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Part One: The Divorce

Chapter One
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A large manilla envelope was in the mailbox when I arrived home from the bank. I brought it inside, though I wished I could leave it there to be taken out to the curb with the trash in the morning. 

Dropping it onto the end table as I passed by, I headed upstairs and changed from my suit and tie into jeans and a hoodie. And then I walked right past it on my way out the door. There was no need to open it to know what was in it...or to need a drink.

My younger sister Santana was behind the bar when I arrived at The Thirsty Badger. I ordered tequila and a beer. She raised her eyebrows at me but served a long pour nonetheless. I swiped both from the bar and settled into the corner booth next to the dartboard, as far from the revelry as possible. The last thing I wanted was a chat. 

Misery didn’t always love company.

Tension compressed my forehead as I stared into my tequila. My brows were drawn so low they shaded my vision. Not that I really saw what I was looking at. My mind was...distracted...to say the least.

The divorce was final.

The rock that had been forming in my chest ever since Lexie first announced her intention to file was now a boulder in my gut—painful, heavy, immobile...permanent. I had no idea how the tequila and beer would fit in my tight, tangled, and twisted insides, but I tossed it in anyhow. What the hell, right? I couldn’t possibly feel any worse.

Up until the arrival of that stupid envelope, I’d held onto the possibility that Lexie would change her mind, that this was all a misunderstanding and we weren’t tossing away three years of marriage and a relationship that had begun in high school...that we hadn’t failed.

“Need a refill?”

I raised my head to see Jenn standing beside me, a bottle of tequila in one hand and two bottles of beer hooked by the fingers of her other hand. 

She looked angelic and innocent, even fragile, but, having known her since we were kids, I knew what she was really made of. And I knew she could probably drink me under the table as easily as she could hustle a dartboard. Which was easy as hell.

As familiar as her presence was on many levels, I was in no mood for Jennifer’s company. She would only remind me of what once was and who I thought I used to be. I wanted to be left alone. I wanted to be able to pretend I understood what I was feeling and was justified in my anger.

But I also wanted that drink.

I held up my glass for her to pour and downed the last of my beer to exchange the empty bottle for a full one. 

She clinked my bottle with hers and said, “Down the hatch,” before tipping it back. 

Her long blonde hair fell back over her shoulder and swept across her hips, drawing my eyes. 

I looked away.
I tossed back the shot and slammed down the glass. “Thanks,” I said, then propped my elbow onto the table between us. 
Instead of being discouraged by what I thought was an obvious brush-off, she scooted into the booth opposite me, smiling sweetly—too sweetly. She had to have heard the whispers. My whole body tensed at her nearness and her regard. Was I to receive her pity or her condemnation?

Word traveled fast in a small town like Birchwood Haven. I knew the topic of gossip. The only reason the perfectly proper, do-no-wrong Alexandra would have left her husband was if he’d done something horrible. Everyone speculated about who I’d cheated with, and whether or not I’d been an awful husband. The Taylor family name was synonymous with rumor and drama and after a lifetime of trying to distance myself from that association, I was now drowning in it.

I drank my tequila in silence and stared down at the worn wood surface of the table. Someone had carved fuck u in angled letters near where I sat. Someone else had responded using a Sharpie. Sure—meet me in the bathroom.

Jenn was quietly singing along to the eighties power ballad blasting from the old jukebox as if she hadn’t a care in the world and was content to simply sit with my grouchy, non-social ass. I knew I was an ass to be around. I had been for weeks. It seemed like it would just be my new normal from now on because I couldn’t see any reason to drag myself out of it.

“Do you remember that day after school...I was in second grade and you were in fifth.” Jennifer said suddenly, a reminiscent tone in her voice. 

She wasn’t looking at me which gave me an opportunity to take her in. Her slightly down-turned eyes, sharply arched brows, plump, heart-shaped lips, and messy unruly hair hanging around her face. She was a gorgeous girl—woman. She was grown now. We all were. 

I gave myself a mental shake.

I didn’t respond but she continued anyway. “When those kids were saying that shit about my mom, you stood up for me, protected me. I knew then, and I've known it ever since, that you are a man of integrity and honor.”

