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Lucas Carter had been home for six hours before his mother handed him a grocery list and told him to run to Miller's Market.

That was how he knew nothing had changed.

Not the town.

Not the house.

Not his family.

Not even a little.

He had finished his first year of college. He had survived finals. He had lived away from home for months. He had taken classes with names that sounded important and accumulated enough student debt to make him physically ill.

Apparently none of that mattered.

Because his mother still looked at him and saw a free errand.

"Tomatoes," she said, shoving the list into his chest.

"Hello to you too."

"I hugged you earlier."

"For three seconds."

"Four. Don't be dramatic."

Lucas sighed.

"You always say that."

"Because you're always dramatic."

She kissed his cheek and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Lucas stared after her.

Then looked around the old farmhouse.

The familiar walls.

The family photos.

The refrigerator covered in magnets and report cards and handwritten notes.

Home.

The place he'd missed all year.

And the place that somehow made him feel twelve years old within minutes of arriving.

His phone buzzed.

Kayla.

Of course.

Kayla: Welcome home.

Lucas: I've been home all day.

Kayla: Still counts.

Lucas: Mom already has me running errands.

Kayla: That's because you're the youngest.

Lucas: I'm twenty-one.

Kayla: Baby of the family.

Lucas: I hate you.

Kayla: Love you too.

Lucas smiled despite himself.

That was Kayla.

Older sister.

Professional pain in the ass.

Favorite person.

He shoved the phone into his pocket and headed for the truck.

Outside, Carter Hollow baked beneath a June sun.

The town looked exactly as it always had.

One stoplight.

One grocery store.

One gas station.

One pizza place.

One lake.

A thousand people who knew each other's business.

Lucas drove with the windows down.

Warm air rushed through the cab.

The familiar roads curled through farmland and scattered trees.

For the first time in months, his shoulders relaxed.

No classes.

No deadlines.

No professors.

Just summer.

Three whole months.

He should have felt relieved.

Instead he mostly felt uncertain.

College had been supposed to answer things.

What he wanted.

Who he wanted to be.

Where he was headed.

Instead it had mostly given him questions.

Everyone seemed so sure of themselves.

Future lawyers.

Future accountants.

Future teachers.

Future engineers.

Meanwhile Lucas was majoring in business because it sounded practical and hoping a personality would eventually develop.

His truck rolled into Miller's Market's parking lot.

Three vehicles.

A tractor.

And Old Man Jenkins sitting on a bench exactly where he'd been every summer since the invention of dirt.

Normal.

Comfortingly normal.

Lucas grabbed a cart and headed inside.

Twenty minutes later he was standing in the checkout line when the front door opened.

The entire atmosphere of the store changed.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

The cashier looked up.

A teenager stocking chips waved.

Mrs. Patterson from church smiled.

Lucas turned.

A man stepped inside carrying a bundle of lumber straps over one shoulder.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Sun-browned.

Work boots dusty from an actual job.

Dark T-shirt stretched across a solid chest.

Buzzed hair.

Tattooed forearm.

Confident without trying.

Lucas recognized him instantly.

Mason Hart.

And apparently his brain recognized him too because every coherent thought immediately evacuated the premises.

Wonderful.

Mason hadn't changed much since Christmas.

Which should have been reassuring.

Instead it felt unfair.

Some people apparently spent six months becoming even more attractive.

Lucas hated those people.

Mason nodded at a few locals before heading toward the coolers.

The ease of it caught Lucas's attention.

Everybody knew him.

Everybody liked him.

Mason always seemed comfortable anywhere.

Like he belonged.

Lucas had spent his entire first year of college feeling like he was borrowing someone else's life.

The contrast stung more than he expected.

The line moved.

Lucas looked away.

Good.

Normal.

Healthy.

Then fate decided to ruin everything.

"College boy."

Lucas froze.

Mason stood beside him holding a sports drink.

Amused blue eyes.

Crooked smile.

Entirely too close.

Lucas cleared his throat.

"That's what we're going with?"

"For now."

"Feels lazy."

"It got your attention."

Unfortunately, that was true.

Lucas hated that too.

Mason leaned against the freezer beside the checkout lane.

"You just get back?"

"This morning."

"How was school?"

"Expensive."

Mason laughed.

The sound was warm.

Easy.

Dangerous.

Very dangerous.

"Besides expensive."

Lucas considered.

The truthful answer felt larger than a grocery store conversation.

Complicated.

Messy.

