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          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      Then…

      My phone clatters to the ground, and the smiling faces of Hermione and Luna stare up at me from the back of my Harry Potter phone case. I exhale, and as the breath leaves me, so does part of my soul. I close my eyes, refusing to process what I just heard.

      Time stops, yet everything is swirling around me at a dizzying rate. Panic rises in my chest, and my knees threaten to buckle. A strangled sob escapes my lips and I pitch forward, catching myself on the counter. Tears burn behind my closed eyelids, and I’m struggling to breathe.

      “Sierra? Are you all right?” Mrs. Williams’ voice comes from behind me, sounding miles away as if it’s echoing through a dark and harrowing tunnel. She’s only a few yards to my right, putting a new shipment of children's books away on a display. “Sierra?” she calls again and the floorboards of this little, old bookstore creak beneath her feet. “Honey, what’s wrong?” There’s a bit of panic in her voice, but she does her best to hide it.

      “Jake,” I whisper, and the tears start to fall. “Jake…”

      Mrs. Williams picks up my phone. There’s a fresh crack down the middle, but I don’t care right now. It’s just a phone. It can be replaced. She carefully puts it to her ear and says something, and then listens to what the liar on the other end has to say.

      I want to swat the phone out of her hand. I want it to fall and break into a million pieces on the cold, hard ground. Because none of it is true.

      It can’t be true.

      Jake can’t leave me.

      The blood drains from Mrs. Williams’ face. She nods as she talks, then lowers the phone. “Sierra,” she says softly, voice full of pity. Her hand lands on my back and if I weren’t frozen still, I’d jerk away. I don’t need sympathy. Because that means something is wrong. That means something bad happened.

      And nothing did.

      Things are good.

      I’m good.

      Jake’s good.

      We’re good.

      “I’ll drive you to the hospital.”

      The panic is back and everything inside me aches. I need to be there. Now. “The store,” I start, brain going into survival mode. It’s only me and Mrs. Williams running this place, and we have our first customer of the morning in right now, shyly flipping through a dirty romance novel.

      “The store can wait,” Mrs. Williams says gently. “We won’t miss too many sales anyway.” She gives me a small smile, eyebrows pinched together with worry. “Come on, honey, grab your purse.”

      I blink and realize that tears are streaming down my face like rain. I can’t make them stop. My chest tightens when I turn, and all I can do to keep from coming apart is to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. I make it into the little room in the back and take my purse from the hook. There’s no air conditioning back here, and the humidity is high today, normal for late spring in Mississippi. The world spirals around me and the liar’s words echo through my head.

      There was an accident.

      I’m sorry.

      We’ve done all that we can do.

      There’s not much time left.

      Hurry if you want to say goodbye.

      “Sierra?” Mrs. Williams calls. I can hear her keys jingling in rhythm with her limp as she hurries to the back. The weather makes her bad hip hurt. “Come on, honey.”

      I look down at my sunshine-yellow ballet flats, tears blurring my vision. Forcing myself to go numb, I follow Mrs. Williams out the back of the store and get in the passenger side of her car.

      The fully restored 1971, cherry-red Chevelle that’s detailed to hell with rims so shiny you can see them from space is the last thing you’d expect an eighty-something-year-old woman to be driving. But those who know Mrs. Williams know restoring old cars to perfection was her husband’s hobby that turned into his career. She has a garage full of these things, and she and her son take great care of them.

      I stare straight ahead at the dash, not allowing myself to think. Or feel.

      But I do.

      My mind goes back to how it all began, to that first night I saw Jake at a party in college. He was drunk and had his hands all over some blonde with boobs pushed up to her chin. Yet for some reason, he left her and wanted to talk to me. I thought he was a pig. He asked me out and I told him no.

      After a bit of a cat-and-mouse game of him asking me out and me telling him no, things changed when he kissed me on my birthday, and we’ve been together for nearly two years now. I moved back home to Summer Hill after graduating college, working to save for grad school and waiting for Jake to finish his residency and become a doctor.

      We’re nearly an hour away from the hospital, and each bump in the road, each mile that passes, makes things feel more real. I curl my fingers into the leather seat beneath me, eyes wide and jaw tense. My heart is beating so fast it hurts, with each beat echoing loudly in my ears.

      They’re wrong. Jake is going to be fine. I can’t lose him. I won’t lose him.

      Not a word is spoken on the way to the hospital. Mrs. Williams stops at the front and suddenly I can’t move. My fingers won’t work to open the door. My legs are lead and are much too heavy.

      “Do you want me to come with you?” she asks.

      My jaw begins to tremble and I shake my head. “I don’t know.” I blink and the sight of the large, brick building takes my breath away all over again. Vomit rises in my throat and the panic comes back in a fury. Without another word, I get out of the car and rush to the desk in the ER.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” a young girl asks with a smile that slowly disappears from her face when she takes in my desperation.

      “Jake. Jake McLeland,” I start, voice trembling. “I got a call that he was…” I can’t finish the sentence. The girl behind the desk nods and types something into the computer. Her face softens more when she reads whatever the file is telling her. She grabs a phone and calls for an attendant to take me to the ICU.

      Everyone looks at me with pity. Smiles gently. Talks softly. Like they’re afraid I’ll break at any moment. But if what they say is true, I’m already broken.

      The smell hits me first. It’s a typical hospital smell: a mixture of disinfectant, ointments, and blood. I know it doesn’t make sense. There aren’t pools of blood left to fester, yet it’s what I smell. The lighting gets to me next. The waiting area is dark, contrasted by harsh lights in the nurses’ station and over the patients’ beds.

      I’m directed to a room at the end of the ICU. Curtains are drawn around the glass walls and it hits me; there’s no need for the nurses to be able to look in on Jake. It’s that moment that defines me, that moment when I know I’ve lost my faith.

      And I haven’t even seen Jake yet.

      Unsteady, my legs shake. My fingers tremble and I reach up to the cat charm hanging from my necklace, rubbing my thumb over the smooth metal. It’s a nervous habit, but the gesture brings no comfort.

      A nurse comes to greet me. Her eyes are gentle, and she explains things to me like it makes sense. Like anything makes sense. I look up at her, wondering how she’s able to do this day after day. How’s she’s able to say things like ‘no brain activity’ and ‘unstable blood pressure’ without breaking down herself.

      She puts her arm around my shoulder and opens the door. The sight of Jake, my sweet Jake, lying motionless in the bed, hooked up to more IVs and wires than I can count, with tubes in his mouth and his neck in a brace, sends me backward into a dark spiral of despair I know I’ll never be able to claw my way out of.

      Tears fall from my eyes and everything inside me breaks. I go to Jake, taking his hand. His skin is cold.

      The beeping from the heart monitor isn’t rhythmic. Isn’t steady. It’s nowhere near the rate it should be. His heart beats once for every three of mine, but that’s okay. I’ll give him my strength. My heart is already his.

      “I’m not sure what your beliefs are,” the nurse softly says. “But a lot of people believe the soul or spirit remains until the last heartbeat. He might still be able to hear you.”

      Words meant to comfort me bring on an icy chill, and I collapse onto the bed, unable to control my sobs.

      The last heartbeat.

      “Jake,” I cry, lacing my fingers between his. An IV tube gets in the way, but I ignore it. “Jake, please don’t leave me. Don’t leave. Please.”

      I wrap my other arm around him and rest my head on his chest. Instead of the warm comfort of his muscles, he feels stiff and cold, covered in wires. Faintly, I can smell his cologne underneath the stench of hospital that’s stained his skin.

      “You can’t leave me,” I sob. “We’re not done yet, remember? You left me a message this morning about finally putting in that garden.” I press my head into him, crying harder than I ever have before. “And the cat shelf,” I say, looking up at him. He’s going to open his eyes and laugh at me. Any second now, he’ll tell me I’m crazy for wanting to install a row of shelves along the ceiling in the loft for the cats. “We still have to put up the cat shelf.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and wipe my tears.

      “Come on, baby. I know it hurts. But you can do this. You can fight this. Please, don’t go. You can fight this, I know it.”

      But he doesn’t. His eyes don’t open. His fingers don’t twitch. The beeps from the heart monitor grow further apart.

      “Jake!” I call, shaking his hand. Tears stream down my face and fall onto him. I lift his arm and put his hand over my heart. “Take mine! Take anything you need. Take it all. Please…please, baby.” I hang my head, sobbing.

      A hand lands on my shoulder. “Your mother is on her way,” Mrs. Williams says. She stays there, hand on my shoulder until the nurse comes back in, asking if we had more contact information for Jake. Always prepared, Jake had the proper documents folded and kept in his wallet that listed me as his emergency contact and power of attorney if need be. Seeing situations just like this in the ER made him prepare for the worst.

      The worst wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Mrs. Williams leaves the room to help the nurse get Jake’s mom’s number. I hug Jake tighter, willing him to come back to me.

      “I’m not going to give up on you,” I whisper through my tears. “You can pull through this. I know you can. I love you so much.”

      The heart monitor gives off a series of rapid beats. I shoot up and look at it. The line spiked three times. Oh my God. He’s coming back.

      “Jake, baby!”

      I wait. Come on…come on…

      But nothing comes.

      Nothing, except the last heartbeat.
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* * *

      My house is on our family’s property, same as my sister’s, but unlike hers, mine isn’t new. It’s the original Belmont farmhouse, the one all nine of my ancestors crammed into when they first took up farming and made a name for themselves. It’s not fancy like the historic plantation house my parents reside in. It has no ostentatious facade, no grand staircase or granite kitchen island big enough to seat a dozen people.

      It’s small yet quaint, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. You can feel the history when you walk in, pressing on you from all sides of the brick house. The necessary updates have been done to make the space livable, of course. The entire first floor is modernized, with the latest update being a total kitchen remodel that Jake and I did ourselves this past Christmas. Well, mostly ourselves. And by that, I mean I picked out farmhouse kitchens on Pinterest and he approved the final design. We ripped out the old cabinets and let the professionals take it from there.

      Walking into the house alone isn’t out of the norm. Jake stayed at school most weeknights when he was taking classes, and now that he is—was—in his residency, the drive to the teaching hospital was just too far to take on a daily basis. But this time, when I stick my key into the deadbolt, the weight of the world crashes down on me.

      Jake will never walk through these doors again. I’ll never wake up in the middle of the night to a call from him, telling me he loves me or filling me in on the nightshift drama at the hospital. Some nights I’d be too dead asleep to hear the phone ring, the curse of a sound sleeper, I suppose, and would wake up to a wonderful message. I’d call him on my way into The Book Bag and leave him a message to listen to as well when he got done with his rotation in the ER.

      I’ll never see his name on my phone again.

      I’ll never hear his voice again.

      Feel his arms around me.

      Get annoyed with him for putting plastic in the garbage instead of the recycling.

      I step into the house and a wave of grief washes over me, pulling me under the surface. I’m caught in the undertow and there’s no way out. And right now, I don’t want a way out. I’m drowning, but once the water fills my lungs, everything will end.

      I make it to the couch and fall, curling up into a little ball. I bring my knees to my chest, pressing against my heart. It hurts so much I can feel it in my bones. I cry and cry and cry until there are no more tears left to fall.

      And then I cry some more.

      “Sierra?”

      “Mom,” I choke out, looking up. The house is too dark, and my eyes are too swollen to see, but I know her voice. She comes to the couch and sits next to me. Doesn’t turn on a light. Doesn’t tell me things will be okay. She just holds me and lets me cry. She cries too, both over the loss and over my heartache. She stays with me until I fall asleep, and is there when the early light of the morning filters through the windows. My dreams of Jake kissing me escape me, leaving me naked and cold in harsh reality.

      My heart, mended in my sleep by dreams that will never come true, rips in two again. The break is so deep it vibrates through my entire being, bringing pain to my whole body. My head throbs. My throat is sore and thick from crying. My eyes burn. My stomach is sick. Yet nothing is as bad as the heartache. The pain intensifies, and I feel like I’m dead too, yet they forgot to bury me.

      Yesterday, my world ended. I lost Jake yesterday. Yesterday. And waking up, remembering it all, it’s like I lost him all over again.

      It’s going to be like this every day for the rest of my life.
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* * *

      My sister grips my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze as she opens the door to my little brick house. I’ve been staying with my parents the last week, just trying to survive. I feel like I’ve failed, yet here I am, still breathing. Heart still beating. My body is betraying me. I want it to give out and let the quiet peace of death surround me, taking me into the dark where I can be with Jake again.

      But I’m still here.

      “The cats are fine,” Samantha tells me, opening the door. “I came by every day to feed them and I scooped their box a few times too. You had a load of laundry in your washer that got a bit stinky from sitting there, so I rewashed it and put it in the dryer. And I loaded your dishwasher.”

      I nod and for the first time am thankful for my older sister’s no-nonsense personality. Today is Jake’s funeral, and she’s come to the house with me to pick out clothes. Sam closes the door behind me, and my cats come running. I drop down and run my hand over a pretty calico cat who’s purring and pressing her head against me. Tinkerbell, a gray and black tabby, meows and twists around my arm.

      “Hey, girls,” I whisper, voice shaking. Everything is the same. The house looks like it did that night. Smells the same. But it’s so very different. This house is no longer a home.

      “Do you want me to pick something out for you?” Sam offers.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Okay. I’ll bring options.”

      Dolly, the calico cat, nips at me as she demands more attention. I had her before I met Jake. He wasn’t much of an animal person, but he tolerated the cats for my sake. And it was him who brought home Tinkerbell, and the memory of him coming in the door with a little wet ball of fur makes me choke up. He found her shivering in a puddle along the driveway to our house, no doubt separated from its mother and littermates from the large barn behind my parents’ mansion.

      “Do you want me to do your makeup?” Sam asks, voice coming from the bedroom.

      “I don’t care,” I repeat. It’s been one of the few things I’m able to say. Because I don’t care. Clothes…makeup…what to eat for dinner…I don’t care. It’s all so trivial.

      Both cats are meowing now, and I know they want treats. Using the coffee table to pull myself up, I shuffle into the kitchen to get them. I toss them on the floor, watching the cats playfully chase after them. Going on autopilot, I wash out their water bowl, refill their dry food, and open a can of cat food to split between the two. Then I go into my bedroom, eyes going to the bed that Jake and I shared.

      He’ll never be in it again.

      I’ll never wake up to his arms around me.

      He’ll never complain about me sticking my cold feet under his legs to warm them up.

      The bed is made, and I want to get mad at Sam for messing it up. She should have left it how it was, though it’s not like Jake woke up that morning. He hadn’t been home in over a week, going on a long stretch at the teaching hospital we joked he was temporarily married to.

      I don’t remember what he was wearing the last time I saw him. I had the day off and was still in bed, half asleep, when he left. He kissed me goodbye and said he’d call later, which he always did. Two days went by just like normal, and then…tears are back in my eyes, and it’s a wonder I’m not dehydrated from crying so much.

      The clothes I wore that day are still on the floor, hastily strewn about. The yellow skirt, blue tank top, and a red headband, stand out against the dark hardwood floor, reminding me how fast things can change. I got dressed that morning in an outfit that vaguely resembled Snow White, and went to work like my life would continue to coast along like normal.

      “What about this?” Sam holds up a black dress. “Oh, never mind, those are skulls. I thought it was just a design.” She frowns and puts it back, then thumbs through my clothes again. I make a move to the closet, about to tell her that I own exactly one appropriate dress, and the last time I wore it was for a job interview two years ago. I have what most call an ‘interesting’ fashion sense, but the way I see it, everyone else is way too boring. Clothes can be a way to express yourself, just as much as tattoos and makeup.

      Then I see Jake’s side of the closet, with his clothes organized by color and type. It hits me hard, and it takes every last ounce of strength I have in me not to come undone. My sister looks at me, tears in her own eyes, and grabs the skull dress and a black sweater, and rushes over, wrapping her arms around me.

      We cry together, and in that moment, I’ve never felt closer to my sister. She’s five years older than me and my polar opposite. She got her degree in agriculture, married a nice guy with a head for business and a background in farming, and popped out her first kid exactly ten months after their wedding. They’re set to take over the family farm, carrying on the Belmont traditions and doing exactly what they should.

      I’m not good at following the path. I’ve been an outside-the-lines kind of person my whole life, which isn’t always easy in a small town, one whose rumor mill is bigger than the actual mill.

      There were times when I was the only one marching to the beat of my own drum, and the loneliness got to me in moments of weakness. And then I found someone who loved me despite that, someone who supported my decision to follow my own dreams and not just go through the motions and become a farmer’s wife.

      “I’ll help you get dressed.” Sam goes into the bathroom and returns with a brush. She combs through my long brunette hair before braiding it and then lays out my clothes. The black sweater is a slightly different shade of black than the dress, which would normally drive me crazy, but seeing them together makes me feel nothing at all.

      I run my fingers over Jake’s pillow and then get dressed. Everything begins to feel surreal and time escapes me. Sam fills a black clutch full of tissues and takes my hand. We step outside into the bright sunlight and walk down the old stone path from my little porch to the gravel driveway, where the rest of our family is waiting in my dad’s black Escalade.

      My brother Scott, who I only see on special occasions since he got an engineering job in Orlando a few years ago, welcomes me in a tight hug. I sit in the back of the SUV with him, and once we get going, he pulls out a silver flask and offers it to me.

      I blink my tear-soaked eyes and take it from him, taking a big gulp. And then another. And another, until he takes it away from me. My body shudders in a sob and he puts his arm around me. I rest my head on his shoulder, trying to disassociate from everything for the hour-and-a-half-long drive it’s going to take to get to the cemetery.

      I’ve been told that the grief will come in waves, and over time, the crash on the shore lessens. I’ll still feel the spray of the ocean, but it won’t feel like a constant battle to stay on land and not be washed out to sea. The only problem is, the waves haven’t started yet. I’m still in the middle of the sea with no land in sight, desperately treading water. My heart feels like it’s about to give out, that it can’t beat another beat because of the pain. So I stop. I become still. I welcome the cold darkness that wraps me up and pulls me below the surface.

      And then I open my eyes and I’m above the surface again and have to go through the whole thing over and over again.

      Dying, every single day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      Present day…

      I bring the beer to my lips, take a swig, and look at my father. It’s been years since I’ve seen him, and even longer since I’ve been back to Summer Hill. My father’s wife—the one he cheated on and the affair resulted in me—isn’t too keen on the sight of me. I’m forever the Jon Snow of the family, since looking at me reminds her of her husband’s infidelity and all. I can’t blame her for that since I am the product of dear old Dad getting lonely on business trips.

      My half-brother, Josh, claps his hand on my back. “It’s good to see you again, Chase. I just wish it was under different circumstances.”

      I nod. “Yeah. It has been a while.”

      “It’s been too long. Are you staying this time? For a few days at least, right?”

      “Uh, maybe,” I start, trying to think of a polite way to say ‘hell fucking no,’ though really, I have no reason to rush out of here and get back to my life in New Jersey. Josh takes a step back and helps his pregnant wife to her feet. She winces, putting her hand on her back, and slowly comes over. They’re good people, who have gone out of their way to include me as family.

      Josh and I share a slight resemblance, one we get from our father. Hazel eyes, wavy brown hair. Tall and muscular. But that’s where the similarities end. I look back at our father, noting how we got those characteristics from him, and realize how fucking old Dad looks.

      It probably has something to do with the fact that he’s dead.

      After years of drinking, his liver finally shut down and he spent his final days on home hospice care. The wake just ended, and just the family is here to say our final goodbyes before his body is cremated.

      Moving to the casket, I take another sip of beer and hold up the bottle, silently toasting my father. A weird sense of guilt creeps over me. I don’t feel sad. I don’t have a longing in my heart for the man who sired me and left me without a second look back. I got cards and money over the years every Christmas and birthday, and a few visits mixed in there, but he was really just a stranger.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I meant it when I said you should stay a while,” Josh tells me, wiping down the counter. I lean back on the barstool and pick up my whiskey, ice clinking on the glass. “Melissa and I could really use the help. It’s tough enough working with one kid at home. Adding twins into the mix is going to make things…interesting.”

      I finish the whiskey and nod. “I don’t know. I don’t want to impose.”

      “You won’t be. I actually do have to hire someone soon, before the babies are born. You’d save me from interviewing people.”

      I run my finger around the rim of the glass and shake my head. “How do you know I’d be any good at the job?”

      Josh laughs. “Can you pour drinks? Take orders to the kitchen? I know you bartended before at swankier places than this. Most of our drink orders are beer and straight whiskey. It’s not that complicated.”

      The kindness Josh always gives is welcome but unsettling. I’m not used to it, and I’m sure as shit not used to family doing favors for each other. Hell, my own mother started charging me rent the day I turned sixteen and could legally get a job.

      I look around the bar. It’s seven o’clock on a Wednesday night, and it’s starting to fill with regulars. Located on the outskirts of Summer Hill, The Mill House is home to both locals and those coming from the neighboring towns and gets a fair deal of customers coming off the highway.

      It’s definitely not as busy as the bars I worked along the boardwalk back home, but it’s busy enough to maintain a steady cash flow and give me something to do.

      “There’s an apartment above the bar,” Josh starts. “It’s been empty since Melissa and I got married. She didn’t want to live above the bar.” He chuckles. “It’s yours if you take the job.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Yeah, you can.” Josh tosses the dishcloth into the sink and comes over, still on the opposite side of the bar, and grabs the bottle of whiskey. He pours more in my glass and then some for himself. “I don’t think I ever told you this,” he starts and downs his shot of whiskey. “When I was a kid, I begged Mom and Dad for a baby brother. And then when I found out I actually had one, I was elated. But it didn’t turn out the way I hoped, and I’ve always regretted that.”

      I divert my eyes to the bar top, studying the many nicks and scratches in the wood. Total honesty and baring my emotions isn’t something I’m used to either.

      “Dad was an asshole, I know,” Josh goes on. “But now that he’s gone, I feel we need to take what remains of this family and hold it together. Stay. Dakota is excited her uncle is finally here. She wants to get to know you.”

      “Right. I suppose I could stay for a while.”

      “Consider this a fresh start. I know you could use one.”

      I meet Josh’s eyes again, wondering how the hell he knows that. And then I remember the last time I was arrested, someone paid my bail but I never knew who.

      “That was you?”

      Josh gives a half-smile and turns, washing out his glass. “I can’t let my little brother rot in jail, now, can I?”

      “I’ll pay you back. I have the cash.”

      He shakes his head. “No way. You can, however, work it off.”

      I finish off the rest of the whiskey, smiling as I shake my head. “When do I start?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’ve always led a transient style of life, moving from place to place, never fully settling down. I’d go where the work took me, which usually required traveling anyway. It’s not that I never wanted to settle down, I did, but I never found a place that felt like home.

      Some nights, after a long day full of chasing, running, and usually a side of breaking and entering, I’d lay alone in whatever motel bed I was staying in for the time being and think of life. Of the big picture. I’d wonder what it would be like to have visions of the future on the horizon, to get by on hopes and dreams, and not on a day-to-day basis.

      I could easily convince myself that wasn’t true, that I went after the high-dollar jobs for the payout in the end, along with the thrill and the danger of course, but if I thought about it, there was nothing I was saving for. Hell, I blew through a decent amount of the cash I got paid. I lived for the moment, not wanting to accept the fact that there was a growing pit inside of me, one filled with darkness, resonating with the pain of never fitting in or feeling like I belong.

      Sweat rolls down my brow, and I wipe it away with the back of my hand. I take the last box down to the parking lot and head back up to the apartment above the bar. It’s been four years since anyone has lived in here, and while that doesn’t sound long, in theory, the place has its fair share of issues.

      Starting with the non-working air conditioner. The morning after I agreed to stay, I flew to the place I was staying in New Jersey and drove back here, Mustang loaded with everything I own, minus the furniture. Not having a home of my own has resulted in a minimalist lifestyle, and I’ve always had the attitude that things are just things and can be replaced. But my car is my most prized possession. It was the first thing I bought when I got my first-ever large payout, and I’ve put in a lot of the under-the-hood work myself. The thing is badass if I do say so myself.

      Not having a garage is killing me, and I just arrived back at The Mill House. There is an old barn behind the bar, but it’s full of junk. I plan to clear it out so my car can have shelter, but I’ll get to that later. I’ve been clearing crap out of the apartment all morning, moving my own few things, and have a big order from Amazon coming tomorrow.

      I go back up the rickety stairs and into the apartment, and stop in the entrance. The building used to be a mill house back in the day, hence the name of the bar. It’s been a few things over the years before it became the bar my brother bought, but the history has remained despite the many renovations.

      The apartment is a decent size for the age of the place and boasts a large floor-to-ceiling glass window in the living room overlooking the river that once powered the mill. It’s dried several feet since then, but the soft sound of running water in the distance is calming.

      Through the living room is a kitchen with dark cabinets and stone countertops. A rustic farmhouse table sits in the center, and behind that is a door that leads to the only bedroom and bathroom. Nothing is fancy, but it’s a hell of a lot nicer than places I’ve stayed in the past.

