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         After a brutal breakup, college junior Blake Logan escapes to her family’s lake house in Tahoe, determined to shut out the world. Her plan is simple: no men, no drama. Until Wyatt Graham shows up. Four years older and far too good at getting under her skin, Wyatt is the living embodiment of a “bad idea,” and the guy who shattered her pride when she confessed her crush at sixteen.

         With his music career stalled, Wyatt has come to Tahoe for inspiration. The last thing he expects is to find it with Blake. He’s spent years keeping his distance, convinced he’s all wrong for her, but she’s no longer the innocent girl he once knew. She’s confident, captivating, and impossible to ignore. And the slow-burning tension between them? It’s catching fire fast.

         They both know this can’t last, but one reckless kiss turns into another, and soon they’re tangled in something that feels dangerously like more. Just as they finally give in to the pull, tragedy tears them apart, leaving their hearts in pieces.

         But forgetting that one, nearly perfect summer? Not a chance. And when fate brings them together again, Blake and Wyatt must decide if this is a second chance…or the final verse.

      
   
      
         Also by Elle Kennedy

         prep

         Misfit

         Rogue

         off-campus

         The Deal

         The Mistale

         The Score

         The Goal

         The Legacy

         briar u

         The Chase

         The Risk

         The Play

         The Dare

         campus diaries

         The Graham Effect

         The Dixon Rule

         The Charlie Method

      
   
      
         ELLE KENNEDY

         Love
Song

         [image: Love Books logo]

         amsterdam . antwerp

      
   
      
         Please note: Content warnings for this book may contain spoilers. Flip to the back of the book or visit www.ellekennedy.com/love-song to learn more.

         Copyright © 2026 Elle Kennedy. All rights reserved.

         Cover design and illustration © Sarah Ferrett

         Cover art © Katie Smith

         isbn 9789062227921 / nur 343

         www.lovebooks.nl

         No amount of this book may be reproduced (except for the use of brief quotations in a book review) or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to any website, database, language-learning model, or other repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without written permission from the author. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

         Published in the Dutch territory by Love Books

      
   
      
         To everyone who feels a little lost in life—your song isn’t over.

      
   
      
         
         PROLOGUE
Blake

         Fuckboy till he dies

         two years ago

         Wyatt Graham is staring at me.

         It’s taken my brain and me several twists and turns to reach this conclusion.

         At first, we were convinced he was staring at the oil painting above my head, the weird one depicting his father playing hockey on a rink of lava. Wyatt’s twin, Gigi, said it was a gift from their eccentric elderly neighbor, and their dad felt too guilty not hanging it up.

         Next, we decided I must have something stuck in my teeth (I don’t. I checked), chocolate all over my face from dessert (I don’t, also checked), or a huge zit that sprang up after I applied my makeup before dinner (no zits, only obnoxious freckles).

         Until finally, we came around to the idea that the hottest man to ever walk this earth is indeed staring at me.

         Which raises the question—why?

         Considering Wyatt views a romantic connection between us as tragically hysterical, I’m genuinely stumped as to why his eyes are following my every move tonight.

         As we’ve done every year since I was born, we’re spending Christmas Eve with the Grahams in their beautiful house just outside Boston. It’s a tradition. My dad and the twins’ dad have been best friends since college and are obsessed with each other, so our families spend most holidays together.

         The game room smells like cinnamon from the gingerbread cookies Gigi’s mom was baking all day and is lit only by the glow of the fixture over the pool table, which Gigi and Luke Ryder are currently circling. Wyatt leans against the wall, his hand curled lazily around a beer bottle. When he chuckles at the taunt Gigi tosses her husband’s way, a little shiver rolls up my spine. Even his laughter gives off a dangerous energy. Wyatt Graham has always been hazardous to my heart rate.

         If I wasn’t still riding the buzz from the red wine my dad had been too distracted to cut off, I probably wouldn’t be openly ogling the guy. But it’s impossible not to stare at those veiled green eyes and perfectly chiseled features, just a hint of scruff on his strong jaw. His shirt is unbuttoned to reveal a tight white tank that emphasizes his broad chest, and when he rakes a hand through his messy brown hair, the silver ring on his middle finger catches the light. He wears a few other rings too, including a chunky black one that sort of looks like a wedding band. Hilarious, because Wyatt’s never getting married. Fuckboy till he dies, Gigi always says.

         “Speaking of playing hard to get,” Gigi calls, glancing my way.

         I snap out of my thoughts, clueless about their conversation and how it got to me.

         “What?” I say.

         “Diana told me Isaac asked you to be his girlfriend, and you told him you’d—” She snorts, air quoting me. “‘Take it under consideration.’”

         Ryder gives a soft chuckle while Wyatt sips his beer and watches us.

         “Yeah.” I shrug. “I still don’t know how I feel about it.”

         “You’ve been dating for two months,” she reminds me, her gray eyes twinkling. “Seems like you should know by now if you like the guy.”

         She’s not wrong. I should know. And it’s not that I don’t like Isaac. He’s been pursuing me hard all semester. Or, if you listen to my father, “love bombing” me. Isaac comes on strong, no doubt, but I don’t believe he’s a walking red flag the way my father has declared.

         The problem is I’m not sure I can picture us long-term. Isaac is outgoing, goofy, and attention-seeking. I’m sarcastic, a lot more chill, and not looking for the spotlight. I’m good spending the whole day listening to a podcast or reading a book; he’s wired to constantly be doing something exciting. Not to mention he’s going to the NFL the moment he graduates from Briar University. I know how flashy the NFL lifestyle can be. The money, the women, the attention. That’s not me.

         Still, the phrase opposites attract didn’t materialize out of nowhere. Might be a cliché, sure, but it’s statistically proven that opposites do attract. Sometimes they complement each other. Other times, those relationships explode in a spectacular fashion.

         I don’t know yet which kind of opposites Isaac and I are.

         “You’re taking way too long to respond,” Gigi informs me, grinning. “This poor guy.”

         “Is this the football player?” Ryder asks as he leans over the table to line up his shot.

         “Yeah,” Gigi answers for me. “Isaac Grant. He was the resident campus man-whore before our Blakey brought him to his knees.” She’s the only one I let get away with calling me Blakey. Anyone else would get murdered.

         “I do have that effect on men,” I say, more joking than serious, but I don’t miss the way Wyatt’s gaze rests on me again. Every time I glance his way, he’s already watching.

         Why is he staring? My brain and I are now revisiting the idea that there’s broccoli jammed between my teeth. Except that would mean he has a broccoli kink, because the way he’s looking at me says turn-on and not gross. Which is inconceivable to me given what happened on New Year’s Eve two years ago.

         My mind suddenly flashes back to that god-awful night. The living nightmare I experienced, a tomato-faced, trembling sixteen-year-old, drunk on one glass of champagne, blurting out to Wyatt that I had a crush on him.

         And…

         He laughed.

         I confessed to my crush, and he laughed.

         Granted, it wasn’t in a ha ha, everyone point at Blake Logan and laugh at how pathetic she is way. There was no cruelty in his tone. It was more of a nervous laugh, yet it was a hot, sharp knife to the heart. To add insult to injury, he ruffled my hair as he rose from the couch.

         He ruffled.

         My hair.

         And then? The final stab to my mangled, bloody, shredded-to-ribbons heart?

         “Probably best to get over that, kid,” he said.

         Kid.

         Part of me died from embarrassment that night. I never brought it up again. Neither did Wyatt.

         And now here we are. I’m eighteen, certainly not a kid anymore. And certainly not imagining the heat in his gaze.

         I hastily sip my wine and watch Gigi and Ryder finish out their billiards battle. Wyatt doesn’t say a single word to me. He spends most of the game mocking Ryder.

