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            To the ones who are still finding themselves.

            It’s okay to not have a plan yet, I promise.
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            Dear Reader

         
         Wreck My Plans is intended for adult readers (18 & older), as it contains explicit language and on-page sexual content.
         

         
         While I wrote this book intending to make you smile, there are a few subjects addressed in it that may be upsetting for some
            readers.
         

         
         
            	Brief mentions of parental abandonment and life in foster care

            	Reference to past depression and thoughts of self-harm

            	Brief mentions of alcohol and drugs

         

         If any of these topics are difficult for you to read about, please protect your heart. I hope I have portrayed them with the
            care they deserve, but your mental health is important to me, and I completely understand if you cannot read about these subjects.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Lena

            “Cleaning puke off my new Christmas pajamas just isn’t a part of my journey this year,” I inform Millie as my tires screech
               on the pavement, trying to gain traction on the hill up to my mom’s house.
            

            
            “But if you come back here, we could be sick in a blanket fort together.” My best friend’s voice is laced with disappointment
               as it echoes through the car speakers. “We can hide in there and rewatch Bridgerton while Finn plays nurse for us.”
            

            
            “Mmm, being waited on by your boyfriend does sound tempting. Is he going to dress up? I might be willing to risk a stomach
               bug for that.”
            

            
            This was going to be the first year I spent the week of Christmas away from my family. Ever. But my plan to stay in Wilhelmina with Millie and her new family imploded this morning when Finn’s niece, Eloise, threw up
               all over their game of Uno.
            

            
            “I’ll get online right now and order a costume as a last-minute gift,” Millie says. “Think they make sexy nurse outfits big
               enough to fit him?”
            

            
            Our combined laughter fills the car as I reach my mom’s two-story cabin and park behind her SUV. “He’s going to hate me for giving you this idea. I’ll be subjected to even more of his scowls and eye rolls. It’s a wonder he’s not sick of me yet.” 

            
            “If he was, we’d have to seriously reconsider our arrangements over here,” she says. “He’d be sleeping in Pepper’s dog bed
               from then on.”
            

            
            I snort a laugh as I unbuckle my seat belt. “I’m about to become an even clingier best friend just so I can see that.” Pulling
               my keys from the ignition, I twist them in my grip. “I’m here, Mills.”
            

            
            A whoosh of breath crackles over the line as she sighs, the sound dousing me with the urge to hug her. “Okay. Everything is
               going to be great. They’ll be so excited you ended up coming, and at least you don’t have to spend your week with a stomach
               virus.”
            

            
            “I will pray to Santa and Mrs. Claus that everyone feels better soon,” I promise.

            
            “Thanks,” she sighs. “Love you. Try to forget all the job stuff for a week. It can wait until you get back.”

            
            “Love you too, and I’ll try. Kiss your girls for me. And sneak a picture if you get Finn in that costume.”

            
            When the call ends, I blow out a long breath, letting my gaze trace over the white Christmas lights trimming the house and
               the golden glow shining from the windows.
            

            
            Millie’s words echo in my head. Forget about the job stuff.

            
            Is that even possible? It’s been a constant weight on my shoulders since my dreams of being an art teacher crumbled around
               me two weeks ago. I’d hoped that spending the holidays with Millie’s family would be a breath of fresh air, a chance for something
               different.
            

            
            Millie and her family have been the perfect distraction from all the negative thoughts in my head lately. At their house,
               everything is loud, joyous, and carefree.
            

            
            Mine, on the other hand?

            
            It’s too quiet now that Millie and Pepper have moved out. Too calm and boring and void of friendship.

            
            Maybe I should look into adopting a dog.

            
            Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for Millie and Finn. I want to scream from the top of the Wilhelmina Natural Science Museum
               that I was an integral part of forcing those two clueless scientists together.
            

            
            When Millie and Finn make eyes at each other across the room, and his lips kick up like he’s completely smitten with her,
               it makes my heart warm and fuzzy. And when my other best friends, Micah and Emil, hold hands in the car while we drive to
               dinner, it makes me grin like a proud mom.
            

            
            But my own loneliness still hangs like a collar around my neck, reminding me I don’t have what my friends do.

            
            I can be happy for them and sad for myself at the same time, I think. I’ve spent my whole life feeling that way.

            
            My role is best friend support system. The one to help send that firmly worded text. The one who has their back against a bully. The one who pumps them up when
               they need a pep talk.
            

            
            It’s an honor to protect the people I care about.

            
            But occasionally, I want my own person to help protect me.
            

