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        Perhaps the biggest mistake I made in the past was that I believed love was about finding the right person. In reality, love is about becoming the right person. Don’t look for the person you want to spend your life with. Become the person you want to spend your life with.

        – Neil Strauss

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Stop glorifying the idea that the right person will just know the way to love you; that they’ll be able to just meet your emotional needs without you ever voicing them. Great relationships don’t happen because two mind readers come together, they happen because people communicate clearly and directly. They happen because they are willing to teach another where their boundaries lie, and how they prefer to be loved.

        – Vienna Pharaon
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      Isa Grayson swiped a fresh line of blue paint across the canvas before peeking at the reflection in the mirror. Her sapphire eyes were several shades darker than the hue she had chosen for her self-portrait. She paused, taking a closer look at herself. At some point she’d swept her brown hair up in a messy bun with two paintbrushes—she had forgotten where she’d put them. Her olive skin had a few dark freckles and smudges of paint. She was a mess. She shifted her gaze to the painting; it was in no better condition than her.

      An artistic slump was what her teacher had called it. Depression, her doctor had said. Isa hated labels. She lived her life in the present and relied on no one except herself.

      Isa’s thoughts were interrupted by her phone ringing. She glanced at the caller ID. Harper’s name illuminated.

      “Good morning,” Isa answered.

      “I think you mean afternoon,” Harper corrected, teasing.

      “I’m sorry. Some of us like to sleep in.”

      “I wish Mila did. These early mornings are killing me.” Harper sighed.

      “Hey! I got up with her this morning,” Jax, Harper’s husband, replied.

      “That’s right, he did. Is it still considered a full night’s sleep when it’s so broken? I think I’m woken about every three hours. It’s more like perpetual naptime,” Harper said.

      “Just one more reason I’ll leave the mothering to you, my dear,” Isa joked.

      “I wouldn’t trade it for the world,” Harper said, all dreamy-like.

      Times had sure changed. Her best friend had once been her partner in crime, globe-trotting and partying all night in Ibiza or Paris. Now her world revolved around a new love.

      “Anyways, I just called to let you know we’ll be there in about ten minutes,” Harper said.

      “I’ll be ready. Send that muscular, tattooed husband of yours in to carry my bags when you get here.” Isa smiled.

      Jax and Harper laughed. “Will do,” Harper agreed.

      “Bye, love,” Isa said.

      “See you soon,” Harper said excitedly before ending the call.

      Isa took one more look at her canvas and then slid off the stool to cover her paints. She would let the maid, Greta, finish the job so she could wash up and change before Harper arrived.

      Twenty minutes later, Isa was ready. Jax had already packed her bags in their SUV. Harper was sitting in the back of the car, nursing baby Mila, when she opened the door.

      “Sorry, I was covered in paint and needed a quick shower,” Isa said.

      Harper smiled and winked. “I know time is never your friend. We left a little early so we could accommodate Isa time.”

      Isa rolled her eyes. “How is Miss Mila?”

      The baby’s head was covered in small dark curls and her skin was already several shades darker than her mama’s. Mila’s little chin quivered as she made suckling noises. Her long dark eyelashes kissed the tops of her chubby cheeks. She was sound asleep snuggled in her mother’s arms.

      “Sleeping with a full belly, and ready for the trip,” Harper said, carefully placing the baby into the car seat and buckling her. “Do you want to sit up front?”

      “And miss staring at this perfection? No way.”

      Harper smiled and kissed the top of Mila’s head before switching places with Isa.

      “Good. Now I can have both hands free,” Harper said, sliding into the passenger seat next to Jax. He leaned over and kissed her.

      “Hey, now. There’s a minor in the car. Keep it PG,” Isa said, feeling both envious and disgusted by her friend’s display of affection.

      “The baby is sleeping. We gotta get it in while we can,” Jax joked.

      “Don’t you think that’s what got you into this predicament in the first place . . . getting it in?” Isa couldn’t resist the tease.

      Jax smirked and Harper laughed as he pulled onto the road, heading towards The Orchard Inn.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to a wedding,” Harper said. “I think after one glass of champagne, I’ll be on the floor.”

      “Can you believe your mommy used to hold her liquor better than Aunty Isa?” Isa cooed to Mila.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of my girl.” Jax squeezed Harper’s knee.

      The small gesture brought Isa a pang of hurt mixed with envy. Conflicting emotions bubbled up in her throat. Happiness that her friend had found such a sacred true love and equal partnership, and jealousy that she would never have it.