         “Eight ball, corner pocket,” Ryder says.

         “Well, that’s ambitious of you, Bill,” Wyatt remarks.

         “Confident,” Ryder returns, then executes the shot to perfection. He lifts his head to smirk at Wyatt. “Anything else to add, Bill?”

         “Bill?” I echo blankly, and Wyatt’s head finally shifts toward me.

         Gigi answers for the boys. “BIL as in brother-in-law. It’s their nickname for each other. They think they’re being cute.”

         Ryder racks the balls, and we play another game, this time girls against boys. I blow nearly every shot, because it turns out it’s hard to shoot pool when a tall, sexy, intense musician is hyperfixated on you.

         Hours later, the house is dead silent, everyone asleep but me. I lie on my bed in the guest room, my restless thoughts drifting back to Wyatt and Isaac and men in general. Whenever I close my eyes, I see Wyatt’s deep green eyes tracking me like I’m the only person in the house.

         Eventually, I give up on sleep and go downstairs to the kitchen, not bothering to look decent. I’m barefoot and in my underwear and an oversize sweater that barely covers my upper thighs.

         I’ve just finished pouring a glass of water at the fridge when I hear his voice.

         “Can’t sleep?”

         I jump, nearly dropping my glass. Water sloshes over the rim and spills onto my knuckles. “Jesus. You scared me.”

         I turn to find him standing in the shadows, leaning against the doorframe. A bottle of beer dangles from his fingers, and his hair is even messier than it was two hours ago. He’s definitely feeling the alcohol, his gaze more than a little hazy. He looks…dangerous. Tired, drunk, and beautiful.

         “Sorry,” he says, then takes a swig of beer.

         “You can’t sleep either?” I sip my water, watching him. “Is your mind also racing?”

         Wyatt shrugs. “I never sleep.”

         “Vampire?”

         “Obviously.”

         With a hint of a smile, he steps into the kitchen, his face illuminated by only the strip of lights running beneath the cabinets. Then he tips his head back and drinks more beer.

         “Drinking alone, are we?” I try to sound casual despite my thundering pulse.

         “Just a nightcap.” He takes another sip, his gaze flicking down my legs and back up again, so blatant it triggers a ripple of heat up my neck.

         I set my water glass on the counter, determined not to let him see me blush.

         “Why’s your mind racing?” he asks.

         “I don’t know,” I lie.

         “You thinking about that guy? The football player who asked you to be his girlfriend?”

         I hesitate. “Yeah.”

         He moves closer, propping a hip against the counter. “You don’t want to say yes.”

         “I… He’s really into me. And he’s sweet.”

         “Sweet,” Wyatt echoes, like the word bores him. “That’s not an answer.”

         I’m utterly aware of how close he’s standing. How his voice has dropped just enough to feel like it’s sliding under my skin.

         “I don’t know if I want a relationship with Isaac,” I confess. “He’s not… I don’t know…serious, I guess. Everything’s kind of surface level with him.”

         Wyatt’s mouth curves in an infuriating little smirk. “How’s the sex?”

         My cheeks are burning. “It’s… We haven’t…” I’m flustered. Ugh. I never get flustered. I hate that Wyatt Graham brings out that side of me. “We haven’t slept together yet. But we’ve done other stuff.”

         “Okay. How’s the other stuff?” He laughs suddenly. “You know what? Don’t bother answering. If you were satisfied with the football player, you wouldn’t have been eye-fucking me all night.”

         My mouth drops open. “Excuse me?”

         “What?” He grins, swallowing another swig. “Am I wrong?”

         “I was not doing that.”

         “Yes. You were.” He licks a drop of beer off his bottom lip, raking that hot gaze over me. Slow and deliberate.

         I hate how my heart races just from him looking at me like that. “You’re the one who was staring at me all night.” I lift my chin in challenge. “Why?”

         He goes quiet. I assume he’s not going to answer or that he’ll throw out a dismissive response, but he surprises me by saying, “I don’t know.”

         My heart flips.

         “But I can’t seem to stop,” he finishes, his voice dropping another octave.

         He moves toward me, his hip trailing over the counter as he gets nearer.

         I swallow, only to find that my throat is a desert.

         “Blake,” he mutters.

         “Hmm?” I tilt my face up to his, my pulse skittering.

         His eyes lower to my mouth. The tension between us is palpable. I’m practically inhaling it. How is this happening? Since when does Wyatt Graham look at me like he wants to kiss me?

         And since when does he reach out and cup my cheek? 

         And lower his head?

         And—

         Without warning, his lips brush the side of my neck.

         It’s a featherlight caress, a whisper of a graze, but I can scarcely breathe. I don’t want to make a sound or move a muscle for fear that he’ll stop.

         His hand slides up, long fingers skimming my waist over my sweater. As I stand there frozen with desire, he kisses his way up to my ear, unleashing goose bumps everywhere his mouth touches. His breath is hot over the lobe as my name once again breaks on his lips.

         “Blake…”

         I force myself to speak, even if it means breaking the spell. “What are you doing?”

         “Don’t fucking know,” he mumbles against my cheek. “Want me to stop?”

         “No,” I whisper.

         The stubble on his chin tickles my jaw, and I tilt my face, desperate for a real kiss, but he denies me. Instead, those hungry lips find my neck again, and I gasp when he suddenly lifts me up on the counter. My ass collides with granite, and then I’m locked in by both his arms, his biceps straining as he hovers over me.

         Slowly…achingly slowly…he starts to lower me backward.

         My hands instinctively loop around his neck, and heat flares in his eyes when my nails dig into his skin.

         He smells so good. I don’t know what that scent is, but I’m desperate to breathe it in. Something a bit spicy, a little smoky, and entirely masculine. His lips are mere inches away. God, I want to kiss him more than I want my next breath.

         “This…” He buries his face in the crook of my neck again. “Is a fucking bad idea.”

         He’s right. We’re on the kitchen counter in his parents’ house. At any moment, someone could come downstairs and catch us.

         But I couldn’t stop this if I tried.

         His tongue travels up my neck at the same time as he parts my thighs and steps between them. He presses himself against me, and I whimper at the feel of his long, thick erection straining inside his jeans.

         “Are you turned on?” His voice is a low tease at my ear, and his hands are gripping my waist now, slowly dragging my lower body toward his.

         “Mm-hmm,” I manage to get out.

         “You wet for me?” Breathing hard, Wyatt rolls his hips and grinds against my throbbing core.

         I’m shocked by how fast the pleasure builds. How natural it feels to wrap my legs around him and rock my hips to meet his thrusts. And yes, I am wet for him. I’m soaked. Desperate to tear off my underwear, rip off his jeans, and pull him inside my body. As I claw at his zipper, he grinds harder, and I’m momentarily distracted by the jolt of pleasure that ripples through my clit.

         Oh fuck, I’m close to coming.

         I tighten my legs around him, straining for deeper contact, for relief, for anything that will ease the relentless ache between my legs. 

         When his thick erection slides over my clit again, a desperate, throaty moan slips out, loud enough to wake a person or six.

         And to finally break the spell.

         He abruptly lifts his head, and now he’s peering down at me, eyes wild and hazy. As if realizing what he’s doing, he stumbles backward.

         I instantly grieve the loss of his body heat, the wisps of impending orgasm dissipating like a cloud of steam.

         “Jesus,” he mutters. “Go to bed, Blake. Please.”

         My lips are still tingling, aching for the kiss that almost happened.

         My body continues to tremble from his chest caging me on the counter and his hard dick pressed up on me.

         I stare at him, my heart pounding so hard it hurts. “I don’t want to go to bed.”