She looked at me then. Her heavy-lidded brown eyes landed directly on mine, nailing me with her gaze. I swallowed hard. The boulder in my stomach turned over. 

“I know you, Mal. I also know Lexie.” She hesitated before continuing. It was as if she wanted to say more, but couldn’t...or wouldn’t. “I love her and I love you. I’m sorry you guys didn’t work out, but I truly believe this is a time for celebration.”

My brows shot up, nearly to my hairline. Did she seriously just say celebration? 

She blushed a little but continued, “I’m just saying. So, what now?” she asked. 

The words focused my attention. Good fucking question. What now?

“I need to leave town,” I said sullenly. 

“Oh,” she said, surprised.

“Maybe I’ll go down to Atlanta. Hannah’s a toddler now, maybe Jezebel could use a little help.”

Jenn snorted with amusement. “When have you ever known Jezebel to need help with anything?”

I half-smiled. She was right. My older sister was incredibly capable and she knew it.“True.”

I’d realized only today that I needed to get away. Every move I made in Birchwood brought up some memory of Lexie. And I couldn’t stand the looks when I walked through town. It was just too much. Maybe I could go back to Chicago. My old college friend still lived there. 

Jenn stood suddenly, nodding to the dartboard, “Well, how about you stop wallowing and play a game of cricket with me.”

I took a few beats to consider my options. She looked at me expectantly...waiting.

What were my options? Sit and wallow—as Jenn said—or aggressively throw sharp things at a soft target over and over.

Obvious choice.

I tossed back the rest of my tequila and stood. “Fine. But be easy on me.”

She smirked. “Not a chance.”

I knew she wouldn’t be. And maybe what I really wanted was a beating.
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Part Two: Six Years Later

Chapter Two
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I couldn't go to the restaurant. I mean, I could...but I didn’t want to.

It had been almost six months since I’d been in Birchwood Haven. I needed to ease back in. I didn’t want to show up at Anise, the new restaurant owned and run by my best friend Santana and her siblings, all haggard and tired from travel. As much as I wanted to see my best friend, I didn’t want to see her brother Malcolm. Not yet. 

So I drove through town all the way to North’s Northend Bed and Breakfast. Beyond Main Street, all was quiet, blanketed in fluffy freshly fallen snow. Gran, smelling like warm sugar cookies, welcomed me at the door with one of those hugs that had gotten me through some of the toughest times of my life. 

After sending a quick text to let Santana know I’d arrived safely, I settled into my old room for the night. As easy as it would be to slide right back into the life I’d left behind, I’d already decided that I was going to get my own place as soon as possible. I would still help at the B&B, of course, but my months of travel gave me a taste of independence that I’d never known. And I loved it too much to go back.

I woke the next morning feeling refreshed and optimistic, especially so because the scents of coffee and Gran’s croissants wafted from the kitchen. The sun bounced brightly off freshly fallen snow, illuminating my room with a cheery greeting.

While checking the time on my phone—dang, I slept late—I noticed several texts from Santana. Most of them came in late the night before, probably when Anise closed, and one from this morning. She’d woken up before me. Shocking!

I pushed myself up to sit, slid my feet into my fuzzy slippers, and threw on a robe before heading downstairs. Santana was already sitting at the kitchen table, a coffee mug in one hand and a chocolate croissant in the other.

She leaped to her feet when she saw me. Setting the coffee mug on the table but maintaining her grip on the croissant, she threw her arms around me for a hug.

“You’re back,” she cried, squeezing the breath out of me.

“I’m back,” I repeated, smiling. Santana gave the best hugs, second only to Gran’s.

When she released me, I prepared a cup of coffee and took a seat beside her. Geez, I’d missed her. We’d been inseparable since kindergarten when my mother dumped me off in Birchwood Haven, though we were nearly opposites in every way. She lived her life with dramatic flair and had the looks to match. I, on the other hand, not so much...on both counts.

“I’ve missed you so much. Life just hasn’t been the same without you here.” Santana exaggerated.

I reached for a buttery croissant, still warm. “I’m sure you barely noticed I was gone what with your new roommate and all.”

Santana grinned shamelessly, arched brows lifting over impish green eyes. “He has been keeping me pretty occupied,” she drawled.

