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Chapter 1: The Weekend She Didn’t Want
Melanie Carter woke up already annoyed.
That was never a good sign.
Usually, mornings at Fred’s place had a certain lazy charm. Sunlight through the blinds. His warm body taking up too much of the bed. The smell of coffee if he had remembered to set the timer. The quiet little thrill of waking somewhere that still felt slightly borrowed, even after almost a year of leaving earrings on his dresser and dresses in his laundry basket.
But this morning, the charm had been murdered by her overnight bag.
It sat near the bedroom door, half-zipped and smug, like it knew exactly how much she resented it.
Melanie stared at it from the edge of the bed.
Two days.
One office retreat.
One remote camp in the hills.
A bus full of coworkers pretending they were excited about team-building exercises because their boss had decided morale was the reason Smart Company was bleeding clients.
Morale.
Melanie almost laughed.
The company did not need morale. It needed fewer pointless meetings, better coffee, and a sales team that did not treat every client call like an opportunity to perform slow emotional death.
Instead, they were going fishing.
Fishing.
She rubbed both hands over her face and looked back at Fred.
He was still asleep, one arm thrown above his head, the sheet twisted low around his waist. He looked unfairly good for a man who had done absolutely nothing to deserve forgiveness. Dark hair messy against the pillow. Jaw rough with morning stubble. Chest bare. Stomach flat. A faint smile on his mouth, as if even his dreams were pleased with themselves.
Melanie hated that she still wanted him.
Not because wanting Fred was a problem. Wanting Fred was easy. Too easy. That was the problem.
Her body knew him before her mind had time to complain. It knew the weight of him, the rhythm of him, the way he kissed when he was sleepy and greedy. It knew the low sound he made when she dragged her nails down his ribs. It knew the exact pressure of his hands when he stopped being sweet and started being certain.
Fred was familiar in all the ways that should have comforted her.
Instead, that familiarity had begun to feel like a song she had played too many times.
A very good song.
A very dangerous song.
The kind she still hummed without thinking, then got irritated when she realized she knew every note.
She stood and crossed to the dresser, careful not to wake him. The mirror gave her back the morning version of herself: blonde hair loose and tangled, blue eyes still heavy from sleep, lips swollen from last night’s kisses. She wore one of Fred’s old shirts, soft and gray, hanging low enough to cover the tops of her thighs but not much else.
She looked like trouble pretending to be domestic.
That, at least, made her smile.
Melanie opened her makeup bag, then closed it again.
There was no point getting ready too early. She still had an hour before she needed to leave. An hour before she had to drive to the office, climb onto a bus with people she barely tolerated before nine in the morning, and pretend the wilderness was going to restore her professional spirit.
Behind her, Fred shifted.
The sheet slipped lower.
Melanie saw it in the mirror first.
Her gaze caught on his body, then paused where it always paused, with the kind of disloyalty that made her roll her eyes at herself.
“Honestly,” she whispered.
Fred did not wake.
Of course he did not. Fred could sleep through alarms, thunderstorms, and Melanie leaving angry voicemails from the bathroom when he used the last clean towel.
But his body was awake in one obvious, shameless way.
Melanie turned around slowly.
There he was, still asleep, still beautiful, still making it incredibly difficult for her to leave in a bad mood.
It would have been easier if he looked ridiculous. If he snored with his mouth open or drooled on the pillow. If he had gained ten pounds and started wearing socks to bed.
But no.
Fred lay there like temptation had a gym membership.
Melanie folded her arms.
“No,” she said quietly.
His only answer was a soft breath.
She took one step closer to the bed.
Then another.
“No,” she repeated, with less conviction.
The annoying thing about desire was that it rarely cared about a woman’s schedule.
It cared even less about her principles.
She had promised herself she would leave on time. She had promised herself she would not get pulled into Fred’s gravity again, not this morning, not when she needed a clear head and clean clothes. Last night had already been enough. More than enough, really. They had fallen into bed after dinner with the kind of hunger that should have left her satisfied.
It had not.
That was the part she did not like looking at too closely.
Fred stirred as she sat on the edge of the mattress.