            
            I firmly believe I can make my way in the world without a partner, but that doesn’t change the fact that sometimes I’m simply
               lonely.
            

            
            Sometimes I wish I had someone to laugh at my ridiculous day and remind me to eat a real meal every once in a while. Someone
               to cuddle up to on the couch and have inside jokes with. Someone to lean on when I’m not feeling my strongest, and who can
               guide me in the right direction when I’m feeling lost.
            

            
            And maybe some physical benefits too? Honestly, my lady bits might be amassing cobwebs at this point from the lack of contact with anything other than my vibrator. 

            
            Shivering at that possibility, I pull my rainbow beanie over my head. Then I slip on my sage-green gloves and stuff my arms
               into the sleeves of my puffy red jacket.
            

            
            I take one more deep inhale for good measure before I get out of the car. Maybe the extra oxygen will relax all my tension-filled
               muscles.
            

            
            My lashes are weighted with snowflakes when I finally make it to the front door, opting to leave the last-minute gifts I grabbed
               in the car so my five-year-old nephew, Jack, can’t tear into them early.
            

            
            When I push open the door, relief sweeps into my heart like a warm breeze.

            
            I soak in all the little details. The garland twining around the banister, the phantom smell of sugar and vanilla, the faint
               Christmas music drifting to my ears.
            

            
            Home.

            
            I let my eyelids fall shut as I close the door behind me and drop my bags.

            
            Despite the fact that I’d planned to stay away this year, I can’t deny the comfort washing over me. I’ve missed it here.

            
            “What the fuck, Lena?”

            
            My eyes shoot open to land on my sister-in-law, Zara. A shocked smile brightens her blue eyes as she stands from the couch
               with her one-month-old son, Noah. “What are you doing here?”
            

            
            “I heard it’s Christmas.” I shrug, grinning as we meet in the entryway.

            
            “Did you have this planned all along?” Zara asks, tugging me into a quick, one-arm hug.

            
            “No. Millie’s family got sick, so I’m a surprise gift.” My dark curls brush Noah’s cheek as I lean toward him to leave a kiss on his forehead. 

            
            “Tia Lena,” Jack screeches, his wild ringlets bouncing as he barrels toward me and collides with my legs.

            
            Mama rushes in from the kitchen, hands waving excitedly. “Oi,” she squeals. “You came! Merry Christmas, amorzinho.”
            

            
            Letting go of Jack, I pull Mama toward me, a wave of calm coursing through me as she squeezes me tight.

            
            As Mama releases me, my grandmother, who we call Luci, rounds the corner. With tears glistening in her eyes, she frames my
               face between her palms. “Menina, you scared the shit out of me saying you wouldn’t be here.” She shakes her head. “Don’t do it again.” Her blunt words have
               me nodding in her grip. “I’ll make you hot tea. It’s freezing outside,” she announces in the lingering Portuguese accent from
               her childhood in Brazil.
            

            
            I huff a laugh. “It’s okay. I’m really not that cold. I have a heater in my car.”

            
            She waves me off as she makes her way back to the kitchen.

            
            Zara snickers, her blond hair swinging as she shakes her head. “She’s a force to be reckoned with today.”

            
            “Where do you think I got it from?” I shoot her a sassy wink as I strip out of my cold-weather gear.

            
            Zara nudges Noah toward me, and I settle him into my arms, a snuggly little bundle against my sweater.

            
            “You’re stuck with him now,” she calls over her shoulder as she jogs up the stairs. “Auggie’s at the store, and I need a shower
               more than you want to know.”
            

            
            Carefully carrying Noah into the living room, I navigate around Jack’s doll collection in the middle of the floor.

            
            “Where’s your sister?” I ask him, lowering myself to the couch.

            
            “With Daddy at the store,” Jack says as he stuffs his doll’s feet into a plastic shoe. “They had to get more bread for dinner.”

            
            I hum in understanding as I focus on the little guy in my arms.

            
            New addition to my running list of jobs to look for: holding snuggly babies all day.

            
            “We’ve only met once before,” I whisper to Noah’s sleeping face, soaking up every detail of his rosy round cheeks and long
               dark lashes. “But I’m sure you remember me. I’m the one who told you the secret about your dad actually being an alien.”
            

            
            He lets out a sigh that sounds an awful lot like a moody teenager.

            
            “I know, but if you ignore the green antennae, he’s a nice one, I promise.”

            
            Luci approaches with a mug nestled between her hands. “Raspberry. Our favorite.”