Just before I’d left town this past summer, Santana had gotten together with her brother’s college friend, Darius. Theirs was a passionate and delicious little love story—anything less just wouldn’t suit Santana. From what she’d been telling me during our calls and FaceTimes, things were going really well. And from the look on her face—still passionate.

With characteristic enthusiasm, Santana changed the subject. “So what’s on the agenda for today? I took the whole day off so we can hang out.”

I pulled the corner from the flaky bread and watched the steam rise from the exposed insides before popping the piece into my mouth. It melted on my tongue. Ahh...home. It felt good to be back. I’d had an amazing adventure, but it was time to return and get on with my life. Whatever the hell that meant.

My mind unwillingly flashed to a thought of Malcolm. No. He wasn’t a part of my life, that I knew for certain. I shook it off, hoping Santana hadn’t noticed my drifting thoughts. 

“One thing I want to do is look for a place to stay. It’s time for me to fly Gran’s nest and make my own...nest.” I giggled.

Santana gasped and grabbed my arm, her eyes wide. “I know the perfect place.”

“You do?” I looked at her wide-eyed. That was easy. 

“The cabin,” she said with a confident nod while my tummy flipped.

The cabin. 

Malcolm’s cabin.

Well, it belonged to the whole Taylor family, but Malcolm had sort of claimed it as his. When Santana, Malcolm, and Jezebel’s father died four years ago, they’d learned of an inheritance that had come to them via their mother. It included millions of dollars and a portfolio of properties. Most of the real estate was in South Carolina where their mom was from, but there was a commercial space on Main Street in Birchwood Haven that became the home of Anise and also a little A-frame cabin in the woods just outside of town. 

Santana lived in their childhood house and Jezebel was creating a home with her new husband, Cameron, who was a friend of mine since school, so Malcolm had immediately claimed the cabin as a sort of personal retreat. Malcolm had used some of his inheritance to completely rehab the place from an old hunter’s dwelling into a modern, almost luxurious little sanctuary.

“Mal has been looking for someone to rent it for months,” Santana continued. “He hasn’t been able to stay out there as much as he thought he would and hates the idea of it just sitting empty. He’d be—”

“I am not living there,” I interrupted, shaking my head. 

Santana’s beautiful face scrunched sympathetically. She knew how I felt about Malcolm...how I’d always felt about Malcolm. But she didn’t know what had happened last Christmastime. It was too embarrassing. If she’d known, she would’ve gone on the attack. The Taylor siblings had finally begun to reconnect, bonding during their time of loss, looking forward... I’d never have forgiven myself if my little story of rejection had become a point of contention between Santana and her brother. And I knew there was no way Jez wouldn’t have also found out and she would have rallied to my defense. Then it would’ve been a whole thing. I’d definitely wanted to avoid a thing. So I’d never said a word.

“Oh, hon...”

And there was the pity. Poor Jenn and her unrequited, little-girl crush on her best friend’s older brother. I hated that pity. It was the primary reason I’d left town in the first place. I didn’t want to be that pathetic girl anymore. I’d learned a lot about myself in six months on the road and I was different now. I was strong. I did not need to be pitied or protected. 

And I did not need to live my life in fear of my feelings for Malcolm. Those feelings had been put to bed. 

I nearly snorted at the irony of the thought. If I truly wasn’t going to let Malcolm be a factor in my life any longer, then he shouldn’t affect this decision. 

I drew myself up and met Santana’s gaze.

“On second thought...”
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Chapter Three
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The next couple of days were spent moving my things from the B&B to my new place. Luckily, I didn’t own much. Darius and Cameron helped with some of my heavy welding stuff and soon, I was all moved in. 

I’d begged Santana not to tell Mal I was back. I’d have to come face to face with him eventually—Birchwood Haven was not very big after all—but I was going to delay that day as much as possible. Was I being a coward? Yes. Yes, I was. As much as I’d gained while away...and as determined as I was to move beyond the past...I was afraid of what I would feel when I saw him again.

See. Coward.

The winding drive onto the property opened into a small clearing. The cozy little log cabin was positioned neatly in the center with a sharply peaked roof that nestled perfectly among the pines. A pathway led to the left from the cabin to a large garage and on the right, a tall ancient-looking river rock wall reached a short way into the forest beyond.