But somehow Mason looked like the kind of person who actually waited for answers.

"Weird."

"Weird?"

"Everyone acts like they know exactly what they're doing."

Mason nodded immediately.

"They don't."

Lucas blinked.

"No?"

"No."

The certainty in Mason's voice made him laugh.

"You seem pretty sure."

"I've met people."

"Fair."

The cashier called Lucas forward.

Unfortunately.

Because the conversation had somehow become enjoyable.

Which was unfortunate for several reasons.

One of those reasons being that Mason Hart was his sister's ex-boyfriend.

Not current boyfriend.

Not almost boyfriend.

Ex-boyfriend.

The relationship had ended months ago.

Amicably, according to Kayla.

They still talked.

Still got along.

Still existed in each other's lives.

But it was over.

Which should have made things simpler.

Instead it somehow made them more complicated.

Lucas paid for the groceries.

The cashier handed him the receipt.

He turned toward the door.

Mason followed.

Unfortunately.

Outside, sunlight flooded the parking lot.

Mason stopped beside an old black pickup truck.

Lucas stopped beside his own.

For a second neither moved.

"Well," Lucas said.

"Well," Mason agreed.

Silence.

Not awkward.

Just unexpected.

Mason scratched the back of his neck.

The first genuinely uncertain thing Lucas had seen him do all afternoon.

"You doing anything Saturday?"

Lucas stared.

Immediately suspicious.

"Depends."

"On?"

"Whether this is a pyramid scheme."

Mason laughed.

"No."

"Then maybe."

"The town's doing movies at the lake again."

"Oh."

"Kayla's dragging half the county there."

That sounded accurate.

Lucas relaxed slightly.

"She does enjoy organizing people."

"She enjoys controlling people."

"Also accurate."

Mason smiled.

Then looked away toward the lake road.

Thoughtful.

Like he was debating something.

Finally he shrugged.

"Anyway. You should come."

Something warm settled unexpectedly in Lucas's chest.

Not because it was an invitation.

Because it sounded genuine.

Like Mason actually wanted him there.

Not as Kayla's little brother.

Not as the college kid home for summer.

Just...him.

Lucas wasn't entirely sure why that mattered.

Only that it did.

"Yeah," he said.

"I'll be there."

"Good."

Mason climbed into his truck.

Lucas watched him start the engine.

Watched him wave once through the open window.

Then drive away.

The parking lot suddenly felt quieter.

Which was ridiculous.

Because they had spoken for maybe five minutes.

Lucas loaded groceries into his truck.

Shut the tailgate.

Climbed behind the wheel.

Then sat there for a moment.

Thinking.

Not about tattoos.

Not about muscles.

Not even about how attractive Mason was.

For once.

Instead he thought about the conversation.

The ease of it.

The way Mason listened.

The way he'd immediately understood something Lucas had spent months struggling to explain.

That felt different.

More dangerous somehow.

His phone buzzed.

Kayla.

Lucas answered.

"What?"

"You sound annoyed."

"You called me."

"Mom says you're taking forever at the grocery store."

Lucas rolled his eyes.

Of course she did.

"Tell Mom I'm busy."

"Doing what?"

Lucas glanced toward the road where Mason's truck had disappeared.

A strange smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"Honestly?"

"Yeah."

"I'm not completely sure."

Kayla laughed.

"Welcome home, little brother."

The call ended.

Lucas started the truck.

As he pulled onto the highway, the summer sun stretched across Carter Hollow.

Three months.

A whole summer ahead of him.

For the first time since leaving college, Lucas felt something unexpected.

Not certainty.

Not confidence.

Not a plan.

Just possibility.

And somewhere in the back of his mind, a pair of blue eyes and an easy laugh refused to leave.

That probably wasn't a problem.

Probably.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


Saturday arrived hot.

The kind of hot that made pavement shimmer and dogs search for shade.

Lucas spent most of the afternoon pretending he wasn't checking the time.

Which would have worked better if he hadn't checked the time every twelve minutes.

His mother noticed immediately.

Of course she did.

Mothers noticed everything.

"You waiting for someone?"

Lucas nearly dropped the bowl he was carrying.

"No."

"You looked at the clock."

"I was curious what time it was."

"You checked three minutes ago."

"Maybe time changed."

His mother stared.

Lucas stared back.

Eventually she shook her head.

"College did something strange to you."

"It gave me debt."

"Fair."

She returned to slicing watermelon.