      “Remember I talked about Jax and River’s friend, Ethan?” Harper asked, turning her face towards the window so Isa could see her reflection in the mirror.

      “Yeeeesss,” Isa said, drawing out the word suspiciously. “The one who couldn’t make it to your wedding because he was in Africa for his grandmother’s funeral?”

      “Yeah. Well, it turns out he will be able to attend River’s wedding,” Harper said, trying to act sly. But Isa knew better.

      “Not going to happen, Harps, so don’t even think about it.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Harper asked, coyly.

      “I’m happy you and River found your soul mates, but please leave my romantic life to me.”

      “Jax, tell her what an awesome guy Ethan is.” Harper turned to her husband.

      “I’m staying out of this,” he said.

      Isa smiled. “I knew I liked you, Jax.”

      “Fine.” Harper gave in.

      “Fine,” Isa repeated.

      The rest of the almost four-hour drive went by easily enough. Mila miraculously slept the whole way, waking just as they pulled into the driveway. A large sign out front of the gorgeous stone building read Welcome to The Orchard Inn.

      Isa grabbed two bags from the car, while Harper took Mila inside, and Jax got the rest. They walked into the lobby where River sat with his beautiful tattooed fiancée on his lap.

      “Hey, guys!” Ella said, standing and coming over. Isa had met her a couple of times before and she’d noticed Ella liked to keep a physical distance from people; except for River, of course. Isa shook her hand.

      River wrapped Harper in for a hug with Mila. “Hey, sister. God, she has grown so big since I saw her at your wedding.”

      Harper beamed. “She’s eating a lot more too.”

      Mila looked around the room, wide-eyed at all the faces staring back at her.

      Jax set down the bags he’d been carrying before he and River locked hands and pulled each other into a big hug.

      “You still treating my sister like a queen?” River asked Jax.

      “Like a goddess,” he said, smiling and locking his gaze with Harper’s. They were so in love it was almost sickening. Almost.

      River came over to Isa next and gave her a hug. “Hey, sista from another mista. Glad you could come. Ethan’s in the kitchen, sampling Maggie’s dinner.

      “Who?”

      River hesitated. “Our friend Ethan. Harper said you wanted to meet him.”

      Isa narrowed her eyes at Harper who was studying the grey wood floors of the inn, effectively avoiding contact with her. “Excuse me for a moment, River, while I have a chat with your sister.”

      Isa walked over and grabbed Harper’s hand, leading her towards the couches and fireplace in the lobby. “I get that you are madly in love, and you want me to be happy. But I don’t like being set up, Harper. You know that. My family is always trying to do this to me. I don’t need it from you too.”

      Harper smiled. “I know. This is different though. I have a feeling.”

      “Oh, God. Can we not? Just leave me alone. Enjoy this vacation and your brother’s wedding. I’ll do what I came here for and spend time with you and help with the wedding.”

      “You want me to stay in my lane?” Harper asked.

      “Yes. We can’t all end up with a devastatingly gorgeous Black man.”

      Both women laughed.

      “I’ll try,” Harper agreed.

      “Good. Now give me that baby.”

      Harper chuckled and handed Mila to her before joining the group of friends. Isa couldn’t resist resting her nose on the bed of soft wispy curls that smelled like chamomile. Baby smell.

      Isa glanced up to see the two couples talking and laughing with each other. Not for the first time, she couldn’t help but crave what they had. It didn’t matter though. Men, with the exception of these two, only ever wanted three things from Isa: sex, money, and status. She had been more than happy to give the first for far longer than she liked to admit.

      “Dinner’s ready,” a pretty blond woman said as she held open the door to the kitchen.

      They filed through, with Isa entering last.

      “I’m Maggie. You must be Isa,” the blonde said.

      “Yes.”

      “Nice to finally meet you.” Maggie nodded.

      “You too.” Isa walked into the large bright room. The kitchen was big, with stainless steel appliances and white cupboards. A large granite island surrounded by several dark barstools was the focal point of the room.

      Harper ducked out the back through a screen door. Isa followed outside where they had a large table set up for everyone.

      A little girl came bounding over to Isa. “Is this the baby? I love babies! Can I hold her?”

      Maggie bent down and scooped the little girl into her arms. “This is Avery, my daughter. Avery, this is Isa.”

      “Hi, Isa. I like that name.”