            
            “Thank you.” I grab the tea, and she lets out a groan as she drops to the couch beside me.

            
            “How’s my Lena?” she wonders, patting my thigh.

            
            I take a sip of my tart tea, trying to gain control of my emotions. “Good. Great.” The words come out too loud, and the corners
               of my lips quiver.
            

            
            I’ve felt so . . . adrift lately. Like I’m lost in a turbulent ocean without land in sight. And for some reason, the concern
               in her voice feels like she’s thrown me a life preserver.
            

            
            It makes me want to pour out all my thoughts and have her sort them out with me.

            
            Her brow furrows, but before she can respond, the back door squeaks open and a commotion rises from behind us in the kitchen.
               My brother’s voice booms through the house in greeting before my niece, Penelope, shouts, “Tia Lena!”
            

            
            Craning my neck, I try to see her, but I don’t want to wake Noah, so I set the mug on the coffee table and wave her over. She bounds toward me and dives onto the couch beside me. 

            
            “There you are.” I sigh, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I missed you, kid.”

            
            She grins up at me. “I missed you too. I’m glad you came.”

            
            “Me too.” Pressing my nose to her chestnut waves, I breathe her in and grin. “Did you get the bread?”

            
            “No, they didn’t have the right kind for Gavin.”

            
            The last two syllables land like a bomb in my chest. I suck in a breath, but it does nothing to help me process the name she
               just said.
            

            
            Gavin.

            
            My stomach drops to the floor.

            
            Anger and excitement swirl into a storm in my brain, mixing to the point that I can’t distinguish them.

            
            Pen’s blue eyes blink up at me, and I must look as sick as I feel because she asks, “Are you okay?”

            
            A tremor shakes my hands as I try to find the words to answer her.

            
            It’s not him. She must be mistaken.

            
            But I can’t confirm. I’m trapped on this couch, facing the wrong way, while unease churns in my gut.

            
            In the mixture of voices behind me, one distinctive chuckle dances over my skin, raising every hair on my body. The deep,
               hearty laugh is a sound I’ve heard so many times, but not for the last three years.
            

            
            They’ve been devoid of the man behind me.

            
            Boots thud against the floors, ominously approaching. And suddenly, anger bursts out of my storm of emotions, and I know exactly
               where to direct it.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Gavin

            She’s not supposed to be here.

            
            That thought flashes through my mind like a bright sign on the Las Vegas strip.

            
            It’s the only reason I agreed to come back.

            
            For a heartbeat, I consider sneaking out the door before she turns around and sees me. Everyone else would witness me running
               away, but at least she wouldn’t.
            

            
            But my legs don’t move me toward an escape. Instead, it feels as though vines shoot up from the ground and wrap around my
               feet, holding me in place for whatever is about to happen.
            

            
            Lena’s chin tips up, and then she shakes her black curls before setting Noah in Luci’s arms.

            
            Anticipation burns in my chest as I wait for her to acknowledge me. Her reaction could be anything. She could turn around
               in a rage, or she could grant me the smile I’ve craved since the last time I saw her.
            

            
            I’m desperate for anything at this point.

            
            Slap me. Yell at me. Grin at me.

            
            Anything, as long as I get to see her face while she does it.
            

            
            With a deep breath, she stands, and even from the back, she’s as beautiful as she was the last time I saw her.

            
            Despite the couch between us, she feels so close, and my arms ache to hug her.

            
            Can I hug her?
            

            
            I follow the path of her long dark hair down her back. Those thick ebony curls have always fascinated me and had me wishing
               I could dig my fingers into them.
            

            
            My gaze dips to the swell of her hips without permission. But thank god she turns around before it can drop any lower, because
               I don’t know if I could have stopped myself from devouring every detail.
            

            
            Unfortunately, I’m then forced to see the way her tight white sweater molds to her lush curves like a second skin.

            
            Fuck my life.

            
            I force my gaze up to meet her caramel eyes.

            
            Something desperate and needy grips my throat. My lungs beg for oxygen.

            
            All I can do is stare, mouth open and body tense.

            
            I thought Lena was beautiful the first time I had the privilege of meeting her ten years ago.

            
            But this version is devastating.
            

            
            She crosses her arms and cocks her hip to the side, plump red lips pursed. “What are you doing here?” she grits out, her cheeks tinting pink.
            

            
            There’s no trace of that smile I missed. It has been replaced with a deep frown pressing down the corners of her mouth.

            
            But for some reason, her sass feels like a win. Like she’s looking at me and talking to me, and I should thank her for it.
            