Lucas escaped before further questioning occurred.

By six o'clock, lawn chairs covered the shoreline of Carter Lake.

Families spread blankets across the grass.

Children chased each other near the water.

Food trucks lined the parking lot.

The giant inflatable movie screen floated above everything like some strange white moon.

Small-town entertainment at its finest.

Lucas spotted Kayla immediately.

Mostly because she was standing on a picnic table yelling directions at people.

"That seems unsafe," he called.

Kayla pointed at him.

"You're late."

"I am not."

"You're six minutes late."

"You timed me?"

"I time everyone."

Lucas wasn't surprised.

Not even a little.

Kayla hopped down from the table.

"You helping me carry chairs?"

"No."

"You are."

"No."

"You absolutely are."

Five minutes later he was carrying chairs.

Life was cruel.

They reached a spot near the shoreline where several people had already gathered.

Lucas recognized neighbors.

Former teachers.

Parents of childhood friends.

Half the town.

Normal.

Then he noticed Mason.

And immediately forgot what he'd been thinking.

Mason sat in a folding chair drinking lemonade.

Not beer.

Lemonade.

For some reason that surprised Lucas.

Mason looked up.

Saw him.

Smiled.

There it was again.

That stupid smile.

The one that somehow made Lucas feel like the only person in the immediate area.

"College boy."

Lucas set down a chair.

"Construction man."

"Original."

"Thank you."

"I was being sarcastic."

"I choose not to receive criticism."

Mason laughed.

Kayla looked between them.

Suspicious.

Very suspicious.

"Why are you two like this?"

"Like what?" Lucas asked.

"Whatever this is."

Mason answered first.

"Friendship."

Kayla narrowed her eyes.

"That feels inaccurate."

"You're inaccurate."

"That's not how words work."

Lucas grinned.

Mason grinned.

Kayla looked exhausted.

Which honestly felt fair.

By sunset the crowd had doubled.

The lake reflected streaks of orange and gold.

Music drifted across the water.

The movie hadn't started yet.

People wandered between food trucks and picnic areas.

Lucas sat on a blanket eating terrible nachos.

The cheese tasted suspicious.

The chips were stale.

He was enjoying himself anyway.

A shadow fell across him.

Mason.

Naturally.

"You ate those voluntarily?"

Lucas looked down.

"Don't judge me."

"I am judging you."

"Why?"

"Because those nachos could be used as roofing material."

Lucas laughed.

Mason sat beside him.

Not touching.

Just close enough.

The comfortable kind of close.

The dangerous kind.

Lucas hated how quickly he was getting used to it.

"So what's your big summer plan?" Mason asked.

Lucas groaned.

"Oh no."

"What?"

"That's an adult question."

"It is not."

"It absolutely is."

Mason smiled.

Lucas sighed dramatically.

"I don't know."

"About summer?"

"About anything."

The answer escaped before he could stop it.

For a second he regretted saying it.

Then Mason simply nodded.

Like that made perfect sense.

Like it wasn't weird.

Like uncertainty wasn't some personal failure.

"You don't have to know."

Lucas looked over.

"Everybody else seems to."

"They're lying."

"You really believe that."

"I know that."

Lucas smiled despite himself.

Mason picked at a blade of grass.

Thinking.

Then he shrugged.

"When I was twenty-one, I thought I'd own my own company by now."

"You don't?"

"Nope."

"You still could."

"Maybe."

The answer surprised Lucas.

Not because of what Mason said.

Because of how he said it.

No embarrassment.

No shame.

Just honesty.

Most people spent their lives pretending.

Mason didn't seem interested in pretending.

Lucas liked that.

Probably too much.

The movie finally started.

Families settled down.

Children quieted.

The opening credits glowed across the giant screen.

For a while everyone simply watched.

The lake.

The stars.

The movie.

The occasional sound of laughter.

Peaceful.

Comfortable.

Halfway through, the temperature dropped slightly.

A breeze rolled across the water.

Lucas rubbed his arms.

Immediately regretted not bringing a hoodie.

Beside him, Mason noticed.

Of course he noticed.

Without a word, Mason held out a sweatshirt.

Lucas blinked.

"What?"

"Take it."

"No."

"You're cold."

"I'm fine."

"You literally just shivered."

"Maybe dramatically."

Mason laughed.

Then dropped the hoodie directly into Lucas's lap.

"There."

Lucas stared down at it.

Then at Mason.

Then back at the hoodie.

"You're annoyingly nice."