         Wyatt’s eyelids close for a second, then blink open as he drags a hand through his hair. “Then I will.”

         Disappointment crashes down on me as I watch him disappear up the stairs. He doesn’t look back. Not even once.
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         I don’t sleep a wink. I’m too riled up. Too turned on. Too angry. Too confused.

         Too everything.

         I’m not the kind of girl who likes drama. If I was, I would’ve already agreed to be Isaac’s girlfriend; he’s as melodramatic and over-the-top as they come. Me, I’ve made it a point in my life to be as drama-free as possible, which is why Wyatt’s erratic and unpredictable behavior last night grates so much.

         Why the hell did he mess with my head like that?

         Although I’m up at dawn, I force myself to remain in bed until a less obscene time, finally heading downstairs around 6:45. Everyone else is still asleep. I don’t hear any whispered voices. No soft footsteps. So I’m startled when I enter the kitchen to find Wyatt drinking a coffee at the counter.

         The same counter where he dry humped me into oblivion last night.

         “Morning,” he says.

         His tone is…normal. No awkwardness. Not a trace of tension.

         “Morning,” I reply.

         “Coffee’s fresh.” Wyatt nods toward the counter.

         I hide my frown as I walk to the coffee maker. “Did you sleep at all?”

         “Not really.” He watches me, casually sipping his coffee like he hadn’t set me on fire a mere six hours ago.

         Silence descends over the kitchen. I grab a mug from the cupboard. Wyatt says nothing as I pour, as I observe him over the rim of the mug.

         Seconds tick by. The silence drags on. 

         Finally, I can’t take it anymore.

         “Are we not going to talk about last night?”

         A wrinkle appears in his brow. “What do you mean?”

         I stare at him. “Do you not remember what happened?”

         Wyatt gives me a blank look that makes my stomach sink. “I was pretty gone,” he admits, scratching the back of his neck. “Did I do something stupid?”

         I search his face for even a flicker of memory, but all I see is blank curiosity. “You don’t remember anything?”

         “No. I was wasted.” He studies my expression. “Shit. Was I an asshole to you? What did I say?”

         The knot in my chest tightens. He really doesn’t remember. 

         “No,” I say, forcing a shrug. “You weren’t a total ass. Just made a couple comments about Isaac and our relationship.”

         He smiles faintly. “Sorry. I was probably just looking out for you.”

         Then, in that maddeningly big-brother way he’d done two years ago, he reaches out and ruffles my hair.

         “Don’t listen to me, kid. I don’t know shit about love.” Wyatt shrugs. “You should give your football player a chance. Seems like he genuinely likes you.”

         My cheeks are scorching. I don’t know whether to be mortified or furious. “Yeah. Sure. Thanks, Wyatt. Maybe I will.”

      
   
      
         
         CHAPTER 1
Blake

         Bitten by a gator in a sandpit

         present day

         Airports were created by the devil to test humanity.

         Truly, I cannot think of a more dehumanizing experience. Doesn’t even matter if you’re arriving or departing—you’re herded into lines like the vile cattle you are, crammed into holding pens disguised as gates, and forced to beg for scraps of seating and water that doesn’t cost twenty-six dollars.

         All this is to say: I’m ready to murder someone by the time a staticky voice over the PA announces that after an unfortunate forty-two-minute delay, our bags are finally being unloaded from the plane. So please be patient, folks. The conveyer belt will belch out those bags any minute now. We promise.

         It’s official. I live in Logan Airport now. I’m never leaving.

         When I was a kid, my dad told me this airport was named after him. Even worse, he kept the lie going for so long that I used this fraudulent information as a “fun fact” about myself during a sixth-grade presentation. “Logan Airport is named after my dad, the famous hockey player,” I bragged to the class, at which point my teacher chided, “This is untrue. We don’t tell lies in this classroom, Blake,” and I went home crying.

         Speaking of my father, he calls while I’m waiting at baggage claim with the rest of the cattle.

         “Hey, Dad.” I scan the carousel, which is finally spitting out the first few bags. I flew business class, so my suitcase should be coming out first. Theoretically. This airport has already fucked me once tonight.

         “Hey, sweet pea. You still at the airport?”

         “Yep.” I already texted him the second we landed, but I knew that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy him. He needs to hear my voice. Otherwise he assumes the plane crashed in the Atlantic and my “just landed!” message was a prescheduled text or a glitch in the phone matrix.

         Did I mention my father is a wee bit overprotective? “

         I wish you let me pick you up,” Dad grumbles.

         “My car’s at the airport. Long-term parking, remember?”

         A man steps forward and jostles me hard as he tries to find his bag. I glare at his back because he’s, like, eight feet tall, and now I can’t see the carousel at all.

         “Do you want to come home for dinner tomorrow night?”

         “Maybe,” I say absently. “I’ll see what Isaac’s thinking.”

         There’s a pause.

         There’s always a pause.

         That’s what happens when your father can’t stand your boyfriend. 

         “I mean, if he’s busy, you can still come,” Dad says in a hopeful tone.

         “Don’t sound too excited about the prospect of me coming alone.”

         “Look, kiddo, it’s not that I don’t like him—”

         “You hate him,” I cut in.

         “I don’t hate him. I just don’t like him.”

         I choke on my laughter and sidestep the giant in front of me. Peering at the emerging suitcases and duffels, I finally catch a glimpse of red. I always tie a bright hair scrunchie around the handle of my black suitcase.

         “Dad, I see my bag. I’m hanging up now.”

         I disconnect before he can argue and elbow my way through the waiting travelers. I might be small, but dating a football player has taught me some tricks. I don’t even apologize to the guy who squawks in outrage when my arm connects with his ribs. His fault for not moving when I said, “’Scuse me.”

         I grab my suitcase, and from there it’s a short trip to the parking level. Five minutes later, I’m leaving the airport garage behind the wheel of my Land Rover. Well, Isaac’s. He has two cars, so he lets me drive the SUV while he always takes the Porsche.

         My father, of course, thinks Isaac’s passion for cars is super fucked up and a sign of psychopathy. This coming from a mechanic’s son who can rebuild an engine without batting an eye. Because when he’s into cars, it’s a totally normal, healthy hobby.

         But when Isaac Grant likes cars? I’m about to be the subject of a true-crime documentary.

         A least my mother doesn’t overtly hate the man I’m living with. Overtly being the operative word. I sense she doesn’t love him either, but she’ll never say it out loud. Mom has way more tact than that.

         Still no text from Isaac, I realize. That’s unusual. My dad and his little man gang refer to Isaac as the “Love Bomber.” Even now, after we’ve been together for two and a half years, living together for one, they refuse to give him a chance. At this point, I think Dad and his hockey buddies just hate Isaac because he plays football. With that said—and I’m not conceding that my boyfriend is a love bomber—Isaac does blow up my phone constantly. I’ve been in Paris for the past two weeks, and even with the time difference, he was texting me all the time.

         Tonight, he ignored my just-landed text and the on-my-way-home one I just sent.

         A prickly sensation tightens my stomach as I glance at my phone. It lights up the moment I check, but my burst of relief fades into annoyance when I see it’s my dad.

         Shocking.

         “You need help,” I say in lieu of hello. I turn onto the highway ramp. “Like, serious help. We need to get you in therapy.”

         “You hung up on me,” he accuses.

         “Yes, because I’m busy.”

         “Are you on your way to that fancy building of yours?”

         “It’s not that fancy,” I object.

         To be fair, it is. Isaac wasted no time spending his NFL signing bonus. I’m proud of him, though, and I have no doubt he’ll have a hell of a rookie season this fall. At Briar, he was the star of the team, helping them win three national championships, and he was named MVP three years in a row.