            
            I smother a smile and shrug. “It’s Christmas.”

            
            The humor dies in my throat when her brows tighten and she growls, “This is our Christmas.”
            

            
            Her words sting like she sent a knife through my heart, and heat rushes up my neck.

            
            “Lena Camilla dos Santos,” Luci scolds, glaring up at her.

            
            The color drains from Lena’s cheeks as she blinks. Her lips fold between her teeth before she mumbles, “Sorry.”

            
            I open my mouth to reply, but Auggie bumps my shoulder on his way to hug his sister. He picks her up and twirls her in a circle
               as she gives him that smile.
            

            
            The one I’ve ached to catch a glimpse of.

            
            At least I got to see it before I leave, even if it was for someone else. I don’t want to spend the next week around someone
               who’s made it clear she doesn’t want me here, but those vines are still holding me in place. I’m a deer in the headlights,
               watching Lena instead of moving to save my own life.
            

            
            Auggie sets her down, and her head tilts as she asks, “Why didn’t you tell me Gavin was coming?”

            
            “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” he throws back, playfully tugging on the end of her hair. “This guy”—he points a thumb in my direction—“got
               all mopey after a few drinks and admitted he was going to spend the week alone. So I told him he was coming back.” Shame burns
               my cheeks as he continues. “He resisted until I told him you wouldn’t be here and your room would be open.”
            

            
            Her gasp of betrayal echoes through the living room, and I bite back my grin at the sound of it. “He’s in my room? Are you kidding me?” She shoves both hands into Auggie’s chest, but he doesn’t budge. Instead, he lets out a chuckle
               that only seems to make her nostrils flare.
            

            
            In years past, when I was here for Christmas, I stayed in the guest room. But it has now been turned into Bea’s quilting studio and Luci’s knitting and crocheting headquarters. It’s a tornado of creativity—stacks of fabric, spools of yarn, and half-finished projects everywhere. 

            
            If it wasn’t so adorable that they share a mother-daughter creative space, I might’ve been devastated that they did away with
               my guest room.
            

            
            But I left without a word. How were they supposed to know if I was coming back?

            
            “I’ll get my stuff and go,” I concede, trying to dissolve the tension brewing in the room.

            
            “You are not leaving,” Beatriz, Lena and Auggie’s mom, announces as she walks by and points at me. She nudges Auggie out of the way and
               wraps an arm around Lena’s waist. “Amorzinho, we thought you wouldn’t be here. So when Auggie told me Gavin was coming, we let him have your room.”
            

            
            “It’s okay,” I tell them, nodding toward one of the two couches in the living room. “I can move out here tonight, and then
               I’ll leave tomorrow.”
            

            
            Bea scoffs and waves a hand in the air. “No you will not. Lena and her bad attitude can sleep on the couch.”

            
            Lena’s hands prop on her hips, and she pins me with a glare. “Enjoy my bed,” she offers with a condescending smile before
               she stomps to the bathroom.
            

            
            My pulse skyrockets. “I don’t mind sleeping down here—”

            
            The bathroom door slams shut with a bang, cutting off the rest of my words.
            

            
            The loud noise startles Noah, and he lets out a screeching cry from Luci’s arms.

            
            As Auggie picks him up to settle him, Bea wraps her arms around my waist and says, “I don’t make it a habit of apologizing for my daughter’s rude behavior, but this time it seems necessary. I’m sorry.” 

            
            “Don’t worry about it.” I force a small smile, thankful that without Lena in the room, my ability to breathe is finally returning.

            
            Following Bea into the kitchen, I fall into place at the counter, silently peeling and cutting potatoes for our dinner while
               trying my best not to think about her.
            

            
            But, as usual when I try to avoid thinking about Lena, my mind brings her to the forefront instead.

            
            My least favorite quality about myself is that I have lusted after my best friend’s little sister for years.

            
            Auggie and I met during our freshman year of college. We stayed friends after graduation but lived hours apart, so we didn’t
               see each other much. A few years later, he was hired by the architecture firm I work for in Eugene, Oregon, and when he found
               out I was going to spend Christmas alone in my apartment, he invited me to Juniper.
            

            
            That’s when Lena entered my life, completely turning it upside down.

            
            The first time I met her, she was sledding behind the house by herself. She rushed down the hill, a sprinkle of snow flying
               out behind her as she squealed with delight all the way.
            

            
            Then she dragged her sled to where I was standing on the back porch, trying to get service to text my girlfriend at the time.