      The gentle sound of running water comes in through the open windows, and leaves rustle together with the breeze. The air comes in, welcome against my hot skin. I feel an odd lurch inside of me, almost like my heart skipping a beat the same time my stomach flip-flops. It’s because it’s hotter than hell up here and I haven’t eaten all day. Not because I think with a little TLC this place could become a home.

      I spent a few more hours rearranging things until I like the layout, hook up my TV and gaming system, and then move on to the bedroom. Someone knocks on the door and immediately enters, calling my name.

      “Uncle Chase!” Dakota’s little voice echoes off the brick walls. “We brought you food!”

      Thank God. I ball the sheets I’d just stripped from the bed and leave the bedroom.

      “Daddy, it’s hot in here,” Dakota says, making a face.

      “Yeah, it is,” Josh agrees guiltily. “The electrician is coming tomorrow. Sorry about that.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay.”

      “Hungry?” Josh asks, holding up a white CorningWare dish. I can’t see what’s inside, but it smells amazing. “We can eat in the bar.” He looks at his four-year-old and laughs. “It’s closed now, so I suppose it’s okay. It’s better than being in this sauna.”

      We go down into the bar and dig into the casserole Melissa made for me. Dakota fires off question after question as we eat, then announces that she’s going to help decorate my new room. She thinks a princess theme is best. I laugh but don’t argue with that. She’s too fucking cute.

      “Are you settled in?” Josh asks as we finish eating.

      “As much as I can be. I ordered the rest of what I need online and it’s coming tomorrow. Oh, what kind of cable do you use?”

      Josh laughs. “We don’t get cable out here. I’ll set you up with the guy to install the satellite though.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You might be without TV for a while.”

      “It’s okay. I have my phone for entertainment, and I have books.”  I have a box full of my favorite paperbacks but read mostly on my Kindle. Moving around a lot makes it hard to keep all the hard copies of books I’ve read. And I’ve read a lot. It might sound stupid—and I’ll never admit it to anyone—but for the time when I’m immersed in a book, I don’t feel lonely.

      And I’ll never admit to anyone that I’m lonely. Not even myself. Because I’m not. I’ve been on my own most of my life. It’s what I’m accustomed to.

      “The last time you were in Summer Hill, you were too young to drive.”

      “Legally,” I say with a smirk.

      “I do remember you driving.” Josh shakes his head. “Not much has changed, but I can show you around tomorrow. I assume you’ll need to go to the store and get groceries. The Walmart has become a Super Walmart, and we finally got a movie theater. It doesn’t play current movies, though. A tour won’t take too long.”

      “Thanks.”

      We finish eating, and I tell Josh that I’ll wash the dishes. It’ll give me something to do and an excuse to stay in the air conditioning, after all. Dakota wants to see the apartment again, so she knows how many princess pictures to make. I cover the leftover casserole and take it upstairs with us, sticking it in the old fridge that thankfully still works.

      Josh pokes around the apartment a bit, taking notes on things that need to be fixed or replaced. I assure him it’s fine and I can take care of it all, but he insists.

      “Baking soda and vinegar,” he mutters, seeing the red ring in the bathtub. “That should take it out. Melissa uses that on everything. Seems to work.”

      “I’ll pick some up tomorrow.”

      “I should have cleaned this place before offering it to you. I assumed it would be in the same state I left it.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You offered it to me, and you didn’t have to.”

      A crash comes from the bedroom and we both bolt in there. A rickety bookshelf toppled over and is laying in pieces on the floor.

      “Dakota!” Josh screams and scoops up the crying toddler. I check her over while he holds her, trying to quiet her sobs.

      “I don’t see any blood,” I say, and then move my hands to her head, gently feeling for bumps. “Did you get hurt?”

      “It didn’t hit me,” she hiccups.

      “What were you doing?” Josh asks harshly, his fear coming out in disciplining the kid.

      “Trying to measure.”

      “You can’t climb on stuff like that. You know better than that! You could have gotten seriously hurt, Koty.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. And Uncle Chase. I’m sorry I broke your bookshelf.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her. The shelf didn’t look in the best shape when I loaded it with my books anyway. Dakota quiets and moves to the bed while Josh and I upright the bookshelf.

      “Oh shit,” I say, then shake my head and look at Dakota. “Sorry.” I pick up my phone, which thankfully is looking like the only casualty in this mess.

      “Shit,” Josh echoes. “Sorry. I’ll get you a new one.”

      I look at the shattered glass screen. The phone itself still works, but I can hardly see past the cracks, and know one swipe across the screen to unlock it will result in a sliced-open finger. “I can take it in for a repair. There’s not an Apple store around here is there?”

      “Hah. Funny. You’ll have to send it in.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “You need something in the meantime. It could take weeks before it comes back. Dakota, you broke Uncle Chase’s phone. You really need to listen and not climb on stuff.”

      Dakota starts crying again, and maybe it’s because I’m not a parent but I want to just give in to her to make her stop. Crying makes me uncomfortable.

      “There’s one place in town, and if I leave now I can get there before they close.”

      “You really don’t have to. I can order a new one and—”

      “You need a phone, and I know how long a brand-new phone can take to get here. Let me get you something in the meantime.”

      “Fine,” I say, seeing how there’s no point in arguing. And I really don’t want to wait to have another phone. What the hell did people do for entertainment before smartphones? We leave together, driving into town. An hour later, we’re leaving with an iPhone. It’s secondhand, but it’s the best the little phone service store had to offer and will be fine for the time being. Being assigned a new number was a little surreal. Seeing the area code for Summer Hill feels almost like a trap. Since it’s getting late, Josh drops me off and heads home to get Dakota in bed.

      With the sun sinking low in the sky, the air begins to cool. I pick up the rest of the broken bookshelf and then sit at the kitchen table to set up the phone. It was activated at the store, and the guy told me I should probably switch to this network provider anyway since they had better service here than what I was previously using.

      I run into an issue when I go to set up the voicemail, and discover that the mailbox is nearly full. The first message is from over a year ago, and all the messages are from the same number. The phone has sat in the shop for months, or so I was told. And no one thought to do a factory reset?

      I roll my eyes and wonder if I can easily recover deleted photos since whoever took this to resell obviously didn’t know to clear out the voicemail box. Curiosity gets the better of me, and I hit play on the first message.

      “Jake.” The voice is female, and she doesn’t say the name. She breathes it. “A strange thing happened today. I saw an infomercial for cat shelves you put by your window. Someone stole my idea. I knew you’d get a kick out of it, and I wanted to tell you. I picked up the phone and everything. Then I remembered…I remembered that…you’re…that you’re dead.”

      Whoa. I was not expecting that.

      “That’s the first time I’ve said it out loud,” the woman whispers, voice full of emotion. “I miss you.”

      Too intrigued, I listen to the next message, which was left just a day after the first one.

      “Calling you makes it feel like you’re still alive,” the woman says, and the sadness in her voice pulls on my heart. “It’s like you’re away at work and you’ll listen to this message when you’re done with your shift.  Like we’re only one call away from talking to each other. I keep waiting for you to call me back. It’s been a month, and I keep looking at my phone hoping to see your name. I don’t know when that will go away. I don’t want it to go away. I just want you back. I want us back. I miss you, and I love you. Always.”

      I play the next message right away, which was left just days later. “People tell me that I need to get out and enjoy life. Because I’m alive. But I don’t feel alive. Everything hurts all the time, but at the same time, I feel nothing. How can you feel nothing and everything at the same time? It doesn’t make sense, I know. It’s like…it’s like I died and they forgot to bury me. I’m not sure what to do. You’d know, but if you were here…” She breaks off crying, and the line goes dead.

      I don’t think as I press play on the next message, which is from a few days after the last. “Jake,” she breathes his name again, and I feel a weird stirring inside me, and it takes everything I have to repress the truth. I’d give anything to have someone say my name with such longing, which is totally fucked up. The woman is grieving the loss of her loved one. “It’s been raining all week and everyone is worried about the river. They say these things can happen fast and the currents are strong. Scott called today and asked me to stay with him for a while in Orlando. He said he’d take me to Disney World. I’m tired of people treating me like a child, even though you know I love Disney.”

      I find myself smiling at her words, heart breaking at the same time.

      “Maybe I should go,” she continues. “Because I feel like I’m drowning, like I’m caught in the muddy current of the river and I can’t get my arms and legs to move to fight it. Because I don’t want to fight it.”

      The message ends and I bring the phone away from my ear, letting out a breath. I blink and stare at the window, listening to the river in the background. The pain in this woman’s voice is hauntingly beautiful, awakening the dark parts of my heart and making me feel.

      I haven’t felt anything deep in years.

      I look back at the phone and scroll through the messages. The voicemail box has to be close to full, but since there’s nothing else on the phone taking up memory, it’s able to store them all. For now. Once I start using the phone I’ll have to delete the messages, which seems wrong for some insane reason.

      Her words are spoken in heartbroken whispers, not meant for anyone to hear. And yet I can’t stop listening.

      The next message is from two weeks after that and is considerably shorter. “Mom made me see a therapist today. She also told me to write down how I feel on a piece of paper. I left it blank. She seemed annoyed, but that’s how I feel. Empty.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter and lock the screen on the phone. No more messages tonight. My mystery woman’s words hit a little too close to home. I set the phone down, shower, and get into the uncomfortable bed, which instantly makes me eager for my new mattress to arrive tomorrow.

      I pull out my Kindle and try to read, but my mind keeps drifting to the woman who left the messages. Collectively, I’ve heard her speak for only a few minutes. Yet it’s not the time, but the depth of her words. The emotion in her voice. I can’t get her out of my mind and I don’t know her name or what she looks like.

      If we ever met, I’d be fucked.
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      “I’m not taking no for an answer. It’s my birthday.”

      I pick up a box cutter and carefully slice through the packing tape. “I don’t know, Lisa,” I say to my cousin, who also doubles as my best friend. “There’s a lot to do here tonight.”

      I don’t have to look up to feel her incredulous stare.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I mean, we just got this shipment in and I have five-hundred dollars to spend on new orders tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      Her one-word questions further prove how little she believes me. “And this has to be done on a Friday night? Don’t most places not process orders over the weekend?”

      “No, lots of places ship every day of the week. And it’s going to take time going through the catalog, plus I’ve been slowly convincing Mrs. Williams to stock more indie books.” Since Jake died over a year ago, I haven’t felt like myself. It’s like part of me died with him, and all that remained was the part of me that does day-to-day tasks, surviving, getting by and fooling those around me.

      But not living.

      I flick my eyes up from the box of books in front of me and see Lisa’s face. She’s annoyed and concerned, like everyone else close to me, though Lisa is one of the few who didn’t put a time limit on my grief. But I know it won’t last forever, and I don’t want to throw away a lifetime of friendship.

      “Sierra, please,” she says softly. “I miss hanging out with you.”

      I remove packing paper from the box of books and close my eyes in a long blink. Lisa is my only remaining friend. Everyone else ran out of patience, it seems, and didn’t feel comfortable hanging out with me. I don’t want to lose Lisa too.

      “I guess it could wait,” I start.

      “Fuck yes!” Lisa exclaims and then winces. “Sorry,” she says to the customers milling about the store. “We’ve missed you, Sierra. So much.”

      “Who’s all going?” I ask and try to ignore the instant regret I feel for agreeing to go. Though even before I became the shell of my former self, I wasn’t much of a going-out person. I enjoyed quiet nights at home reading or binging a show on Netflix.

      “The usual crew: Katie, Bella, and Heather. But not Francine. I can’t stand that bitch.”

      “I can’t either. She’s too judgmental.”

      “She’s worse than me, and I’m a very judgey person,” Lisa quips.

      “What’s the dress code?”

      “Sexy.” She lifts her hand and points at me, pushing her eyebrows together. “Don’t think I forgot what a total knockout you are. I’m still jealous you broke the Belmont curse of the flat chest.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Trust me, I’d trade with you any day. Especially in this heat. The sweat dripping between my boobs all day is so lovely.”

      “Well, put those suckers to good use tonight and get us some free drinks. Flirt a little and have some fun. I want to see you enjoying life again.”

      I smile at her words but feel the dull edge of the knife in my heart. “I do too.” And I do, but I fear the void inside is too big to ever be filled.
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* * *

      I sit on the edge of my bed looking down at my multi-colored pastel heels. It’s the only thing I’ve put on so far other than a bra and underwear, and am having a hard time picking out an outfit for tonight. I ordered these shoes the week before Jake died, and since the flower design is hand-painted, they didn’t arrive until after his funeral. I’ve never worn them until tonight.

      Standing, I go to my closet and look through my clothes. I settle on a white sundress with flowers stitched onto the thin straps. I put it on, and go into the bathroom to do my hair and makeup. I keep things simple and add big, loose curls and just a bit of eye shadow and mascara.

      When I step back and look at myself in the mirror, it’s like I’m looking into the past, and I’m overcome with longing again. But this time, it’s for the woman I used to be. I want to be her again, though the thought of laughing and going out with friends, of moving on, makes me feel guilty.

      Lisa calls to say she’s in the driveway waiting for me, saving me from thinking about it too much. I double check to make sure I unplugged my curling iron, then hurry through the house and go out the door.

      “You look amazing!” she gushes when I get in the passenger side and buckle up.

      “So do you,” I say back and hand her a wrapped box. “Happy birthday.”

      “Sierra, you didn’t have to get me anything!”

      “It’s not much,” I say. “And is kinda lame.”

      “You’re always lame,” she says as she tears into the paper. “I don’t expect much from you, you know.”

      “Keep the expectations low, that’s my motto.”

      Lisa laughs and pulls a picture frame from the box. “Awww, this isn’t lame at all.” She blinks away tears and looks at the photo of us, arms wrapped around each other. We were six years old in that picture and were matching Disney princesses for Halloween. “Oh my God, look at how cute we were! This makes me feel so old! Thanks, love!”

      “There’s one more thing.”

      Lisa unfolds the tissue paper and screams. “Chainsmokers tickets! Holy fuck, Si!”

      “So, I take it you’re excited?”

      “Yes! Oh my God, yes! Thank you!”

      I smile, feeling my heart warm. It’s such a strange feeling, one I forgot how much I missed. “I figured you and Rob can go. Assuming you haven’t gotten rid of him yet.”

      Lisa laughs. “What about me and you? Oh, uh, yeah. Rob would love to go.” She looks at the tickets, no doubt seeing the date of the concert and not pushing the issue. She leans over the center console and hugs me. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it.” She packs the frame and the tickets back in the box, sets it in the backseat and puts the car in drive. “I’d offer to buy you a drink tonight, but I think the girls will do all the work for you.” She raises her eyebrows and looks at my breasts. “Seriously, it’s not fair.”

      “Try running with these things. Or riding horses. Or just laying down and being comfortable.”

      “Like you’d really give them up.”

      I shake my head. “Never. But I can humbly brag about how annoying having big boobs is all day.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      We both laugh and things almost feel normal on the short drive to The Mill House bar. The bar is busy tonight since beer is half-off on Friday nights. Katie, Bella, and Heather are already there and have already started drinking.

      “Happy birthday!” they cheer and embrace Lisa before turning to me.

      “We’re so glad you came out!” Katie says and wraps her arms around my shoulders. “I’ve missed you!”

      “I’ve missed you ladies too,” I say, not wanting to make a big deal about anything. Though in truth, I can’t remember the last time I saw my friends. Christmas, maybe? They’ve made no effort to connect with me, but to be fair, I haven’t made any attempt either. Time’s gone by fast the last year and has crept along at the same time.

      “We got a pitcher of margaritas,” Bella tells us, and pours two glasses and hands one to me. I take a small sip and slide into the booth. “And it’s karaoke tonight. Who’s singing with me?”

      “Me! Just let this sink in a bit,” Lisa says and takes a big gulp of her drink, then makes a face from the rush of cold. We all laugh. I slowly nurse my drink just to blend in but don’t want to drink it. An hour passes, and I’m not miserable. I’m talking with my friends, laughing at their jokes, and fully mixing in. It’s almost like I’m having a good time, but this all feels pretend, like I’m just playing along, acting but not feeling.

      They go through another pitcher of drinks, and Lisa and Bella get up to sing “Wannabe” by the Spice Girls. I get up to go to the bathroom, and come back to find Rob, Lisa’s on-and-off-again boyfriend sitting close next to her in the booth. He has friends with him too, and overall, they’re all nice guys who grew up in Summer Hill.

      “Sierra,” he says, blue eyes widening. “Hey. It’s good to see you out again. I mean, not again. I, uh…” He turns to Lisa, who rolls her eyes and shakes her head.

      “Don’t mind him, he’s an idiot.”

      I smile. “It’s okay. I know I haven’t been out in a long time. You guys don’t have to sugarcoat it.”

      Rob gives me a curt nod. “Good. Hey, you’ve met my friend Talon before, right?”

      “Yeah, a few times.” I take my seat, which is subsequently next to Talon. He’s a few years older than me and is an attractive man with dark skin and expressive eyes. “Hi,” I say to him, feeling awkward.

      “Hi, Sierra,” he says back, giving me a kind smile. “So, Lisa couldn’t get you to go up and sing?”

      “No way. I don’t do singing in public. Or speaking.” I shudder and shake my head.

      “I bet you’d be good at it.”

      “Not at all.” I reach for my glass and slide it in front of me. I watch a grain of salt fall down the side, stuck in a little bead of condensation. The watermelon margarita is delicious, and getting drunk and crazy with my friends would do me some good. But the last time I drank, it brought out the emotional side of me, and that’s the last thing my friends need to deal with right now. No one wants to claim responsibility of the drunk girl in the bathroom crying about her boyfriend, no matter the circumstances. So I take a small sip and put the glass down, careful not to even let myself get tipsy.

      I turn and look at Talon, admiring his muscles and the clean-cut lines of his jaw. He smells good, looks good, and I want to feel something toward him.

      But I don’t. I don’t feel anything, and the more I watch my friends enjoy life, the more panicked I feel that something is irreplaceably broken inside of me.

      My friends finish off their drinks and grow restless, and decide to move the party to Rob’s house for a bonfire. I decline, saying that I’m going to order food and head home, taking Lisa’s car back to my place.

      I used to love barn parties like that, but can’t right now. I can only hold up the front that everything is okay for a little while, and my soul is tired. I’m going to stumble and fall soon, dropping the facade and revealing to everyone that there’s nothing left inside me.
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      I stand in front of the vent feeling cool air blowing in my face. It feels fantastic, and couldn’t have come at a better time since the summer heat index is rising daily. The air conditioner repair guy left only an hour ago, and I turned down the air as cool as it can go in an attempt to get the apartment down to a comfortable temperature. I need to put away everything I ordered online, including bringing the old mattress downstairs.

      I don’t want to move away from the air, but I have shit to do and am hanging out with Josh at the bar tonight. I told him I can jump right in and take over, but he insisted on one day to ‘shadow’ him and then another few for training. It’s the proper way to do things, I suppose, and the pace of life is slower here in Summer Hill than what I’m used to.

      And I should stop taking risks.

      I’ve been running on luck, and luck runs out. One day shit is going to hit the fan and I’ll get hurt beyond repair. I close my eyes, inhale one last breath of cold air, and then go into the bedroom and heft the old mattress down the stairs and over by the barn that’s full of junk. I opened the barn doors earlier this morning only to promptly close them, overwhelmed by the sight of things. I’m going to need multiple dumpsters to get rid of all that shit.

      I stop by the river, watching the water rush by, and think of the woman’s words from her message about the river flooding. I stand there a moment longer than I planned, summer sun baking the back of my neck, lost in thought about her. I woke up thinking about her and had to listen to one more message, which was left a few days from the previous. All she said was that she took Tinkerbell and Dolly to the vet, and he liked her idea for the cat shelf.

      I went back and listened to the older messages again, not able to get enough of her poetic words.

      It’s insane.

      It’s weird.

      I’m wasting my time.

      I need to mass-delete all the messages and set up my own voicemail. If I’m going to be staying in this town for a while, I should start to establish some sort of life for myself. But I can’t bring myself to delete the messages. I need to listen to them all at least.

      Like a good book that keeps you flipping pages, I want to listen to message after message and hope for a happy ending for this woman. Which is weirder and more insane than the curiosity of listening to the messages in the first place.

      I wipe sweat from my forehead and go inside, taking solace in the whirl of the air conditioner. I spent a few hours setting up the rest of my stuff and washing all the dust-covered dishes that were left in the cabinets. Hunger takes over and I finish off the casserole Melissa cooked.

      Having no food left, I grab my keys and get in my Mustang, using the GPS to find my way into town to get groceries. Summer Hill is a small town but has a decent amount of stores for a town of its size. I get groceries and head back, hustling to get everything done in time to shower before going down to the bar.

      Fridays are busy with discounted beer and karaoke. I stay behind the bar, trying not to cringe at the country music, and watch Josh talk to the regulars, filling drink orders without even having to ask. I’ve always been a bit of a people watcher, and am able to get a good read on most within minutes of meeting.

      The night goes on and the crowd remains steady. I’m getting bored, and being bored usually leads me into trouble. Because being bored means my mind has time to wander, and when you stumble around in the dark, it’s easy to trip and fall. And falling into the truth of why my life feels so unsatisfying isn’t something I want to do.

      I tap my fingers on the bar, half-listening to Josh and an old man named Joe talk about a cow being found with its stomach ripped open by mountain lions. A group of girls walks in, dressed in shorts and tight skirts, looking like they belonged in a club, not a hole-in-the-wall tavern like The Mill House. They go for a booth in the back, and Erica, one of the waitresses working tonight goes over to take their order, returning with a pitcher of margaritas.

      A table that emptied minutes ago still has dirty dishes on it and seeing as I have nothing else to do, I go over and pick them up, taking them into the kitchen. When I come back, I see another group of women walk through the door. Two walked in, but my eyes go to one.

      Her brunette hair blows back from the draft created by the open door, and her white dress swirls around her long, lean legs. She’s not dressed like her friends—the girls in clubbing clothes—but rather looks like she should go to a fancy tea party with the Queen of England. I watch her for a moment, unable to get a read on her and decipher if she’s stuck-up or a bit eccentric to be dressed like that in a place like this.

      Josh catches me staring and raises his eyebrows.

      “Who is that?” I ask him.

      “Sierra Belmont,” he says like the name should have some sort of impact on me. “Right, you have no idea who anyone is. Her parents pretty much own the town.”

      “They own the town?”

      He nods and turns, filling a glass with beer. “You had to see the big, white plantation house on your way into town, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to miss.”

      “That’s their house. And most of the farmland in Summer Hill belongs to them. They sell their crops to big manufacturers. They’re loaded.”

      I narrow my eyes, looking at Sierra’s pretty face. She seems too unsure of herself to be stuck-up, though the fact that she hails from a rich family would lead me to believe that to be the truth.

      “But they’re good people,” Josh goes on. I’m fairly certain everyone is a ‘good person’ to him. He has a tendency to see the good in everyone…including me. “Sierra doesn’t come in here often, though. I honestly can’t recall the last time she came in.”

      “It’s one of her friend’s birthdays,” I say, reading the lips of the woman in tight black shorts and a leopard-print top.

      “Oh, I should give them a free round,” Josh says.

      I just laugh and shake my head. I already planned to tell him that half-priced beer on the busiest night of the week is a huge loss, but I’m biding my time. The night goes on and I keep watching Sierra. She’s quiet, smiling when her friends are looking, then retreating inside herself as soon as they look away.

      When a group of guys shows up and one slides into the booth close to her, I give myself a mental slap in the face. Sierra is pretty, with large breasts and a nice figure. I need to get my imagination under control. I go into the kitchen and help with some cleanup for a while before going back to the bar.

      I’m surprised to see Sierra sitting there, Kindle in front of her, and a slight scowl on her face.

      “I told you,” she says to the guy next to her. “I have a boyfriend, and he’ll be here any minute.”

      The guy next to her is on his fourth beer—I know because I saw him get served three and then he took one from his buddy—and doesn’t believe Sierra. I don’t either, and can tell right away she’s a bad liar.

      “I’m not worried about your boyfriend, baby,” Beer Guy says and leans forward. “He’s not here yet and I don’t think he’s coming.”

      “He is.” Sierra pulls her shoulders in, looking uncomfortable.

      “Why you gotta be like that?” Beer Guy goes on.

      “I’m not being like anything,” she shoots back.

      “Just talk to me, sweet cheeks.”

      She shudders and shakes her head. “No, thanks.”

      “You know what, I took a chance talking to a pretty girl and you gotta go and be like that. You don’t have a boyfriend and you don’t have the balls to tell that to my face.”

      Sierra looks exasperated. The ‘I have a boyfriend’ line might be the oldest line of shit in the book, but it’s said to let someone down gently. Hell, even I’d rather hear that than a blatant ‘I’m not into you.’ Beer Guy takes a swig, and turns, obviously checking out Sierra’s breasts.

      “I shoulda known you’d be a bitch,” he mutters.