After everyone took off, I stood in the middle of my new home and looked around, awed at the perfection of it all. I couldn’t have imagined a better place.

The front door opened into a small entryway with coat hooks and a bench. To the left was a convenient mudroom with laundry and a side door that led to the garage and to the right was a bathroom.

The bathroom was insane. A huge soaker tub rested against a wall that had been fitted with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over a partially enclosed garden—kept private by the river stone wall. Not that anyone ever casually wandered by out here. 

In the dead of winter, it was a magical snow-covered patch of Christmas wonderland with pine trees towering over a pathway identified by gentle landscape lighting that brought you to a bench placed under the canopy of a massive cedar. Just beyond was a salt block for visiting deer. Santana said Mal had been trying to cultivate a relationship with them hoping they would eventually let him near. 

A door led to an outdoor shower and copper bathtub for those warm summer days. I hoped I’d be there long enough to see spring and make use of it. Bathing outside? How...sexy.

A short hallway brought you to the main room which was an open space with the kitchen to the left and a stairway beyond the bathroom. A huge fireplace occupied the far end, flanked by windows that reached all the way up to the top of the peaked ceiling. The view overlooked a back lawn that stretched out and then sloped down to a small valley behind the house. 

A stairway took you into the peak of the eves where there was an open loft-style bedroom. The railing overlooked the living space and the fireplace below. The openness and layout meant the bedroom received ample heat as the warm air rose from the fire. The bed was covered in layers of soft, plush fabric and blatantly called for cozy cuddles and long mornings. 

It all felt very rustic but I noticed some amenities that Malcolm had added, ensuring that comfort was a priority. While located outside of the town proper, the cabin was close enough to receive sufficient internet service. This was important because plumbing, air, and electricity were all updated and regulated by a smart system that I could control from my phone. Cameron had helped me get connected.

As much as I tried not to think of him with every turn, I saw Malcolm’s detailed considerations throughout the place, especially in the kitchen. As a chef, he’d made sure the small space didn’t skimp on the extras. I had everything I’d need to make a gourmet meal. Not that I was anywhere within spitting distance of Mal’s talents, but I could sufficiently throw down in the kitchen. Gran had made sure of it. 

On top of all that, my welding equipment fit perfectly in the large garage beside the house. I had checked the electrical source and was delighted to find it could easily handle my needs. I had my own workspace...and it was heated. I was giddy with excitement. Too bad it was getting too late to begin a project now. It had been so long since I’d had a chance to create.

Instead, I started a fire in the living room with the wood that was stacked in the corner, turned on some nineties RnB music, and went into the kitchen to make dinner. I smiled goofily as I danced around and ate as I cooked. 

Home. My new home. My new life. 

I was a new Jenn and I felt like I could take on the world. Surely, I could handle one little childhood crush...even if he’d once devastated, shamed...and thrilled me all in one breath.

The next morning, I woke early after one of the most intense wet dreams of my life. I came to consciousness mid-orgasm, achieved by simply squeezing my thighs together. It had to be because I was surrounded by things that triggered thoughts of Malcolm and I’d conjured him in sleep. Damn him for invading my subconscious.

Fuck, it was hot though.

I dragged my fingers through the wet crease of my sex and moaned. I was still so sensitive and another orgasm hovered nearby. 

I closed my eyes and snuggled more deeply into the heavy winter bedding. I imagined his mouth covering me as he met my gaze along my belly. His tongue swirled and dragged slowly, teasingly over my needy flesh, making my legs quiver and my belly tense.

It didn’t take long for my inner muscles to clench as a gentle but extended orgasm washed over me. I sighed my pleasure then immediately berated myself. 

Get out of my head, Malcolm!

I shook it off. A moment of horny weakness did not delete the months of inner work that got me here. I’d prepared for my return and I was determined to be strong. 

I’d once harbored the hope that our friendship would carry me through my unrequited feelings. At least I’d have him in my life even if it would never be the way I’d wished. Well...ha! That little dream had been dashed last Christmas at Santana’s holiday party.