         “It’s just you’re not a building person,” Dad is saying. “You love houses. And porches. Nice, big, wraparound porches where you can sit on a wicker chair and read. Where do you even read, Blake? Is he depriving you of reading?”

         “Oh my God, stop. And guess what, Dad? I love houses, but I’m also fine with condos. And even if I wasn’t, sometimes you need to make compromises in relationships, right?”

         “Oh really? Did he compromise? You still have a year left of college. He couldn’t even be bothered to find something in the middle? When I played for Providence and your mom was still at Briar, we found a place between Hastings and Boston. Meanwhile, the love bomber makes you commute an hour and a half to school?” Dad grumbles in displeasure.

         Truth be told, that did irk a little. Since Isaac was able to graduate a semester early, he convinced me to break our Hastings lease and move to Boston where he could be closer to his new team and have access to better training facilities. He starts training camp in a few months, and he’s determined to excel. And he was so excited about this condo. It’s difficult to say no to Isaac when he’s looking at you with those pleading little-boy eyes.

         Still, I refuse to give my dad the satisfaction of being right.

         “It’s fine. I don’t mind the commute, actually. I got some of my textbooks on audio, so I’m able to study as I drive.”

         “You will always defend this potato, won’t you?”

         I choke out a laugh. “He’s not a potato!”

         “Good point. I like potatoes.”

         “Dad,” I warn.

         “Fine. I’m gonna let this go.”

         “No, you won’t. You’ll just bitch about him the next time we talk. Anyway, I’m going now. Tell Mom I said hi and I’ll text her later.”

         The rest of the drive is blessedly quiet. Except, damn it, it’s back.

         The uneasy churning in my gut. A humming noise in my body urging me to turn around, have dinner with my parents, don’t go to the fancy high-rise near Beacon Hill.

         I once read about a lady down in Florida who ignored her sixth sense. She wrote a whole memoir about it. She claims that on a regular old Sunday morning, every cell in her body was telling her not to take her kids to the playground that day, but she ignored the humming, prickling, buzzing sensations in her stomach.

         Moral of the story? If you don’t listen to your internal warning system, you’re going to get bitten by a gator in a sandpit.

         But that probably won’t happen to me tonight.

         I scan my key to get into the underground of our building, then ride the elevator up to the twenty-third floor, juggling my purse and carting my luggage behind me. As I walk down the carpeted hallway toward my front door, the little hairs on the back of my neck are standing on edge. Something feels off, but I can’t for the life of me figure out what.

         I’ve never been insecure about our relationship. Yes, Isaac attracts attention wherever he goes and is about to be an NFL star, but I never worried he might get bored of me. He’s infatuated with me, and he’s been a good boyfriend. It didn’t even occur to me that he might stray. 

         And yet as I approach my door, with my phone too silent from Isaac’s lack of texts, I’m envisioning a trail of clothing from the front hall to our bedroom.

         A discarded bra, a thong, his boxers…

         You’re acting crazy, a voice informs me.

         I totally am. If he was cheating on me, there’s no way he would have someone in there right now. I’m not surprising him by coming home early. He knew I was due home tonight. He told me to have a safe flight eight hours ago, then chided me when I told him that’s sort of up to the pilot and beyond my control. Isaac isn’t exactly in love with my dry humor, though I suspect that’s mostly because it usually goes over his head.

         I turn the key in the lock and enter the condo. Despite myself, my gaze drops to the polished floor. No underwear trail. That’s a good sign.

         “Babe?” I call.

         No response. But his shoes are in the hall. His keys and his wallet are on the kitchen counter. I wander deeper into the apartment toward our bedroom, still battling that anxious feeling. I feel crazy.

         The door is ajar. Slowly, I nudge it open.

         He’s on his side, one long leg thrust out from the twisted sheet. I focus briefly on his muscular thigh before my gaze trails upward to his sculpted bicep. His arm is slung around his pillow, which he’s holding tight to his chest, the way he usually holds me when we fall asleep together.

         Relief hits me, a smile tugging on my lips. 

         He’s sound asleep in our bed.

         Alone.

         Did I mention he’s alone?

         Now I feel like a total asshole for even thinking he might not be. 

         I pause in the doorway, admiring him. The sunlight streaming in through the blinds is casting a golden glow over the golden god in my bed. Make that ginger god. Isaac vehemently denies it when you point out he has red hair, but insisting your hair is “blond with a splash of strawberry” doesn’t make it so.

         A soft groan comes from the bed. He shifts slightly. I hate interrupting his nap, but I’ve been gone for two weeks, and I missed him.

         I sit at the edge of the bed and gently run my fingers over his reddish-brown beard. He hasn’t shaved in several days.

         “Hey,” I say softly. I bend down, brushing my lips over his forehead.

         He stirs, eyelids fluttering. He twitches for a second, and then his eyes slowly slide open. A happy smile curves his lips. “Babe,” he says. “You’re here.”

         My heart skips a beat at his jubilant tone. “I’m here.”

         He blinks a couple times. “Oh shit. Sorry. I was asleep. I wanted to get in a quick nap after dinner so I could stay up late and worship you.”

         I grin. “Conserving your strength for the worshipping. I approve.”

         “How was the flight?”

         “It was good.”

         He tugs me toward him and wraps his arms around me, then starts planting kisses all over my neck and face until I’m laughing.

         “Really missed you,” Isaac mumbles against my cheek. 

         “I missed you too.”

         Our lips find each other at the same time as my phone vibrates in my pocket. He feels it against his thigh and snickers.

         “Babe, let’s save the sex toys for after dinner?”

         With a snort, I pull out my phone, not to check it but to put it on silent. It won’t stop buzzing, and it’s annoying me.

         “Let me guess,” Isaac says, sighing. “Daddy?”

         “No, he already called earlier. Twice.”

         My boyfriend’s face becomes stricken. “Shit, you didn’t tell him I didn’t pick you up from the airport, did you?”

         “Yes. Why?”

         Isaac groans in response. “Blake!”

         “What? It’s not a big deal. Made more sense for me to park.”

         “Yeah, but he won’t see it that way. Fucking hell, babe, now he has another thing to hold against me.”

         I swallow my own groan. Isaac’s desperate need to win my father’s approval has been a point of contention throughout our entire relationship. Not just Dad’s approval but anyone’s, really. Isaac isn’t happy unless he’s being adored by the masses. Not the most attractive quality in a man, and it would probably bother me a lot more if it weren’t for the fact that Isaac adores as hard as he craves adoration.

         “My dad is just grumpy because you play football and not hockey,” I reassure him. “It has nothing to do with your personality. Deep down, he knows you’re amazing.”

         “Fine,” Isaac huffs, then reaches for me again. “But now you owe me a make-out session to lift my spirits.”

         When my phone vibrates again, I lean forward to put it away, but as I’m setting it on the nightstand, I catch a glimpse of the notification on the screen. It’s a message from Gigi, but I can only see the beginning of it.

         
            gigi

            I’m so sorry, Blakey. Are—

         

         I frown. She’s sorry? About what?

         “Wait,” I say when Isaac presses his lips to my neck again. “Hold on, sorry. This actually looks important.”

         I swipe to open the notification and discover not just one message but a bunch of them.

         
            gigi

            Have you seen this?? Alex just sent it to me.

            Maybe it’s a deep fake or something?

            OK did some digging. It’s legit. The girl says it’s real. She just released an official statement.

            I’m so sorry, Blakey. Are you okay?

         

         “What is it?” Isaac asks, an impatient note in his voice.

         This time, I can’t ignore the fluttery sensation in my stomach. Or the chill that sweeps through my body. Slowly, I ease away from him.