      I rush forward but stop myself before I throw a punch and start a fight. And for some reason, I don’t think Sierra wants to be rescued. She’s looked uncomfortable being here since she walked through the door, but not scared or weak. So I play her game instead.

      “Hey, babe,” I say, coming up behind her. “Sorry I’m late. I got held up at work.”

      She turns around and looks into my eyes. God, she’s gorgeous. I give her a small smile and an even smaller nod, then flick my eyes to the guy trying to pick her up, letting her know what’s going on. A second passes and I’m regretting what I just said, thinking Sierra is going to get up and walk away, assuming I’m even worse than the guy next to her. Then her full lips pull into a smile.

      “Oh, hey, boyfriend. I’m so glad you finally made it.”

      I would have laughed at her obviousness if I weren’t well-versed in bullshitting. “Me too. Work was crazy. Being the CEO of a Fortune 500 company keeps me busy.” She laughs, and I take the barstool next to her.

      “You work too much. I think we should put that private jet to use this weekend and get away.”

      “Good idea. We can go to Hawaii?”

      She lets out a dramatic sigh and shakes her head. “We just went there two weeks ago. How about Paris instead?”

      “Too cliché. Iceland?”

      “Too hipster.”

      Now I laugh. I put my hand on the counter and Sierra slides hers forward, so our fingers are touching. The gesture is small and is the last thing I expected to send shivers down my spine. “There’s a little island in Scotland,” I start. “Everything is rocky and green, and you feel like you’re the only people left on earth when you stand on the cliff overlooking the ocean, feeling the spray of the waves on your face. Legend says mermaids gather in the coves on the cliff. Maybe we’ll see one.”

      Her smile turns genuine and she looks at me like she’s seeing me for the first time.

      “It sounds lovely.”

      “It is. I’ve been there before. For business, of course.”

      Beer Guy leans over, eyeballing me. “You’re her boyfriend?”

      “I am,” I say. “You got a problem with that?”

      Drunk enough to say whatever is on his damn mind, Beer Guy widens his eyes and looks at me, taking in my muscles and tattoos, then runs his eyes over Sierra. “I didn’t think a pretty lady like her would go for a guy like you.”

      “But you thought she’d go for a guy like you?”

      Beer Guy lets out a snort, laughing for a second before realizing I insulted him. He finishes his beer, sets the bottle down, and gets up with an indiscernible huff.

      “Thank you,” Sierra says, taking her hand back. She leans in when she talks, having to speak over the music. Her brunette hair brushes over my arm, and we lock eyes again. Something passes through me when we do, almost like a faded memory being brought back to life.

      I don’t know this woman.

      I have no memories of her.

      So why does she feel so familiar?

      “No problem. I’m Chase, by the way.”

      “Sierra. Nice to meet you.” She puts her hands on her Kindle but doesn’t turn it on. Her posture changes and she’s back to looking uncomfortable.

      “So…are you from around here?” I ask, acting like Josh didn’t give me the rundown on her entire family mere minutes ago. The question perks her up. She’s used to people in this town knowing who she is.

      “I am. Are you?”

      “I am now. I just moved here.”

      “Oh, nice. Welcome to Summer Hill. How do you like it?”

      I shrug. “It’s different than what I’m used to.”

      “It’s like its own little world here. Where are you from?”

      “A few places,” I say with a laugh. “I was in New Jersey before this. And New York before that for a year. LA for a few years too, and I really have been to Scotland.”

      Her head tips as she looks at me with curiosity, letting her eyes wander over my body. It’s obvious, yet innocent. It’s like she’s looking at a work of art, just taking it all in before she makes a judgment. I can’t tell what the verdict is.

      “Why did you move so much?”

      “I was trying to find a place that felt like home.” The words leave my mouth before I have a chance to think about it. The honesty shocks me since I’ve worked hard to deny it to myself. I’d told myself I moved around a lot because I didn’t like being tied down, that staying in one place too long creates expectations and attachments to people, two things I did not want.

      Sierra’s green eyes soften. “Did you ever find a place that felt like home?”

      I slowly shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “Maybe you’ll find it here.”

      Behind us, the bar is full of life. The music is loud. Drinks slosh on the floor. The smell of cigarette smoke wafts through the open doors, carried in on the fresh night breeze, making the air stale. But all I see is Sierra.

      “Maybe.”

      Josh sets a to-go bag on the counter in front of Sierra. “I see you’ve met my brother,” he says to her.

      Sierra looks from Josh to me. “Oh, I didn’t know you were related.”

      Josh laughs. “Took me years to finally get him here. I had to use a guilt trip,” Josh whisper-talks to Sierra, pretending like I can’t hear. “He’s going to take over for me after my wife has the twins.”

      “You’ll have your hands full for sure. And you have a little girl already, right?”

      “Yes. Dakota. She’s enough of a handful on her own.”

      “She’s cute. I saw her in church a few weeks ago.” Sierra puts her money on the counter and slides her Kindle back into her purse.

      “Thanks,” Josh tells her. “Have a good night, Sierra. It’s good to see you out again.”

      “You too. Good luck with everything.” She slowly slides off the bar stool. “Thanks again, Chase. I appreciate it. That guy was rather persistent.”

      “No problem.” I fight the compulsion to kiss her. “See you around.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure I will. Bye.”

      She pulls her keys out of her purse and heads out the door. I watch her leave, getting swallowed by the sea of people before disappearing out the door. Right as the red door swings closed, I see him.

      Beer Guy.

      He’s staggering as he walks, cigarette hanging out of his mouth. Sierra’s back is turned, and she doesn’t see him coming. He’s headed right to her, and he doesn’t look happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      It’s been well over a year since I felt even the slightest inkling of attraction to a man. The moment I set my eyes on Chase Henson, everything changed. Tall and muscular with tattoos covering his arms, he’s a tall drink of water that I don’t need but desperately want to sip. His well-structured face didn’t help my case. The strong jaw, full lips that promise to give the best kisses, and deep, hazel eyes were enough on their own to make me have dirty thoughts.

      But there was something else about him, something I could relate to but couldn’t exactly put my finger on. Maybe it was the way he said he was trying to find a place that felt like home. Things changed this past year, and while I love Summer Hill like an old friend, the sense that I belong has vanished like whispers in the wind.

      I press the unlock button on Lisa’s key fob, then remember the battery has been dead in this thing for the last six months. It’s turned into a bit of a running joke between us since she complains about it all the time but has yet to put in a new battery.

      The sounds of the bar echo behind me, getting louder for a few seconds as the door opens before becoming muffled again as the doors swing closed.

      “I knew you lied.”

      The gruff voice makes me jump and I drop the keys. I whirl around and see the guy from the bar taking fast and unsteady steps toward me.

      “You don’t have a boyfriend. Why you gotta be like that?”

      “I’m not being like anything. Leave me alone.”

      “That guy with the tattoos isn’t your boyfriend.”

      “It doesn’t matter what he is to me.” I push my shoulders back, trying to stand my ground. If I look him in the eye and don’t show my fear, he’ll back off, right? Or does that only work with bears? Shit. “I’m not interested, so go away.”

      “You like bad boys? I can do you one better and be a real bad man.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Does that line ever work?” I swallow, take a deep breath, and mentally debate kicking him in the balls or the stomach.

      He advances, taking another drag of his cigarette, exhaling the smoke in my face. “What do you say, little lady? Want to get out of here?”

      “Hey!” A loud, male voice reverberates off the parked cars surrounding me.

      The drunk guy quickly turns, wobbles, and falls on his ass. I look past him and see Chase rushing out.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, gravel crunching under his feet.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” My heart is in my throat, but I really am fine.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, just annoyed me.”

      The drunk guy gets to his feet and looks at Chase, sizing him up. Realizing he’d lose that fight, he shakes his head and says he’s getting out of here. Chase takes his arm and guides him to his truck, pushes him in the driver’s seat and closes the door.

      “He really shouldn’t be driving,” I say slowly, not taking my eyes off the truck.

      Chase holds up a set of keys. “He won’t be.”

      “You picked his pocket?”

      “It’s one of my many talents. He’ll be passed out in a few minutes. Sleeping it off is the best thing for him.”

      “Good thinking.” I readjust the strap of my purse and bend over to pick up the keys.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Chase asks again.

      “Yes. I had it handled.”

      A smile plays on his lips like he doesn’t believe me. “Sure.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “You think I can’t handle myself?”

      He holds up his hands innocently. “Oh, I think you can. In fact, I bet you’re great at handling yourself.”

      I purse my lips. Is that supposed to be a sexual innuendo? And more importantly…do I want it to be?

      I do. I think I really do.

      “Sorry then,” he goes on. “But from where I was standing, you looked a little, well, frozen.”

      “I was debating how to take him down without dropping my food,” I tell him and then realize how ridiculous that sounds. We both laugh, and I shake my head. “But thanks. It was very chivalrous of you.”

      He takes a tentative step forward and shrugs. “Dealing with that guy isn’t like slaying a dragon or anything.”

      The soft and haunting hoots of an owl come from the trees surrounding the parking lot. Chase turns, staring into the woods before he moves his gaze to the sky above us.

      “I forgot how much I missed the stars,” he says softly, almost as if it’s a confession instead of a conversation. “Until I saw them again.”

      My heart is beating fast again. “I guess you don’t see them well in the city.”

      “Not at all. The stars over that island in Scotland were the brightest I’ve ever seen. And when the sea is still, you can’t tell where the water ends and the sky begins. You really do feel like you’re the only person left in the world.”

      “Is that a scary feeling?”

      He moves his eyes to me and shakes his head. “I don’t know. I’m used to being alone.” Then he blinks and looks away, almost as if he’s embarrassed by what he just said.

      “It sounds amazing. Were you there with someone?” I cringe at my words. Can I be any more obvious? The fact that I want to flirt with him sends a jolt through me, followed by a heavy crash of guilt. It’s like I’m betraying Jake. Besides, I have nothing to give Chase. My heart is sitting in a shattered heap inside my cold, dark chest. I worked so hard to feel nothing that I’ve permanently broken myself. I don’t think I’m capable of feeling anymore.

      “No. I was there to steal a boat.”

      I blink, unsure if he’s trying to be funny or not. He looks serious and doesn’t offer a smile or a laugh to let me know he’s joking. I tighten my grip on the bag of carry-out, and the paper crunches under my fingers.

      “Thanks again, Chase,” I say. “Have a good night.”

      He looks right into my eyes again, and for a moment, I don’t want to go. “You too, Sierra.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Gran,” I begin, setting my tea down. The delicate cup clinks against the saucer, and I carefully turn it, lining up the flowers on the cup with the matching ones on the saucer. It’s Sunday evening, and I’m sitting on the large covered porch sipping tea with my grandmother until dinner is ready. I don’t like tea, but I like talking with Gran. A true southern woman, my Gran is well-mannered and well-versed in Summer Hill’s latest gossip. “Did you know that Josh Henson has a brother, Chase?”

      “Chase Henson. I haven’t heard that name in years,” she says, adding another sugar cube to her tea before gently stirring it with a porcelain spoon.

      “So you know him?”

      “I know of him,” she says and gracefully lifts her tea. “Why do you ask, dear?”

      “I met him the other night at The Mill House.”

      She tries to hide her smile behind her teacup. “You went to a bar?”

      “Yeah, for Lisa’s birthday.”

      “Good for you, honey.” She lifts an eyebrow. “I take it that’s the reason Lisa is late for dinner.”

      “What do you know about Chase?” I ask, bypassing saying anything about Lisa. She’s not here yet because she and Rob had another fight Friday night, broke up, then got back together this morning. They’re busy making up.

      “If you recall, Josh and Chase’s father was a truck driver.”

      “I remember,” I say, though I can’t remember the last time I saw Mr. Henson. He bordered between the town drunk and the town outsider. He was a big burly man, and Lisa and I always found him scary when we were children.

      “Apparently he couldn’t handle the long trips away from his wife, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t—oh. He had an affair.”

      Gran nods and takes another drink of tea.

      “So Chase…he’s Josh’s half-brother. That explains why I’d never seen him before. I wonder why he’s here now.”

      “His father passed last week. I assume he came for the funeral.”

      “Oh my God.” My eyes go wide and I suck in a quick breath. “I had no idea. Josh and Chase both seemed so…so…normal.”

      “I don’t think either boy was particularly close with their father, and he’d been sick for years, not that it makes it any easier.”

      “Right.” I reach for my teacup, feeling horrible. If I see Chase again, I’ll tell him I’m sorry for his loss. That I know how losing a loved one feels like you’ve been ripped in two and stitched up with a rusty needle, pieces hanging together by weak threads, ready to rip apart and tear open at any second.

      If I see him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      I sit on the edge of a large rock, dew soaking the bottom of my jeans. I squint and look at the river, watching the sunlight dance off the rushing water. The Mill House is closed on Sundays, and the lot is empty except for me.

      I can pretend I’m the only one in the world again.

      Except I can’t get her out of my head. I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone. I haven’t listened to a message since Friday, and the want to hear her poetic words and the harrowing emotion in her voice weighs on me. I unlock the screen and bring up the messages.

      The next message was left just hours after the previous one. I bite my lip, look out at the water again and then press play.

      “I can’t sleep,” she starts, and her voice sends a jolt of familiarity through me. I’m a visual person. I remember faces, can pick up on the slightest mannerisms and expressions, but when it comes to matching voices to faces, I lack.

      “Which isn’t unusual,” she goes on. “But tonight, it’s worse. Tonight, I feel like the waves are too much to take, that I’m struggling to keep my head above the surface. Sometimes I let myself sink under and think about how easy it would be if I just slipped down to the bottom. No more struggling, no more fighting the current. I go under and then it’s even harder to push back up. It’s just darkness. Above me. Under me. Around me. And it hurts.”

      Again, her words are too close for comfort. Yet that’s exactly what they bring: comfort. Because I feel it too. The darkness closing in on me, threatening the life inside of me. I haven’t suffered a great loss like my mystery woman has. Her darkness comes from the outside.

      Mine resides within.
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* * *

      I focus on the space ahead of me, feet pounding on dry earth. It’s weird to be running without music, and since all my songs were stored on the phone Dakota accidentally broke, I’ll be without them for a while. I could put music on the new phone, but that would take up precious memory, and I need every bit I can get to keep the messages.

      My pace slows as the trail thins. I’ve been following a deer path in the untamed woods and assume I’ve gone three or four miles away from the bar. The path has stayed near the river for most of my run, but a few paces ago it took a sharp turn away from the water. The trees grew sparse and the bright sun is now beating down on me. It’s not as humid today as it has been, which helps make running in the afternoon bearable.

      Staying in shape is important to me, mostly because a fast getaway was crucial to my survival before. And when I couldn’t make a fast escape, then I needed to fight my way to freedom. I’ve never lost a fight.

      The overgrown weeds make way to a neatly planted field, and my mind flashes back to Josh’s words about the Belmonts owning most of the farmland in this town. I stop and take a few minutes to stretch, looking at the acres of crops. Something crashes through the woods several yards behind me, and I whirl around, fists clenched.

      A deer stops, staring at me with wide, black eyes. I let out a breath and unfurl my fists. Going on the defense, ready to fight, is second nature to me. This—the peaceful small-town setting—is so fucking weird to me.

      I stand still and watch the deer, having a bit of a staring contest. The thing doesn’t move an inch. The sound of a tractor starting up makes me turn, and when I look back, the deer is gone. I take a deep breath, wipe away the sweat that’s dripping into my eyes, and continue my run, going along the outside of the field until I find what I assume is another deer path, though this one is much wider than before. Thankfully, it veers away from the field and the sun and into the woods again. It goes along the straight edge of the field, continuing for what has to be miles. I can’t hear the river anymore, and the sounds of birds become almost deafening.

      The path becomes more defined, with large rocks and fallen logs moved to the side. I jump over a pile of manure and notice the horseshoe imprints. I keep going, wondering how much farther the trail will lead before I come to an opening in the woods and then someone’s barn.

      Not knowing what lies ahead has never bothered me. People like to plan, to be prepared. But you never know what’s going to happen. So why bother? I live my life day to day because hoping for anything more becomes an expectation. And disappointment goes hand in hand with expectations.

      I continue running, feeling the burn in my legs from the changes in terrain. I go up a hill and pause to catch my breath. Then I hear it.

      Music.

      Softly drifting through the thick of trees and weeds.

      Going slow, hardly making a sound, I move forward until I see the large barn through the forest. A white fence runs alongside it, stretching for miles. Lush green grass fills the pasture, and a small herd of horses stand close to each other in the middle, tails swishing away flies as they graze.

      The music is coming from the barn and someone leads a tall gray horse into the pasture. The large animal hides her face. They stop as she opens the gate, gives the horse a hug, and then turns him out. With a kick of his heels, he takes off, running toward the others. They look up, and one whinnies a greeting. Another pins his ears back and lets out a sharp whine.

      My experience with horses is limited, but I’ve always found them fascinating. I move my eyes away from the horses and back to the woman who let the gray horse out. My breath hitches in my chest.

      Sierra.

      She’s walking back into the barn, stopping when a black cat crosses the pasture. Sierra sits on the ground, petting the cat. It steps right into her lap, pressing its face into her hand. Another comes running, and the two barn cats fight for her attention. The wind blows Sierra’s hair around, and I can’t help but find her beautiful.

      Then I feel like a creep for just standing here, watching from the woods. That was never my intention on this run. I tear my eyes away and head home.
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* * *

      “I should have done this sooner,” Josh says, parking his pickup along the street. “Better late than never, right?”

      “It’s fine,” I tell him. “I’ve only been here a week.”

      “True.”

      I get out and stand on the sidewalk, looking at the two-story courthouse in the center of the town. Josh is giving me my official tour of the town today, which includes introducing me to some of the locals. People talk, he warned me, and are probably wondering about me. We start at a hardware store since I need to pick up a few things to continue fixing and improving the apartment above the bar.

      A children’s boutique is next to the hardware store, and we go so I can pick something out for Dakota, who’s only four but loves fashion. Since I don’t know the girl well, I have Josh grab an outfit she’d like and I buy it. Marissa, the owner, smiles and bats her lashes at me the whole time she wraps the overpriced dress in purple tissue paper.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Chase. This town needs more handsome young men in it,” she tells me, leaning over the counter to hand me the hot pink shopping bag. Freckled-covered cleavage threatens to spill out of her blouse, and Josh is dying next to me as he tries to contain his laughter.

      “Uh, yeah.” I take the bag and offer a small smile.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” she coos. “It’s so nice you want to shop for your niece. I can help you pick something out next time.”

      “Thanks.” I give her a nod and take a step back, then quickly turn and follow Josh outside.

      “You’ve made quite the impression on her,” he laughs when the door closes. “She’s single, you know.”

      I shudder and shake my head. “She reminds me of my grandma. My mom’s mom,” I add since Josh and I have different grandparents. “Which is weird, since I’ve only seen her like half a dozen times and she was always drunk.”

      Josh’s pace slows and I wish I could eat my words. I know he feels bad for not standing up for me in the past. We were kids. I didn’t expect him to. I don’t reveal much about my past to anyone, and I’m careful not to let Josh know how shitty it was. He’s a good person. There’s no reason to upset him or further his guilt.

      “Melissa works at the bank, right?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “Yeah, she’s a manager.”

      “Is she still working?”

      “She wants to work as close to her due date as possible. Well, if she can make it that long. She’s pretty uncomfortable already and still has several weeks to go.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “We can stop in and say hi, if you don’t mind. She told me her co-workers keep asking about you.”

      I shake my head. “This town is weird.”

      We cross the street and enter the bank. A big plaque next to the door informs me of the historic significance of the building and was home to a standoff between an infamous outlaw and the sheriff over a hundred years ago.

      “Hi, Josh,” the security guard says to my brother. He’s leaning against the wall, cell phone in hand, and looking bored.

      “Hey, Wyatt. How are you doing today?”

      Wyatt shrugs. “Same old, same old. You?”

      “I’m good. Have you met my brother? This is Chase, Chase, this is Wyatt.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Wyatt says and holds out his hand. He’s tall and thin, with sandy blonde hair and sunburned cheeks. He looks at me then diverts his eyes, which has been common today. Seems everyone in this town knows me as the product of my father’s affair and they’ve clearly sided with Team Judy Henson, though I can’t really blame them. My father was a selfish asshole who got another woman pregnant while he was married to Judy, the kind-hearted schoolteacher.

      “Y’all here to see Melissa?” Wyatt asks.

      “Yeah,” Josh says. “We were in town anyway so I thought I’d check on her. Her back was hurting bad this morning.”

      Feeling eyes on me, I turn and see the friend Sierra was with Friday night looking out at me from behind the counter. She has shoulder-length dark hair and has her brown eyes heavily rimmed in black liner.

      “Hey, Josh,” she calls. “Want me to get Melissa?”

      “Only if she’s not busy,” Josh says and takes a step over to her.

      “She’s not. It’s been slow today.” She looks past Josh at me. “So this is the brother I keep hearing about?”

      “Yeah, this is Chase.”

      “Hi, I’m Lisa. Sierra told me what you did,” she starts. “Thanks for watching out for her.”

      I shrug. “It was nothing.”

      “Well, I appreciate it. And she does too.” She gives me a smile. “I’ll go get Melissa.”

      “What the hell happened?” Josh asks as soon as Lisa goes into the back.

      “Some guy was bothering her. I made sure she got to her car all right. Really, it was nothing.”

      “Thanks,” he says heavily. “I’d probably be forced to close if something bad happened to a Belmont at my bar.”

      “She seems pretty capable.” My mind flashes to her face, set with determination as she told me she could handle herself. “I think she would have been fine.”

      “Either way, I’m glad you made sure it didn’t get to that point.”

      Melissa waddles out of the backroom, and I swear she’s bigger than the last time I saw her. I’m impressed she’s still up and on her feet at this point. The doors open and close behind me, and out of habit I turn.

      A cop walks in, going right up to the counter. I recognize him as Lisa’s boyfriend, who she was hanging all over at the bar Friday night. Lisa says something to him, and he gives me a smile and a wave.

      Josh and I get lunch after that, and he orders a to-go box to take to Melissa, who was craving a burger and fries. Having spotted a bookstore on the way to the café, I tell him I’m going in while he runs the food to the bank. I stop before I cross the street, needing to get my fix. I look around, making sure there is no one around to interrupt me and pull my phone from my back pocket. That alone should be enough to make me delete all the messages. The mystery woman won’t stop occupying my brain.

      I need to delete and move on. But I can’t. Not until I hear the last message.

      “I’m not okay,” she says and starts to cry, voice tight and hard to understand from all the emotion. Her sobbing is soft and almost beautiful. “Everyone keeps telling me that I’ll be okay. They want me to be because they don’t want to deal with me not being okay. I wish they knew that sometimes it’s okay to not be okay.”

      I listen to the message again and move onto the next.

      Wind blows through the speaker, masking her voice. I press the phone to my ear to hear better. “I keep thinking about the garden. I even sketched up a plan. But then I looked out back and realized how much work it’s gonna be. I’m standing there now, looking at all the weeds that I don’t want to deal with. Maybe next year.”

      It’s the most normal message she’s left, and it hits me the hardest. This woman desperately wants her loved one back and is calling as if he’s going to answer. It’s heartbreaking. I put my phone back in my pocket and walk across the street. A faded sign that reads The Book Bag hangs above the store. A little bell rings when I open the door and step inside, getting hit right away with the familiar smell of ink and paper. The store is small, packed full with as many books as possible. It’s bright and airy in here, and the large windows along the storefront let in sunlight. Sierra is sitting behind the counter, nose buried in a book. She looks up and blinks.

      “Chase.” Her voice is welcome and familiar.

      “Hey, Sierra,” I say back and spy the cover of her book. “That’s a good one.”

      She carefully slides a bookmark into place and closes the book, running her fingers over the cover almost as if she’s caressing a beloved pet. “You’ve read it?”

      I nod. “I read the whole series.”

      “Oh.” She doesn’t try to hide the surprise on her face but instead looks at me with curiosity. “This one is pretty dark.”

      “They get darker. But in a good way.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.” She slides the book away and slips off the stool she was sitting on. “Are you looking for anything in particular?” Her question is innocent, one she probably asks all her customers, but I feel like she’s testing me.

      “What do you recommend?”

      “Depends on what you like to read. Do you only read epic fantasy?”

      “I’ll read anything if it interests me.”

      “Even romance?”

      I give her a grin. “I did read Fifty Shades of Grey.”

      “No way.” She smiles right back at me.

      “I mostly wanted to see what the fuss was about. Once I start a book, I tend to finish.”

      She laughs. “Did you read the other two?”

      “I can’t say I did. But thanks to the internet, I know how the story ends.”

      Sierra laughs again and her green eyes sparkle. She pushes a curtain of thick hair over her shoulder and comes around the counter. She’s wearing denim shorts and a white T-shirt. Her long hair hangs straight around her face, and she’s not wearing makeup. She’s just as beautiful as the first time I saw her.