      “I like your name too.” Isa smiled.

      “My wife, Julie, is somewhere around here.” Maggie searched the space.

      Isa nodded and smiled as she tried to remember everyone’s names.

      “Isa?” Harper called.

      Isa walked over to where Harper sat next to Jax.

      “I’m sure she is going to be hungry soon,” Harper said.

      “I don’t mind holding her until she gets fussy for mama’s milk.” Isa nuzzled her nose against the soft flesh of Mila’s chubby cheek. Mila cooed and reached out to grab her face. Isa’s heart nearly exploded at the tender moment. How could something be so beautiful, yet so sad at the same time? She would never have this.

      Everyone was seated at the table—a diverse group of friends. There were a few more faces she didn’t know yet. A tan man with dark eyes had his arm around a gorgeous blond woman; more of Ella’s friends. Finally, her eyes landed on the man sitting next to Jax and River. Of course, the only empty seat left was by his side.

      He was handsome. Okay, maybe handsome was too light of a word. The man was attractive with an athletic build, brown eyes, and dressed casually in a T-shirt and jeans. He glanced her way after saying something to River. Isa took a deep breath and decided to get it over with. She sat down with Mila holding on to one of the loose waves of hair that had escaped her messy bun.

      “Hey. I’m Ethan,” he said with a thick African accent.

      “Isa.”

      “Wow, a mini Jax.” He reaching his finger out to Mila. Mila took it, immediately chewing and drooling all over him. Isa was intrigued to see how he would react. Instead of pulling away disgusted, he chuckled seemingly completely at ease. Ethan smiled and picked up the pacifier that was clipped on Mila’s shirt, before replacing his finger with it.

      Hot and good with babies. That just made him even more dangerous.

      “You’re from Boston?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Me too.”

      “Where is your accent from?” she asked.

      “Ghana, West Africa,” he answered.

      “I’ve never been.”

      “Well, you should definitely put it on your bucket list. It’s a very beautiful country.”

      She smiled and focused back on Mila.

      A moment of silence passed. Everyone was sharing the food around.

      Ethan grabbed the plate full of herbed mashed potatoes with fresh chives sprinkled on top. “May I?” he offered to serve her some.

      “Yes, please,” she said, grateful for his help.

      After adding one scoop, he asked, “More?”

      “That’s plenty.” She smiled as something foreign fluttered inside her.

      As each dish passed, he slowly filled her plate with helpings of flavorful morsels that their hosts had provided. Isa glanced across the table. Harper was studying them with raised eyebrows.

      Isa shook her head. The last thing her best friend needed was encouragement in the fixing-up department. She balanced a fork in one hand and took a bite of roasted chicken.

      “I guess we’re supposed to get married next.” Ethan’s deep voice sent a shockwave of panic through her.

      Isa choked on the food she was chewing. She reached for her water glass, wishing it was something stronger.

      What the fuck did he just say?
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      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to . . . I was just joking,” Ethan said, quickly trying to make light of things. He reached for the baby so Isa could recover from her choking fit. He held Mila close, supporting her neck as he had done with his niece and nephew.

      Mila looked up at him and started to cry. Ethan froze. This was the part where he usually handed the baby back to its parent. He had sure made a mess of things quickly.

      Harper came over and took the baby from him. “She’s ready for her dinner.” She patted Isa on the back. “You okay?”

      Isa coughed and took another sip of water before speaking. “Just went down the wrong hole.”

      He could have sworn Harper leaned down and whispered, “That’s what she said,” into Isa’s ear. Isa’s face blushed pink as Harper walked away.

      His friends had not led him astray when they’d said Isa was beautiful. He could tell by the designer shoes, jeans, and sweater she was wearing that she came from money too. Probably a spoiled rich daddy’s girl. Not his type in the least.

      “Your sense of humor nearly killed me.” Isa’s eyes narrowed on him.

      “Harper told me she was trying to set us up. And Jax warned me the two of you were trouble.”

      “Well, this was all her idea. I’m just here for the baby.”

      That was fine with him. Better than fine—perfect actually. Isa seemed far from the partner of his dreams.

      “You don’t like weddings?” he asked.

      “Not particularly. I mean, these guys are the exception,” she said.

      His brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “Come on. Tell me you don’t believe in committing your life to one person, and expecting them to do the same? Look at the divorce statistics.”

      “Not a believer in marriage?” he asked, surprised.