His lashes flickered but did not open.
Melanie studied his face. There were things she loved about him. Real things. The way he always fixed the crooked shelf in her apartment without mentioning it. The way he remembered she hated mushrooms. The way he kissed her forehead when he thought she was asleep.
And there were things she was starting to resent.
Also real.
The way he assumed she would eventually move in. The way he said “our future” as if he had already drawn the map and she only needed to behave long enough to arrive there. The way he touched her with confidence, but listened to her with habit.
She reached out and brushed a lock of hair off his forehead.
Fred smiled in his sleep.
The smile got her.
Damn him.
She leaned down and kissed the corner of his mouth.
His hand moved immediately, finding her thigh beneath the shirt. Not grabbing. Not yet. Just resting there, warm and possessive, as if his body recognized her even before his mind did.
“Mel?” he mumbled.
“No,” she said against his mouth.
His eyes opened halfway. “No what?”
“No whatever you’re about to think.”
His smile widened. “I was asleep.”
“You were plotting.”
“I plot better awake.”
“That’s debatable.”
His hand slid higher, slow enough to pretend innocence.
Melanie caught his wrist.
Fred’s gaze sharpened. Not fully awake yet, but getting there. She could always see the moment he noticed her. Not just her presence. Her mood. Her body. The little charge in the room that arrived when she was pretending not to want something.
“You’re leaving soon,” he said.
“Yes.”
“How tragic.”
“Deeply.”
“You hate that retreat.”
“I hate everything about that retreat.”
“Then stay.”
Melanie laughed softly. “And tell my boss what? Sorry, Daniel, I couldn’t attend mandatory team bonding because my boyfriend looked too available?”
Fred pulled her down before she could dodge him.
She landed half across his chest, breath catching as his arms closed around her. The movement was too easy. Too practiced. Fred knew exactly how to turn her objections into proximity.
“Tell him you’re sick,” he murmured.
“I’m not sick.”
“I can make you sound convincing.”
“Fred.”
“What?”
She lifted her head and gave him a look.
He gave her one back.
There was the trouble. That was where they always found it. Not in the touching, not even in the kissing, but in the pause before both. That small, wicked second when they both knew they could still stop and both knew neither of them was going to.
Fred’s hand moved beneath the shirt again.
This time, Melanie did not catch his wrist.
His palm slid over her hip, then settled at the curve of her waist. Familiar. Warm. Certain.
Too certain.
The thought flickered through her, sharp enough to make her breath change.
Fred noticed.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“That was not nothing.”
Melanie smiled because that was easier than answering. “You’re very observant for a man who was unconscious thirty seconds ago.”
“I know your breathing.”
Her smile faltered.
There it was again. The sweetness that sometimes felt like a net.
Fred rolled them gently until she was beneath him. He braced one hand beside her head and looked down at her with that lazy morning confidence that had once made her feel chosen and now made her feel, occasionally, managed.
“You’re thinking too much,” he said.
“Someone has to.”
“No, actually. It’s Saturday. Thinking is banned.”
“I have to pack.”
“You packed last night.”
“I have to check the bag.”
“You checked it twice.”
“I have to shower.”
“You can shower after.”
“After what?”
Fred lowered his mouth to her neck.
Melanie closed her eyes despite herself.
That was unfair. Fred knew her neck was unfair. He knew exactly where to kiss, exactly when to slow down, exactly how to make her irritation loosen at the edges. His mouth moved under her jaw, warm and unhurried, while his hand slid down her side.
Her body answered before her pride had finished drafting an objection.
She arched slightly.
Fred smiled against her skin.
“Don’t look so pleased with yourself,” she said.
“I’m not looking.”
“I can hear it.”
He laughed, and the sound vibrated through her.
For a few minutes, she let herself forget the retreat.
She let herself forget the bus, the camp, the forced cheer, the awkward name games, the lake they had apparently rented with the optimism of people who did not understand mosquitoes.
She let herself be Melanie in Fred’s bed.
Melanie who liked being touched.
Melanie who liked wanting and being wanted back.