      “I’ve been meaning to read this,” she says and picks up a copy of The Fake Wife and hands it to me. “The movie came out last year, but I haven’t seen it yet. I try to read the books before I watch the movies.”

      “The books are always better. And I haven’t seen it or read it either. I’ll take it.”

      She nods and goes back to the counter to ring me up. “Chase,” she starts, saying my name slowly. It sounds so good coming from her lips. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “About your dad. I didn’t know and—”

      “It’s okay. And thanks.”

      “So…does it feel like home yet?” she asks as I pay for the book.

      My heart lurches in my chest. “No.”

      “Maybe it’ll take time.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it will.”

      She gives me my change and motions to the window. “What you see is what you get here. It’s simple, but I like it. Life is complicated enough, right?”

      “That’s for sure. At least it won’t take me long to figure out where things are.”

      Sierra smiles. “Very true. You can do a tour of the town in just a few hours. Or less. Probably less. Though there are rumors we might get a Target. People already come all over to go to the Walmart here. I can’t imagine what a Target will do. Especially if it’s one with a Starbucks inside.”

      I laugh. “I do miss getting coffee in the morning.”

      “Suzy’s Cafe has the best coffee,” she tells me. “I get a cup almost every morning before work.”

      “I’ll have to try it. What about places to eat? Living in the city made it easy to never have to cook.”

      “Uh,” she starts, smiling again, and I realize that I’ll do just about anything to make this woman smile. “There are a few places. But if you’re looking for something to take home, my go-to is Suzy’s again. We do have a Pizza Hut, too. And Paragon has decent Chinese.”

      “And that’s probably all the restaurants in town, right?”

      “We do have a few sit-down places, and then The Mill House, of course.”

      “Of course.” I look into Sierra’s green eyes, trying to figure her out. She’s guarded and it’s almost as if she’s shy. From what I saw Friday night, she’s not. It’s not often I come across someone I can’t figure out, especially when they’re not trying to fool me.

      “Do you want to go out sometime?” I ask Sierra before I have a chance to overthink it.

      She opens her mouth, but no words come out. She blinks a few times and shakes her head before looking down. “You don’t want to go out with me.”

      I chuckle. “I do. Or else I wouldn’t have asked you.”

      She takes a hold of her necklace, rubbing her thumb on a little cat charm. She takes in a shaky breath then looks back up, eyes meeting mine. For a split second, her walls come down and I see it.

      Pain.

      The same pain that’s ricocheted its way through me, leaving scars on my soul.

      “How about this,” I start, giving Sierra my best smirk, the one that always works for me. “I take you out and then I’ll decide if I want to go out with you or not.”

      “What if I decide I don’t want to go out with you?”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “You seem rather sure of yourself.”

      “I am,” I tell her. “I’ve never had any complaints before.”

      She lifts an eyebrow, and I can’t tell if she’s amused or annoyed. Dammit. Leave it to Sierra Belmont to get under my skin. “There’s a first time for everything,” she quips and flips my receipt over. “Call me then, and I’ll see if I’m feeling it.” She sticks the receipt in the bag and hands it to me. “Or text, because I actually don’t like talking on the phone.”

      “You’re honest. I like that.”

      “See if you still like that when I give you my honest opinion after you take me out.”

      I give her a smile again, shaking my head. The door opens, and we both turn to see Josh walking in.

      “Hey, Sierra,” he says then turns his gaze to me. “Ready? Sorry to rush you. We have to open soon, though.”

      “Yeah.” I pull the bag off the counter. “Thanks for the recommendation. I’ll call you.”

      “Bye, Chase.”

      Josh and I leave, making a beeline for his truck.

      “You’re going to call Sierra?” he asks once we’re in.

      “Yeah.” I reach into the bag for the receipt, wanting to put her number in my phone before I lose it. “I got her number.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’m gonna pretend the shock in your voice isn’t insulting.”

      “It’s nothing personal,” Josh starts, and I unfold the receipt. I recognize the number immediately. The blood drains from my face and my chest tightens. No. Fucking. Way. Sierra is the mystery woman. It all makes sense now and I feel dumb for not recognizing her voice. Though, in my defense, most of her messages were left when she was crying or emotional, distorting the way she sounds.

      “Sierra’s always been a little odd,” Josh goes on, and I immediately feel defensive of her. “I didn’t think you’d go for her. Though, I know a good-looking woman when I see one. And those Belmonts are very selective. Don’t tell Melissa, but I used to crush on Sierra’s older sister, Samantha.”

      Josh’s words go in one ear and out the other. I can’t take my eyes off the number written on the thin strip of paper. Sierra’s handwriting is big and loopy, messy yet neat in its own way. Shouldn’t I be happy to find out who my mystery woman is?

      “Chase?” Josh asks. “Is something wrong?”

      Yes, something is terribly wrong.

      “No, not at all.” I force a smile and fold the receipt, shoving it back in the bag. Josh starts the truck and I turn, watching The Book Bag grow smaller and smaller out the window, heart in my throat.

      I can’t call Sierra.

      I wanted this mystery woman to have a happy ending, to have found her second chance and started over. And that’s why this is all wrong.

      Things never end well for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      “I gave Chase my number.” I run my hand over Tinkerbell’s sleek fur. She’s purring like mad and cuddling even harder.

      “You better not be joking.” Lisa turns away from my closet that she’s raiding and stares me right in the eyes.

      “I’m not.”

      “I need details. Now.” She comes over to the bed and sits at the foot. Dolly, who was lazily grooming herself, glares, growls, and then gets up. She’s such a friendly cat, I know.

      “He came into the store yesterday and—”

      “This happened yesterday and you’re just now telling me?”

      I look down at Tink, admiring her black stripes against her soft gray fur. “Yeah.”

      “Go on.”

      “He asked for a book recommendation and then asked me out.”

      “And you said yes? That’s awesome, Si! I’m so happy for you!”

      “Don’t get too excited. I told him I might go out with him, and I might not answer if he calls.”

      Lisa purses her lips. “Why?”

      I shrug. “I just don’t see the point. I don’t want to go out with him.” Or anyone, and I think it’s a safe bet I’ll always feel that way.

      “Have you seen him? That man looks like he sprang from the pages of those bad-boy romances you’re always reading. Take a chance.”

      I wrinkle my nose and shake my head.

      “Don’t be nervous,” she goes on.

      I bite my lip and think of what to say next. I’m not nervous. Or scared. Or excited. I don’t feel anything.

      “I’m not.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      I shake my head. “He’s kind of irritating.”

      “Good!”

      “How in the world is that good?”

      She looks out the window and pulls her lip over her teeth, considering her words, which is very unlike say-it-like-it-is Lisa. “You were sad for so long and then shut down. You never went through the rest of the grieving process. You need to get irritated. Get mad. Hell, a full-out screaming match would be good for you at this point.”

      I keep my gaze on Tinkerbell, not knowing what to say back. It’s true, and I didn’t think anyone had noticed. “It’s only been a year and a half.”

      “I know. And I know how hard it’s been for you but it’s time to move on.”

      “If you think I can move on then you have no idea how hard it’s been.” Tears pool in my eyes and anger wells inside of me. Tinkerbell jumps out of my arms and runs down the hall. My jaw trembles and I shake my head, trying to push back the tears. “Everyone is giving me a time limit and I’m sorry I can’t follow it. I’m sorry to inconvenience you with my grief,” I spit and angrily wipe away tears.

      “I’m not giving you a time limit, but you’re not the only one this has been hard on.” Tears roll down her cheeks. “Jake was my friend too. I lost him and then I lost you.”

      “I’m still here.”

      “But you don’t want to be.” She stands up and waves her hands in the air as she talks. “I talk to you but you don’t listen. We go out and it’s like you’re not even there. I know losing Jake hurt. I know it’s been hard on you. But it’s been hard on me too. I never know how to act around you. I don’t want to be too happy. And when Rob and I have a fight, I feel like I can’t go to you because I know you’d do anything to have one more fight with—” She cuts off and closes her eyes. “I feel like we’re drifting apart and I don’t know how to stop it. Because no matter how many times I reach out to you or throw you a rope so you can pull yourself to shore, you just let it go. I don’t want to imagine how you feel, Sierra, but I know it hurts. And letting yourself get carried out to sea isn’t the answer. You’ll still hurt, but you’ll be alone.”

      Her words are like a sucker punch to the stomach. I don’t deny it. My throat thickens and what’s left of my broken heart thumps in my chest.

      Lisa takes in a slow breath and brings her arms in around herself. “Listen,” she starts. “You’re family and you’re my best friend. They told me not to say anything, but I can’t sit back and watch you wither away. I love you, Sierra, and I miss you.”

      “I miss you too,” I croak out.

      “Please don’t be mad at me.”

      “I’m not.”

      Lisa flies around the bed and wraps her arms around me. “I don’t know what else to do, and it makes me feel like I’m failing you as a friend.”

      I hug her back, not knowing what to think. I want to be angry at her, to tell her to get over herself and not make me feel guilty on top of everything else. That it’s bullshit to make my grief out to be a burden.

      But at the same time, I see merit in her argument. I’ve shut down. Stopped feeling to spare myself the pain.

      I don’t want to go through life like this. Jake wouldn’t want me to go through life like this either.

      “I’m scared if I move on, I’ll forget,” I whisper, tears falling.

      “You won’t.”

      I move my head up and down, but don’t believe her. How can she promise me that? She gives me one more squeeze then sits up, taking my hands. Lisa and I grew up together, so naturally, we fought like sisters, but we always made up fast, and none of the fights were serious.

      “So.” Lisa wipes her eyes and smiles. “When Chase calls, answer. Let him be a fling or even your first bad date. And if it gets serious, go with it.”

      I smile and nod like I’m supposed to. “Okay.”

      “Now…the concert Thursday night.”

      “What about it?”

      “Please tell me you changed your mind and want to come with.”

      “Even before…” I let out a breath and shake my head, trying to center myself. “You know I’m not a fan of crowds. And didn’t you just say that Rob took off work just to go with you?”

      Lisa makes her face. “Yeah, he did.”

      “You’re stuck with him then.” I lean back against my pillows. Six months after Jake died, I stripped the bedding we’d picked out together, packed it away in bags, and stashed it in the cave of a basement this old house sits on. I drank a bottle of wine that night, and the alcohol flooded my emotional walls and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      The bedding I had before Jake moved in is back on the bed, and the little smiling tacos that are printed on my sheets stare up at me.

      “I’m starving,” Lisa announces and stands. “Want to go into town with me and get something to eat?”

      “No, I don’t want to get dressed.” I look down at my sleeper shorts and tank top. “But I will go to my parents’ and see what they’re having for lunch.”

      Lisa grins. “Now you’re talking my language.”

      We get into Lisa’s truck and drive the mile-long gravel driveway connecting my house to the family mansion.

      “Want to take bets on how long before my mom comments on my outfit?” I ask Lisa as we walk up to the front porch.

      Lisa turns, dark hair blowing around her face in the wind. “I’m gonna give her ten minutes.”

      “I’m gonna go with one minute. I’d say less, but the shock is going to hit her and leave her speechless.” I point to a Lexus parked in the breezeway. “Isn’t that the Vanders’ car?”

      Lisa squints in the bright sun. “Yep. They have that douchy custom license plate. This will be fun.”

      The smile comes back to my face. “If I’d known they were going to be here I’d have changed into something even worse.”

      Lisa laughs and links her arm through mine. “Now this is the Sierra I love. Want to run home and get your ‘my ideal weight is Dean Winchester on top of me’ shirt?”

      “Sadly, it’s in the laundry. I dropped blueberry pie filling on it the other day.” More like two weeks ago, and I’d forgotten about it. It’s probably ruined now. “Which is rather fitting for a shirt about Dean, now that I think about it.”

      I open the front door and step in, kicking off my flip-flops. Melinda, my parents’ housekeeper, rushes over to get the door, face flushed. Seeing that it’s just Lisa and me, she relaxes.

      “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Sierra,” she greets. “And Ms. Lisa. Always a pleasure.”

      “Hi, Mel,” I say. “Is my mom around?”

      “Yes, she’s in the sunroom with Mr. and Mrs. Vander. Was she expecting you?”

      “No, we’re just here to raid the kitchen,” I confess.

      Melinda nods. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      “Thanks.” Lisa and I go into the kitchen. It’s one of my favorite rooms in this large plantation house. It was newly renovated a few years ago, updating the previous renovation from the early 1900s. Now the kitchen is huge, looking like something you’d find on Pinterest or on the cover of Southern Living.

      My parents have a chef who cooks for them six days a week. The meals are perfectly proportioned, so there aren’t usually leftovers. But we get lucky today and dig into the spread that’s still out from lunch that was served to my mother and the Vanders. I fill a plate with fried okra and sweet potatoes, saving room for at least one beignet.

      Lisa pours herself a full glass of wine and offers me the bottle. I decline and take my food out to the rear veranda. I’m able to eat all the fried okra—which is one of my favorite foods—before Mom comes out.

      Lisa looks at her watch then up to me, raising her eyebrows.

      “Oh, Sierra, darling,” Mom gushes, smiling as soon as she sees me. Her excitement is genuine. I don’t come over as often as I used to, even though the main reason was always for the food. “And Lisa! What a treat to have you girls over. And what perfect timing. The Vanders are heading out and you get to say hello before they leave.”

      “Hi, Mom,” I say, setting my fork down. I stand from the patio table Lisa and I are sitting at and start to go over to give my mother a hug. Her eyes bulge when she sees me, and Lisa snickers into her wine glass. “And it’s nice to see you again, Mr. and Mrs. Vander.”

      “What on earth are you wearing?” Mom whispers as she hugs me. “Are you not feeling well? You’re not slipping into—that—again, are you?”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” I say, knowing she’s worried I’m becoming depressed again…as if the heavy sadness ever left in the first place. My mind flashes back to what Lisa said not that long ago. How many times have I said, ‘I’m fine’ over the last year? Each time was a lie.

      Mom doesn’t know what else to say, so she goes on autopilot, being the perfect hostess as usual. Lisa and I make small talk with the Vanders before they go. I finish my food, then go inside to use the bathroom. The Vanders are slowly walking through the corridor that leads to the front door, and don’t know I’m behind them.

      “It’s been long enough you’d think she’d be over it by now,” Mrs. Vander says to her husband. “They weren’t even together that long to begin with.”

      “It’s a shame,” Mr. Vander agrees. “She used to be such a lovely girl.”

      Mrs. Vander shakes her head, clicking her tongue. “There’s no coming back once you’ve let yourself go that far.”

      My stomach twists and I take a sharp turn, entering a sitting room. I perch on the edge of an impressive hand-carved replica of a Victorian settee, and close my eyes. Should I be mad? Should I run out there and demand an apology? They are guests in my family’s house and are gossiping about me. Should I be upset, sad, or embarrassed?

      Probably. But right now, all I feel is tired. I inhale as I open my eyes and start to feel something else, something I haven’t felt in a while. It starts deep within, rising from my bones and wrapping its cold, cruel hand around my broken heart.

      Fear.
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      I pop the top on my can of beer and sit back on the porch swing, pushing off the wooden boards beneath me just enough to sway back and forth through the air. A cool breeze comes from the north, bringing with it the heavy scent of rain.

      The screen door opens and shuts, and the porch vibrates with each step Josh takes.

      “That wasn’t too awkward, was it?” he asks, leaning against the railing.

      I let out a snort of laughter and bring my beer to my lips.

      “I’ll talk with her,” Josh offers.

      “It’s fine. I get it, and I get that the wound is still fresh.” Josh invited me over for a family dinner, one that included his mother, who goes through no trouble to cover up her feelings for me. “Sometimes people need someone to hate. To look at as the bad guy. Life is hard, and making someone be the villain makes you forget that your entire existence is just a crapshoot. Bad things happen to good people. Bad things happen to bad people. It’s random chance. But blaming someone makes it easier.” I take a glance at my brother. “And she needs me to be that person right now. So let her.”

      “That’s wise. I didn’t know you had so much infinite wisdom in you.”

      I shrug. “When you screw up enough, you learn shit.”

      “Screw up and learn shit.” Josh laughs. “That’s a good motto.”

      “It’s been mine for years. Lord knows I’ve screwed up a time or two.”

      “Still, I feel like I should apologize. She’s acting like a child, and honestly, it’s embarrassing.”

      “She is, but don’t worry about it.” For the first hour I was over, Mrs. Henson pretended like I wasn’t there. Didn’t look at me, didn’t acknowledge my presence at all. Even Dakota noticed and said something.

      And I really do get it. Looking at me reminds her that her husband was unfaithful, that he sought comfort elsewhere, essentially making her feel like she wasn’t good enough. I’m not the one to blame for my father’s actions, but now that he’s gone I’m the only one for her to blame.

      Well, besides my mother. But that requires seeing her. Finding her. Knowing what the hell state of mind she’ll be in that day depending on what drugs she pushed into her body.

      The front door opens and a beagle runs out, tail wagging so hard his whole body shakes. I reach down and pet the dog, who jumps into my lap and licks my face.

      “Hey, guys,” Melissa says, coming out after the dog. “I had an idea since it’s not every day I have two strong men in the house.”

      Josh gives her a look, but can’t hold the fake anger for long. His face breaks into a smile, and I can’t help but feel a slight twinge of jealousy to see the way he’s looking at her. Not because I have the hots for Melissa, that’s not it at all. And I’m not jealous of Josh per se, but of this whole situation.

      A wife.

      A family.

      A stable home full of people who love you.

      Living in the same town, surrounded by the same people day after day.

      And being happy with it.

      Maybe unsettled is a better term to use than jealous. Because seeing him like this is making me want something similar too.

      “What do you have in mind?” Josh asks.

      “We should switch Dakota’s bed to her big-girl bed before the twins arrive, so it’s not a bunch of change at once. We’ve had that new bedroom set for over a month now and haven’t put it together.”

      “That is a good idea.” Josh looks at me. “The set was delivered into the barn, so we’ll have to carry it up, assemble it, and take her old furniture out. Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” I take a long drink of my beer and get up.

      “You sure? Saying it out loud makes me realize how awful it’s going to be.”

      I laugh. “I have nothing else to do. And you’re family. It’s what we do, right?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s nearing ten o’clock when I finally leave Josh’s house. We ran into a bit of trouble putting the new bed together since several small parts were missing and we had to improvise. Mrs. Henson left not long after we started moving furniture, and Melissa stayed downstairs with Dakota, leaving just Josh and me to do the heavy lifting. It might sound weird to say I enjoyed it, but I did. Having that time to just hang out with my brother, helping him with something as mundane as a new bedroom set for his daughter was nice. Normal. Maybe I can get used to this after all.

      The bar parking lot is full, and I slowly drive through the uneven rows of parked cars and trucks—mostly trucks—and park around back near the rear entrance to the place. I shut off the car and grab my phone, hesitating for a moment before getting out.

      I haven’t listened to a single message since I found out Sierra was the mystery woman. Moral dilemmas aren’t things I typically waste time with, but this time I don’t know what’s right. On one hand, I’ve already listened to a handful of messages. What’s the harm in listening to more? But on the other, the messages are intimate. Not meant for anyone to hear, especially not me.

      I open my voicemail and look at the display, noticing that the next message to listen to was left exactly a year ago today. I don’t believe in fate, but come on…this is a pretty big coincidence. With no hesitation, I press play.

      “Happy birthday,” Sierra whispers. “I just…I wanted to tell…” She starts crying and the phone goes dead.

      There are few things in life that I regret. That’s not to say I’ve never made a bad decision—I do those almost daily—but I deal with it and move on.

      Right now, I’m regretting listening to that message. Because now I know today is Sierra’s dead boyfriend’s birthday, and the hurt is still there. Hearing her cry, even when it was a year ago, upsets me for some reason, and I can’t get the ball of dread to leave my stomach. The sick feeling rises, tightening my chest.

      I’m so fucking stupid sometimes.

      I get out of the car and exhale. A shining blanket of stars covers the night sky. Around the back of The Mill House, the sounds of the bar are muted, like distant memories escaping with the breeze. The woods are alive with a chorus of bugs, and the steady sound of rushing water from the river soothes my soul.

      And I still can’t get Sierra out of my head.

      Instead of going right up the stairs to my apartment, I go into the bar with the intention of making myself a Jack and Coke before trying my best to pass out and not think of her.

      Turns out, going into the bar was the second stupid mistake of the night.

      She’s there.

      Alone.

      Sitting in a corner booth with two empty glasses in front of her. Her eyes are glossy. She’s sad. And I know why.

      Dammit.

      Corey, a large man with small, dark eyes and a friendly smile, brings her another drink. I watch Sierra slide it in front of her and gulp a fourth down before taking a breath. She needs to slow down. Drinking away your problems—your feelings—isn’t the way to go. Trust me. Been there, done that.

      I cross the room and go behind the bar, finding Corey working on another drink order.

      “Hey, Chase!” He gives a wave. “I thought you were off tonight.”

      “I am. Just passing through. How many drinks has Sierra had?” I ask, cutting right to the chase.

      “Uh,” Corey looks up as he thinks. He’s one of the nicest guys you’ll ever meet but is definitely not the smartest. “Three.”

      “What is she drinking?”

      “The first was a Long Island. Second was a mint Julep. And I just brought her another Long Island.”

      “Jesus. Why didn’t you cut her off?”

      Corey gives me a blank stare. “She ordered them.”

      “That’s a lot of alcohol for anyone, let alone someone Sierra’s size.” I shake my head. Now’s not the time to scold Corey. Rayne, the head cocktail waitress, was supposed to be helping him with stuff like this tonight anyway.

      I fill a glass with water and grab a plate of French fries from the kitchen, and weave my way through the crowd to the back of the bar. Sierra is gone. Her drink is still on the table, half empty. Panic rises inside of me, knowing what she’s going through and how drinking alone is the worst thing for her. I whirl around, sloshing the water down my hand, and find her standing with some random couple, who just ordered a tray of tequila shots.

      “Sierra!” I call over the music. A song about a red Solo cup comes on and everyone goes crazy. My voice is lost in the cheers. I shove past someone and call her name again.

      Sierra turns, lowering the shot from her lips. “Chase.”

      “I brought you food,” I offer, able to tell right away that she’s wasted. She’s wearing another interesting outfit, though I’d be lying if I said the tight pink skirt didn’t look good on her. The tank top she has on hugs her curves as well and shows off her large breasts perfectly. It’s the big screen-print of a cat on the front that throws me.

      “I’m not hungry,” she says and turns away. I set the food down and take her arm. She looks back, eyes going to my fingers gently wrapped around her skin.

      “I thought you said you were here alone,” the guy from the couple says gruffly. He has his arm draped around his girlfriend, and is eyeing Sierra with obvious lust…and so is the girlfriend. I don’t like the look of either of them and know their intentions with Sierra aren’t noble.

      “I am. Alone. Very alone,” Sierra slurs. “Chase works here and brought me food. But,” she starts and holds up her hand, closing one eye as she tries to look closely at me. “He doesn’t know I like to dip my fries in cheese and not ketchup.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I didn’t know. Let’s go get you some.”

      Sierra shakes her head. “Nah. My friends bought me shots.”

      “I don’t think you should take that,” I say quietly. “You’ve had enough.”

      “Pshhh,” she waves her hand in the air. “We’re celebrating tonight. It’s their anniversary. Isn’t that amazing? People…people…” She closes her eyes for a moment then shakes her head. Fuck. I need to get her out of here. “She’s giving him a surprise present. Isn’t that so romantic?”

      “Very,” I say when it dawns on me that the surprise is a threesome. That’s why they’re shoving shots in Sierra’s face and both looking at her like she’s an all-you-can-eat buffet. Physically speaking, they made a good choice, but no one is taking Sierra home when she’s drunk like this. I won’t fucking allow it.

      “Want to know what else is romantic?” I blurt.

      “Yeah,” Sierra says eagerly.

      “I, uh, have to show you.” What the hell is wrong with me? I’m usually a good bullshitter and an even better liar. There’s something about Sierra that’s causing me to panic in a way I never have before.

      Because I care about her.

      The guy steps forward and puts his hand on Sierra’s shoulder. She shies away, moving closer to me for comfort.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” he says, voice thick like gravel. “We ain’t got all night.”

      “Right.” Sierra smiles and nods, then brings the shot glass to her mouth and downs the tequila with a shudder. Not even a minute later she looks at me, eyes wide. “I think you were right. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Let’s get some air.” I take her arm, grab the water, and look at the couple. “Good luck finding somebody else.”

      The girl looks shocked, and the guy is pissed. Sierra wobbles on her heels, holding onto me for balance. We leave out the back and I offer Sierra the water. She takes a small sip and lets out a breath.

      “I want to feel normal and not be sad,” she breathes. “For one night. Is that terrible?”

      “No,” I tell her. “It’s not.”

      I take her hand and lead her down to the river. We sit on a rock, and Sierra rests her head on my shoulder, eyes falling shut. We stay like that for a few minutes.

      “Do you want me to take you home?” I ask.

      “Not yet. I like listening to the water.”

      “I do too.”

      She shivers and inches closer.