         “Babe?” he presses.

         I click the link Gigi included in her first message. When it pops up, I don’t bother to hit Play.

         The title is bad enough.

         Leaked SEX Tape: Pats prospect and cheerleader CAUGHT in explicit viral video!

      
   
      
         
         dad chat

         
            john logan

            *Hypothetically.* If one were to “remove” the cheating potato who broke their daughter’s heart, how could one do it without leaving a trace? Asking for a friend.

            dean di laurentis

            Is the friend named John?

            john logan

            Yes.

            john tucker

            I am not the friend.

            My daughters are capable of murdering their own cheating exes. I’d confess and serve the jail time for them, though.

            john logan

            So if we wanted to disappear somebody, what’s the first step?

            garrett graham

            The logistics on this are tricky. Also against the law.

            john logan

            There’s gotta be a way to get rid of him without breaking any laws. Poison in his protein shakes?

            garrett graham

            You’d fuck up the dosages. We need something more efficient.

            colin fitzgerald

            What if we send him to a remote cabin and “accidentally” lock him inside for a weekend? Give him some time to think about his bad decisions?

            dean di laurentis

            How are you my brother-in-law? That’s such a pussy idea.

            colin fitzgerald

            I’m excusing myself from this conversation.

            john tucker

            Just looked this up. It’s illegal to lock someone in a cabin.

            dean di laurentis

            To recap: murder = illegal. Forced confinement = illegal. Who would’ve thought.

            john logan

            Fine. New goal. MTAC.

            john tucker

            ??

            dean di laurentis

            Why are you like this

            jake connelly

            MTAC?

            garrett graham

            Make the asshole cry.

            john logan

            I love you so much, man.

            dean di laurentis

            Send him a strongly worded letter.

            garrett graham

            I know the NFL commissioner. I could try to get his rookie contract canceled.

            jake connelly

            That is diabolical, G.

            john logan

            Don’t call him G. He’s MY best friend.

            jake connelly

            I’m excusing myself from this conversation.

         

      
   
      
         
         CHAPTER 2
Blake

         Bruised but not broken

         It’s been six weeks, and I still haven’t cried.

         My friends don’t think it’s normal. Gigi even called me a robot the other day, which was a joke, I know, but it got to me. When your boyfriend of nearly three years cheats on you, it’s customary to cry, isn’t it?

         Historically, I’m not a big crier. Crying invites attention, and that’s the one thing I’ve shied away from for most of my life. But it’s not like I never cry. A sad movie with a lost puppy or a broken relationship? I cry like a baby. Watching Gigi walk down the aisle at her wedding? Sobs.

         Ergo, I know I’m capable of tears. 

         So where the fuck are they?

         The first few days following our breakup, when I realized my eyes were bone-dry and that wasn’t changing, I wondered if perhaps I was never actually in love with Isaac. But that doesn’t feel right. I did love him, and I’m grieving this loss. Every time I think about him, it feels like someone is stabbing my heart with a thousand knives.

         Isaac cried. When I packed up all my stuff, he was in tears. Hysterical. He begged me to stay, promising it would never happen again.

         But there’s no coming back from what he did. If it was just about a sex tape? Fine. I mean, not “fine.” I still wouldn’t have forgiven him—I hold a grudge till the day I die. But it might’ve been an easier pill to swallow. One crazy night, drank too much, gave in to temptation, and decided to film it like some sleazy amateur porn star.

         But it wasn’t one night.

         It was many, many nights. 

         For a year.

         All those times he told me he was going out with the boys, when we were still living in Hastings near campus, he’d been hooking up with Heather the cheerleader. Apparently, they met when the Pats were still wooing Isaac during his junior year. He claims it didn’t mean anything, that there were zero emotions involved. It was just a “sexual thing.” As if that makes it better. Nothing about this is better.

         And I still haven’t fucking cried.

         For the second time in six weeks, I’m getting off another plane and taking another parental call, this time from my mom. I’ve been staying with them since I moved out, and although I love my parents dearly, I’m looking forward to not having someone ask me if I’m okay every five seconds.

         To his credit, after the cheating was exposed, my father didn’t organize a vigilante squad to help him murder Isaac. Though I heard that in their group chat, Dad and his friends were trying to decide if there was a way to claim insanity. It’s sweet he cares this much, but I can’t wait to taste some freedom.

         “How’re you doing, sweetie?” Mom asks as I exit the airport and search the pickup lane for my ride.

         “Good. Just trying to find my driver.”

         I finally spot the silver sedan and wave at the driver, who slides out to help me with my bag. As he loads it into the trunk, I breathe in the night air, letting it wash over me like a soothing balm.

         It’s nice to be back in Lake Tahoe. My family co-owns a house here with the Grahams. It used to be a rental, but when the property came up for sale last year, we couldn’t pass it up. The lake house is going to be my home for the next three months, and I’ve never been more excited for an escape. The usual faces will start showing up the third week of July—we have a big family blowout here every year—but for the most part, it will just be me and my thoughts.

         But not my tears.

         Because I still haven’t cried.

         Which is normal. Totally normal. The online therapist said so. 

         “Is the alarm code still the same?” I slide into the back seat, balancing the phone on my shoulder as I buckle my seat belt.

         “Yep, I texted it to you,” Mom says. “Oh, and we asked the houseman to go in and prep everything for you, make sure the house is nice and clean.”

         “Do you think this will be the year we finally meet him?”

         “Oh my God, honey. Imagine?”

         I swallow a laugh. As my father likes to say, Houseman Henry is an urban legend around these parts. For the past five years, he’s been our property manager/housekeeper/deliveryman/handy­man, and yet not a single one of us has met him in person. He always manages to get his tasks done when nobody is around. Uncle Dean swears he saw him once—at dawn, wearing plaid, dropping off spare gas cans in the boathouse—but nobody believes him.

         “He can’t deliver groceries until tomorrow,” she continues, “but—”

         “I don’t want Henry buying my groceries,” I protest. “I already told you I’m planning to get a job this summer.”

         “And I already told you we don’t expect that of you. You’ve had a summer job every year since you were fourteen, honey. You’re allowed to take one summer off. In fact, your father and I would prefer it.”

         I wrinkle my forehead. “You would?”

         “Yes. This is your last summer before you graduate. I want you to spend it getting to know yourself, not distracting yourself with a job you don’t need. I know you have some money saved up, and your dad and I are happy to spoil you this summer with groceries.” Her tone grows gentle. “You told me you were worried about the future, and I don’t want you worrying, my girl. I’d rather you take this time to figure out what you want to do.”

         Emotion squeezes my chest. Part of me wishes I never confessed those fears; there’s nothing I hate more than pointing out my own inadequacies. But I should’ve known my mom wouldn’t judge me for the talk we had last week when I admitted it scares me that I’m going into my senior year this fall but am no closer to figuring out what I’m going to do afterward.

         Truth is I’ve never felt a deep-seated passion for anything. My best friend and sorority sister, Juliette, has known since middle school that she’s interested in nursing. Gigi knew from frickin’ birth that she wanted to play hockey.

         Me, I’ve switched majors three times, finally landing on broadcasting last year. But what am I going to do with a broadcasting degree? I have no interest in being on television. Radio barely exists anymore. I could get into podcasting, but about what? Who makes a living podcasting anyway? Unless your podcast breaks out and starts raking in the ad money, it’ll likely just fade away into obscurity.

         Passion aside, there isn’t much I’m even good at. All my friends are disgustingly good at something. I’m surrounded by prodigies, in fact. Talented athletes like Gigi, supermodels like our friend Alex, high-powered lawyers like Alex’s sister Jamie.