Melanie who did not have to explain why her pulse sped up when Fred’s hand moved with more purpose. Why she bit her lip when he pushed the shirt higher. Why she could be annoyed and aroused at the same time, as if her body and mind had signed separate contracts and refused to speak through lawyers.
Fred kissed her properly then.
Slow at first. Deep. His mouth soft and demanding in turns.
Melanie kissed him back harder than she meant to.
That was another thing she did not like looking at too closely: how often she answered confusion with hunger.
Fred responded at once. His hand tightened on her hip. His body settled more firmly over hers. The shirt bunched at her waist, and the morning air cooled her skin where he had uncovered her.
He broke the kiss just enough to look at her.
“You sure you have to go?”
The question sounded playful.
It was not.
Not entirely.
Melanie saw the tiny seriousness underneath. Fred wanted her to say no to the retreat. He wanted to be chosen over the job, over the office, over the weekend away. Maybe not dramatically. Maybe not forever. Just enough to reassure him that his place in her life was fixed.
A good girlfriend would have found that touching.
Melanie found it inconvenient.
And then she felt guilty for finding it inconvenient.
“I have to go,” she said.
Fred studied her. “But not yet.”
That part was true.
Not yet.
She reached up and touched his face, thumb brushing the rough line of his jaw. “No,” she said softly. “Not yet.”
His expression changed.
So did the room.
The air seemed to draw closer around them, warm and private. Outside, a car passed on the street. Somewhere downstairs, the refrigerator hummed. The ordinary world continued with its ugly little errands and practical demands.
In bed, Fred lowered his mouth to hers again.
This time, Melanie let the kiss take her.
She let it deepen until her thoughts blurred at the edges. Let her hands move into his hair. Let one knee slide against his hip. Let the familiar weight of him press her into the mattress until the restless thing inside her softened, not because it was gone, but because it had found something else to bite.
Fred was good at this.
Too good.
He knew when to tease and when to stop teasing. He knew when she wanted gentleness and when she wanted the pretense of it stripped away. He knew how to make her laugh, then gasp, then forget what she had been laughing about.
And yet, beneath every touch, every kiss, every low sound he pulled from her throat, Melanie felt the strange distance growing.
Not between their bodies.
Their bodies knew exactly what to do.
That was the problem.
There was no mystery left in being wanted by Fred. Only pleasure. Only habit. Only the terrible comfort of being desired by someone who already believed he had her figured out.
When his mouth moved lower, she stared at the ceiling and tried not to think that thought.
Failed.
Tried again.
Failed worse.
Fred paused and lifted his head. “You disappeared.”
Melanie blinked. “What?”
“You went somewhere.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did.”
His voice had softened. That made it harder.
She looked at him, at the concern in his face, and felt a sudden urge to tell him the truth.
I’m bored.
Not with you exactly.
With us.
With the version of myself I become when I am with you.
With knowing what happens next.
With being loved in a way that already has furniture picked out.
But Fred was looking at her like she was something precious. Something he had earned. Something he knew how to keep safe.
So Melanie did what she often did when honesty felt too naked.
She smiled.
Then she hooked one leg around his waist and pulled him back down.
Fred exhaled against her mouth.
That was enough.
His tenderness gave way to hunger. Hers rose to meet it. The room filled with breath, heat, the slide of skin, the soft creak of the bed beneath them. Melanie stopped thinking in sentences. That was a relief. Desire made a mess of language, and for a while, she let herself be grateful for that.
Fred touched her like he knew her.
She answered like she wanted to prove him right.
The morning became a blur of familiar pressure and old electricity. His hands. Her mouth. A whispered curse against her shoulder. Her fingers digging into his back. The sharp sweet climb of pleasure, then the fall, then the silence after.
For a moment, Melanie felt almost peaceful.
Almost.
Fred dropped beside her, breathing hard, one arm still across her stomach. His skin was warm and damp against hers. He looked pleased. Not smug this time. Soft. Open. The kind of open that made guilt creep in through the cracks.
“Now you definitely can’t go,” he said.
Melanie laughed, but it came out thinner than she intended. “That’s not how employment works.”