      “Do you want a jacket?”

      “That’d be nice,” she slurs.

      “I can get you one. Don’t fall into the water and drown while I’m gone, okay?”

      She slowly moves her head up and down. I stand, take a step, and decide leaving her drunk on a riverbank is a terrible idea. “Come with me.”

      I extend my hand to help her up. She takes a few paces, then stops, doubles over, and throws up. I spring forward, pulling her hair back just in time. She retches again and the smell of tequila and stomach bile permeates the night air.

      “Better out than in.” I try to comfort her.

      “I’m sorry,” she tells me, wiping her mouth.

      “Hey,” I say and look into her eyes. There’s a good chance she won’t remember a thing in the morning. But I don’t leave things to chance. She has no idea I know about her past, and it needs to stay that way. “It’s okay. Don’t feel bad. Come inside and get some water and lay down.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I don’t want to go back into the bar. The smell of smoke…”

      “We won’t go into the bar.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      On shaky legs, she comes up the stairs to my apartment with me. I turn on the lights and take her to a kitchen chair. She puts her head down on the table, groaning. I get her water and a damp rag to wipe her face.

      Sitting next to her, I gingerly lift her head up and run the rag over her chin. She takes another small drink of water and looks around the apartment, tears filling her eyes.

      “Is there someone you want me to call?” I ask.

      “No. Lisa is at a concert tonight. I’m just tired.”

      “You can lay down here if you want.”

      She takes in an unsteady breath and nods. “Okay.”

      I help her up and lead her to the bathroom, then take her into my room, tossing a T-shirt and boxers onto the unmade bed in case she wants to change.

      “I’ll, uh, come in and check on you.”

      She nods and starts to pull her shirt over her head. My dick tells me to stay and watch because seeing Sierra strip would be one of the hottest things I’ve ever witnessed. Then another part of me speaks up, a part that usually keeps its mouth shut.

      My heart.

      It tells me that Sierra deserves respect, that she’s unlike anyone I’ve met before, I know the real reason she drank herself into oblivion tonight. Before I catch a glimpse of her perfect tits, I turn and shut the door.

      Realizing that Sierra didn’t have a purse on her when she left the bar, I hurry down the stairs to look for it, knowing that it’s already too late.

      “Chase,” Rayne calls, seeing me look under the booth Sierra had previously occupied. “Looking for this?” She holds up a little pink purse.

      “I think so. Is it Sierra’s?”

      “Yeah. I grabbed it the first time she dropped it. I haven’t seen her though.” Rayne gives me a worried look. “Have you?”

      “Yeah. I took her home,” I say.

      “Thank God. Want me to put this in the safe?”

      “I’ll take it to her. Thanks, Rayne.”

      She gives me a smile. “No problem.”

      I rush back upstairs and look in on Sierra. Her skirt and shirt are on the floor, and she’s in my bed, curled up under the blankets, fast asleep. I leave the room again, keeping the door cracked in case she wakes up sick or something.

      I sit on the couch with a weird feeling growing in my chest. I’ve never taken care of anyone before. And I don’t know if this weird feeling is stemming from doing a good deed—another thing I’m not used to—or something else.

      Something I don’t want to admit to myself.

      That I’m starting to have feelings for this woman, a woman I’ve only talked to a handful of times.

      But there’s so much more to Sierra than that. Her messages spoke to me before I could put a face to the voice. I knew I shouldn’t have listened to them.

      Screw up and learn, right? What the hell am I going to learn from this?
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          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      I wake with a dry mouth and a pounding headache. If it weren’t for the need to use the bathroom, I could go back to sleep for the rest of the afternoon. Slowly, I blink open my eyes, squinting from the bright sun shining through the large window.

      I’m in Chase’s bed, and I remember everything from last night. I think. Maybe? Crap. I push myself up and realize I’m wearing his clothes. Okay. Don’t remember that. I close my eyes and think backward and finally recall him leading me into his room and leaving. I changed and passed out. From there, my mind is blank. I assume I stayed asleep the whole time, but I can’t be sure.

      Before I get up, I take a minute to look around the room. It’s long and narrow, and the wall the bed is pushed up against is exposed brick. I touch it, feeling the rough stone beneath my fingers. We’re above the bar, and I had no idea an apartment was up here.

      Chase’s bed is plain with white sheets and a dark blue soft, down comforter. A bookshelf is against the wall next to the bed, and it looks and smells new like it was just put together. The bottom two shelves are full of books, and the rest of it is empty. He wasn’t lying when he said he reads anything. The books vary from thriller to historical fiction. Epic fantasy seems to be his favorite.

      Across the bed is a dresser and there is absolutely nothing on it. A single lamp sits on the nightstand next to the bed, along with a glass of water, a bottle of Advil, and a handwritten note. I pick it up and unfold the paper.

      Sierra-

      Thought you might need this.

      He didn’t sign his name, but I know Chase wrote it. I read his simple words twice. Why does his compassion surprise me? I try not to judge people before I get to know them, but there are some snap judgments I can’t help.

      And tall, muscular men with tattoos and eyes you can drown in are usually nothing but trouble. Usually. I’ve been wrong before.

      I take an Advil and drink most of the water before getting up and gathering my clothes. I think there is vomit on my skirt, and a wave of embarrassment comes over me. I haven’t thrown up from drinking too much since I was nineteen. I shake my head and fold my skirt so the mysterious stain is safely tucked inside and away from my hands. Then I go to the bathroom, pee, and do my best to remove my smeared eyeliner.

      The house is silent besides the quiet hum of the air conditioner. Holding my breath, I tiptoe out, wincing when the floorboards creak beneath my bare feet. A floor-to-ceiling window in the living room gives an impressive view of the river below. But an even more impressive view might be Chase, looking uncomfortable on the couch, still asleep. The book he bought days ago is resting on his chest.

      Carefully, I move down the hall and shiver. What does he have his air set to? Arctic? He’s wearing only boxers and has to be cold. I go back to his bedroom and take the comforter off his bed, set on covering him up and trying to sneak out of here without being seen.

      I furtively move to him and pause, noticing a long scar that runs the length of his thigh. It’s straight and neat, looking like the result of an operation to fix a broken bone. I tear my eyes away and raise the blanket. The moment it touches his skin, he startles awake so suddenly it causes me to jump back. The book falls to the wooden floor with a thud.

      “Sierra. Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. What are you doing?” he asks, wide-eyed and fully awake. It takes me a few blinks, some stretches, and at least one eye-rub before I can form a coherent thought.

      “I was going to smother you in your sleep.”

      Chase blinks, looks at the blanket and then me. “That wouldn’t work, you know. Go for a plastic bag next time. Get it around my head and tie it at the neck.”

      “Noted.”

      He shifts his gaze and smiles. “What were you really doing?”

      “I thought you were cold. I was going to cover you up.”

      “Oh,” he says as if that’s more shocking to hear than me trying to murder him. “Uh, thanks. It is a little chilly in here, I suppose.”

      “A little? What do you have your air set to?”

      “Sixty-two.”

      I blink. “That’s freezing.”

      “Trust me, I know. But this place isn’t well insulated and doesn’t retain the cool air well. By the afternoon it’ll be twenty degrees warmer in here. I try to get a head start by keeping it cool at night.”

      “Oh. That makes sense, I guess.”

      He stands and pushes his shoulders back. There are scars on his chest, but are harder to see since they are hidden beneath the ink of his tattoos. Which I’m not looking at. And not finding incredibly sexy.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks and runs a hand through his hair, made messy from sleep.

      “I’m not sure.”

      Chase laughs. “Maybe you’re still drunk.”

      “No. I’m not. My head hurts and I’m dreading the stomachache that’s going to come on later in the day.” I pull my arms in around myself and look into Chase’s hazel eyes. “Thanks for everything last night.”

      He gives me his trademark shrug, a move I assume he’s perfected over the years. One that says he doesn’t care, that he’s not invested, and he doesn’t feel anything toward the words spoken.

      It’s something I tried to learn and tried even harder to make myself believe. I didn’t want to care. I didn’t want to be invested in anything. And mostly, I didn’t want to feel anything toward anything at all.

      I failed.

      “It was nothing,” he says casually, and then smiles. “Were you really going to have a threesome with that couple?”

      “What?”

      “They wanted you to join in on their ‘romantic surprise’,” he laughs.

      “That’s what they wanted?” My hands fly to my face. “Oh my God.”

      Chase is laughing even harder. “You didn’t know?”

      “No!” I can feel the blood rushing to my cheeks. “I thought they were just being nice.”

      “Oh, they were being nice. Nice enough to get you to go home with them and then be bad. Very, very bad.”

      “Oh. My. God.” I shake my head, not sure if I can look at Chase ever again. “I guess I owe you even more now.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, Sierra.”

      I like the way he says my name. Slowly. Softly. I raise my head and meet his gaze. “Okay.”

      “Are you hungry? You really should eat, even if you don’t feel like it.”

      “I am, but the thought of food is very off-putting.”

      “That’s a typical hangover.”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t had a hangover since college.”

      Chase steps closer and a chill runs down my spine, one so deep into my bone I’m unable to hide the shiver. Chase picks up the blanket and wraps it around my shoulders, letting his hands slide down my arms.

      Is it completely crazy that I want to step into him, to rest my head against his chest and listen to his heartbeat? Yes. Yes, it is.

      “Why were you at the bar last night?” he asks quietly, almost as if he already knows the answer and is waiting for me to tell the truth.

      I take in a breath. Last night was a bad night. I went through a maelstrom of emotions last night. It was Jake’s birthday, and I woke up not thinking about it. I made it through breakfast and a shower before it hit me. Guilt took over, and I pulled out old photos of the two of us to look at, reminding me of what we had. I spent the morning crying and was late to work because of it.

      Then regret for not going to the Chainsmokers concert hit, and then I remembered I gave Chase my number and he hadn’t called.

      “I was going to yell at you,” I confess.

      Chase’s eyebrows go up. “At me? Why?”

      “You said you’d call and you never did. Why didn’t you call?”

      His face falls and he looks at the floor for a moment. He opens his mouth, contemplating his words, looking as if he’s about to confess something. Then he shakes his head and looks back into my eyes.

      “I thought about what you said. That you’re not the type of girl I’d want to date. You were right, but you had it the other way around. I’m not the kind of guy you want to date.”

      A beat passes between us, and my heart is hammering away in my chest. He’s making me nervous. Irritated. And a little turned on.

      He’s making me feel.

      “And now I understand how insulting it is to be told who’d you want to date.”

      “Right?” he quips. “I’m sorry. I should have called.”

      “It’s okay.” I pull the blanket tighter around myself and look out the window. Beams of sunlight bounce off the water, and shadows dance along the shore. A deer emerges from the woods to get a drink.

      “She comes almost every morning,” Chase says softly.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees, but he’s not looking at the deer. “She is.”

      Not making any sudden movements, we inch to the window to watch the deer. She takes her time getting water and then leaps off into the woods. A few more follow, moving so fast they’re just blurs of fawn amongst shades of green.

      “Do you want to get something for breakfast?” Chase asks. “I’d offer to make you something, but I’m still adjusting to this whole ‘I have to cook for myself’ thing like I told you about.”

      I smile and turn to him, appreciating the full beauty of his stubble-covered face. “Yeah, I’m getting—wait. No. We can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “If we go out for breakfast together, especially with me dressed like this, people will think we slept together.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” He flashes a grin and I struggle to hold onto my resolve.

      I lower my gaze. “People talk.”

      “Then give them something to talk about.”

      I stare at a knot in the hardwood floor under my feet, wondering how many people walked over this in the years this building has been here. People who watched the river with sharp intent, needing the water to remain steady to keep the mill running. “Take me home and I’ll make you breakfast as a thank you for taking care of me. I’m not a master chef or anything, but I’m not terrible either. I do have stuff to make beignets, actually.”

      Chase gives me a blank stare.

      “You’ve never had a beignet?” My voice gets high-pitched from sheer horror.

      “I don’t even know what that is.”

      “Oh, you’re in for a treat then. I won’t tell you what it is either. You’ll have to be surprised.”

      Chase laughs. “It’s some weird southern food, like the fried lobster everyone around here loves, isn’t it?”

      “Crawfish,” I correct. “And if it were, you wouldn’t try it?”

      “Not unless you want to hit me with an EpiPen minutes later.”

      “Oh. You’re allergic to shellfish?”

      “Very.”

      “Good thing you told me. And no, beignets aren’t fish. It’s a dessert-ish food.”

      “Dessert-ish?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s not a word.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I just said it, so it is a word.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s not.”

      I hike an eyebrow. “It’s not like we’re playing Scrabble here. Dessert-ish is a word and I’m going to use it every chance I get. Just to annoy you.”

      Chase watches me, smile growing. I shake my head, but end up smiling too. He moves away from the window. “You left your purse at the bar.” He picks up my little pink clutch and hands it to me. “One of the waitresses saw you drop it which leads me to believe she got it in time, but check to see if anything is missing.”

      “Shit. I forgot about it.” I take the purse from him and open it. I don’t keep much in my purse, just my wallet, phone, keys, and lip gloss. “It’s all here, thankfully.” I pull my phone out and see the battery is dead. The only person who’d call me overnight would be Lisa anyway.

      Chase opens the fridge, pulls out orange juice, and pours himself a glass. “Want some?”

      “Yeah. Just a little bit though.”

      He pours half a glass and hands it to me. We move to the couch and sit in silence, watching the early morning sun shine down on the river. Minutes pass in silence, but it’s anything but awkward. As if Chase and I have some sort of unspoken understanding between us, sitting next to him is comforting.

      I finish the orange juice and feel sluggish again. I lean back on the couch, eyes growing heavy. Chase rests his back against the cushions too and lets his head fall to the side so he’s looking at me. I inhale and smile, searching his deep eyes for answers about him.

      “Tired?” he asks softly.

      “Yeah. It’s hitting me all at once.”

      “You can go back to sleep. I’ll let you take the blanket.” He gives me his crooked smile again. I thought it was deliberate before because no one has a smile that cocky and sexy without trying. He looks tired too, and I don’t think he’s trying.

      “You only have one blanket?”

      “Yeah. I usually sleep in my bed with it, so it’s never been a problem.”

      “But what if someone stays over?”

      “I’ve never run into that issue before. When attractive women sleep in my bed I’m usually in there with them.”

      I roll my eyes and pull the blanket out from around my shoulders. I cover us both up, and Chase leans in, reaching out and tucking my hair behind my ear. Our eyes lock and I think he’s going to kiss me.

      I want him to, though in the back of my mind I’m well aware that I threw up last night, passed out, and have yet to brush my teeth.

      A knock on the door interrupts us and Chase’s brow furrows. It’s early. No one comes over this early with good news. He springs up and strides to the door. I stand, loosely holding the blanket in my hands.

      Chase opens the door, revealing his brother. My heart lurches in my chest, and I’m sent backward through time and space and it’s like I’m standing in The Book Bag listening to that phone call all over again. Josh has bad news. Terrible news. Someone died. Chase’s sister-in-law lost the babies. His niece was in a horrible accident.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you,” Josh starts. “The shipment that’s supposed to come at five pm is here at five fucking am. I hate asking but can—” he cuts off, noticing me. Josh looks at me, taking in what I’m wearing, then back at Chase. He raises his eyebrows, tries not to smile, and fails.

      No one is dying. No one is hurt. The only thing that’s wrong is a delivery service not knowing the difference between AM and PM. So why am I teetering on the edge of a panic attack?

      “I’ll be right down,” Chase tells him. “Let me, uh, get dressed.”

      “Sure. Sorry to interrupt. Morning, Sierra.”

      Chase closes the door and turns, grinning. “So that thing you were saying about people thinking we slept together…” The smile disappears from his face. “Are you okay?”

      In an instant, he’s here, in front of me. I squeeze my eyes shut, pushing back the tears. My hands shake and my stomach flip-flops. Suddenly I can’t breathe and I desperately try to suck in air.

      “Sierra?” Chase whispers and takes my trembling hands in his.

      “Something’s wrong.” My voice comes out breathy and uneven. “I don’t know what. But it is. Really, really wrong.”

      “You’re having a panic attack. Nothing is wrong. It’s okay,” he soothes. moving closer and wrapping his arms around me, gently cradling me to his chest.

      His skin is warm. Comforting. I don’t want to move, but a few of the broken pieces of my heart scream for me to shove him away. I shouldn’t find solace in another man’s embrace.

      Not yet.

      Not now.

      Not ever.

      He slides his hands down my back and pulls me closer, holding me still for a minute before reaching up with one hand and stroking my hair. I’m still shaking, heart still racing. Still struggling to breathe.

      Chase shuffles us back to the couch. My feet get caught in the blanket that’s loosely hanging from my left hand, and I start to fall. He catches me, sitting heavily on the couch and pulling me with him.

      “Hey,” he whispers. “It’s okay. Take a deep breath.”

      “I…I can’t.”

      He puts his hand to my chest, fingers gently touching my collarbone. “Inhale,” he instructs.

      I take in a deep breath and my breasts rise, pushing against the palm of his hand. I know what the touch is doing to him and he fights against the struggle so he can help me.

      “Hold it. One…two…three. Now slowly exhale.”

      My eyes close as I let out my breath, and he has me repeat the process three more times. He pulls me into his lap and wraps the blanket around my shoulders. I close my eyes again, fighting against everything inside of me that wants to be close to him. I’m still shaking, still feeling like the world is closing in around me and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Chase holds me, not saying a word until my trembling stops.

      I let out a sigh and feel embarrassed. I’ve never been a shy person, but I’ve never dealt with anxiety well and having people see me freak out is the last thing I want.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Chase whispers. “Are you okay?”

      “I am now. Thank you. Again. You must think I’m a total basket case.”

      “I think the opposite.”

      I let out a nervous laugh. “Between being unable to get that guy to leave me alone at the bar, drinking too much, and then this, you can’t be thinking I’m a winner or anything.”

      “Panic attacks aren’t anything to be embarrassed about.”

      I shake my head, agreeing with him yet not believing him. Because I am embarrassed, and my life has been one mess after another. “You seem to be familiar with them.”

      “They’re not all that uncommon in my previous line of work.”

      “What did you used to do?”

      “That’s a story for another day.”

      I lift my head off his chest and stare at him.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing. Just trying to decide if you’re full of shit or not.”

      He holds my gaze for a few seconds, and his eyes darken. “I kinda wish I was.”

      I tip my head and study him, but as hard as I try, I can’t figure this man out. I’m not the best at reading people, but I can usually tell when I’m flat-out being lied to.

      Chase isn’t lying.

      I rest my head on his chest again, eyelids feeling heavy. Chase folds his arms around me again and lets his head fall against mine. Maybe I’m more dehydrated than I thought or suffering from exhaustion, but laying here with Chase feels right. I forgot how good it feels to be wrapped in someone’s arms.

      Someone else’s arms.

      “Your brother is probably wondering where you are.”

      “Yeah,” he mumbles and then gives me a cheeky grin. “He probably thinks we’re having a quickie before I go down.”

      “He probably does. Like really, he’s down there rolling his eyes and checking his watch.”

      Chase laughs. “I’ll make sure to tell him you overdid it on tequila and the puke in the yard is yours.”

      “Thanks,” I say flatly. “But really…thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He brings his hand down my arm, stopping when his thumb rests on the pulse-point of my wrist. My eyes shut again and I yawn. “You can take the bed and go back to sleep if you want.”

      “I should go home and shower then try to get a few hours of sleep before work.”

      “Ouch. When do you go in?”

      “Ten-thirty, so it’s not too bad. We open at eleven on Fridays. So I guess we’ll take a rain-check for breakfast.”

      “Deal. Just to be sure, does that include you spending the night again? Because if it does, I have a different idea on how to pass the time.”

      “No.”

      “You mean not yet.”

      I just shake my head and sit up. Pulling myself away from Chase is harder than I expected, and once the heat of his skin is away from mine, I shiver.

      “Drink a lot of water,” he says and steps away, picking his jeans up from the floor. “It’ll help with the hangover.” He gets dressed and I’m not sure if I should look away or not, which doesn’t make sense since I’d been looking at him in only boxers all morning. But there’s something intimate about getting dressed like this because it implies we’re comfortable enough around each other to get undressed.

      He turns to get his shirt and I see yet another scar on his back. It’s small, but I can tell the wound was deep. My first thought is that someone stabbed him in the back—literally.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he offers and pulls his T-shirt over his head. I grab my clothes, step into my shoes, and pull my keys from my purse. “Thanks again,” I tell Chase when we near my car, which surprisingly isn’t the only one left in the lot.

      “You don’t have to thank me, Sierra.”

      “I want to.”

      “I’m glad you do.” He tips his head down, blocking out the early morning sun. “I’ll call you. For real this time.”
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      “You move fast.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I ask my brother. We just finished unloading the truck that showed up twelve hours early and are sitting in the bar having a drink.

      “It’s an observation. You just got Sierra’s number and you already slept with her.”

      “Actually,” I start and pull the tab off my Coke can. “I didn’t.”

      Josh looks across the bar top at me, waiting for me to explain.

      “She drank too much and needed a place to crash. That’s all.”

      “Oh.”

      “You look disappointed,” I say.

      Josh shrugs. “Nah. Just, uh, surprised.”

      I set the Coke down and cross my arms. “You’re a terrible liar, you know.”

      Josh sighs. “I might have hoped that if you got involved with Sierra it would make you want to stay here.”

      “I am here.”

      Now it’s Josh’s turn to stare at me incredulously. “For now. Come on…we both know you don’t stay in a place too long. It’s been hard trying to keep in contact with you because I never know where you are, what you’re doing, or if you’ve been arrested…or worse. I know I can’t convince you to change professions, but maybe a woman can.”

      My go-to response to a statement like that is to get offended, defend myself, and probably say something shitty. Josh is my brother and probably the only person in the fucking world who actually gives a shit about me. So I bite my tongue.

      “You know I don’t believe that nothing happened,” Josh goes on. “You take a girl home and nothing happens…” He arches his eyebrows and shakes his head. “You two looked pretty cozy this morning.”

      “I am serious,” I say with a laugh. “She was pretty far gone, so I took her upstairs to lay down with the intention of taking her home later. She passed out until this morning.”

      “So noble.”

      “Shut up.”

      Josh snickers. “You like her.”

      “She’s all right.”

      “Just all right. Sure.”

      “She’s hot,” I admit and press the sides in on my can. “I’d fuck her if I had the chance.”

      Josh raises an eyebrow. “Didn’t you have the chance last night?”

      I did have the chance and it would have been easy to put the moves on Sierra and have her begging for more. But I didn’t. And it didn’t even cross my mind.

      “She was wasted.”

      “You do like her.”

      “Not like that.”

      Josh’s face turns serious. “Why would liking someone ‘like that’ be a bad thing?”

      I take a drink, buying myself a few extra seconds. I don’t get emotionally involved because I don’t want another human being to impact my happiness. Giving a person that kind of control is the dumbest thing we can do. I don’t depend on anyone. Never have. Never will.

      “Like you said before, we’re different people.”

      Smarter than he lets on, Josh just nods, not buying it for a second. “Thanks again for helping this morning.” He finishes his drink and gets up, stretching his arms above his head. “I need to get home to watch Dakota before Melissa has to leave for work. See you tonight.”

      Once Josh leaves, I go upstairs and crash in my bed. Sierra’s sweet floral perfume clings to the sheets, and the scent calms me and turns me on at the same time. I toss and turn for half an hour before giving up. I grab my phone and go right to the voicemail.

      I stare at the unheard messages, heart lurching at the thought of hearing her voice again. I should have told her. Confessed it all and gotten it over with. She might not have wanted to see me again, and I didn’t want to risk that. Because I do have feelings for Sierra.

      I press play on the next voicemail and a rush of adrenaline goes through me. My heart swells in my chest at the same time. I close my eyes and bring the phone to my ear. No one has ever made me feel this much.

      “I dreamed that I died,” Sierra starts, voice flat and void of emotion, “and when I woke up, I was disappointed. What the hell is wrong with me? I want to live but I feel guilty for wanting that. I try to think what you would say, but if you were here to give me advice, I wouldn’t be in this situation. I know what’s right isn’t easy, and what’s easy isn’t always right. But right now…right now I feel like I have nothing left inside of me.”

      Her words hurt and I feel a maddening desperation to make everything better. I play the next messages, pulse racing. Eventually, I’ll get to a message where she says she’s okay. That’s she’s moved on and is enjoying her life again.

      But—fuck—I know she’s still struggling. Still hurting. And I hate it.

      “Your voicemail changed,” she starts, and this time she’s trying not to cry. “I knew it would happen, but I didn’t expect it to happen so soon. It still feels familiar to dial your number though.” She lets out a heavy sigh. “I went to the hardware store and got stuff to work on the garden today. I drew out a plot of how I want it to look and everything. Now I just need the motivation to actually do it.”