I’d been sleeping blissfully unaware of the true pleasure that existed in the world until he’d accidentally stumbled into the room. Understandable since it was the bedroom he’d grown up in and I’d only been a temporary interloper. Then I’d woken up to his body wrapped around mine, his lips on my neck, and the hard length of him pressed against my ass. 

I’d thought I was dreaming as he’d spread my legs and dipped his hand between them, rising above me to drop kisses from my breasts to my brows and everything between. Then he met and held my gaze in the shadowed room until I’d cum against the palm of his hand.

After giving me the most delicious orgasm I’d ever had, he’d pulled away, his face contorted with anger...or disgust... He’d completely shattered my fragile bubble made up of a girlhood crush and innocent fantasies. He’d backed away from the bed, leaving me naked and exposed, he’d run his hand through his hair and said with a growl. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

I’d scrambled up against the headboard, patting the bed in search of my panties. “It’s fine, Mal...no big deal...” I’d struggled to hold together the threads of my dignity. My girlhood fantasies had just come true and he was ruining it. “Just a little...hook-up...between friends.” 

I’d found my panties, hurriedly tried to sneak my feet through the holes, had them backward, turned them around with clumsy hands... Time had stretched out for an eternity while he’d just looked down at me, that horrible grimace on his face.

“This is not friendship, Jenn. You don’t know me like you think you do,” he’d said quite clearly after completely rocking my world with one of the hottest experiences I’d ever had in life. 

For the next six months, I’d worked really hard to simply keep my distance, avoiding him whenever possible and ignoring him when not. The last thing I wanted was for him or anyone else to see how badly I was hurting. It took a long time to realize healing was not going to happen when I saw him nearly every frickin’ day. Besides, it was time I proved to myself that I could handle life on my own. So, I’d left.

Good fucking riddance, Malcolm Taylor! I’d shouted to myself as I’d driven out of town.

Santana had told me he was upset that I’d left without saying goodbye to him, but how could I when I was leaving primarily because of him? And I really didn’t feel like I owed him anything. Yes, he’d always been like an older brother to me growing up, but he’d made it very clear while hovering over me, bare-chested with mussed-up hair, smelling like candy canes that any connection we might have had was dead. 

He was no longer my surrogate big brother. And I was no longer a little girl pining over him, daydreaming about weddings and a happily-ever-after that simply wouldn’t happen. He was no longer my protector. 

In fact, I no longer needed one.

In the months that I was traveling on my own, I’d faced my loneliness and overcome it. I’d meditated on the issues of abandonment and worthiness I’d developed from my mother’s struggles with drugs and her eventual death. I’d even faced an unexpected threat and managed to handle myself. All alone. 

I had a ways to go, but I’d also come too far to regress back into the girl who didn’t believe she was deserving of love. When mom was too caught up in addiction and had left me at Gran’s doorstep at five years old, I was utterly unsure of my place in the world. But su much has happened since then.

Love surrounded me. Santana, Gran, Jezebel, Cameron. I didn’t need to keep torturing myself by wanting someone who didn’t want me the same way. It was time for a change. 

I threw back the covers and nearly leaped from the bed, ready to begin my day—my new life. I was New Jenn.
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Chapter Four
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Someone was living in the cabin?

My cabin?

When I’d mentioned to Santana and Jezebel that I might start looking for a tenant, I hadn’t meant for Santana to move someone in within weeks. 

My little sister was too damn impulsive. You don’t just let someone move into your property without a background check or credit check or anything. Besides, I’d said I would find someone. I wanted to vet them personally. Now there was a stranger in my space. 

Santana had messaged me that she’d moved someone into the cabin and then ignored every single one of my subsequent questions. I’d barely been able to sleep.

The morning air was crisp as I headed out of town, gripping the steering wheel a little too tightly. I had intended to chop some additional firewood soon anyway and this would give me an opportunity to check out—er...meet the new tenant. I told myself I’d been creating a rental property but I might have been kidding myself.

As I’d rehabbed and refurbished the place, I’d used it as my own personal getaway. My return to Birchwood Haven a year ago brought back a lot of memories to process through. Having a space to go to that was mine helped in those moments when the past seemed overwhelming. 

I’d had to root out years of anger, resentment, and grief. I’d spent much of my life separating myself from my family
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