      “Nope. Obviously there are exceptions. Jax and Harper. River and Ella. I’m sure there are some people who are wired for monogamy, and on the off chance they meet someone who is too, well, yeah, but that’s rare.” She wiped her mouth with the napkin.

      “What made you such a cynic?” he asked, studying her a little closer.

      Isa’s laugh was humorless this time. “Life.”

      What could this pampered princess have experienced to make her so cold? Isa didn’t seem to be anything like the warm woman their friends had described.

      “You seem to like babies. You don’t want a family someday?” he asked, not ready to let the subject go. His parents had an exemplary marriage. Ethan had always looked up to them and wanted to emulate what they had. He didn’t waste time with meaningless hookups. He was searching for the real thing.

      Isa sighed before turning to gaze directly in his eyes. Something flickered in them before her expression grew impassive. “There are more ways than one to have a child. I don’t need a man to be a mother, if that is what I choose.”

      What could he say to that? This woman’s negative outlook on relationships bothered him. She was getting under his skin. He had an intense desire to prove her wrong. “Are your parents still married?” he asked.

      She smirked, before taking a drink. “Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Stop trying to figure me out. You’re one of those people who believe in love and happily-ever-afters. It must really bother you that I don’t,” she said, reading him like a book.

      “I just wondered what happened to make a beautiful woman such as yourself see the world so negatively.”

      “Let’s just focus on what we came here for. Two people are getting married, so we have to be here together. It doesn’t mean we have to be friends.” She took a bite of bread.

      “Ouch. We can’t be friends because I am such a positive guy? Or is it because you are a man-hater?” he teased.

      Isa turned to face him, crossing her arms defensively. “I don’t hate men. They are good for some things.”

      His cock jerked in his shorts. He reached out his hand and touched hers before he thought better of it. Energy surged up his palm at the contact like he’d touched a live wire. Isa made a small gasping noise and stood abruptly.

      A second later, her face was unreadable again as she bent down and whispered in his ear, “We aren’t going to be that kind of friends either.” Her hot breath tickled his ear and sent a charge straight to his groin. Ethan cleared his throat as she straightened.

      Harper yelled across the table, “Oh, they’re telling secrets already! See? I told you guys you would make the perfect couple.”

      If Harper only knew how wrong she was.

      Isa rolled her eyes and said, “Actually, I’m going to head to bed early. It’s been a long day.”

      Isa walked around to give her friend a hug. He couldn’t help but follow her curvy ass with his gaze until she was out of sight.

      He could sense his friends’ smirks before he even turned towards them. He flicked his attention back to the table. “What?”

      “What did I tell you?” Harper asked.

      “Sorry to burst your bubble, but you really missed the mark on this one, Harp.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Ethan stood and walked around to the other side of the table, bringing his chair with him and setting it next to Hers. He sat, before explaining, “I mean, your friend is beautiful and all, but man, is she bitter. I told you I don’t need help being set up. Unless you know a great Ghanaian woman?” Ethan laughed.

      “Isa isn’t what she seems. She’s rough around the edges, but she has the biggest heart of anyone I know. She’s loyal and giving. Don’t let her fool you. She’s been through a lot.” Harper’s face softened as she spoke about her friend.

      Ethan nodded, not sure what else to say. What could a girl like that have possibly gone through?

      “Why does the woman you marry have to be Ghanaian?” she asked.

      “She would be familiar with my culture, probably speak my language. My mom wants grandchildren, and she wants them to understand the culture, like my niece and nephew do,” he explained.

      “Cultural differences are hard, but not impossible to get through,” Jax said, taking his wife’s hand. “With the right woman, I mean.”

      Harper smiled at her husband as she nursed their daughter in her arms. The love and commitment those two had—that was what Ethan wanted. He was positive he would find it, just as sure as he was that the woman for him was not Isa.

      Ethan’s phone rang, interrupting their moment. He pulled out his cell. His older sister’s name flashed across the screen. “I’ve got to take this; it’s Abby.” He rose from the table and walking into the inn.

      “Hey, lady. Wo ho te sen?” he asked in Twi.

      “I am well,” she giggled, the joy in her voice evident.

      Abby was always happy. She had a husband who adored her and two beautiful children who always gave her reasons to smile. Just one more couple to prove Isa wrong. Finding true love was more common than she wanted to admit. He shook his head. Why was she occupying space in his mind?

      “How are my favorite niece and nephew?” Ethan asked.