      Lacking all self-control, I play the next message. “Mrs. Williams fell today. She sprained her wrist and is all bruised up, but she’ll be okay. Her son called me from the hospital. I wanted to go, but the thought of walking through those doors…I haven’t been there since…since…and I couldn’t do it. I feel bad. She said she understood though. And I’m working the rest of the week so she doesn’t have to come in.”

      I exit out of my voicemail and open the internet, doing a search for this Jake guy. It’s a bad idea, and I’m well aware. It takes a few keyword changes to get his obituary and an article about the accident pulled up. Jake McLeland died from complications of an accident when a truck failed to yield and struck the driver’s side of his Jeep. He was taken to Mercy Hospital and died from his injuries several hours later. No wonder Sierra can’t go to the same hospital. She must have been there with him.

      From what I can tell from the article on the accident, he was alone in the car and on his way home. His way home to Sierra. According to his obituary, he was doing his residency at another hospital, lived here in Summer Hill with Sierra, and was from a nearby town. A list of his accomplishments follows, and Jake was a model fucking citizen, not counting the fact he was on his way to becoming a doctor.

      He went overseas and volunteered his time and medical skills to children in Africa. He led activities with the Boy Scout Troop he was part of as a child. Worked at a free clinic in a poverty-stricken town in the bayou.

      There’s no fucking way Sierra would go for me. Not that it matters. Because it doesn’t.
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* * *

      I stop by the river, slowing so I can catch my breath. I’m not a morning person, but going for a run this early was nice. Not as hot. Though standing here in the sun I can feel the heat.

      I followed the deer path this time and found another direction to follow instead of going along the Belmont’s field. I’m back at The Mill House now, looking at the rushing water that Sierra and I sat by last night. The river is about ten feet wide here and takes a slow curve wrapping around the brick building. The old wooden wheel that used to roll in place from the current of the water is rotting at the bottom, and I can’t help but think it’s a shame something so historic has been left to just rot away.

      The surface of the water is a good foot and a half below where it was back when the mill was working, and the erosion along the bank leaves tree roots exposed, dry and hanging over the water, like hair on corpses. I pick up a hard lump of dirt and chuck it into the water. It breaks apart as it hits, sinking down and becoming mud. I sigh and go into the apartment to shower.

      Exhaustion hits me once I’m out, so I eat and lay on the couch. It’s only nine in the morning, and already the sun coming through the large window is heating up the room. I strip to my boxers and flip through Netflix, and eventually fall asleep.

      Four hours later, I wake, startled by a dream. I don’t dream often. Or if I do, I don’t remember them. The dream started well, with Sierra back in my bed and this time I was next to her. She was naked and her perfect tits pushed up against me as we kissed. I moved on top of her, ready to fuck, and suddenly I was inside a casket buried deep in the ground, yet was still able to see what was going on above me.

      Nothing.

      People carried on with their lives. No one missed me. No one even noticed I was gone. Sierra stood on top of the grave, crying, and her tears penetrated the earth and dripped inside the casket. I thought she was crying for me, but then I realized I was inside Jake’s grave.

      I woke before things could get even more fucked up. Dream interpretation is a crock of shit…or so I thought. Figuring out exactly what that messed-up dream means requires me to think about it, and I don’t want to. It’s just a dream. A stupid dream.

      Feeling groggy, I take my time getting up and dressed. I’m out of food again so I grab my keys and head out. I make it to my car when I suddenly stop.

      “What the fuck is wrong with me?” I mumble aloud. I’ve never been one to back off when the odds are stacked against me. I like a challenge. Change has never fazed me.

      But Sierra…Sierra is a force to be reckoned with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      I yawn for the fifth time in the last ten minutes. I reach for my water and regret sleeping in the extra twenty minutes after my alarm went off. I’m still just as tired as I would have been if I’d gotten up, and I didn’t have time to run to Suzy’s for a coffee. Time is crawling by, and business has been slow as well. I have an hour to go until my lunch break, and I’m honestly unsure if I can keep my eyes open for much longer.

      Nothing makes you feel old like a hangover, right? I roll my neck—yawn—and try to wake myself up by stretching my arms above my head. That doesn’t work. Getting up and moving might, but that requires energy, which I don’t have.

      The bell above the door rings, and I lazily turn my head, questioning my decision to work in retail and having to deal with the public.

      “Hey, Sierra,” Chase says with his famous grin.

      “Chase. Hi.” I blink, mind going to the lack of makeup and messy bun sitting like a rat’s nest on the top of my head. Wait, what? Why do I care? “What are you doing here?”

      He holds up a bag of takeout from The Mill House in one hand and a drink holder with two iced coffees in the other. “I finished The Fake Wife and need something else to read. And I figured you could use this.”

      He sets the coffees down on the counter. Still in a bit of shock, it takes me a few seconds to realize he got my usual.

      “That’s what you like, right? I can get something else if not.”

      “Yeah. It is. How…?”

      “You said you get coffee from Suzy’s Cafe almost daily. So I asked them what you get.”

      I stick a straw in my cup and bring it to my lips, closing my eyes as soon as the cold liquid hits my tongue. “French vanilla is my favorite. And I didn’t have time to get one this morning. Thank you, Chase.”

      Our eyes meet, and I get hit with the strangest feeling: I miss him, and he’s standing right in front of me.

      “And I don’t know about you, but after a night of drinking too much, junk food for some reason makes me feel better.” He gets a box of fries out of the bag, along with poppers and wings. A little plastic tub of cheese dip is inside the French fry box, taking place of the ketchup. “You said you like cheese.”

      “I do.” I bring my coffee to my lips and push books out of the way. The man brought me coffee and bar food. Why is it making me so emotional? “Thanks, Chase,” I say and realize that I’ve thanked him already. “Want to stay and help me eat this? It’s too much for me to eat on my own.”

      “I can do that. For the food.”

      I wave him around the counter and pull out another stool. He smells good and looks even better. His jeans and T-shirt cover up the scars but don’t hide the tattoos that decorate the skin on his arm.

      “Did you get much sleep?” I ask. “After I left, I mean.”

      “About four hours. Which is probably more than you, I’m guessing.”

      “I showered as soon as I got home and slept until about ten-thirty. I think I slept more than you did, but I still feel tired,” I say with a small smile and dip a fry into the warm cheese. “What about you?”

      “I’m okay,” he says. “I went for a run after we unloaded that truck, which helped. Though I wasn’t the one who drank enough to kill a whale last night.” He playfully nudges me with his elbow.

      “It wasn’t that much.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Don’t make me remind you of the threesome that almost happened.”

      “You just did.”

      He laughs and I shake my head, smiling. “Maybe I should say sorry for intervening. Those two looked like they’d be a good time.”

      I shudder and laugh. “Ew. No way.” The door opens again, and I turn to see Wyatt walking in. He smiles when he sees me.

      “Good afternoon, Sierra.” His eyes go to Chase and his face falls a bit. “And, uh, Chase, right?”

      “Right,” Chase says. “And you’re Wyatt, from the bank where my sister-in-law works.”

      “Isn’t she your half-sister-in-law? Josh is your half-brother, right?”

      I stare at Wyatt, wide-eyed, and then slowly turn my head to see Chase. He looks amused, not offended, and doesn’t bother responding. He grabs a fry and dips it in the cheese.

      “Are you looking for a book?” I ask Wyatt and wipe my hands.

      “Uh,” he starts, still staring at Chase. He wanted to offend him, and I have no idea why. Chase’s non-response is irritating Wyatt. “Yeah. I need to get my grandma something for her birthday. You remember her, don’t you, Sierra?”

      “Yeah,” I respond, giving Wyatt a look. I know most people in this town. Why is he acting so weird? “We just got some new cozy-mystery novels in this week. I ordered a few from indie authors too so she wouldn’t be able to get them just anywhere.”

      Wyatt leans in and gives me a forced smile. “It’s sweet you remember what she likes to read. I guess she made an impression on you like you did on her.”

      “She’s nice,” I say and walk to the display of new books right in front of the counter. “And she’s a regular customer.”

      “She talks about you, you know, and still brings up how nice it was to have you around the house.”

      “Aww, that’s nice. I always enjoyed talking to her. She had such an interesting past.” I grab the book and give it to Wyatt. “Make sure you tell her I said ‘happy birthday’ then.”

      “You can say it yourself. How ‘bout you come to her party tonight?”

      “Uh,” I start, mind blanking on a way to politely make up an excuse not to go. “Tonight isn’t good.” Each word comes out slowly, obviously a lie.

      “You got plans?”

      “Yeah. I do. I have a, uh, a thing…”

      “I’m taking her on a date,” Chase says, sitting up straight. He brushes salt off his fingers and meets my eye. “I have a very romantic evening planned for us. If Sierra didn’t go, I’d have to cancel the helicopter and I won’t get my deposit back.”

      How he says everything with such sincerity and a straight face, I’ll never know. I blink, look away from Chase and back to Wyatt. “Right. So, uh, sorry.”

      Wyatt nods, gives Chase a quick glare and then pays for the book and leaves. Standing behind the counter next to Chase, I turn, hands on my hips, and inspect him.

      “What?” he asks, taking another popper and putting it in his mouth.

      “I don’t know what I find more curious: the creativity of your lies or the ease at which you tell them.”

      He smiles, finishes chewing, and says, “Either way, that’s a compliment.”

      I shake my head. “A helicopter, really?”

      “Hey.” He holds up his hands defensively. “You seemed to enjoy the Mr. Grey vibe the first time we met.”

      “Christian Grey is pretty damn sexy,” I agree. “And thanks, but I really don’t need to be saved like that, you know.”

      “Oh, I know. We already established how well you handle yourself. You’d get out of the party, I’m sure, but he’d be back. That guy has a serious school-girl crush on you.”

      I shake my head and let out a breath. “I know. I was friends with his sister and went to prom with him when he was a senior and I was a sophomore but only because he had no one else to go with and underclassmen couldn’t go to prom unless a senior asked them. And I really wanted to go to prom. It was the classic Under the Sea theme that year.”

      “You used him for a theme night.”

      “I totally did. I’ve always had a girl-crush on Ariel.”

      Chase laughs and then slowly runs his eyes over me. “I should take you out tonight. You don’t want to get caught in a lie, do you?”

      I stare back at him and bite my lip. Part of me really does want to go out with him. He’s funny, confident, and so damn hot. There was a time in my life not that long ago where Lisa and I would gush over a man like Chase, admiring his fine physique from a distance. We could look, but not touch.

      I can touch.

      I’m single.

      I can touch whoever I want. Whenever I want. It shouldn’t feel wrong.

      Yet it does.

      “Sierra?” Chase asks softly and reaches out. His fingers sweep over my wrist, and the tenderness of his touch makes me want to melt into him. I crave the touch of a man, the way it feels to be wrapped in someone’s arms.

      “Sorry,” I say and bring my arms in and around myself. “Chase,” I start, only to let out my breath and shake my head. “When I said I wasn’t the kind of girl you’d want to date, it wasn’t a lame attempt to blow you off.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “The truth.”

      Chase’s eyes soften, and he gently curls his fingers around my wrist. “It’s okay,” he whispers, and it’s almost like he knows. I twist my arm in his grasp and slide my hand up, so my fingers intertwine with his.

      “Before this,” I start, feeling my chest tighten. “My boyfriend…Jake…” I say his name and the same pain that hurts my heart is reflected on Chase’s face. “He died.” Tears fill my eyes and my bottom lip begins to tremble. I pull my hand out of Chase’s grasp and turn. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Chase says and stands. His hands land on my shoulders, and he gingerly turns me around, pulling me close. “Don’t ever be sorry for feeling, Sierra. It’s what makes us human.” A tear rolls down my cheek and Chase brushes it away. “And don’t worry about going out tonight.”

      “I want to,” I whisper. “I find you interesting, Chase. I want to go out with you but it’s…it’s…” I let the words die in my throat. Because I don’t know what it is. Too soon? It’s been almost a year and a half, yet the hole in my heart is still fresh. The edges of the wound are still seeping blood. It’s thickening and beginning to scar, but the oozing hasn’t stopped, and I’m weak from blood loss.

      “Your heart was broken,” he fills in.

      “Yes. But it was because…because he died.”

      “I’m so sorry, Sierra.”

      “And that’s why you shouldn’t want to be with me. I have baggage.”

      “Everyone does,” he replies and slips his arms around me. I step into his embrace, soaking in the warmth of his touch. “There aren’t many people I’m willing to pick up the baggage for, but you’re one of them, Sierra. I don’t know why,” he confesses. “But there is something about you I’ve never seen before. And I want more of it. Go out with me tonight. Give me a chance.”

      I look up at Chase and see it. The momentary slip in his tough exterior. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it, and right now, I hope it’s not the last.

      “Okay.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Spill,” Lisa orders, leaning on the counter.

      “We close in five minutes, you know?”

      “I already locked the door.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      She shrugs. “But I did. Now fucking tell me everything! Wyatt came back all huffy saying you’re going on a date with Chase tonight.”

      “I am. Kind of.”

      Lisa leans back, waiting for me. “Don’t make me beat it out of you.”

      I look at the clock, decide we’re close enough to closing, and pull the cash drawer out of the register. “You know yesterday was Jake’s birthday.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Let’s just say I didn’t handle it too well. I was all emotional, and then got mad that Chase said he’d call and never did. So I went to The Mill House to yell at him, but ended up drinking too much, puking by the river, and passing out in Chase’s bed.”

      Lisa’s jaw drops. “Are you being serious?”

      “I am. And no, nothing happened, sorry to disappoint you. He was the perfect gentleman last night. But this morning…” I wiggle my eyebrows, teasing Lisa. “Nothing happened this morning. I thought he was going to kiss me, but then his brother came over because they had a delivery at the bar, so whatever vibe we felt was over.” I pull out a handful of pennies and start counting.

      “Do you want him to kiss you?” Lisa asks after I counted and sorted.

      “I think so.”

      Lisa waits until I count the rest of the change. “That still doesn’t explain why Wyatt says you are going out with Chase tonight.”

      “He brought me food and coffee this afternoon and stayed to eat with me. Wyatt asked me to go to his grandma’s birthday and you know I’m terrible with excuses, so Chase said I can’t go because I’m going out with him.” I shake my head. “He really is irritating. It’s like he thinks I can’t take care of myself. Socially, I mean. He probably thinks I’m socially awkward.”

      “You are socially awkward.”

      I give her a look. “I’m usually better at hiding it.”

      “So you’re not actually going out with him tonight?”

      I quickly count the dollar bills. “I am. I think. Maybe. I shouldn’t.” I bite my lip and look up. Lisa is hopeful, and I remember her words all too well about how hard it is to be my friend. “How was the concert?”

      “Fucking amazing, but don’t change the subject. Go out with him. Try to have fun. You’re not doing anything wrong.”

      I blink away tears. “I feel like I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to go out with Chase. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to him.”

      “That makes me so happy to hear. I want you to be happy, Si. And I know you’re a relationship person. You like being with someone.”

      “I do.”

      “Now to discuss the important stuff: what are you wearing and where are you going?”

      “I don’t know. He’s going to pick me up around seven-thirty or whenever he’s done helping his brother get through the dinner rush at The Mill House. We’ll figure something out. There is the tractor-pull tonight.”

      “The tractor-pull is a step above the school bus derby at least.” Lisa rolls her eyes. “Nothing says romance like the smell of exhaust.”

      “I’m joking, Lisa. But I could give him a tour of Summer Hill: Civil War Edition.”

      “I honestly don’t know if you’re joking about that. I know you like the walking tour of the town enough to go every year.”

      “I think it’s cool that a lot of the buildings built in the late 1800s are still here. And it’s important to know the history around you.”

      “You’re such a nerd.”

      I hold my hand up. “Mutant and proud.”

      Lisa pushes off the counter and untucks her blouse. Dressing office-casual like that every day would drive me nuts. “Have fun tonight,” she starts. “And text me with updates. Rob’s working tonight so I’ll be home being bored and need some excitement.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”
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* * *

      Water drips from my hair, splashing onto the hardwood floor. Panicked, I grab my robe, throw it on, and pad to the front door. It’s only half-past five, and someone is knocking on the door. Chase isn’t two hours early, is he?

      “Oh, Mom, it’s just you,” I say when I open the door.

      “Just me? Do I need to remind you of the seventeen hours of labor I went through for you?”

      “You do all the time.” I step aside and let Mom in, shutting the door behind her. “And hi, Mom.”

      She gives me a hug, surreptitiously eyeing the house behind me. “You cleaned. Everything looks great, honey. And that smell…is that lemongrass?”

      I nod. “My favorite scent. I got a new diffuser too.” I motion to the oil diffuser on the end table next to my couch. “The colors change and make shadows that look like a creepy forest at night.”

      Mom pulls me in for another hug and plants a kiss on my forehead. “It’s so you, Sierra.”

      “Not that I’m not happy to see you, Mom, but what are you doing here?”

      “You didn’t come home last night.” She holds up her hand so I don’t interrupt. “Which is fine because you’re an adult and I said I wouldn’t keep tabs on you anymore, but I wanted to check in before your father and I head out.”

      Between my siblings and I, I was always granted the most freedom. Which was directly related to the fact that I wasn’t interested in the normal teenage rebellion type of things like my brother and sister. Sam went out drinking with friends because that’s the normal thing to do and Scott was rebellious just to cause trouble.

      My house is about a mile behind my parent’s mansion. They can’t see into the house or anything but can tell when the lights are on or off. Neither paid much attention to my whereabouts before, but since Jake passed, Mom’s been more attentive.

      “Head out?” I echo.

      “We’re going to Indiana to discuss purchasing the windmill farm.”

      “Oh, right.” I shake my head. “I remember now. Is Gran going with?”

      “Of course. There is no slowing that woman down. I hope you inherited her longevity.”

      “Me too. And I’ll keep an eye on the house. Do you need me to feed Marley?”

      “I was just going to ask. I left instructions out in case you need them.”

      I consider hassling Mom over it, since they’ve had that parrot since I was a kid, but I’m the same way with my cats. “Okay. I’ll hang out with him too.”

      “Oh, good. Thank you. He does get lonely. Are you and Lisa going out? It looks like you were in the middle of getting ready.”

      “I was, but I’m not going out with Lisa. I’m going on a date.”

      Mom doesn’t say anything. Her blue eyes widen so much I can almost see myself reflected back in them. Her lips—which are full thanks to lip injections—begin to slowly part yet she still doesn’t speak.

      “Mom?” I ask. Is she horrified I’m going out? Thinks it’s too soon?

      “Oh, Sierra.” She throws her arms around me. “You have no idea how happy this makes me.” She squeezes me tight and leans back. “Your father and I have been so worried. We didn’t want you to give up on having a love life.”

      “There’s no love…” I start, feeling awkward. “It’s just a date.”

      “It’s a starting point, and one I’ve been waiting for.”

      “You don’t think it’s too soon?”

      Mom takes my hands in hers. “Only if you feel like it is. There is no right or wrong time when it comes to things like this. Who are you going out with?” She shakes her head, knowing it’s impossible for her to not judge whoever I name. “It doesn’t matter. Have fun tonight.”

      “I will,” I say with a smile, but feel empty inside. “Safe travels, Mom. When are you leaving?”

      “As soon as your father gets in, we’re heading to the airport. We’ll be back Monday evening. I switched you to be the emergency contact for the house this weekend with the security company, too.” She hugs me again. “It’s good to have you back, baby.”
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      “I got it from here,” Josh tells me. “You can go.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. A lot of the regulars are at the tractor pull tonight, so it’ll be slow, even for a Friday.”

      “You say that like it’s not one of the most redneck things you go to,” I say with a laugh.

      “Don’t judge it ‘till you go. They’re fun.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” I change out a few bottles of booze that are running low and clear off one more table before heading out.

      “Chase,” someone calls right as I get to the door. “Wait up.”

      Lisa, Sierra’s cousin, is hurrying over. She’s here alone and put in an order for takeout minutes ago.

      “Hey, Lisa. Do you need something else?”

      “Just to talk to you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Sierra told me what you did. She never would have gotten out of that party tonight if you hadn’t helped, but don’t tell her I said that. So, thanks for looking out for her. Again.”

      “I like looking out for her.” And looking at her, but I don’t say that out loud.

      “And she said you guys are hanging out tonight. Did she tell you about her previous boyfriend?”

      I nod. “She did.”

      “That’s a relief. And she’ll kill me for telling you, but she’s looking forward to tonight, even though she’s feeling a lot of guilt for moving on.”

      I find myself nodding again, trying to separate in my mind what Sierra’s told me versus what I’ve learned about her from the voicemails. Fuck. It’s blurring together. My lack of response causes Lisa to look at me funny.

      “I hope you guys have a good night,” she says. “And just remember our family owns a lot of farmland and equipment that can rip you to shreds and scatter the pieces across multiple fields, never to be found again.”

      “I will keep that in mind. Sierra’s lucky to have a friend like you.”

      “She is.” She smiles and goes back to the counter to get her food. I leave the bar, go upstairs to shower, and head to Sierra’s. Before I start my car, I find myself staring at my phone, voicemail pulled up. It’s like I’m possessed, doing something I know will cause harm.

      I have no control.

      I press play on the next message.

      “I told my therapist that I still call you,” Sierra says. “And she said I need to stop. Calling and acting like you’re still alive won’t allow me to move on, she said. I’m not ready to move on yet and I don’t know why everyone acts like that’s a bad thing.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear to look at the date of the next voicemail. A month and a half goes by before she leaves another, and everything inside me tells me not to listen.

      So I don’t. I toss the phone onto the passenger seat and start the car, and roll out of the parking lot. The engine revs and I pass a slow truck, crossing over a double yellow line. Oh well. Really, I should be more careful. I have a record, one with a recent arrest. If I get an unforgiving cop having a bad day, a simple speeding ticket could set me back more than a few hundred bucks.

      Sierra’s house isn’t far from the bar and I’m there in less than fifteen minutes. If I’d gone the speed limit, it might have taken longer than that though, to be fair. Her house is off a private drive, and I pass by the large antebellum-style plantation house on the way. The driveway to Sierra’s little brick house is gravel, unlike the stone-paved path that leads to the Belmont family mansion.

      Being born into a family with money is unfathomable. Being born into one with money and history blows my mind. Since internet stalking Sierra’s ex wasn’t creepy enough, I went and looked up her family history as well.

      If it weren’t for the Belmonts—the first Belmonts, that is—Summer Hill wouldn’t be here. They were the first to settle in this area, and though their establishment in the south was thanks to the slave trade, later Belmonts turned into abolitionists. The original farmhouse that Sierra resides in is rumored to have been part of the Underground Railroad, or so Wikipedia says.

      I park next to Sierra’s BMW and get out, taking a minute to soak in what I can before going to her door. I know she has cats, likes to be outside and wants to start a garden—or at least she did at the time when she left that message. I have to push all that aside and pretend I don’t know anything else about her.

      This old house is over a hundred years old and has gone through a series of renovations. The yard is neat but not professionally landscaped like the large white house. Light from the sinking sun reflects off crystals and gems hanging from the trees around the front, and what looks like sea glass is scattered amongst the rocks on either side of the sidewalk leading to the covered front porch.

      Planters full of dried and dead plants hang in planter-boxes from the wooden rails of that very porch, long forgotten, but at one time loved. The boxes are hand-painted in bright colors, matching the pillows on the wicker lounge chairs on the porch. Wind chimes and old, metal and glass lanterns hang above them, swaying slightly in the thick, summer air.

      I count three birdhouses and even more bird feeders hanging from the trees on my way to her front door. A miniature fairy garden is set up in the weed-filled stone circle around a large Angel Oak. I pause, lifting my head to see the full length of its twisted branches. More crystals and a wind chime made from antique spoons hang, looking out of place yet perfectly at home at the same time.

      Is this part of why people around here think Sierra is weird? The eclectic style of the front yard is welcoming to me, though it’s hard to narrow down exactly why. Conforming to social norms and doing what you think you should do has never been my strong suit. I have a love/hate relationship with my inability to give a shit about what others think. Finding someone else who marches to the beat of their own drum is incredibly satisfying.

      An old carriage lantern hangs by her front door in place of a porch light. My heart skips a beat when I knock on Sierra’s door. I’m never nervous around women. No one has ever mattered before. Not like Sierra.

      It only takes a few seconds for her to answer the door. The sight of her takes my breath away. She’s wearing a pink dress with her hair down around her pretty face. A gray and black tabby cat is nestled in her arms, sleepily blinking at me.

      “Hey,” she says and steps aside, welcoming me in, and then closes the door.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      Sierra bites her lip and looks down at the cat. “This is Tinkerbell.”

      Right. Tinkerbell and Dolly are her cats. I remember that from her messages. “Oh, uh, hi Tinkerbell. She’s a good-looking cat.”

      “Thanks. I think so, of course. But I’m biased. My other cat is super pretty too, but she’s not very friendly. She’s already hiding, but don’t take it personally. She only likes to be around people when she decides it’s okay. I can’t even pet her half the time.”

      I nod, looking into Sierra’s eyes. She blinks and looks away, shaking her head.