“It should be.”
“You’d destroy the economy.”
“Worth it.”
She turned her head on the pillow and looked at him.
Fred smiled at her.
There was nothing wrong with him.
That was the cruelest part.
If he had been cold, careless, boring in some obvious way, she could have blamed him for the restless itch under her skin. But he was not cold. He was not careless. And boring was too simple a word for a man who could still make her forget her own name when he wanted to.
The problem was not Fred.
The problem was the door inside Melanie that would not stay closed.
The one marked more.
More what, she did not know.
More heat. More risk. More surprise. More danger. More room to be someone other than Fred’s future live-in girlfriend with the nice smile and the predictable Saturday mornings.
Fred touched her cheek. “You’ll text me when you get there?”
“Yes.”
“And tonight?”
“Yes.”
“And tomorrow?”
“Fred.”
“What?”
“It’s two days, not a military deployment.”
He grinned. “I’ll suffer bravely.”
“You do that.”
His thumb moved slowly along her cheekbone. “Be good.”
Melanie’s smile appeared automatically.
It was the kind of thing he said often. Casual. Teasing. Almost meaningless.
Almost.
This morning, it landed differently.
Be good.
As if goodness were a little leash she could wear for the weekend. As if the woods and the lake and the distance from him would not count if she returned with the same smile and all the right answers.
Melanie kissed him before her face could betray her.
“I’m always good,” she said.
Fred laughed against her mouth. “That is a gorgeous lie.”
She pulled away and sat up.
The air felt cooler now. Her skin prickled as she reached for the shirt on the floor and slipped it back over her head. Fred watched her with lazy appreciation, but Melanie had already shifted into motion. Shower. Hair. Makeup. Bag. Keys. Coffee if there was time.
Escape, whispered a voice she refused to acknowledge.
No.
Not escape.
Just a retreat.
A stupid office retreat.
Nothing more.
By the time she came out of the bathroom, Fred had put on sweatpants and gone downstairs. The scent of coffee drifted up through the hallway, rich and domestic. Melanie dressed quickly: a short summer dress, light enough for the heat, fitted enough to remind the world she had not surrendered to corporate misery. She added sandals, brushed her hair loose over her shoulders, and checked herself in the mirror.
The woman looking back at her seemed ready for trouble.
Melanie pointed at her reflection.
“No,” she warned.
Her reflection looked unconvinced.
Downstairs, Fred had made eggs and toast. He had also poured her coffee into a travel mug, because of course he had. Because he was good in ways that made her feel worse.
“You’re a lifesaver,” she said, taking it.
“I know.”
She ate standing at the counter while he leaned across from her, watching as if he was trying to memorize her for the great tragedy of her forty-eight-hour absence.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“You’re staring.”
“You look good.”
“You always say that when I’m leaving.”
“You always look good when you’re leaving.”
“That sounds suspicious.”
“It’s the dress.”
Melanie glanced down. “Too much?”
“For a work retreat? Maybe.”
She raised an eyebrow.
Fred held up both hands. “I’m not complaining.”
“No, you’re just judging quietly.”
“I’m admiring loudly.”
“Better.”
He came around the counter and slipped his hands around her waist. “You sure this place is remote?”
“That’s what Daniel said.”
“Cabins?”
“Tents.”
Fred made a face. “Absolutely not.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
“Lake?”
“Apparently.”
“Men?”
She gave him a flat look. “It’s an office, Fred. Not a convent.”
“I hate this retreat already.”
“You hated it before you knew there was a lake.”
“I’m developing layers.”
Melanie laughed despite herself.
Then Fred’s smile softened again, and the laughter faded.
“Seriously,” he said. “Have fun. But not too much.”
There it was again.
That little hook beneath the joke.
Melanie reached for her bag.
“I’ll be surrounded by spreadsheets with legs,” she said. “Control your imagination.”
“My imagination has excellent instincts.”
“Your imagination needs hobbies.”
“It has one.”
“Goodbye, Fred.”
He caught her at the door and kissed her one last time.
This kiss was different.
Not hungry. Not playful.