      “They are good. Getting into trouble as usual.” She laughed. “Hey, you remember me talking about my friend Sarah?”

      Ethan thought for a moment before answering, “You mean the one in school studying to be an economics professor?”

      “Yeah. She just started her master’s and PhD program in Boston and moved to the area. Mommy wanted me to tell her about you, and warm her up to the idea of meeting you, but I wanted to check first.”

      “Uh … Yeah, sounds good.”

      “Are you sure?” Abby asked.

      “Couldn’t hurt,” he answered, wondering why his gut twisted uneasily suddenly.

      “Okay, I’ll talk to her. Let me know when you get back into town and we’ll set something up.” Abby gasped excitedly. “Maybe we can double-date, and Mom and Dad can watch the kids. We would love a night out. Now that Max is almost eight months old, I think he can do without me for a couple of hours.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Love you,” he said.

      “Love you too.”

      Ethan ended the call and continued along the hall, smiling as he read off the names of the various apple-themed rooms, until he reached his: the Gala suite.
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      Ethan and his happy-go-lucky outlook on life bothered Isa more than she wanted to admit. He was a sap who believed the hype. He had the audacity to call her a man-hater and assume her life goal was to have children. What a misogynistic asshole. A good-looking one, but an asshole nonetheless.

      He had pissed her off when he’d asked about her parents. Like knowing the truth about the secrets that stayed behind the closed doors of their home would give her some epiphany. Her parents stayed married out of obligation and the toxicity of their relationship was the biggest example of why people like her should never get married. Ethan thought he knew her, just like countless others who had come before him had. Just another day in Isa Grayson’s life. Just another reason to stay away from him.

      Isa pulled her Kindle off the nightstand and brought up the romance novel she had bookmarked. She couldn’t have her happily-ever-after, but that didn’t mean she didn’t like to escape into the fantasy of one occasionally. If only life were like the books she read.

      The character might have been written as a white man, but tonight she imagined him with dark mahogany skin and a certain someone’s tight muscular body and handsome face. She may have read the hero’s voice with a Ghanaian accent in her head too, because she was only human after all and accents were sexy as fuck.

      When the hero kissed the heroine, she imagined it had the spark akin to the way Ethan’s electric touch had singed her arm. Heat bloomed in her center as she closed her eyes, her breathing becoming more rapid. She touched her lips. What would his full pink-tinged mouth feel like on hers? Her hand brushed down her body. What they would feel like sucking on her neck? Trailing between her breasts? Between her thighs . . .

      Nope! Isa’s eyes shot open. That was enough fantasy for one night. Ethan was off-limits.

      New rule: don’t fantasize about him.

      

      The next morning, Isa made her way to the breakfast nook by the kitchen where her friends had already gathered. She was the last to arrive—as usual.

      Ethan sat next to River and Jax, joking and laughing. Ella held baby Mila while Harper sipped on a mug of tea.

      “Isa, come try this tea Ella makes. It’s so good.” Harper patted the empty chair next to her.

      Isa took the seat and then the cup from her friend before tasting the minty creaminess. “It’s delicious.”

      “It’s a coconut milk peppermint tea latte,” Ella informed her.

      “Mmmm, it sure is.” Isa nodded. “Ella, did a local artist do all the work hanging in the inn?” She motioned to the several realistic drawings on the walls. Each one was unique, done in black and white with a pop of color on one object. The pictures were things you would normally see in an orchard, such as farm workers on ladders picking bright red or green apples.

      “I did them,” Ella answered.

      Isa got the impression that Ella was a woman of few words. She was polite, but reserved. Something she could respect. Maybe the connection was from artist to artist. The little knowledge she had about Ella’s traumatic past, made her respect her. She was one strong woman. A survivor.

      “Wow. What can’t you do, Ella? They are absolutely beautiful.”

      “Thank you. Harper tells me you paint?” Ella asked.

      Ethan’s eyes flicked to her before she turned to Ella and answered, “Yes. It’s more of a hobby. I use watercolors or acrylics.”

      “I saw the painting you gave to River.” Ella placed a hand over her heart before continuing, “It was the most beautiful work of art I have ever seen. It spoke to me. You captured me in that painting without even knowing me.”

      “I’m so happy you felt that.”

      The emotion welled in Ella’s eyes. A surge of pride expanded in Isa’s chest, that her creation could elicit such a response. The high she chased flooded over her. If only she could get the courage to share her art with more of the world. But she would have to be vulnerable to do that. Open to criticism. It wasn’t worth it.