         There is nothing worse than being ordinary among the extraordinary.

         It’s embarrassing even.

         “I want this to be the summer of Blake,” Mom says firmly. “I think it’ll be really good for you.”

         I bite my lip. “Okay,” I relent. “But I’m going to research a gazillion postgraduation jobs while I’m here. Deal?”

         “Deal. Are you almost at the house?”

         I peer out the window. “Yep.”

         “Good. Make sure you lock up and set the alarm when you get there.”

         “I will.”

         “And if a serial killer comes—”

         “I’ll dive off the dock and swim to the Martin house.”

         Mom and I have discussed many a contingency plan about how to escape a killer. I’m not too worried about getting murdered in Lake Tahoe, though. Our house is in a gated, affluent neighborhood, a nice perk that comes from having a father with a long and illustrious career in professional hockey alongside my surrogate uncle Garrett. Our families can afford nice things, and while I don’t consider myself spoiled, I recognize how fortunate I am and try to never take that for granted.

         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Mom’s voice softens. “On the Isaac front, I mean.”

         “I’m fine,” I assure her, then repeat the motto she recited to me growing up whenever something shitty happened. Like in the fifth grade when my best friend dumped me for no perceivable reason and proceeded to bully me for six torturous months. “Bruised but not broken, right?”

         “Exactly. I love you, my girl.”

         “Love you too.”

         I slide the phone into my purse and focus out the window, the dark scenery blurring past my vision. The driver doesn’t try to make small talk, and I adore him for that. I haven’t been good company to anyone since Isaac decided to film himself in a cowboy costume smacking Heather’s ass as he fucked her from behind.

         Did I mention they made their little tape on Halloween?

         Heather was dressed as a sexy astronaut and kept screaming “Yes, Houston!” I don’t think she realized Houston isn’t a person. They both set women’s lib back about a hundred years.

         This summer away is going to be good for me. I desperately need it. And not to nurse a broken heart like my parents believe. With every day that passes, Isaac gets smaller in my mental rearview mirror. Six weeks later, my ego is more bruised than my heart, and the more pressing issue weighing me down is what the hell I’m going to do with my life.

         I banish the familiar doubts and frustrations, because thanks to my mom, I’ve been given a reprieve. I don’t need to figure it all out right this second. I have three months to come up with a plan.

         Three months to get to know myself.

         The car’s tires crunch over gravel, stopping at the enormous iron gates, where I have to lean halfway out the window to enter the code. A few moments later, the sprawling lake house comes into view.

         Our house is a little…extra. Located on the west shore, it’s eight thousand square feet and offers panoramic views of the water and the surrounding Sierra Nevada mountains. It’s more of a compound if anything, with the main house, various outbuildings, and a gorgeous two-story boathouse boasting its own four-bedroom apartment upstairs.

         It was a long journey from Boston, but when the car stops and I glimpse the house, with its massive windows that reflect the lake and sky, every mile feels worth it.

         As the driver hops out to get my suitcase, I step into the alpine air and inhale deeply. I love the way it smells here. So crisp and fresh. Like freedom.

         “Thank you so much,” I tell the dark-haired man, then wait until the sedan disappears down the long drive before I turn toward the wide stone steps.

         I input another code at the front entrance, and the huge double doors unlock for me. Another familiar smell fills my happy nostrils. Cedar, leather, and fireplace smoke. Inside is a mix of natural stone and exposed beams. Floor-to-ceiling glass windows overlook the wraparound upper deck, with gorgeous views of the lower deck, dock, and boathouse.

         I roll my suitcase toward the grand staircase and leave it at the bottom. I’ll lug it up later. Upstairs are twelve bedrooms, most with en suite baths, while three of the rooms have wall-to-wall bunks to accommodate the large family gatherings we hold every summer. When I was younger, the girls would all pile into a room and have monthlong sleepovers. As the co-owning families, the Grahams and I get our own rooms now.

         I go into the kitchen and open the fridge, not expecting much since Henry isn’t delivering groceries until tomorrow. But I’m startled to find a case of beer and an entire shelf of still and sparkling water. I reach for a bottle, then decide what the hell and pry one of the beers from the case instead. It’s some artsy IPA, which makes no difference to me because all beer tastes the same no matter where it’s from or what it’s called.

         I wander through the great room toward the french doors and step onto the deck, sipping my beer as I approach the railing. The slight breeze tickles my neck, drawing my attention to the lake. Natural stone steps wind down to the second deck below and then lower still to the dock. We even have our own private beach and a long pier extending from the boathouse.

         It’s cool out, but I don’t mind. I take the stairs down to the dock, the weathered slats creaking slightly beneath my sneakers as I walk to the edge. A sense of peace washes over me as I listen to the low drone of insects and the soft hush of water lapping at the wooden pillars beneath the deck.

         The moon sits low in the sky tonight, practically in reach. Its light creates silvery lines across the water. Lake Tahoe is so beautiful. I could see myself living here full-time one day.

         “This is going to be a good summer,” I murmur to myself.

         My voice sounds so quiet in the still night air. I swallow another sip of my beer just as the dock creaks again. I catch a flash of movement and turn my head, and my heart rockets into my throat when I glimpse the shadowy figure only a few feet away.

         He stumbles toward me, making a growling sound, thick and menacing.

         Holy shit.

         He growled at me. Like a fucking rottweiler. 

         “Don’t come near me!” I burst out.

         As fear and adrenaline spike in my blood, I act on instinct. I am not going to be the woman who gets bitten by the alligator in the sandpit. No fucking way.

         With a high-pitched scream, I hurl the beer can at my would-be assailant. I’m rewarded by a loud crunch, as if I’ve hit bone. He lets out an outraged shout, but I’m already leaping forward to kick him in the balls, just the way Master Kato taught us at our mother/daughter self-defense class. That gets me a strangled expletive before the growler promptly doubles over, providing me with precious seconds to escape.

         I spin to run, but my heel catches on a plank, and suddenly the dock shifts beneath my feet. I lose my balance and topple over.

         For some baffling reason, the serial killer tries to steady me.

         The next thing I know, we’re both falling headfirst into the lake.

      
   
      
         
         CHAPTER 3
Wyatt

         Blake Logan is taking her clothes off

         I woke up from a beautiful sleep, and now I’m drowning.

         Literally.

         Cold water closes over my head. A frigid, glacial kind of cold that bites through your clothes and cuts down to the bone. My breath escapes in a flurry of bubbles as my body seizes against the shock. The freezing water of Lake Tahoe is barely swimmable in May during the day. At night, it feels like my lungs have closed up. Jesus. I actually can’t breathe.

         Survival instincts kick in as I find myself completely submerged. My hoodie and sweatpants are having the opposite effect—rather than serving as a heat source, they’re pulling me deeper into the lake. While little needles stab into any inch of skin that’s exposed, I fight the dizzying disorientation and kick up with my bare feet. A few seconds later, I break the surface, gasping. The air I suck into my lungs feels even colder than the water, but at least I’m breathing again.

         I hear someone else gasping beside me and look over to find the criminal who did this to me. This chick brazenly walked into my house, cracked open a beer, and meandered down here to admire the lake like she’s on fucking vacation. I don’t know who she is, but—

         “Wyatt?”

         I falter at the sound of my name escaping her lips. It takes a second to recognize her.

         “Blake?” I spit out a mouthful of lake water. “What the hell are you doing here?”

         We’re both treading water, arms moving in circles and legs kicking beneath the surface.

         “Me? What are you doing here? Nobody was supposed to be here!”

         She’s got me there. I did leave Nashville and come to Tahoe without telling anyone. In my defense, I pull shit like this all the time. Didn’t realize I needed to send an itinerary to every family friend whenever I get restless.