"I hear that a lot."

"Do you?"

"No."

Lucas laughed despite himself.

Eventually he pulled it on.

It smelled faintly like sawdust.

Laundry detergent.

Summer.

For some reason his chest felt weird.

Not bad.

Just...weird.

The movie continued.

People laughed.

The stars brightened overhead.

At some point Lucas realized he wasn't really watching the screen anymore.

He was listening.

To conversations.

To the lake.

To Mason occasionally laughing beside him.

The simple comfort of existing near someone.

The realization caught him off guard.

Because he couldn't remember the last time he'd felt this relaxed.

College had been loud.

Stressful.

Constant.

There was always another assignment.

Another deadline.

Another expectation.

Here, for the first time in months, he felt like he could breathe.

The movie ended around ten.

Families began packing up.

Children slept on parents' shoulders.

Car doors slammed.

The crowd slowly dispersed.

Lucas helped fold chairs.

Kayla disappeared somewhere to coordinate cleanup.

Naturally.

Mason loaded equipment into the back of a truck.

Lucas grabbed one end of a folding table.

Mason grabbed the other.

Together they carried it toward the storage shed.

The parking lot had mostly emptied.

The lake reflected moonlight.

The air felt cooler now.

Quieter.

When they reached the shed, neither immediately let go.

The table hung awkwardly between them.

Mason noticed first.

"So."

"So."

Mason smiled.

"You always this awkward?"

Lucas groaned.

"Only around attractive people."

The words escaped.

Immediately.

Instantly.

Without permission.

Silence.

Lucas froze.

His soul left his body.

Mason stared.

Lucas stared.

The universe ended.

Then Mason laughed.

A full laugh.

Head tipped back.

Shoulders shaking.

Lucas wanted to dive into the lake and never return.

"You meant intimidating."

Lucas latched onto salvation immediately.

"Yes."

"Sure."

"Absolutely."

Mason grinned.

Entirely unconvinced.

"Good save, college boy."

Lucas covered his face.

"I hate everything."

"You'll survive."

Unfortunately, Mason seemed far too entertained.

And even more unfortunately—

Lucas found himself laughing too.

Which was probably the real problem.
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Lucas spent the next three days trying not to think about Mason Hart.

It went poorly.

Not because he saw him.

Because he didn't.

Which somehow felt worse.

The lake movie had ended with embarrassment, laughter, and Mason repeatedly calling him "attractive people" whenever he got the chance.

Lucas had escaped.

Barely.

Since then, Mason had vanished back into work.

Meanwhile Lucas had spent seventy-two hours helping his father repair fence posts, organizing his room, and pretending his life was perfectly normal.

His life was not perfectly normal.

His sister's ex-boyfriend occupied an unreasonable percentage of his thoughts.

A fact he refused to examine too closely.

The universe apparently decided refusal wasn't an option.

Thursday morning found Lucas sitting at the kitchen table eating cereal when Kayla walked in carrying two iced coffees.

She handed him one.

A peace offering.

Never a good sign.

Lucas narrowed his eyes.

"What do you want?"

"You wound me."

"You brought coffee."

"Because I love you."

"You brought expensive coffee."

Kayla sighed dramatically.

"Fine."

"There it is."

"I need a favor."

Lucas pointed his spoon at her.

"No."

"You don't even know what it is."

"Experience has taught me things."

Kayla sat down.

"It's easy."

"Dangerous word."

"You're helping me move tables."

Lucas groaned immediately.

"Why?"

"Because the community center rented decorations for Saturday's fundraiser."

"What fundraiser?"

"The library."

Lucas blinked.

"The library has fundraisers?"

"Books cost money."

"That feels wrong."

Kayla smiled.

"So you'll help?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"No."

"Then yes."

"Wonderful."

Lucas already regretted it.

An hour later he regretted it more.

The community center parking lot looked like a furniture warehouse had exploded.

Folding tables.

Chairs.

Boxes.

Decorations.

Enough supplies to host a royal wedding.

Lucas climbed out of his truck.

Then froze.

Mason was there.

Of course he was there.

Standing beside a trailer.

Loading tables.

Looking annoyingly competent.

Lucas considered getting back into his truck.

Driving to Canada.

Starting a new life.

Unfortunately Kayla spotted him.

"Lucas!"

Too late.

Mason turned.

A grin appeared.

"Attractive people."

Lucas closed his eyes.

"No."

"Morning."

"We're never speaking again."