            
            Even though I knew exactly who Lena was, I let myself admire her flushed cheeks and rosy lips as she walked toward me. I let
               myself have one blip of a moment to appreciate how goddamn beautiful she was before I shrank back into the reality of who she was.
            

            
            My best friend’s little sister. Nineteen years old. Ten years younger than us. And someone whose radiant eyes I shouldn’t
               be staring at dreamily.
            

            
            And since then, every time I’ve thought of her, guilt has seeped through my veins like a toxic chemical, killing me from the inside out. 

            
            I can hate my inability to make friends other than Auggie, I can despise my trauma-filled childhood, and I can loathe my incompetency
               when it comes to dating.
            

            
            But the thing I hate the most? I want Lena’s company more than anyone else’s in the world, and it’s quite possible I will
               die still wishing for it.
            

            
            Even though I’ve kept myself away for the last few Christmases, my absence never stopped me from daydreaming about what they
               were doing here. I wondered what their tree looked like, if someone else made the cinnamon rolls, or if Lena still got her
               favorite lemon pie.
            

            
            But at least I wasn’t here. Watching her from across the room and wishing beyond all hope that she would look my way and gift me my favorite smile.
            

            
            The one that lights up her eyes to a warm, soft caramel and pinkens her cheeks from the force of it. It forms adorable creases
               around her lips and somehow makes her entire body seem electric with happiness.
            

            
            That smile is like a drug. Addicting, high-inducing, and deadly.

            
            For me, at least.

            
            Fuck. A sting burns through my finger as the knife slices into my skin. Blood gathers on the tip, proving to me once again how
               dangerous and distracting thoughts of Lena are.
            

            
            Auggie saunters into the kitchen as I press a paper towel over my finger. He notices my hand and smirks. “Did Lena cut you?”

            
            As I huff a laugh, she walks in behind Auggie and smacks the back of his head. “If I’d gotten to him, you’d be driving him
               to the hospital right now.”
            

            
            Auggie’s eyes flare wide in a look that says oh shit, man.
            

            
            Bea whips around from the stove and points her wooden spoon at Lena. A bit of creamy soup plops to the hardwood floors, but
               she ignores it. “Lena,” she snaps, her brows stitched together. “He is family. We don’t cut family.”
            

            
            I can’t help the snort of laughter that escapes my throat.

            
            Lena grabs a can of sparkling water out of the fridge. “You think I’ve never said something like that to Auggie?” She scoffs
               as she pops open the can and leans her hips on the counter beside her mother. “Pretty sure you were there when I told him
               I was going to cut his ears off if he didn’t start using them.”
            

            
            Auggie’s laughter gusts out of him as he snatches the sparkling water out of her hand and swallows a huge gulp of it.

            
            She finally meets my stare from across the kitchen, and something warm and heady zaps between our gazes. I hold it as long
               as I can, my curious eyes pinned to her assessing ones, trying to stand up to the weight of whatever she’s thinking, but I
               can’t tell what’s going on inside that brain of hers.
            

            
            I used to be able to, but right now, it’s a mystery.

            
            And it’s unsettling.

            
            The cloth around my finger dampens as the blood soaks through, and I’m forced to drop my gaze, breaking the connection and
               leaving the kitchen in search of a bandage.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Lena

            “You either sleep in the studio or on the couch,” Mama says, squinting as she studies the pot of what I’m guessing is potato
               soup, judging by the onion and garlic aroma filling the kitchen.
            

            
            Groaning, I swallow a sip of my drink. “Your studio is a disaster. Do you and Luci just throw your supplies around the room
               when you’re done?”
            

            
            She waves this off with a frown. “I remember the desk in your classroom being a mess the last time I visited.”

            
            Guilt creeps up my throat at the reminder that she has no clue that I don’t even have a desk or a classroom anymore.

            
            “But if the mess bothers you, sleep on the couch.” She heaves a deep sigh. “And be nice to Gavin.”

            
            Auggie swipes a kitchen towel over the soup Mama dripped on the floor, then loops his arm over my shoulders. “Yeah, sis, be
               nice to Gavin. Do you know how much convincing it took to get him here?”
            

            
            “No, I guess I wouldn’t since no one told me about it.”

            
            He grabs my drink out of my hand again and scoffs when he finds it empty. “Well, it took a lot. Weeks of it, in fact.”

            
            My brows lift. “It sounds like he showed up because he thought I wasn’t.”