      “Maybe you can check out my friend Julie’s art studio while you’re here. She does pottery, but has all the supplies for painting too.”

      “That would be fun,” Isa agreed.

      “Okay, guys. This is the agenda for the next two weeks. Look it over and let me know what you think.” Harper passed out the stack of papers.

      Isa grabbed one and searched for her name. And sure enough, she was paired with Ethan every single day for every single activity and errand to run. From collecting ribbon to stocking up on hard cider for the guests, he would be with her. She glanced up to see a frown on his face. It seems he wasn’t happy about the arrangement either.

      “Harper—”

      Harper sat and whispered quietly to her, “It’s where I need you. I know you think I’m meddling, but I wanted to keep the couples together on most of the tasks. You know Jax works a lot, and this is kind of like a vacation for us. I love you, but I want to spend some time with my husband.”

      Isa was used to being the third wheel, but damn, this was inconvenient. She looked at her best friend’s doe eyes and sighed. “Okay.”

      Harper smiled. “Great!” She turned to face everyone else at the table. “So, everyone good?”

      They all gave a communal “Yeah,” and Isa glanced over to find Ethan staring back at her. She swallowed. How would she survive two weeks of this?
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      Isa and Ethan had been charged with party favors. They drove to a local sugar house and picked up the array of mini maple syrup jugs that had Ella’s and River’s names and wedding date engraved on them. Ethan loaded them into his small Toyota while Isa handed the man a credit card. She ripped up the check River had given them. What was she doing?

      Isa climbed into the passenger’s side and buckled up. He rested his arm on the back of her chair as he backed out. He caught her sweet perfume: peonies. His mother had planted some outside their house and it was his favorite smell. It reminded him of home.

      “Where to next?” he asked.

      “Craft store for ribbon, and then a hard cider factory.” Isa sighed.

      “That sounds fun.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Look, I think we got off to the wrong start,” he admitted.

      “Maybe.”

      “It seems we will be spending a lot of time together these next couple of weeks. I know how you feel about being friends, but can we at least pretend we are until the wedding?”

      “I guess so.” She sighed.

      “Great.”

      They stopped at the craft shop, walking in silence as they approached the aisle for ribbon. Ethan hadn’t known there were so many different shades of blue.

      “Why not get this one? It’s on sale,” he remarked.

      She turned and looked at him as if he’d asked the most ridiculous question in the world. “Because this doesn’t match the swatch she gave me.” She held up a piece of blue fabric almost the same color as the one he had chosen.

      “Close enough, don’t you think?”

      “Nope,” she said, grabbing a few more spools of the one she was holding. “Okay, I got it. Let’s go pay.”

      Ethan followed her down the aisle. Her gaze lingered in the acrylic section. “Do you want to look?”

      “Oh, no. It’s okay. I’m sure you want to hurry back.” She dismissed the idea, shaking her head making the long loose braid of hair fall off her shoulder.

      “I’m in no rush.”

      She hesitated and then turned down the paint aisle. “Thanks.”

      She knelt and picked up a few brushes and canisters of paint. The price tags for such small bottles didn’t seem accurate. This was an expensive hobby. She didn’t seem fazed by it, filling her arms quickly and dumping the contents into the basket with the ribbon.

      Ethan moved to pick the basket up at the same time she did and their hands connected for the briefest of moments. Warming tingles shot through him—the same ones like the first time they’d touched. Isa pulled away fast.

      “I got it,” he said.

      She wiped her hands on her jean-clad thighs as she stood. Apparently, she felt it too.

      As they waited in the checkout line, Isa grabbed a couple of magazines. One was for crafting with kids and another with Mediterranean recipes. She laid them in the pile. She used her credit card to pay for the items, including the ribbon for the party favors.

      Once they were in the car, he asked, “Are you going to pay for everything in their wedding?” The maple syrup bottles had to have cost a pretty penny.

      Isa looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “Maybe I will. Who cares?”

      Ethan bit his tongue. He hadn’t been too far off in his assumptions about her and money. “Just wondered. No need to get upset.”

      “It isn’t much. Besides, why not give when I can afford it?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest, accentuating her breasts through the pale pink fabric of her shirt.

      “I didn’t say anything.” He focused on the GPS on her phone; the destination was an hour and a half away. “Geeze, they couldn’t have picked a cidery that’s closer?”