         “Oh my God, I can actually see my breath,” she mutters. “Can we please have this argument on land?”

         Without awaiting a response, she starts swimming away. I swim after her, and we’re both dripping wet and shaking uncontrollably by the time we heave ourselves up the ladder onto the dock. And my left cheekbone is throbbing. I gingerly touch it and wince.

         “You threw a beer at me,” I accuse.

         She shows no remorse. “Because you snuck up behind me in the dark and growled.”

         “I didn’t growl. I said hey.”

         “It sounded like a growl.”

         I grit my teeth. “My voice was hoarse because I just woke up. To find a burglar on my dock—”

         “Oh my God, you’re so dramatic. This is my house too.”

         “Yeah, a house you’re not supposed to be at.”

         “Neither are you!”

         “So that gives you the right to throw a beer can at me?” I challenge.

         “You pushed me into the lake!” she huffs.

         “No, you tripped and pulled me in with you.”

         We both glare at each other. We look like drowned rats. Blake’s brown hair is matted to her face and cheeks, and her teeth are chattering loud enough for me to hear it.

         “I need to get out of these wet clothes,” she grumbles, putting an end to the most aggravating argument I’ve ever had. “I genuinely think I have hypothermia.”

         “You don’t have hypothermia.”

         “You don’t know that,” she says over her shoulder, stomping away.

         I watch her go, frustration rooting me in place. Blake Logan.

         Fuck.

         Of all the people who could’ve showed up to intrude on my summer, the universe had to send the one girl I’ve been avoiding for years.

         Smothering a groan, I trudge toward the lounge chair where I was peacefully sleeping before Blake decided to ruin my night. My acoustic guitar leans against the neighboring chair, which is covered with paper, all the sheets I’d torn from my notebook strewn across the canvas fabric. I gather the papers, shoving them into the book, then grab the guitar by its neck and climb the stairs to the main deck. Each step is punctuated by the sloshing from my waterlogged clothes.

         Rather than enter through the kitchen, Blake goes around the side of the house. I catch up to her as she stumbles into the mudroom, a huge room full of coat hooks, shoe racks, and cabinets with beach towels. Blake approaches the long bench spanning one wall. When she realizes I’m standing in the doorway, she glares at me again. 

         “Turn around,” she orders.

         I give her some privacy, but it’s impossible not to hear what’s happening behind me. The slopping, squishing noises as she removes her soaked clothing, each item hitting the floor with a plop.

         Blake Logan is taking her clothes off. 

         Jesus fucking Christ.

         “Okay,” she says a minute later. “I’m decent.”

         I’m relieved to see she’s wearing a royal-blue bathrobe now. Except the robe keeps slipping off her shoulder, the collar gaping just enough to tease at the curve of her collarbone and the smooth, pale skin beneath it. I bet her nipples are hard from the cold. I wonder what color they are. Pale pink, I bet. Like little round, pink pearls.

         Oh fuck.

         I’m getting hard.

         “Stop glaring at me,” she mutters. “This wasn’t my fault.”

         She thinks I’m glaring. Guess that’s cool. Better than her knowing I’m imagining sucking on her nipples.

         She shakes out her head, and instead of giving wet dog, it gives wet goddess, the long strands clinging to her pale cheeks like dark ribbons. I wrestle my gaze away and try to distract myself from my semihard dick by pulling off my soaked hoodie. I toss it on the bench, all the while avoiding Blake’s stormy gaze and reminding myself that this is what happens when you’re not getting laid.

         That’s all this is. Six months of celibacy taking their toll on me. Nothing to do with the woman in the bathrobe.

         “Why is this thing so huge?” She holds up one sleeve and watches it flop over. She really is drowning in that robe.

         I give a wry grin. “I’m pretty sure that’s Dean’s.”

         “How do you know?”

         I gesture to the breast pocket. The initials DDL are stitched on it in white thread. Dean Di Laurentis. The robe I grab for myself says JT. John Tucker.

         “They have matching monogrammed robes?” Blake sighs. “Why are they like this?”

         “They” refers to my dad and his college friends. They’re like brothers, only the way-too-close, always-in-each-other’s-business kind of brothers. They talk daily in their multiple group chats. Vacation together. Share obscure inside jokes and running pranks that none of the kids understand or care to try. It’s…intense.

         “Maybe once you’ve worn a hockey uniform for most of your life, you need your name on every other piece of clothing you own,” I answer. “I’m pretty sure they got these made after Tucker built that sauna out back for Princess Alex.”

         As Blake heads for the door that leads into the house, I drop my sweatpants and boxers and throw on my own robe. It fits me fine, but I’ve got almost a foot on Blake in height and at least seventy pounds of muscle. I leave our discarded clothing on the bench. I’ll throw ’em in the dryer later. Right now, I need to get warm.

         I follow her into the kitchen. She pushes some wet strands away from her face, and a droplet of lake water squeezes out from the bottom of her hair. Just a teeny single drop. I follow it with the intensity of a dog watching his owner’s dinner. It slides down her neck to her shoulder and disappears beneath the terry cloth like a taunt. Then the robe slides off her shoulder again, exposing smooth skin.

         I bite down a groan and turn away.

         This no-sex thing was supposed to help me combat my writer’s block. According to Cole Tanner, my former bandmate, celibacy restarts your creative juices. Allows for no distractions, fostering nothing but pure focus. Artistic soul ecstasy over mindless bodily orgasms.

         But my buddy clearly didn’t account for Blake’s naked body beneath that robe.

         The last time she and I were alone, it was also in a kitchen. With a counter.

         Which I lifted her onto and then splayed her across like a feast for me to devour.

         And I almost did. I still remember how good she smelled, like coconut and strawberries and pure temptation. Fresh and sweet, just like Blake herself. And when I was dragging my tongue over her neck, kissing and sucking on her silky skin, she tasted so fucking good.

         I’d like to blame the alcohol for what I did that night, but that would be bullshit. I wasn’t that drunk. I wanted to taste her. I wanted to spread her legs and let her feel how hard she made me.

         In that one reckless moment, I allowed myself to bite into the forbidden fruit that is Blake Logan.

         Before that, I’d successfully managed to avoid her for two years, ever since she confessed to having a crush on me. She was sixteen at the time. I was nineteen, turning twenty. If I’m being honest, I never once looked at her in that way before that day. Really looked at her. But I’m a guy, and when a girl tells you she wants you, it plants the seed in your mind. Makes you think. So I started paying attention. I started to notice.

         And I noticed things I shouldn’t.

         Like how impossibly blue her eyes are.

         The pitch of her laughter, how it sounds like a song. 

         Her sarcasm.

         Her walls. I don’t know why they’re there, but I’ve always been attracted to walls.

         But she was too damn young, so I shut it down hard. Wouldn’t let myself even go there.

         Until Christmas Eve, when she showed up at our house looking hotter than she had any right to look, with that dark wavy hair that begs for a man’s fingers and those big blue eyes surrounded by sooty lashes. Talking about some douchey football player who wanted to make her his girl, all the while sneaking glances at me, practically broadcasting that I could have her if I made a move.

         Like an idiot, I made a move.

         And then pretended not to remember. 

         I’m a fucking prick.

         “I need to infuse hot tea into my veins,” Blake announces. She walks to the electric kettle on the gleaming counter and goes to fill it up with water.

         “That sounds good,” I admit. “Can you make me one?”

         She glances over her shoulder, waiting. “Please?”

         “I’m not saying please to the girl who threw me into the lake.”

         “You pushed me—” She stops, her eyes widening. “Oh no.”

         “What?”

         “So I may have broken your face.”