            
            “Maybe he’s secretly scared of you.” Narrowing his amber eyes, he tosses his shoulders up in a casual shrug before Zara calls
               his name from the living room. He ruffles the top of my head as he leaves the kitchen.
            

            
            Mama sets the spoon down and pats my cheek. It’s almost sweet until she pinches the skin between her fingers. “Please make
               my Gavin feel welcome,” she orders before turning back to the soup.
            

            
            Her Gavin. Geez. You’d think the sun shines out of his ass for how much she adores him.
            

            
            But I can’t argue with her. I won’t.

            
            Because of all the people in the world, I respect her the most. And if she wants me to be kind to Gavin, I will, at least
               when she’s around.
            

            
            She has been working to give Auggie and me the best possible lives she could since before we were born. After both of our
               fathers abandoned her in pregnancy, she spent our childhood working two jobs and getting a law degree. She commuted to Wilhelmina
               two days a week for school while Luci took care of us at home.
            

            
            It may have taken her four times longer than normal, but she did it. And we were there, cheering for her as she walked across
               the stage at graduation.
            

            
            She showed us how fierce her determination is and how much she could accomplish when she set her mind to something.

            
            But that’s why it’s so hard to admit to her that I’m listless right now, with no clear path in front of me for what will make
               me happy. I don’t even know what I want to work toward.
            

            
            After living and breathing art for my entire life, becoming an art teacher was exactly what I thought I wanted my future to look like. I loved introducing children to their creative sides and watching them flourish. 

            
            But somewhere along the way, my own passion and creativity suffocated amid the school setting’s bureaucracy and regulations.

            
            So when they announced they were letting me go and downsizing their art programming, I felt . . . nothing.
            

            
            I wasn’t surprised or hurt or devastated.

            
            Instead, I was just empty.
            

            
            It feels as though I’m staring at a blank canvas, and I can’t figure out what to put on it. There are too many options and
               not enough at the same time.
            

            
            I haven’t even picked up a paintbrush in weeks, so the thought of trying to paint out my whole future is overwhelming.

            
            For the last two weeks, I’ve tried to come up with some new job ideas, but so far, the list of options is ludicrous at best.

            
            
               	Target makeup consultant who helps match people with their most savage lip color.

               	Taylor Swift’s bodyguard.

               	Taylor’s fan-holder when she’s getting overheated.

               	The woman who picks up Taylor’s dirty clothes when she doesn’t feel like putting them in the hamper.

               	Photographer who specializes in boudoir photos to send to an ex who jilted them.

            

            That one is extremely niche, and I’m still trying to figure out how the pictures can spontaneously delete within five seconds
               of the ex receiving them. Also, I don’t know anything about photography, and that seems important.
            

            
            Then the most recent addition is one of my personal favorites.

            
            
               	Holder of sleeping babies.

            

            Obviously, the list needs some help, so I’m going to continue brainstorming.

            
            The air shifts beside me as Gavin returns to the kitchen with a small Ninja Turtles bandage around his finger. Without looking
               my way, he grabs the knife he was using and brings it to the sink to wash it.
            

            
            Leaning against the counter, I watch as he shoves up the sleeves of his black Henley, revealing forearms corded with muscles
               and covered in tattoos. He’s always had them, but it looks like he’s added a few more recently. I shamelessly stare at him,
               mesmerized by his movements, and if he can feel me watching him, he doesn’t reveal it.
            

            
            Our ten-year age difference is starting to show in the light dusting of gray hair around his ears, but he’s aged like fine
               wine, and it only makes him more attractive to me.
            

            
            His broad shoulders could hold a lucky woman slung over them, and his sharp jaw hosts a five o’clock shadow this evening.
               His dark-brown hair is artfully waved on top, and I’m mesmerized by those perfectly shaped lips that have no business being
               on a man.
            

            
            When he turns back to chopping potatoes, I have a new view to be enamored with. His back and shoulder muscles shift under
               the shirt that seems to barely contain his strength.
            

            
            Fuck. He’s magnificent.
            

            
            I want to climb onto his back and feel those solid muscles beneath my hands. Between my thighs.

            
            A throat clears beside me, and I blink toward my mom. Heat blooms in my cheeks as I realize she caught me ogling Gavin. Thank
               fuck she can’t read minds.
            

            
            But when she looks at me over her wire-framed glasses and tsks, my whole body is engulfed in flames. My heartbeat jumps as I burst into movement, escaping the kitchen.
            

            
            I flop onto the couch next to a sleeping Luci. Her quiet, rumbling snores echo beside me as I pull out my phone to text the
               group chat with my three best friends.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     We Catan Beat Finn

                     
                        Lena: RED ALERT! Guess who showed up to Christmas!
                        