"You say that every time."

"Because you deserve it."

Mason laughed.

Kayla looked confused.

"What did I miss?"

"Nothing," Lucas said quickly.

"Everything," Mason said.

Neither elaborated.

Kayla looked suspicious.

Then decided she didn't care.

"Less talking. More lifting."

Typical.

The next two hours passed surprisingly quickly.

Mostly because everyone was busy.

Lucas carried boxes.

Moved tables.

Stacked chairs.

Sweated through another shirt.

Apparently summer employment was trying to kill him.

Around noon, volunteers started leaving for lunch.

The crowd thinned.

The noise faded.

Eventually only a handful of people remained.

Lucas sat on the trailer ramp drinking water.

Exhausted.

Mason dropped down beside him.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough to notice.

The familiar scent of sawdust and clean laundry drifted across the warm air.

Lucas ignored that information.

Or tried to.

"You always this dramatic?" Mason asked.

"Yes."

"Good."

"Good?"

"I would've been disappointed otherwise."

Lucas laughed.

"You have strange expectations."

Mason shrugged.

"You're entertaining."

That shouldn't have felt nice.

It did.

Unfortunately.

A comfortable silence settled between them.

The parking lot shimmered in the heat.

Somewhere nearby a lawn mower hummed.

Summer sounds.

Small-town sounds.

The kind Lucas had spent all year missing without realizing it.

"You seem happier."

Lucas looked over.

"What?"

"Than the grocery store."

That surprised him.

Mostly because Mason had noticed.

Lucas thought about it.

He supposed he was happier.

The first few days home had felt strange.

Like trying on clothes that used to fit.

Now things felt easier.

More familiar.

More real.

"Maybe."

Mason nodded.

"I get that."

Lucas glanced sideways.

"You ever leave?"

"Carter Hollow?"

"Yeah."

Mason leaned back on his hands.

"Once."

"Where'd you go?"

"Kansas City."

"How long?"

"A month."

Lucas blinked.

"A month?"

"Hated it."

"Why?"

"Too many people."

"That's fair."

"Too many buildings."

"Also fair."

"Nobody waved."

Lucas laughed.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The real reason."

Mason pointed at him.

"Exactly."

For some reason that answer made Lucas smile.

Because he understood it.

Small towns were annoying.

Nosy.

Invasive.

Everybody knew everything.

But people waved.

People remembered your name.

People showed up when things went wrong.

Sometimes that mattered.

Mason looked toward the road.

Thoughtful.

"You ever think about staying?"

The question caught Lucas off guard.

"Here?"

"Yeah."

Lucas hesitated.

The honest answer was complicated.

Part of him wanted adventure.

Cities.

Opportunities.

A bigger life.

Another part of him looked around Carter Hollow and felt something settle inside his chest.

Something that looked suspiciously like home.

"I don't know."

Mason nodded slowly.

"That's okay."

Lucas looked at him.

The simple certainty of it.

No judgment.

No advice.

No lecture.

Just permission not to have everything figured out.

It was ridiculous how much he appreciated that.

Kayla appeared suddenly.

Like a tornado wearing sunglasses.

"There you are."

Both men jumped.

Kayla pointed at a stack of chairs.

"Work."

"We've been working," Lucas protested.

"You've been sitting."

"We earned sitting."

Kayla rolled her eyes.

"Move."

Lucas sighed dramatically.

Mason laughed.

Together they stood.

Together they grabbed chairs.

Together they carried them toward the building.

Halfway there, Kayla walked several steps ahead.

Lucas found himself beside Mason.

Alone.

Again.

Dangerous.

Very dangerous.

"You know," Mason said casually.

"What?"

"You never answered my question."

Lucas frowned.

"What question?"

"The one about summer."

"What about it?"

"What do you actually want to do?"

Lucas opened his mouth.

Then closed it.

Because nobody ever asked that.

Not really.

People asked about majors.

Jobs.

Plans.

But not what he wanted.

Mason waited.

Patient.

Genuinely interested.

Lucas swallowed.

"I think..."

The words felt strange.

"I think I want to be excited about something."

Mason looked over.

Lucas kept walking.

Staring straight ahead.

Embarrassed.

"I know that sounds stupid."

"It doesn't."

"It kind of does."

"It really doesn't."

For a moment neither spoke.

Then Mason smiled.

Small.

Genuine.

The kind of smile that felt earned.

"I think you'll figure it out."

Lucas looked at him.
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