      “Sorry. I’m nervous and rambling,” she says.

      “Don’t be nervous.” Sierra gives me a half-smile. “No pressure tonight, remember?”

      “I remember.” She walks away from the front door, going into the living room. Her house is neat, smells amazing, and is decorated in a similar fashion to the front yard. While her walls are painted a light grey, splashes of color pop almost everywhere I look.

      “So, what do you want to do tonight?” she asks and sits on the couch. Tinkerbell lazily moves from her arms, stretching and then settling on the arm of the couch next to Sierra.

      “Whatever you want to do.” Seeing she’s barefoot, I take my shoes off and join her on the couch. “Did you eat yet?”

      “I ate half a bag of shredded cheese,” she says and then laughs. I’m laughing right along with her. “I eat when I’m nervous.”

      I lick my lips and lean in. “Do I make you nervous?”

      Sierra inhales, making her large breasts rise under her dress. God, she’s gorgeous. “Yes.”

      I could push her, have fun with it, and make her squirm. But I don’t. Because Sierra is different. So much different. Instead, I take her hand in mine, running my thumb over the smooth skin on the inside of her wrist.

      “Don’t be nervous.”

      She nods quickly and pushes her hair behind her ear.

      “Did you make those dessert-ish things yet?”

      “I actually just finished a batch before you got here. I made the dough this morning with the intention of bringing you some at the bar if you were working. The dough has to chill for a while,” she explains and gets up, leading me into her kitchen. “I stuck them in the oven to keep them warm.”

      “Is that what smells so good in here?”

      “It might be part of it. I put lemongrass oil into the diffuser. It’s my favorite scent. It has a nice, subtle sweetness to it, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah,” I agree, not really knowing what else to say, which is rather unlike me, but there’s something about Sierra’s place that’s welcoming…and so homey. I’ve never felt this before, and I’ve only been here for a few minutes. I don’t even want to think about how fucked up that is. “It is nice.”

      “Do you want anything to drink?” She opens the oven and pulls out a tray of square pastries. “I have wine, but I think I’m going to forgo alcohol tonight, for obvious reasons.”

      I chuckle. “I’ll skip it with you.”

      She pours two glasses of lemonade and sits next to me at the kitchen table, serving the beignets.

      “These are really good,” I say, after taking a bite. “I’m impressed with your baking skills.”

      She waves her hand in the air. “These are easy. My grandma is an amazing cook. She actually grew up really poor and her own mother had to improvise a lot in order to feed her family. She taught us the best of her recipes.”

      “So, she wasn’t born a Belmont?” I ask and take another bite. “I might have looked up your family history on the internet,” I confess. “I find that kind of stuff fascinating.”

      Sierra smiles. “I do too, which is why I live here instead of a new house like my sister. Houses like this don’t do well when left empty. And no, my grandma wasn’t. She married into the Belmonts but it was because of her my grandfather started doing business with one of those big food chains. It’s an interesting tale. I like hearing her talk about it as lame as that sounds.”

      “It’s not lame at all. But what might be lame is that I’m really curious if this house was actually part of the Underground Railroad or not.”

      Sierra beams. “There’s no actual proof, but we think so because of this weird space upstairs with a hidden door. Want to see it?”

      “Hell yes.”

      She brushes powdered sugar from her fingers, takes a drink, and gets up. Excitement gleams in her emerald eyes as she leads me up a narrow staircase.

      “A historian came out and evaluated the weird little room not that long ago,” she explains. “And she couldn’t come up with a logical explanation for it, which is why we think it was used to hide slaves trying to escape to freedom. And one of my ancestors was hanged for helping slaves run away, so it fits the history.”

      There are two rooms upstairs. One is set up as a guest room and the other has bookshelves along the entire perimeter. A yoga mat and exercise ball are the only furniture. We go into that room and I can’t help but admire all of Sierra’s books as we pass through. She takes me to what I presume to be a closet, turns on a light, and pushes clothes out of the way. She pushes on a piece of old paneling, moving it to the side to reveal a small door.

      “You’re not claustrophobic, are you?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. Because you have to do a bit of crawling.” She drops to her knees and grabs a flashlight that’s stashed right inside the little trap door. She’s wearing a short dress and her ass is in my face as we move through a narrow crawlspace that follows the roofline of this old house. It’s weird to get turned on in a place like this, I know, but I can’t help it. Sierra is too fucking good-looking to begin with. Pair that with her interest in history, and I want to fuck her right here in this hidden room.

      “We’re behind the other room now,” she tells me as she stands, shining the light around. The roofline angles down on one side, and exposed beams and insulation surround us. The room looks like an old attic and is only a few feet wide. “There was a cot in here, right up against that wall.” She shines the light on the wall opposite us. “But it was full of mice so it had to be taken out. And there was another door leading from the crawlspace to here, but it wasn’t in good shape either. Some of the boards had to be replaced, and obviously the little squares of carpet were added. I got splinters enough times crawling through here that I lined it to save my knees.”

      “Do you hang out in here often?”

      “No. It’s hot as hell, as you can tell. But sometimes I come here and just think about who stayed here, praying not to be caught and for a better life. Gives me perspective,” she adds quietly.

      I step forward and the boards creak beneath my feet. Pictures are carved into one of the wooden beams, along with the name ‘Ester.’ “It’s amazing this has survived.”

      “It is. There was an old lantern and a schoolbook with notes written in it under the bed. The book is super fragile, but can still be flipped through. And the lantern is on my coffee table. I like lanterns.”

      “I noticed,” I say with a smile.

      Sierra inhales and gathers her hair in her hand, pulling it off her neck. “Want to get out of here? The heat gets to you fast, which makes me feel like a baby when I think about people staying here for days.”

      “I am very grateful for whoever invented air conditioning.”

      “Me too,” Sierra says and goes back through the crawlspace.

      “Do you do yoga?” I ask, mind going into the gutter on its own accord as I imagine Sierra in various poses.

      “I used to. And speaking of air conditioning, the upstairs only recently had the ductwork done to get central air up here. It was too hot most of the time before.” She closes the closet door and her eyes go to a photo on her bookshelf.

      It’s of her and Jake.

      “I was trying to do most of the renovations myself,” she goes on. “So I could only do a bit at a time since, you know, it’s super expensive to update old houses. But my parents thought it would be a good distraction, I guess, and paid for everything up here to be updated so I could decorate. I like decorating.”

      “A distraction?” I ask, though I already know what she’s talking about.

      She looks away from the photo. “After Jake died, I stopped doing pretty much everything I used to do.” Slowly, she shakes her head. “It hurt. A lot. And instead of feeling it, I shut down. It’s easier to feel nothing, after all.” She blinks and flicks her gaze to me. “I don’t know why I just told you that. I’ve never told anyone that before. If you want to rethink the whole basket case thing, I don’t blame you.”

      I close the distance between us and take her hand. “I don’t think you’re a basket case, Sierra. You do what you have to do to guard your heart. Life is hard. Sometimes the best you can do is survive.”

      Her long lashes come together as she closes her eyes in a long blink. “Why do I get the feeling you’re speaking from personal experience?”

      “Because I am.”

      I slide my fingers up her arm and over her shoulder. Sierra closes her eyes and leans in. With my other hand, I reach behind her, putting my hand on the small of her back, and bring her in so her hips are against mine. Sierra brings her arm up and rests her hand on my chest, feeling my heartbeat.

      I want to kiss her.

      I want to taste her.

      Feel her.

      Love her.

      “Chase,” she whispers, tipping her head up.

      “Sierra,” I whisper back, moving her hair over her shoulder. I press my forehead against hers, getting more and more turned on from her touch as each second passes by. She curls her fingers in, bunching my shirt beneath her grasp. I run my fingers along the skin on her back, exposed from the backless dress.

      She shuffles closer, taking her other hand and setting it on my waist. Desire comes over me like a wave crashing on the shore and I lose the shred of self-control I was holding onto.

      I put my lips to Sierra’s, gently cupping her face. She hesitates for a second and then she kisses me back.

      And neither one of us can stop.

      Sierra’s arms wrap around me, holding me as close as she can. I kiss her hard, hands moving down to the hem of her dress. I pull it up, and then take hold of her legs, lifting her up and pressing her against a bookshelf. Sierra wraps her legs around me and moves her lips from mine to my neck. She sucks on my skin and rakes her fingers through my hair.

      I move one of the straps of her dress off her shoulders, watching as the fabric slides down, and cup her breast in my hand. My cock hardens against her, and Sierra lets out a moan as she feels it, pushing her core against me.

      I press her harder against the shelf, using one hand to bunch up her dress. She widens her legs and throws her head back as I kiss her neck. The shelf wobbles and books fall around us, but that doesn’t stop us.

      I’ve never wanted someone more than I want Sierra at this moment. I want to make her feel because it makes me feel, and for once, nothing hurts. Everything feels right.

      She reaches down, trying to undo my pants. I slip both hands around her legs and move so she can undo my belt, sliding it out of the loops and dropping it on the floor. She takes my lip between her teeth as she pops the button on my pants. Her fingers are just inches away from my dick, and I push her against the shelf again in order to reposition us.

      A picture frame comes crashing down, glass shattering as it hits the shelf below, and then crashes onto the floor. Sierra tenses and turns her head away.

      Shit.

      The photo that fell was the picture of her with Jake that I saw just minutes ago. I look down at the floor. Broken glass lies in shards around my feet, and Jake and Sierra’s smiling faces stare up at us. Jaw tense, I move my gaze back to Sierra’s. Her green eyes are wide with horror.

      And then she laughs.

      “Sorry,” she says. “It’s not funny at all. I don’t know why I’m laughing. It’s just…you’re the first person I’ve kissed since Jake died and his photo falls from the shelf and cuts me.”

      “You got cut?”

      “I think so. I felt something fly up and hit me when the glass shattered.” She inhales and looks over my shoulder at her foot. Her legs are still around me and I don’t want to let go.

      “Yep. I’m bleeding.”

      There’s no panic in her voice, no sign that she’s in really any pain at all, yet knowing that she got cut upsets me more than I thought it would. I tighten my grip on her, look down at the broken glass. Carefully stepping over it, I move to the rainbow-colored carpet in the middle of the room and gently set Sierra down. Her eyes are on the broken photo frame and a tear rolls down her cheek.

      “Sorry,” she says and quickly wipes it away.

      “Don’t be,” I whisper, crouching down next to her so I can look at the jagged cut on her ankle. The ache in my heart turns to anger. This isn’t how things were supposed to turn out. The Mystery Woman was supposed to find happiness again. She wasn’t supposed to struggle and hurt for this long.

      “It doesn’t look that deep,” I go on, gently wiping away a bead of blood with my fingertip. “I’ll clean it for you and make sure there’s no glass inside the wound.”

      She nods, still looking at the broken frame. I stand and reach out to her to help her to her feet. “Thank you, Chase.”

      “Do you have a first aid kit and tweezers?”

      Her eyes widen and her nostrils flare. “I do, but I don’t like the sound of this. Won’t it just work its way out on its own?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe the skin will grow over it and you’ll have an infected piece of glass inside your body.”

      “I’ve had worse things inside me.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Really now?”

      She quickly shakes her head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Sure,” I say with a smirk. I help her to her feet and follow her into the kitchen. I get her first aid kit from under the counter and wash the cut, then give Sierra an ice cube to hold on the wound for a minute before I go in with the tweezers and pick out the shard of glass.

      “Have you done this before?” she asks, looking away as I gently pull her torn flesh apart.

      “A few times. Though never from a broken picture frame.”

      I can feel her eyes on me, and I know she’s curious. “Got it,” I say, holding up the tweezers. A tiny piece of bloody glass is between them. I put it on a napkin, and then clean up the cut and put a bandage over it. “Good as new.”

      “Thank you, Chase. There’s no way I could have done that myself. I don’t mind blood or guts or anything, but digging glass out of my own skin is a giant nope.”

      “It’s harder to do that kind of stuff to yourself. Pain makes most people hesitate, and it can be hard to inflict pain on yourself, even when necessary.”

      “Most people,” she echoes, looking at me as if she can see the darkness within. “But not you?”

      I shrug. “I learned a long time ago that you should do what needs to be done.” My hands are still on Sierra’s smooth leg.

      “I should clean up the glass,” she says but doesn’t move her leg off my lap. “The cats might walk in it. And picking glass out of their paws won’t be this easy.”

      I go with her, helping her sweep up the mess. She puts it in a bag, and we go outside to put it in her recycling bin. She turns to go back inside, and I hesitate. I’m not good with feelings. Being sensitive has never been my thing. The whole situation with being the first man Sierra’s been with since her boyfriend died…yeah…I have no fucking clue how to handle it.

      But I do know that no matter what, I want to make Sierra happy.

      “I can go if you want me to.”

      Her lips part, eyes mirroring the desperation I feel inside. “I don’t want you to.”

      “Then I’ll stay.” Stepping forward, I take Sierra in my arms. She rests her head against my chest.

      “Okay,” she says softly, staying wrapped in my arms. The night is alive and a half-moon shines in the sky, dotted with sparkling stars. It’s quiet. It’s peaceful. It almost feels like home.

      “Is that the river?” I ask, turning my head and looking at the trees behind her house.

      “Yeah.” She twists and follows my gaze. “The same one that goes by your place. We’re not that far apart, actually. If the road went straight from my house to yours, it would only take a few minutes to get to you.”

      “I’d like that.” I inch my fingers along the silky fabric of her dress. “Josh tried to convince me that was the Mississippi River when I was a kid. I believed him.”

      That brings a smile to Sierra’s face. “I told my cousin the same thing. My family on my mom’s side is from Connecticut. They hate coming here. My cousins are all stuck-up and judgmental. It was fun making them feel stupid. Which makes me sound awful, doesn’t it?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. Because they are awful. Trust me.”

      “I’ve been running the deer paths along the river. I kind of ended up behind your parents’ barn. I didn’t realize it ran by your house before.”

      “When Lisa and I were kids, we’d follow the river and see where we’d end up. Funny story, actually, the first time we made it all the way to The Mill House, your dad was there. I, uh, was always kind of scared of him. And that’s not a funny story at all. God, I’m awkward.”

      I laugh and put my hands on her waist, well aware of my inability to stop touching her. “He kind of scared me too when I was a kid. Well, the few times I even saw him.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “So, you’ve been to Summer Hill before.”

      “Yeah, but the last time was ten years ago when I was fifteen.”

      “I would have been thirteen then. Were you here long?”

      “No. I came with my mom, who tried to drop me off with my dad for the summer so she could run off to Cabo with her then-boyfriend. I was here for a week before I left.”

      Sierra wraps her arms around my shoulders, stepping in close. My cock starts to harden again from the innocent gesture. She affects me on every level.

      She’s dangerous.

      “You just left?”

      “Yeah. I went home. I had friends there and bounced around for a few weeks until she came back. She didn’t even realize I was back early. I still think if I hadn’t come home on my own, she’d have never come back for me.” I let out a breath. I’ve never opened up like this about my past to anyone before. “But hey, it all worked out.”

      She slowly moves her head back and forth, about to say something when a strangled screech comes from the woods.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Most likely a coyote. Though there have been rumors about chupacabras.”

      “You have coyotes and mountain lions here?”

      The soft breeze blows Sierra’s silky hair around her face. “There hasn’t been a confirmed mountain lion sighting in years, but some of the farmers swear that’s what’s attacking their cattle.”

      The same high-pitched howl echoes off the house again.

      “It’s kind of creepy, especially if it’s not a coyote,” she admits. “Want to come in?”

      “Yeah, I’ve never faced a chupacabra before.”

      “Me neither and I don’t feel like it tonight. I have no weapons.”

      I take her hand and follow her back inside. She shuts and locks the door behind us.

      “What do you want to do?” she asks, and I can feel her discomfort.

      I want to kiss her again, feel her breasts crush against me and push her up against the wall. I push my desire to the side. For her sake.

      “I don’t care,” I start, and then spot a book laying on her coffee table. “Is that Unbroken?”

      Sierra picks up the book. “Yeah. Perks of working in a bookstore. I get early copies. Have you read the others in the series?”

      “Yeah. I actually preordered that one on my Kindle.”

      Lust fills Sierra’s eyes for a moment. Her cheeks flush and her lips part. She glides over, fingers clutching the book. Then she shakes her head, and the want is gone. “It’s a good series. Emma Stark is a crazy good writer.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “The first movie was pretty good too.”

      She hands me the book and we sit on the couch, discussing the similarities between the book and the movie. The air conditioner kicks on and Sierra shivers. I reach for a folded blanket on the arm of the couch and spread it out over her. She yawns and rests her head against my shoulder.

      Remembering that she woke up hungover and is running on little sleep, I hook my arm around her and open the book.

      “It’s signed?”

      “Yeah, so don’t crack the spine,” she says with a smile. “You can read it if you want.” Her smile disappears. “Sorry I’m boring and lame. This is the worst date, I know.”

      I kiss her forehead. “I’ve had worse.”
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      “Sierra.”

      Someone nudges my arm and says my name again. I think. Maybe? Or am I dreaming. I’m tired and don’t want to get up. I’m warm and comfy laying on the couch with Chase’s body spooned around mine.

      My eyes fly open.

      Chase is with me.

      I’m nuzzled up next to him, with my ass pressed firmly against his cock.

      And it feels good.

      “Sierra,” he says again, reaching over me and picking my phone up from the coffee table. “An alert for your security system just went off.”

      “Huh? I don’t…I didn’t hear…” I blink and slowly push up. My brain is all hazy with sleep. I take the phone from him and squint in the dark. It wasn’t dark when I fell asleep. Chase sat with me, gently running his hand through my hair as he read. Falling asleep while he read probably made this the most boring first date in the history of dates, but there was something so nice about it. So comfortable.

      I want to do it again.

      I want this to be a routine.

      I want more of Chase Henson.

      “It’s my parents’ house.” I unlock my phone to see what’s going on. “They’re out of town and set it up for me to get the alerts. It’s probably just Marley setting off the motion detectors again. He does that a lot at night.”

      “Marley? Is he the family ghost or something?”

      I raise an eyebrow and look away from my phone at Chase. “He’s a parrot. The ghost is too sophisticated to set off the alarm. Plus, it stays in the attic.”

      “You really have a ghost in the—never mind. So everything is okay over there?”

      “Probably,” I say, seeing the cause of the alarm. “The motion sensor in the sunroom picked something up, and that’s where his cage is. He either threw something out of his cage or he got—shit.”

      My phone buzzes in my hand and I reluctantly answer, talking to the person from the alarm system company. I give them the proper passwords and things seem okay, and then I tell them not to alert my parents—the homeowners—because they are out of town. Suddenly, I lose my credibility and the cops are on their way.

      I rub my forehead and look at Chase. I don’t have a chance to say it before he disagrees.

      “You’re still not a basket case.”

      “That’s debatable,” I mumble and get up, missing the feel of his body against mine immediately. “I’m a boring, lame, basket case.”

      “At least you’re good-looking,” he jokes. “Do you have to go to the house?”

      “Yeah. I should check if Marley got out or not anyway.”

      “Let me come with. In case it’s not the bird and it’s something else. Those chupacabras can be rather unpredictable, you know.”

      “Ah, right. I do need a big, strong man to protect me.”

      Chase is behind me, arms wrapping around my waist. I melt against him, eyes closing. I want to go back to the couch, but this time, instead of him being next to me, I want him on me. Kissing me. Touching me. Pushing inside me.

      His lips brush the skin on my neck, and my body reacts. Goose bumps break out along my flesh, and heat bubbles in my stomach, spreading down between my legs. I twist in his arms and he kisses me. Hard. Desire explodes inside me and his lips against mine aren’t enough. I grab the hem of his shirt and yank it up. Chase raises his arms, letting the shirt slip off easily.

      We melt into each other again. Chase gathers my hair in his hand and pulls it to the side, mouth going to my neck. He sucks and kisses, and a moan escapes my lips. My hands explore his back, feeling every pound of muscle beneath my fingers.

      And then I feel something else. A little mound of scar tissue and I remember the mark I saw on his back this morning. I run my finger over it, distantly wondering what happened, but more focused on what’s currently happening.

      Yearning.

      Warmth.

      A growing need to feel every single hard inch of this man.

      We fall back onto the couch, with Chase on top of me. I widen my legs, welcoming him in between. Want swells inside of me, turning desperate with each kiss Chase gives. He sits up, tearing his mouth away from mine, and gathers my dress up around my waist. And then he stops.

      “I see flashing lights,” he pants. “Through the trees.”

      “Crap. The cops are almost here then.” I put my hands on his chest, admiring the tattoos. “I lost track of time.”

      “Yeah, it did kind of slip away.”

      He’s still on top of me. I’m still tracing the black lines of his tattoos, following the curves of a sun that’s inked onto his flesh. I slide my hands up and over his shoulders, bringing him back down to me. “We should go.”

      “Yeah,” he whispers, putting his lips to mine. “We should.”

      I’m lying down, but the world is spinning around me. I’ve never felt like this before. So damn attracted to someone. Hardly able to control myself. Desperate for more.

      In the first time in over a year, I’m feeling something other than numbness and pain. I’m alive again, and living feels good.

      Having more control than me, Chase gets up and picks his shirt up off the floor, turning it right-side out and putting it on. I smooth out my dress, fish my keys from my purse, and put my shoes on. We get into my car and speed down the gravel drive, coming to a stop just in time for the police to turn off the private road and onto my parents’ driveway.

      Chase and I wait by the front door. The police car stops and I recognize Rob before he’s fully out of the car.

      “Hey, Sierra,” he says, eyes going to Chase. Trying to suppress a smile, he gives me a small nod of approval and comes around the car. His partner, a younger man whose name escapes me, stands outside the car, looking at my parents’ house in awe. It is impressive when seeing it up close for the first time. I take the ostentatious curb appeal for granted. It’s just home to me.

      “Did the security people talk to you?” I ask, turning to unlock the door.

      “Yeah. They said a motion sensor picked up movement. Is it Marley again?”

      “I think so.” I open the door and step in, sliding my hand up and down the wall to find the switch for the chandelier that hangs above us in the two-story foyer. “Come on in and have a look. None of the other motion sensors picked up anything, so it has to be Marley or someone’s been hiding in the sunroom for hours and finally decided to get up and stretch their legs.”

      Rob laughs. “That sounds like the most likely cause.”

      “I knew it.” I shut the door and take my shoes off out of habit. My mom would throw a fit seeing Rob and his partner walk into the foyer with their shoes on, but I’m not asking them to take them off. Chase, however, sees me take mine off and follows suit.

      “Holy shit,” Rob’s partner mumbles, running his eyes up the sweeping staircase. I lead the way to the sunroom in the back of the house, turning on lights as I go.

      “Marley?” I call, pausing in the threshold in the sunroom. His cage is open, and the extra clips my mom put on to keep him in, lay in pieces on the ground. “That bird is too smart for his own good.” I shake my head. “Well, we know who the culprit is. Unless the person who’s been hiding in here also took Marley with them. Which seems unlikely. So you guys can go.”

      “You need help finding the bird?” Rob asks.

      “Nah, he’ll turn up, but thanks.” I walk Rob and his partner out, closing the door behind them.

      “How the hell are you going to find a bird in this big house?” Chase asks, eyeing the large foyer.

      “Marley is an African Grey. He’s pretty big and if he’s not already in the kitchen trying to get into the pantry, I’ll make popcorn.”

      “Popcorn?”

      “He’s obsessed. But he can only have like one or two pieces at a time because it’s not good for him.”

      We go back through the house and into the kitchen. Marley is sitting on the lip of the fruit bowl, working on an apple. He looks up when he sees us, ruffling his feather.

      “Dead men. Dead men,” he squawks.

      Chase looks at me, eyebrows pinched. “Did he just say what I think he said?”

      “Yeah. I tried to teach him to say ‘dead men tell no tales’ from Pirates of the Caribbean but it was too long of a phrase. So now he just says ‘dead men’ when he sees me.”

      Amused, Chase shakes his head. “That’s not creepy at all.”

      I go to the counter, holding out my arm. Marley takes another chunk out of the apple and lands on my arm, walking up to my shoulder. He rubs his beak—sticky with apple juice—on my face. I gently stroke his feathers and grab his half-eaten apple.

      “Come on, mister,” I say and turn. “It’s bedtime.” I put Marley back in his cage, give him the apple, and shut the sunroom doors. “I can disable that sensor,” I tell Chase, pointing to the little detector on the ceiling. “So if he gets out again, he’ll be confined to this room and won’t set off the alarm again.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Thanks for coming with me.”

      “Sierra, you can stop thanking me.”

      “Okay.” I smile like I do when I’m nervous, becoming suddenly aware of every sensation in my body. We head out after I close up the house, and the whole time I’m mentally going over what I should say to Chase because I know he’s going to ask me if I want him to stay.

      I do.

      I miss having someone next to me. I miss waking up with strong arms wrapped around me. I like not being alone. Saying that out loud will come off lame. Pathetic maybe. Part of me nags away, demanding I just come out and say it.