         Despite myself, a burst of laughter sputters out. I go to the mirror in the corridor to examine my reflection, sighing when I see my cheek. Blake got me right in the bone, and the skin is already starting to turn purple. Definitely gonna be a bruise tomorrow. Close enough to my eye that it might end up being a shiner too.

         “I take no responsibility for the hypothermia,” Blake says when I return to the kitchen, “but I will very graciously apologize for the beer can.”

         “Where’d you learn to throw like that, kid? Did you train with a major-league pitcher?”

         “My dad,” she says before frowning at me. “And don’t call me kid.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I’m not five years old.”

         I slide onto one of the stools at the counter. “Whatever you say, kid.”

         She ignores that. “Let me find something for your face.”

         As we wait for the kettle to boil, she rummages in the freezer and pulls out an ice pack.

         “Get that away from me,” I squawk. “I’m still freezing.”

         She ignores that too, pressing the pack against the left side of my face. “Trust me. You’ll thank me in the morning.”

         My breath hitches, and I hope she doesn’t notice. Her face is so close to mine, I can practically make out every freckle. The color is finally returning to her cheeks, giving them a pinkish hue.

         “You have a lot of freckles,” I mutter.

         “Oh wow, really? I never noticed.” Leaving me to ice my own cheek, she grabs two mugs from the cabinet. “What are you doing in Tahoe, Wyatt? I had my flight booked four days ago. We even checked with your parents to see if anyone would be here before mid-July, and they said no.”

         “Yeah, it was sort of an impulsive decision.”

         “They don’t know you’re here?”

         “Well, I assume they will now.” I give her a pointed look.

         Blake rolls her eyes. “What, did I ruin it? You were trying to hide from your family?”

         “Not hide. Just…regroup.”

         “Regroup,” she echoes. 

         “Yes.”

         I don’t elaborate. It’s hard enough for me to make sense of what’s in my own head, let alone articulate it to other people. My mind is in a perpetual state of chaos. When I’m writing, I can channel the noise into something beautiful. Something productive. But when I’m blocked, the noise becomes deafening.

         It’s been a year.

         I haven’t written anything in a goddamn year. Anything good, that is. I hoped that a change of scenery might help, but Blake just threw a wrench in that.

         “How long are you here for?” I ask warily.

         “The whole summer.”

         Shit. That was my plan.

         The kettle starts hissing, diverting her attention. She keeps her back to me as she prepares our tea, giving me an opportunity to stare without consequences. Her long hair cascades down the back of her robe in damp waves, curling at the ends. There might be something wrong with me, some dormant hair kink she triggers in me, because I notice Blake’s hair every time she’s in the same room as me, my mind flooded with images of all the things I could do to it.

         Wind it around my fingers. Tighten my fist in it.

         Use it to yank her head back while I’m filling her from behind—

         I blink when she slides a mug in front of me.

         “Thanks,” I say, sounding more irritable than I intend. I hate where my thoughts drift whenever she’s around. Yes, I like to fuck, but I’m not some sex-obsessed hound dog who fantasizes about boning every female in my vicinity. It pisses me off that I can’t control the lust Blake stirs up in me.

         I gulp down the peppermint tea, welcoming the scalding liquid. Maybe a burnt windpipe will distract me from my twitching dick.

         “How long are you here?” she asks.

         “I don’t know. Probably the whole summer too.”

         “Well, we can’t both be here.”

         “Glad we agree on that.” I lift a brow. “So when are you leaving?”

         Her jaw falls open. “Excuse me?”

         Yeah. I’m being an ass. I don’t care. I need to focus on songwriting, on getting my music back on track. There’s no way I can spend the entire summer in close quarters with this girl. Torturing me with her hotness and reminding me of all the reasons I can’t go there.

         “We can’t both stay, which means one of us has to go, right?” I shrug at her. “I got here first.”

         “I’m not leaving.” She juts her chin, the epitome of obstinate.

         “Yeah, you are, kid.”

         “Please stop calling me that.”

         Now she sounds tired, and when I study her face, I see it. The fatigue lining her eyes. The way her mouth quivers a little, as if it’s a challenge to keep her jaw set in that stubborn line.

         “You know what?” she finally says, setting down her tea. “Whatever. I don’t need your permission to stay in my own house. So if you’ll excuse me, I’m going up to the blue room to unpack my—”

         “I’m in the blue room.”

         Her brow furrows. “But the blue room is my room.”

         “We don’t have assigned rooms here, Logan.”

         “Yes, we do. Gigi’s is the yellow room. Our parents have the two master suites. Mine is the blue room. And yours is the mountain room.”

         “What can I tell you? I’m crashing in the blue room.” 

         Dead silence falls over the kitchen.

         Blake stares at me, not making a single sound. For the first time since we almost drowned, she actually seems distraught.

         “Quit staring at me like that,” I grumble. “This isn’t a big deal. Just take the yellow room. Gigi won’t be here for months.” 

         Her bottom lip begins to tremble.

         I narrow my eyes. “What’s happening right now?” 

         Her breathing grows choppy.

         Oh, I see. “Are you trying to manipulate me?” I say in amusement. “Because that won’t work on me.” My twin sister used to pull this shit all the time when she was trying to get her way. I’m impervious to a woman’s crocodile tears. “I’m not giving up the blue room. I’m already settled in.”

         The next thing I know, Blake bursts into tears.

         Not just tears—sobs. High-pitched, gulping, heaving sobs. And they don’t look or sound like the fake variety.

         Because I’m not a total dickhead, I tug on her forearm and pull her toward me. “Hey, c’mere. Stop crying, Logan.”

         Without a word, she buries her face against the front of my robe, her slender body shaking from each uncontrollable sob. A bit stunned, I wrap my arms around her shuddering shoulders, trying to comfort her. 

         “Fuck’s sake, Blake, it’s just a room. I’m—Christ, fine. You can have it.”

         She tries to speak, but another wail flies out instead of words. I rub her shoulders, feeling her chest rise abruptly with every shallow inhale. It’s several minutes before she pulls back, wiping her wet face with the oversize sleeves of her robe.

         “I’m sorry,” she blubbers, eyes glassy and rimmed with red. She moans in misery. “I don’t even know why I’m crying.”

         Tears continue streaming down her cheeks, and although it’s not the time to notice, I realize she’s a pretty crier. I’ve seen some messy, snotty, blotchy criers, but Blake pulls it off. I think it’s the freckles. They make the tears look cute.

         “I’m so sorry,” she says again.

         “It’s fine. I’ll pack up my shit—”

         “My boyfriend made a sex tape with a New England Patriots cheerleader,” she blurts out.

         I blink at the random interjection. “Oh. Yeah. I know. It’s been the hot topic on all the family group chats for weeks.”

         She lets out a strangled laugh. “Of course it has.”

         Taking a deep breath, she swipes her sleeve over her face again, mopping up the lingering tears. She picks up her tea and gulps down the rest of it, then slams the mug down and snaps her shoulders into a straight line.

         “This didn’t happen,” she says sternly. “You didn’t see me cry.”

         “Who was crying?”

         A hint of a smile touches her lips. “Also, as a show of good faith, I’ll take the yellow room. But tomorrow we need to hash out the summer ground rules. Because there will be ground rules.”

         Her eyes pin me down, sharp and serious now. Christ. They’re so blue. A light and airy blue, like clear daytime skies, yet with so much depth I forget how to breathe for a second.

         I could look into those eyes all night long and never get bored.

         Instead, I wrest my gaze away, because I have to. As inexplicably drawn as I am to her, it’s never going to happen. The truth is I’d fucking wreck her. Because girls like Blake fall hard, and I’m not the man who sticks around to catch them.
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