                        Millie: The Easter Bunny.
                        

                        Micah: Is it Emil? He hasn’t come home from work yet.
                        

                        Emil: Driving home, love. 😘

                        Lena: 🙄 GAVIN.
                        

                        Lena: Not to be dramatic, but did you see the name GAVIN??
                        

                        Micah: We’ve never known you not to be dramatic.
                        

                        Lena: FOCUS! Gavin is here, and I don’t know how to act around him.
                        

                        Millie: Act like yourself.
                        

                        Lena: That’s not your best advice. I acted like myself and ended up being a bitch.
                        

                        Millie: Well, then, transport back to three years ago before he left. How did you act around him then?
                        

                        Lena: Like Auggie’s annoying little sister. Probably flirtier than I should’ve been.
                        

                        Millie: That seems like a good place to start.
                        

                        Micah: That sure sounds like normal Lena.
                        

                        Millie: What would you tell me in this situation?
                        

                        Lena: That’s tough. I would probably tell you to drag him into a closet and release some tension. 😏

                        Millie: Okay. Yeah. Go back to the “act like yourself” advice.
                        

                        Lena: I don’t even know what that means.
                        

                     

                  
               

            
            When no responses trickle in, I toss my phone aside on the couch, silently cursing my unhelpful friends.

            
            How on earth am I going to make it through the next week in the same house as Gavin?

            
            If I follow my friends’ advice, I will be myself. Can I slip right back into the easy friendship we used to have? Years ago, my crush on him felt harmless. The teasing and
               flirting were fun, and I had a blast poking and prodding until I got under his skin.
            

            
            But I’m not so sure it would feel the same now. Something about him seems strained and tense, and I don’t know how to react
               to it.
            

            
            My stomach sours as I remember how his face paled in the living room a moment ago.

            
            I hate that I implied he wasn’t a part of our family. I may have only seen him for one week out of fifty-two, eight years
               in a row, but he helped my mom cook our Christmas dinners, read Penelope countless books, and had snowball fights with us
               in the backyard.
            

            
            He was absolutely a part of everything we did.

            
            Until he left.

            
            Mama’s voice sings through the house, calling us to dinner, and my family’s chatter fills the dining room. Drinks are made,
               bowls are set around the table, and seats are chosen.
            

            
            But as I sit down, I notice Gavin standing awkwardly in the doorway, waiting for everyone to get settled. His focus bounces
               over the seats until it lands on the empty one beside me. He glances at me with a small shrug, like he’s asking permission
               to sit there.
            

            
            God, I wish literally anyone else had taken this seat.

            
            The thought of his masculine scent filling my lungs sounds excruciating. But every other seat is taken now.

            
            It will be my peace offering. Out of the kindness of my generous heart. I’m being myself now, at my friends’ advice. I’m going back to three-years-ago Lena.
            

            
            So I wave a hand in the direction of the empty chair to offer him the spot. With stiff shoulders, he walks over and drops into the seat. His spicy, woodsy scent invades my senses like I knew it would, and my brain scrambles like someone took a whisk to it. 

            
            Can I make it through this meal without breathing too much? Or I’ll simply hover close to my bowl of soup the entire time
               and hope it’ll mask the smell of him.
            

            
            “Would you like some cheese?”

            
            His deep voice startles me from my staring contest with my potato soup.

            
            “Sure. Yes,” I stammer.

            
            He sets the dish above my bowl with a nod.

            
            I’m going to have to force myself to be friendly to him. We have to spend a week in the same house. Surely, I can get over
               whatever had him disappearing three years ago, and we can fall back into the normal friendship we used to have.
            

            
            Right? That has to be possible.

            
            “Do you want some bread?” I offer, lifting the basket from beside my bowl. “Seems someone found the bread we were missing.”

            
            See, that’s another peace offering. I’m the patron saint of peace and good relations.

            
            And bread sharing.

            
            He takes the basket and passes it to Auggie on his other side. “No, thank you. I was diagnosed with celiac disease last year.
               That’s why we went to the store, but gluten-free bread does not exist in Juniper, apparently.”
            

            
            My skin prickles with this new information. Something changed while we were apart. And for some reason, I hate that I wasn’t aware.
            

            
            “Did you tell my mom? There could be traces of gluten in this.”

            
            One corner of his mouth lifts in an easy grin. “I told her. We went shopping for all the ingredients we needed.”