      “Woodchuck Cider is Ella’s favorite,” she said, like it explained everything.

      The trees they passed were beginning to change colors. Yellow, purple, and white wildflowers mixed with the greens of the open fields and sides of the road as he drove the windy mountain route.

      “What do you do for work?” he asked.

      “Well, right now, I’m helping my friends with a wedding. What about you?” she deflected.

      “Is conversation always going to be this hard with you?”

      “I can tell you’re judging me. Why would I give you fuel for the fire?”

      Ethan sighed. “Alright. I admit I have made certain judgments about you. But I am trying to get to know you and give you the opportunity to set me straight.”

      “Fine. What do you do?” she countered.

      “I asked you first.”

      Isa rolled her eyes and stared out the window. “I don’t have a job. I mean, not a traditional one. I paint pretty much every day. I am free to help Harper out with the baby a few times a week so she can work on her book. I volunteer. I just don’t know what I want to do yet.”

      Ethan’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “So, how can you afford to give anything right now? How do you pay your bills?”

      “I have a trust fund. My parents pay for everything. Is that what you want to hear? I’m a spoiled little rich girl, living off Mommy and Daddy, just like you thought, right?” she added with a hint of bitterness in her tone.

      She was right; he had pegged her as exactly that.

      Isa turned to face him, her olive skin glowing in the sunlight. “I am more than that though. I can’t help that I was born to a life of privilege. I try to do what I can to help others out who are not as lucky as I am.”

      Ethan glanced to her before returning his eyes to the road. In her defense, she was being generous without an apparent ulterior motive. “You’re right. I don’t know you. Sorry I judged you.”

      “So, what do you do?” she asked.

      “I teach high school science.”

      “Really?” she asked, sitting up straighter.

      “Yup.”

      “Wow. I never would have figured you for an educator.” She smiled, seeming more interested.

      “See? You judged me too. Admit it.” He chuckled.

      “Okay. I’m human. You got me. Do you love it?”

      “Yes. My mother is a professor, so I guess it runs in the family.”

      “Do you have siblings?” she asked, relaxing into her seat.

      “One older sister, Abby. She and my brother-in-law, Peter, have a six-year-old daughter named Joy and an eight-month-old boy named Max.”

      “I bet you’re a great uncle,” she said, surprising him.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I’ve seen the way you laugh and joke around. You seem like a fun guy. Maybe a little out of your league when it comes to babies.” She laughed.

      Mila’s crying face at dinner flashed in his mind. “That judgement is correct. At least, I like to think so. What about you? Any siblings?”

      “One older brother, Liam, but we are not super close.” She glanced out the window.

      “Why not?” he pressed.

      She was quiet for a moment before answering, “We’ve been in a silent competition for our parents’ approval, I guess. We also drifted apart once he left for college. That was when he just changed into everything my father wanted him to be, and was no longer the brother I knew.”

      “Is that a bad thing, to live up to your parents’ expectations?” he asked.

      She hesitated, her expression growing grim. “You don’t know my father.”
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      They pulled into the factory at three in the afternoon. Walking into the large barn-like building through a glass door. Signs for tours and the tasting bar intersected on a wall directing them. They turned left and passed a few fridges full of different kinds of hard cider. Isa approached the wooden slab bar and plopped herself onto one of the stools. Ethan joined her as the barkeep introduced himself as Ian.

      “A couple flights would be perfect. We need to taste test so we know what flavors to get for the wedding,” Isa said.

      Ian filled several glasses of the different hues of golden, bubbly cider for them from the taps.

      “Have you ever had hard cider?” she asked.

      “Nope. I’m not a huge drinker, and when I do imbibe, I prefer beer.”

      “Yuck. Beer is disgusting.” She made a sour face.

      He shrugged and smirked. “I’m sorry, are you only a champagne drinker?”

      “I beg your pardon? I happen to like Sex on the Beach.” She paused, studying his reaction, drawing it out. “Buttery Nipples.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as his dark eyes focused on her mouth. “And I love a good Quick Fuck.” He licked his lips and adjusted in his seat. “In case you haven’t caught on, I like cocktails with rum that have explicit names.” She winked.

      He swallowed and retrieved the darkest sample glass before he downed the whole thing in one go. He squinted his eyes closed and winced. He mustn’t have been expecting the bubbles.

      “It’s not a shot.” She laughed. “Did you like it?”

