up the path with a grin splitting his face.

He clapped Kevin on the back hard enough to make him stumble forward. "I see you've met my little sister. Again."

"We've met," Kevin said. His eyes hadn't left my face. "A couple times. High school, and a few months ago, when we started at Harvard. You played something on the piano that I couldn't name but couldn't forget either."

I blinked.

He remembered that?

I never thought he noticed me in high school.

"Debussy," I said. "Clair de Lune."

"That's the one."

Stefan was already steering him toward the house, arm slung around his shoulders in that easy way brothers had with their best friends.

I bent to pick up my headphones, my fingers trembling slightly.

Ridiculous.

I straightened and watched them walk toward the front steps. Watched the way Kevin moved—confident without being forced—taking in the estate like he was memorizing it.

He glanced back once. Caught me watching. The corner of his mouth lifted.

I looked away first. Told myself it was only the surprise of the near fall. That my pulse had no other reason to behave that way.

By the time I finished my run and circled back to the front of the house, Dad was already on the stone steps. Hands clasped behind his back, watching Kevin's motorcycle the way he watched things he disapproved of but wouldn't forbid.

The motorcycle gleamed in the late afternoon light, chrome catching the sun—A 1970s Honda CB750, restored beautifully, parked on the gravel like it belonged there.

It absolutely did not.

Not in this world of garden parties and charity galas and daughters who played Chopin.

Dad's silence weighed exactly as much as a lecture.

"Mr Ashford." Kevin extended his hand. "Thank you for having me this summer. Stefan's told me a lot about the estate."

Dad shook his hand with the minimal pressure required by politeness. "Kevin. Yes. Stefan mentioned you'd be staying in the east wing."

"Just until the fall semester starts. I'll stay out of your way."

"See that you do."

Stefan shot me a look that said later as he steered Kevin inside before the silence could solidify into something more uncomfortable.

I stayed on the gravel path, watching the space where Kevin had been standing.

I told myself I wasn't going to think about his hands on my arms. About the way he'd looked at me like a puzzle he hadn't expected to find.

I thought about it anyway.

Dinner was an exercise in careful navigation. Dad sat at the head of the table, asking pointed questions about Kevin's studies, his plans, and his family's business.

Kevin answered each one without defensiveness, meeting Dad's gaze directly when most people looked away. Stefan kept the conversation moving, filling silences, redirecting when things got too pointed.

I pushed roasted potatoes around my plate and tried not to notice how the candlelight caught the red in Kevin's wine glass every time he lifted it—tried not to notice that he was sitting directly across from me.

Every time I looked up, he was there.

He caught me looking once. Didn't smile. Just held my gaze for a beat too long before returning his attention to whatever Dad was saying about the east garden.

After dinner, I retreated to the parlor.

The Steinway stood where it had always stood, near the bay windows overlooking the back lawn. I'd been practicing the same Chopin nocturne for weeks, preparing for my senior recital in the fall.

I sat down now, not because I needed to practice but because I needed somewhere to put the restless energy the evening had left humming under my skin.

The first notes settled something in my chest. Then the next. My fingers knew this piece so well I could play it without thinking, which was dangerous tonight. It left room for my mind to wander places it shouldn't.

Three weeks.

He'd be here for three weeks before summer ended, before I resumed my senior year in high school, before he went back for the fall semester at Harvard. And none of this would matter anyway.

The nocturne built toward its crescendo. I leaned into it, let the music fill the parlor, let it drown out everything else. When the final notes faded into silence, I sat with my hands in my lap and let myself breathe.

A soft sound made me turn.

Kevin was leaning in the doorway, a glass of red wine held loose at his side. His face had an expression he hadn't meant to leave there. Something unguarded. Like a door left open.

He closed it immediately, raising his glass in a small toast.

He said nothing.

I should have said something.

Thank you.  

Good night.  

Please stop looking at me like that.

I said nothing either.

He held my gaze for another moment, then pushed off from the doorframe and disappeared down the hallway.

I sat frozen on the piano bench, my heart doing things I refused to name. I filed that expression away in the part of my mind I reserved for things that didn't matter much, then stood and closed the piano lid with more force than necessary.

This was fine.

This was nothing.

He was a house guest.

My brother's best friend.

Someone who would be gone before the leaves started turning.

I climbed the stairs to my room in the west wing and lay in the dark listening to the sounds of the old house settling.

The east wing was close. Close enough that sound traveled between the walls if you were listening for it.

I wasn't listening.

Except I was.

A door closed somewhere. Footsteps on old floorboards. Then silence.

I thought about his hands on my arms again. The way his grip had been firm but careful—like he knew instinctively how to hold something without breaking it.

I thought about that expression in the parlor doorway. The one that vanished so quickly.

What had he been thinking?  

What had he seen in the music that made him look at me like that?

I pulled the pillow over my face and told myself I would be fine in the morning.

Sleep came eventually, but my dreams were full of Chopin nocturnes and dark hair and a man leaning in doorways like he belonged there.

When I woke at dawn, my sheets tangled around my legs, I lay staring at the ceiling and acknowledged what I'd been avoiding all night.

The summer had just become something I wasn't prepared for.

Three weeks. That's all it was.

Twenty-one days of careful distance and polite conversation and staying on my side of an invisible line I'd drawn the moment his hands caught me on that gravel path.

I could do three weeks.

I got up, pulled on my running clothes, and went to find the path again.

The morning air was cool against my skin, dew still clinging to the grass. I ran until my lungs burned, until my legs ached, until I couldn't think about anything except the next step, the next breath, the next curve in the gravel.

It almost worked.