            
            An image flashes through my mind of Gavin and my mom at the grocery store together. He’s more than a foot taller than her, and with his signature black ensemble, he would look like a looming shadow following my chattering mother down an aisle. 

            
            “Was she grumpy about changing her recipes?”

            
            Gavin’s warm gaze lands on my mom across the table. “No, actually. She’s the one who dragged me to the store this morning.
               I told her I would just make my own food this week, but she refused.” He looks back down at his bowl, a hint of pink on his
               cheeks. “She said I’m hired as her sous chef this week to make sure she gets it all right.”
            

            
            I can’t stop my lips from twisting at the memory of my mom and Gavin in the kitchen every holiday. She’s such a perfectionist
               about her food that she doesn’t even let me do much.
            

            
            But she lets Gavin help with anything. He was always there from start to finish, beside her at the stove or washing the dishes
               she used. They would laugh at their inside jokes while music drifted from the speaker in the corner.
            

            
            “Well, don’t forget to put the lid on the blender this time,” I advise with a mock-stern look.

            
            He laughs, deep and raspy, and my chest lurches. I’ve missed that sound so much. He rarely lets it out, but when he does,
               it’s like a prize.
            

            
            Those laughs are a secret weapon someone could use to make me submit to anything.

            
            His eyes meet mine, the color of cool whiskey. “I’ve never made that mistake again.”

            
            “I’m pretty sure there’s still a little peppermint milkshake on the ceiling all these years later.”

            
            Our gazes hold, my spoon halfway to my mouth and his twirling in his bowl. I take in the strong line of his jaw that I want to run my palm over. His perfect lips that look like they would feel silky soft if I touched them. Those shiny, thick strands of hair that I want to feel running through my fingers. 

            
            His throat works on a swallow, and for the life of me, I can’t remember what we were talking about. It could’ve been elephants,
               for all I know at this point.
            

            
            Because the only thing I can think about is how much I missed him. I didn’t know how bad the pain of it had been until this moment.
            

            
            “I need someone to drive to Fern River tomorrow.” Mama’s voice cuts through my thoughts like a blade, severing my connection
               with Gavin. “Our grocery store had everything we needed except for gluten-free bread.”
            

            
            “I can go,” Gavin offers. “That way I can get a few more things I might need this week.”

            
            Mama stares at me across the table and lifts her brows in a way that says you volunteer. But I give her a subtle shake of my head, because like hell am I going to trap myself in a car with him for the hour-long drive to Fern River and then do it all over again on the way
               back.
            

            
            “I can go with you,” Auggie offers, his brunette curls waving as he nods to Gavin.

            
            But to my horror, Mama says, “Lena will go.” She points between Gavin and me. “You go to the store together and work out whatever
               is going on. Don’t come back until you have.”
            

            
            Heavy silence settles over the table. Even the children, who have no clue what’s going on, have paused to watch the scene.

            
            I want to throw my napkin on the table and run away in a tantrum to rival one of Jack’s. But Mama has already focused back on her food, having said what she wanted and knowing we will follow her instructions. 

            
            The heat radiating off Gavin warms my arm as the table returns to normal. But we both stay silent as we look over our bowls,
               and I pick at my food for the rest of the meal.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Gavin

            “Let’s go, sunshine,” Lena grumbles as she stomps past me to the front door, her bright-red jacket and forest-green leggings
               accessorized by purple snow boots and a yellow knit hat.
            

            
            I look down at my black boots, black jeans, black jacket, and, of course, black sweater.

            
            Should be noted, my boxer briefs are also black.

            
            She looks like she belongs at the North Pole, serving up decadent hot cocoa and at least five types of Christmas cookies.
               Probably doing some carol singing too.
            

            
            Meanwhile, I look like the modern version of the Grinch as I trudge behind her.

            
            In the driveway, she walks straight to her small SUV and opens the driver’s door.

            
            “How about we take my car?” I offer, surveying her nearly bald tires. I honestly can’t believe she made it all the way here
               with the snowy road conditions last night.
            

            
            She tilts her head and scowls at me, her fingers gripping the top of her door. “I’m not a passenger princess, Gav. I can drive.”

            
            My chest warms at the nickname, despite how cold it is outside. That’s the first time I’ve heard it in years, and the sound of it in her sweet, raspy voice makes me want to get on my knees and beg her to say it again. 

            
            Stifling the urge, I shrug and tell her, “I was just offering to be nice.”

            
            Her lips curve up slowly. “Get in the damn car.”

            
            As I buckle my
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