      He tapped his chest a few times and nodded. “Sweeter than I thought it would be.”

      “Not everything is what you expect,” she teased.

      The more drinks that were poured, the easier their conversation flowed.

      Ethan took a few sips so he could give his opinion on which kinds were the best, but he stuck to water after that.

      By the time they left the factory and loaded the boxes of hard cider for the wedding into his car, the sun was beginning to set. The several glasses of alcohol had loosened her up. Her body flooded with relaxed warmth.

      “You know, today was actually fun,” she admitted.

      “Yeah, it was,” he agreed.

      “It almost felt like . . .”

      “A date,” he finished for her.

      “Yes.” Realization struck. “Damn Harper. She promised me she wasn’t meddling.”

      Ethan shook his head. “I figured it out while we were at the bar.” He smirked and her whole body stirred.

      God, that sexy smile did something to her. The alcohol only added to the dilemma. Drinking always made her horny—something else Harper knew. She pressed her thighs together, trying to calm her very active sex drive. She needed to get laid and fuck this out of her system. Too bad she was stuck in the country, with the only available man being someone she would never allow herself to mess with. She’d probably get him into bed one night and wake to a surprise marriage arranged by Harper the next morning.

      “I should have seen right through her.”

      “I don’t know why she seems so convinced we would be good together,” Ethan chuckled.

      “Right? I mean, you seem like a good guy; just not the right guy for me.” Because there isn’t one.

      “Yup,” he agreed.

      “We’re like night and day.”

      “The optimist and the pessimist.” He smiled.

      “The today kind of girl with a tomorrow kind of guy.” She laughed.

      “The saver and the spender.” He chuckled.

      “Exactly.”

      “I am a science man, and I know better than anyone that opposites attract. But when it comes to relationships, I think you need some values in common to actually work,” he said.

      “I agree.”

      He placed his hand across his heart, pretending to be shocked. “We agree on something?”

      Isa laughed. “Don’t get used to it.”

      He smiled back at her, something foreign flashing in his eyes. The energy in the car shifted. It was suddenly harder to breathe, as if the air had been sucked out of the vehicle, making it impossible to focus on anything else but him. She was sure her nipples would be sticking out of her shirt, giving her body’s betrayal away.

      It’s just the alcohol.

      It had nothing to do with the fact that this sexy man was staring back at her like he wanted her, gripping the steering wheel as if it was the only thing keeping him from tearing off her clothes with his teeth. His muscular and toned arms flexed, as though he too fought the invisible pull between them.

      Ethan blinked, breaking their connection, and looked back to the road. His whole body tensed.

      The force of the car pulled her forward as he slammed on the brakes. She sucked in a gasp of air, her vision shooting towards the two glowing eyes staring back at them. Tires screeched as the sting of the seat belt held her back. A strong force swung across her chest, holding her firmly in place as a warm tingling sensation blossomed in her breasts.

      She panted, taking in a few rapid breaths. A deer stood on the road, eyes glowing and unblinking. Ethan had stopped the car in the nick of time.

      His hand was splayed across her chest in a protective stance. Only problem was, the danger was over and his palm was still covering her breast. If he hadn’t seen her arousal before, he was surely feeling her rock-hard nipples poking through the fabric of her shirt now. Oh shit.
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      It took a moment for Ethan to get his bearings as the adrenaline coursed through his veins. He had stared too long at the captivating face next to him when he’d caught the flash of brown out of his peripheral vision, stopping just in time to avoid hitting the deer. His chest heaved as he tried to slow his breathing.

      Oh, no.

      His hand was on Isa’s very full, soft breast and her nipple was hard enough to cut glass.

      He whipped his hand away, his face heating. “I’m sorry. That was close.”

      “Intimately.” She smirked.

      Ethan didn’t know what else to say, so he remained silent and watched the animal finally scamper off into the bushes on the other side of the road. He began driving again, keeping both eyes glued to the front until they got back to the inn.

      What the hell was he thinking, entertaining the idea of having even a single night with her? Nothing about how his body reacted to her screamed temporary, though she had made it clear she was a short-term kind of woman. Neither of them could afford the weakness. No temporary pleasure was worth coming between their friends.

      They brought some of the supplies into the kitchen. Their friends were all chatting around the giant white granite countertop. Harper’s eyes lit up. If the day they’d had was any indication of how the rest of the two weeks would go, he was in trouble.
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