A claim, maybe.
Or a question.
Melanie did not know which answer she gave him. She only knew that when she pulled away, his eyes stayed on hers for a second too long.
“Text me,” he said.
“I will.”
She stepped outside before he could say anything else.
The morning sun hit her bare shoulders. Warm already. Too warm for the hour. The kind of heat that made everything feel slightly reckless.
Melanie walked to her convertible, tossed her bag onto the passenger seat, and slid behind the wheel.
For a moment, she did not start the engine.
She looked back at Fred’s building.
He was standing in the doorway, coffee in hand, watching her.
Sweet.
Handsome.
Familiar.
Melanie lifted her hand.
Fred lifted his.
Then she turned the key.
The engine caught with a low purr, and Melanie pulled away from the curb before she could change her mind about anything.
The city thinned as she drove toward the office. Saturday traffic was light, the streets washed in gold, shop windows flashing past in bright little pieces. She turned up the radio, then turned it down again. The music felt too cheerful. Too determined to make a mood for her.
She did not need help with moods.
She had too many already.
By the time she reached Smart Company, the bus was waiting in the parking lot like a punishment with wheels.
A cluster of employees stood beside it, holding duffel bags, coolers, rolled sleeping mats, and expressions ranging from forced enthusiasm to open regret. Daniel Pike, their boss, was near the front with a clipboard and the stiff smile of a man who had spent too much money on mandatory happiness.
Melanie parked, grabbed her bag, and stepped out.
Three heads turned immediately.
She noticed. Of course she noticed.
Not because she needed the attention.
Because attention had a temperature, and Melanie had always been sensitive to heat.
“Melanie!”
That was Claire from accounts, waving too brightly.
Melanie waved back, locked her car, and crossed the lot.
Before she reached Claire, another voice cut through the morning.
“Well, there goes the wilderness.”
Melanie turned.
Mitt Donovan leaned against the side of the bus with a paper cup in one hand and trouble in his smile. He wore dark jeans, hiking boots that looked suspiciously new, and a fitted black T-shirt that made it clear he had not been lying about the gym. His dark hair was still damp, as if he had showered recently and deliberately left in a hurry.
Beside him stood Tristan Hale.
Tristan was taller, broader in the shoulders, and less subtle about almost everything. Sunglasses. Crooked grin. Weekend stubble. A gray shirt with the sleeves pushed up over his forearms. He looked like he had come prepared to break rules he had not read.
Melanie stopped in front of them.
“The wilderness will survive,” she said.
Mitt’s gaze swept over her dress with enough restraint to be polite and enough appreciation to be interesting.
Tristan did not bother with restraint.
“Not dressed like that, it won’t,” he said.
Melanie gave him a sweet smile. “Careful, Tristan. That almost sounded like a thought.”
Mitt laughed into his coffee.
Tristan’s grin widened. “I have several. Most of them inappropriate.”
“How shocking.”
“You bring out my honesty.”
“I doubt I’m responsible for your personality defects.”
Mitt looked between them, amused. “This retreat is already improving morale.”
Melanie shifted her bag on her shoulder. “If Daniel makes us do trust falls, I’m pushing both of you.”
“Good,” Tristan said. “I trust you completely.”
“You shouldn’t.”
His smile sharpened.
For one tiny second, the air changed.
Melanie felt it before she understood it. A quick little spark in the space between them. Not love. Not even attraction exactly. Something cruder than that. Simpler. The awareness of a line and the private amusement of standing too close to it.
Mitt noticed.
His expression did not change much, but his eyes did. They moved from Tristan to Melanie, then away again, as if filing something for later.
Melanie hated that she liked being noticed by him too.
Daniel clapped his hands near the bus door.
“Okay, team! Let’s load up. Big weekend ahead.”
A low groan moved through the group.
Melanie leaned closer to Mitt and Tristan. “If either of you says ‘big weekend’ again, I’m walking home.”
Mitt straightened and reached for her bag. “Allow me to save your strength for corporate bonding.”
“I can carry it.”
“I know.”
He took it anyway, but not from her hand. He waited until she let go.
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