      We get into my car and I haven’t said a word.

      I drive as slow as I can, trying to muster up the courage.

      I say nothing.

      The car comes to a stop in my driveway. I look at the time before I shut it off. It’s three twenty-one in the morning. Three. Two. One. I can do this. I close my eyes.

      “I guess I’ll head out,” Chase says.

      Three. Two. One.

      I open my eyes, looking right at Chase. Moonlight dances across his handsome face, casting shadows on his stubble-covered jaw. I remember the texture of his scar under my finger, the way he felt pressed up against me.

      Three…two…one. “Stay.”

      His hazel eyes lighten. “Okay.”

      He takes my hand as we walk to the front door, but he pauses before we go inside. Sure he’s going to tell me he changed his mind, that he’d rather go home and do anything else than sit around being bored with me, I yank my hand from his, closing off my heart before the hurt has a chance to hit.

      “I like that most houses here have porches,” he says quietly. Thrown from him saying the last thing I expected, I open my mouth, gaping for a second before gaining back the ability to say coherent words. “The historic ones at least.”

      I blink, brought back to earth when mosquitos swarm around my face. “The porches helped keep the houses cool,” I ramble. “That way they could open the windows for the fresh air without the sunlight coming right in.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “The back porch is better. It’s screened in, which obviously wasn’t original to the house. But it keeps the bugs away and you can hear the river better in the back of the house. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, I go out there, lay in the hammock, and just stare into the woods and wish…and wish…”

      “You could vanish—in one sense or another—and just simply exist amongst the trees.”

      My heart is in my throat. I swallow hard, pushing it down. “Yes.”

      “It would feel free.” A chill comes over me. Chase steps in and wraps me in his arms. More bugs buzz around, and Chase waves them away. He slips his hands down my back, stopping on my ass, giving my cheeks a squeeze as he pushes me into him. His mouth goes to my neck. My eyes flutter shut and a soft moan leaves my lips. He brings my dress up, and the rough skin on the palm of his hand rubs over my exposed backside. He pushes his hand down, slipping between my legs. A jolt goes through me from his electric touch.

      And then I think of Jake.

      “Chase,” I murmur, moving away.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “God, no.” I turn my head, needing to look away. “It’s just…I think we should wait. I’m, uh, not sure if I’m ready.”

      “Okay. I respect your morals.”

      “It’s not about morals. I haven’t been with anyone since Jake died. I want to make sure I’m ready, for your sake.”

      “My sake?” he asks as if someone doing something for his sake is completely foreign. I don’t know how to say it without sounding stupid. I’m already getting more and more uncomfortable as each second ticks by. I don’t to be hit with guilt while he’s inside me. I want to enjoy sex with Chase—fully enjoy it. And I want him to enjoy it too.

      Sensing my discomfort, he moves my hair out of my face and kisses me. “Let’s go inside. The mosquitos are eating me alive and I had to put Unbroken down after a cliffhanger ending of a chapter.”

      My heart swells in my chest, and I smile at Chase. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Very.”

      We go inside, grab blankets, pillows, and the book, then go onto the back porch and into the hammock. Chase puts his arms around me, and I rest my head against his chest, listening to his heart beating.

      “I’m sorry if this isn’t how you thought your night would go.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I rarely have expectations for anything, either. I didn’t think ahead on tonight. As long as I’m with you, I’m happy.”
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* * *

      “So Rob told me something interesting,” Lisa comments as soon as she sees me.

      “Marley set off the alarm last night?” I suggest, peering over the top of my sunglasses.

      “Hah. Hilarious.” She takes off her shoes and sits on the edge of the pool to stick her feet in. I came over to my parents’ to take care of Marley after Chase left, and decided to stay and lounge around on a giant inflatable pink flamingo floaty. “But yeah, he did mention that. You know what I’m talking about and oh my fucking God why didn’t you call me and tell me you slept with Chase.”

      “Because I didn’t sleep with him.”

      Lisa narrows her eyes, holding her hand to her forehead to shield the sun. “You can’t get out of this one, Si. Rob saw you guys together last night at three am.”

      “Chase was with me,” I start and stick my arm in the water, paddling over to Lisa. “He stayed the night with me. But we didn’t have sex.”

      “Oh my God. Do not fucking tell me you friend-zoned him.”

      “I didn’t. I slow-zoned him a bit though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I get closer to the edge of the pool and Lisa catches the neck of the flamingo with her foot, pulling me over.

      “Honestly, I’m afraid I’m going to think about Jake when I’m with Chase. And I don’t want that. And then I feel guilty for feeling that way.”

      “Oh.” Lisa’s face softens. “That makes sense. How did Chase handle the news that he wasn’t getting past first base?”

      “He was fine with it. And we did get past first.”

      “You minx,” she teases.

      “I’m very attracted to him. Stopping was hard for me too.”

      “Not as hard as it was for him, right?”

      “It was hard. And big. Like an anaconda in his pants,” I say as seriously as I can.

      Lisa snorts a laugh. “Charm that snake, Si. Charm it real good.”

      Now I’m laughing. “We are going out to dinner tonight. Kind of. At four. Maybe that’s a late lunch?”

      “Why the weird time?”

      “He’s working at The Mill House tonight.”

      “Oh, that stinks.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “But I did tell him to come over after work if he doesn’t get out too late.”

      Lisa wiggles her eyebrows. “His trouser-snake is going to be hungry. Feed it so it doesn’t bite.”

      “Maybe I want it to bite.” I smile and lay back on the floaty. Then my phone rings and I shoot up.

      “Expecting a call from Chase?” Lisa teases and grabs my phone that’s resting on a folded towel behind her. “It’s not. It’s your sister. Want me to decline the call?”

      I make a face but shake my head. “No. I’ll answer. She’ll just keep calling until I do.”

      I hop out of the pool, dry off my hands, and grab the phone.

      “Hey, Sierra,” Sam says before I even say hi. “Are you busy?”

      “Not really. Why?”

      “Lily is having a difficult time with Sundance. He doesn’t want to go over the jumps. Her show is in a few days and she’s freaking out.”

      “Really? She is?” My eight-year-old niece is rather laid back for having two type-A parents.

      “Okay. I am. The damn horse keeps stopping as soon as he gets to the jump. She already fell off once.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, it was as easy as a fall can be. Can you come help us? You’re better with horses than I am.”

      Sam never admits anyone is better at her than anything. I put my phone on speaker and nudge Lisa.

      “I didn’t hear you. Can you repeat that?”

      “Can you come help us? You’re better at this than I am.”

      “You need my help because I’m better?”

      “Yes, Sierra. We all know you’re better with horses than me. Now will you please come help us?”

      Lisa opens her mouth and puts her hand to her chest, faking shock. Silently laughing at her, I tell my sister I’ll meet her at the barn in a few minutes.

      “I like seeing you like this.”

      “Like what?”

      Lisa smiles. “Happy. Whatever Chase is doing to you, make him keep doing it.”
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      I sit on the rock by the river, with my phone in my hand. The battery is at two percent, but I can’t get myself to get up, go inside, and charge it. If the phone is dead, I can’t listen to Sierra’s messages.

      I should have told her. Come clean. Confessed the truth and have this whole thing be behind us. I had the perfect opportunity when she asked why I didn’t call. I’ve replayed it in my mind a million times, though mostly because of how fucking hot Sierra looked wearing my T-shirt.

      The conversation could have gone a hundred different ways, with the most likely being her running away as fast as she could. Then I’d stay here long enough to help Josh with the bar and be out of here. I haven’t been out west in a while. Texas was always good for business.

      But I’m so damn tired of running. For the first time in my life, I want to stay where I am. And I know the only reason is because of Sierra.

      I exit out of the voicemail and bring up a text instead, writing out a message to send to Sierra.

      Me: I finished Unbroken. That ending came out of nowhere.

      Sierra: You’re a fast reader. And I know!! So crazy, right? I’m glad I have someone to talk to about the book now.

      Me: I think she set it up to write a spin-off.

      Sierra: OMG I thought the same thing!

      Me: I need a new book recommendation, by the way.

      Sierra: I have a few ;-) I’ll bring you something tonight.

      I start typing a reply, but my phone dies. “Dammit,” I mutter and get up. I’m tired, and should probably lie down for a few hours before work tonight. Though I was more comfortable than I’d been in my whole life lying in that hammock next to Sierra, I didn’t sleep much. Laying down like that—comfortable, content, completely at ease—doesn’t happen too often. I wanted to soak up as much as I could, remember every minute I can.

      I’m so fucking lame. I know.
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* * *

      “Is the voicemail not set up on your phone?” Josh asks. We’re behind the bar, serving drinks.

      Shit. It’s not. Because setting it up will make all the saved messages from Sierra disappear. I think. I’m not sure. But it’s not something I want to risk. “I haven’t gotten around to it yet.” I shrug. “My other phone should be back soon.”

      “Right. I almost forgot about that.” He grabs a glass and goes to the tap, filling it up with beer. “Anyway, I called because Dakota wants you to see her sing in the church choir.”

      I haven’t stepped foot in a church in years. And with all the shit I’ve done, there is a good chance a lightning bolt will come down from the sky, striking me down before I can go inside. But she’s my niece. She’s family.

      “Yeah, I can go. When is it?”

      “Tomorrow morning, at eight.”

      “Fuck, that’s early.”

      “It must be nice having eight be early.”

      “Hey, you don’t open until the afternoon.”

      “True. But I do have a four-year-old who gets up with the fucking sun.” He gives the beer to a patron. “Is it too early for you?”

      “No, not at all. But tomorrow…never mind. I’ll be there.”

      Josh wipes down spilled liquor from the bar. “What’s going on tomorrow?”

      “Nothing.” Most likely nothing, at least. I’m seeing Sierra again tonight. Late. I don’t doubt that I’ll stay over at her place again. That’ll be three nights in a row we’ve been under the same roof. And three nights of not hooking up. I’d never push her, but there’s a good chance I’ll get carpal tunnel from all this.

      “Really, because it seemed like something. Are you going to Sierra’s again?”

      “How do you know?”

      “You can’t take a piss in this town without someone finding out. I knew you were full of shit when you said you two didn’t hook up.”

      I take a drink order and turn my back on the crowd, pulling a bottle of vodka from the shelf. There’s no point trying to convince Josh otherwise. Why disappoint him, anyway? Besides, if I keep going out with Sierra, I’m sure we’ll eventually hook up. Unless I die from fucking blue balls first.

      I make a Dirty Shirley for a college-aged woman and move on to the next customer.

      “You know that chick is eye-fucking you hard, right?” Josh whispers, motioning to the girl who ordered the Dirty Shirley. “If she bends over, her tits are going to spill out of her top. And you didn’t even notice.”

      I look over, and the Dirty Shirley girl catches my eye. She smiles, and then slowly pulls her straw from her mouth.

      “Sierra’s that good in bed, huh?” Josh heckles.

      “Yeah,” I agree. I have no doubt that she is, but it’s so much more than that.

      “You can leave early,” Josh says. “I have it covered tonight.”

      “I can stay. I said I’d be here tonight.”

      “You are meeting Sierra again tonight, right?”

      “I’m going over once I’m done here.”

      Josh smiles. “You’re done. Go.”

      The whole people-doing-favors-for-me thing is still weird. Really fucking weird. “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all. Like I said, I want you to stay. And if Sierra’s got you so wrapped up you didn’t even notice Tits over there, she might be the one to convince you.”

      “She just might be,” I echo. “I’ll do a round clearing tables then take off.”

      “Chase, just go. And have fun,” he adds, raising his eyebrows.

      “I can do that.” I fill one more drink order then head up to the apartment, needing to wash the smell of the bar off me before going to Sierra’s. It’s nine-thirty, and she wasn’t expecting to hear from me until at least after midnight.

      Texting her throughout the day…starting our date hours before we planned…it goes against everything I’ve done. Breaks all the simple rules I’ve set up for myself.

      Being eager to see her, to just spend time with her, is a new feeling for me. I fucking like it, though in the back of my mind, in the small area that I allow to process emotions, I’m terrified.

      I don’t want to hurt her. I don’t want to be disappointed. Facing my fears comes naturally. I don’t let it hold me back, and I’m not stopping now.

      Pausing in the kitchen, I pull my phone from my pocket and stare down at the screen. I lick my lips, heart thumping in my chest as I unlock the device. My finger hovers over the green phone icon. I shouldn’t do it. I need to stop.

      But I can’t.

      I need to hear her voice. Feel her pain.

      “The therapist asked if I still call you.” Sierra’s voice is thready, void of any emotion. “She says it’s not healthy and that I won’t be able to move on if I keep doing this. I hate when people say that. Moving on isn’t going to make my life good again. Moving on isn’t a magical cure. What am I moving onto? What do I have to look forward to anymore?” She sighs and pauses for a few seconds. I press the phone closer to my ear. I think I hear the river in the background. “I remember being happy. I miss it. But I just don’t see how I can ever feel whole again.”

      The message ends, and I pull the phone away from my face. The next message is from three months later. I guess she took her therapist’s advice for a while at least.

      “I got into grad school. And my first thought was to tell you.”

      The bad feeling is back in my stomach, and I curse myself—again—for listening to these messages. I lock my phone, set it on the table, and strip out of my clothes to shower. I’m about to turn the water on when someone knocks on the door.

      I roll my eyes. I should have known better than to leave Josh tonight. I wrap a white towel around my waist and stride to the door, yanking it open. Josh isn’t standing in the threshold.

      Sierra is.

      Her mouth opens and her eyes widen. She runs her eyes over me then looks away, only to turn right back.

      “Chase. Wow. I mean hi.”

      “Hey. What are you doing here?” I ask. “Not that I’m not happy to see you or anything. I wasn’t expecting it.”

      She blinks a few times in a row, following the line of hair that goes down my stomach to my cock, before looking me in the eye again. It’s turning me on to know she’s enjoying what she’s seeing, and now is not the time to get a hard-on. I’m only wearing a towel.

      “Lisa wanted to go out for drinks, and I thought I’d come see you. Your brother said you just left and thought you were up here.”

      I step back, letting Sierra come inside, and shut the door behind her. “Yeah, I was going to get in the shower then call you and say I got out early.” I hold the towel at my hip with one hand and reach for Sierra with the other. The moment my fingers sweep across the silky fabric of her dress, I’m a goner. My heart speeds up and my lips part. I need to feel her. All of her.

      She hooks her arms around my shoulders, and her finger instantly goes to the scar on my back. I press my lips to hers, softly, knowing that if the kiss turns into anything more, I won’t be able to stop myself.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her. She’s wearing a red dress with white polka dots, a red bow in her hair, and yellow heels. “Your outfit looks familiar, which is weird to say, I know.”

      She shakes her head, smiling. “It’s not weird, and it should be familiar.” She runs her hand along the dress. “Minnie Mouse.”

      I use it as an excuse to slowly check her out again. Her large breasts are hidden away, which makes her outfit all the more sexy for some reason. I know what’s under there, but I can’t directly see it, like a present waiting to be unwrapped.

      “Right. I see it now. It’s subtle, but I like it.”

      “Thanks. I like to dress like characters but in normal clothing to see if anyone picks up on it. I have fun coming up with the concepts. Most people think it’s strange.”

      I run my fingers through her hair. “I like strange.” I kiss her again. “I like you.”

      She kisses me back, hands running up and down my back. I push my tongue into her mouth knowing I shouldn’t because once I get started, I won’t be able to stop. Sierra’s hands fall down my back, over my hips, and onto the towel. She slips her fingers inside, slowly, just half an inch, teasing me in the best and worst way possible.

      I kiss her harder, dipping her back. Sierra moans when I run my hand down her back and onto her ass, giving it a squeeze.

      The someone calls her name, voice muffled through the closed door.

      “Sierra? Are you up here?”

      I stop kissing her, but I don’t let go.

      “It’s Lisa,” she sighs. “She didn’t like me going up here alone.”

      “She’s smart.”

      “I know,” she agrees but seems annoyed. Hell, I’m annoyed. But if Sierra is going to cut me off again, this is a good stopping point. I won’t push her to do anything she’s not ready for.

      “You should let her know you’re fine.”

      Sierra nods, sliding her hands back up to my shoulders. I stand her upright and look at the door, keeping one hand on Sierra’s waist. I know it’s crazy, but it feels like if I let go, if I stop touching her, she’ll slip away and disappear forever.

      Or maybe I will.

      I re-tuck the towel around my waist the best I can one-handed. Sierra turns, pulling out of my arm. She opens the door a foot and sticks her head out.

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Did you find Chase?” Lisa stops by the door, eyebrows raised as she looks me up and down.

      “Yeah. I found him.”

      Lisa blinks, cocking her head to stare down Sierra. “And you stripped him naked?”

      “I was already naked,” I quip, giving Lisa a smirk.

      “Well then,” she replies. “I guess I’m not needed here. Have fun.”

      Sierra makes a face. “I feel bad not getting a drink with you. That’s why we came, after all.”

      Lisa shakes her head. “I’d feel worse knowing you left that for me. We can get drinks another time. Like tomorrow. When you give me details.”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.” Sierra purses her lips and tries not to smile.

      Lisa turns to me and puts her hand next to her mouth. “Yes, she does,” she whisper-talks. “So give her something to talk about.”

      “Now two people have told you that,” I say to Sierra. “Maybe you’ll take her advice at least.”

      “She better,” Lisa says. “Don’t disappoint me, Si.”

      Sierra rolls her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want me to get a drink with you?”

      Lisa checks the time on her phone. “I’m gonna call Rob. He gets off in twenty minutes so he’ll be here in thirty. I can play a game of pool with Wyatt until then.”

      “Let him win,” Sierra teases.

      Lisa grimaces. “I physically can’t do anything bad on purpose. Wyatt can just grow a pair and deal with it.”

      Sierra laughs, emerald eyes glimmering. “Then don’t complain to me when he stomps around work annoying the shit out of you for it.”

      Lisa huffs. “Fine. Call me in the morning.”

      “I will.” Sierra moves away to give Lisa a hug goodbye. Lisa eyes me up and down once more, then whispers, “not fair” to Sierra before leaving.

      “So,” Sierra starts, closing the door.

      “So,” I echo. “Are you hungry? We could get something to eat.”

      “I am, actually. I was going to get something here with Lisa. You?”

      “I’m always hungry.”

      She bites her lip and I notice her eyes keep dropping down to the V-line of muscle above my hips.

      “I’ll take a quick shower,” I go on. “And then you can tell me which of the two sit-down restaurants in this town to take you to.”

      “I like that plan.”

      “Do you want the TV on or something?”

      She reaches into her yellow bag and pulls out her Kindle. “I’m good.”
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* * *

      “I’m sorry,” the waitress says, coming over to our table, bill in hand. “We’re closing in five minutes.”

      I tear my eyes away from Sierra and look around. The tables around us are empty and cleared. We’re the only ones here.

      “Oh, sorry,” Sierra says, looking just as shocked as I am. “I lost track of the time.”

      The waitress gives her a warm smile. “It’s all right, honey.”

      I take the bill before Sierra has a chance to even consider paying it. After dinner we ordered drinks, and then dessert, and then drinks again.

      I always thought the whole ‘we can talk for hours’ thing was bullshit until today. Because the time went by too fast, and if Sierra and I sat and talked the rest of the night I’d be happy. And saying ‘she gets me’ is even more of a bullshit line, but she does.

      “Every cat I’ve ever met has been an asshole,” I say, going back to our conversation. I pay the bill and leave the waitress a generous tip since we kept her here.

      “Then you haven’t met the right cats. Mine are nice. Well, Tinkerbell is.” Sierra finishes her wine and laughs. “Dolly is an asshole. I’m trying to contradict you and I’m failing.”

      “Dogs, on the other hand, like people. Even people who are shitty to them.”

      I stand and go around the table, offering a hand to Sierra. “I know. I like dogs too. Maybe it’s the way you have to earn a cat’s affection that I like. You just said it: dogs love you no matter what. But cats—“ She holds up a finger, pointing at me. “You have to earn their affection.”

      We step into the thick, summer air, emerging onto the main street that runs through the downtown of Summer Hill. The bookstore is a few blocks away, and while most shops are closed by this hour, people mill about the town.

      “I’m not used to this heat yet.”

      “The humidity is high,” Sierra comments. “It’s been a humid summer. And you never really get used to it.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “Want to go swimming?”

      “You have a pool?” I ask, not remembering seeing one in her yard.

      “Not technically, but my parents have one and they’re still out of town.”

      “Then, yes,” I say, not caring that I don’t have swim trunks with me. I have a few pairs, actually, since I frequented the beach while living along the shore in New Jersey. Sierra says nothing about going to her house to get one either.

      “Thanks,” she says as I open the passenger door of my Mustang for her. I hurry around and get in, and head toward her house. We park by her parents’ house and go around back, Sierra enters a passcode and opens a gate to the backyard. Crickets sing out as we dash along a cobblestone path to the pool.

      My previous line of work permitted me inside a handful of upscale, luxury houses like this. I was there for a job, not as a guest, but I still stood in awe of people who lived that way. The Belmont’s historic estate isn’t as over-the-top as some of the new mansions I’ve been in, but they know how to live lavishly. The pool setup is no exception.

      Sierra opens French doors to a pool house, revealing a built-in bar.

      “Want anything?” she asks.

      I close the space between us, standing behind Sierra. I wrap my arms around her, and she presses her ass into my cock. My lips meet the skin on her neck and Sierra melts against me.

      I already feel drunk.

      I’m struggling to stay in control.

      “I want you,” I whisper. Sierra takes in a quick breath. I can feel her pulse rise, bounding through her body. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “Chase,” she moans, whirling around in my arms. Her eyes fall shut and she rests her head against my chest. “Thank you.”

      “Stop thanking me, Sierra.”

      She doesn’t say anything.  She just takes my hand and leads me to the edge of the pool and takes her shoes off.

      “Float with me?” she asks, reaching for a big, pink flamingo floaty. I take off my shoes, pull my phone and wallet from my pocket, and toss them all onto a lounge chair. It takes a bit of creativity, but we both get on the damn thing with minimal splashing. I let my bare feet dangle in the water and lay back. Sierra’s right next to me, head resting on my arm. We look up at the stars above, not talking. Time passes, minutes, then maybe an hour, and we’re still perfectly content and comfortable together.

      “How did you get the scar on your back?” she asks quietly, slipping her hand onto my chest.

      “I was in the right place at the wrong time,” I say after a moment’s consideration. There’s no good way to tell her I broke into someone’s house to take a piece of priceless art.

      “Don’t give it all away,” she teases.

      “It was from a piece of glass,” I go on. “From a broken window.” A window I broke as I snuck into a house that was supposed to be empty. I felt bad for the guy and went easy on him. I left him unconscious on the floor but alive at least, after I allowed him to get one good swing on me. I failed to see the broken glass in his hand, however.

      “Ouch,” she says. “No wonder you knew to check for glass in my ankle.”

      “Yeah, I learned from experience.” Carefully, I turn onto my side and face Sierra. She hooks her arm around me and closes her eyes, tipping her head up so her nose brushes against mine.

      And now we’re kissing. Slow, soft kisses. I cup Sierra’s cheek with my hand and the kisses turn hard. Deep. Desperate. I move my hand down to Sierra’s waist. And then her hip. I gather her skirt in my hand, bunching up the fabric around her ass. Sierra moves closer, bringing her leg up and over mine. My fingers press into her skin, feeling the warmth between her legs as I urge her onto me. Sierra pushes up, fury in her kisses. I slide my hand up to her waist, pulling her close.

      She’s over top of me now, and, fuck, she’s hot. Her breasts crush against me and she’s kissing me like her life depends on it. She widens her legs, straddling me, putting us off balance, but it’s so far in the back of my mind, I don’t realize it until the floaty flips over and Sierra and I both sink into the water.

      In the shallow end, we both pop out of the water, Sierra flips her wet hair out of her face, green eyes wide. She looks at me for a beat and then we both start laughing. I reach for her, bringing her against me.

      “You did say you wanted to go swimming,” I muse.

      “True. And the water does feel good tonight.”

      “It feels very good.”

      Water laps against us, and I reach out to push Sierra’s wet hair away from her face. I’ve never been a cuddle-after-sex type of guy, but right now I want to hold Sierra to me, wrapped up in peaceful silence as much as I want to fuck her.

      Sierra takes my arm, wiping beads of water off my tattoos so she can trace them with her finger.

      “Do you want to dry off?” she asks.

      “Only if you do.”

      “I don’t mind being wet.”

      I can’t help but smirk.

      She flushes slightly but laughs. “Take that how you want.”

      “Can’t I just take you?” I take her around the waist and bring her over.

      “I think so,” she whispers softly as her long, wet lashes come together. She leans back in the water, spreading her arms and legs out in an attempt to float. “I always sink.”

      “The wet dress isn’t helping,” I tell her. “It’s weighing you down.”

      “Chase Henson, are you trying to get me out of my dress?” she asks with fake shock, standing upright. She backs up to the edge of the pool and hops up, keeping her feet in the water.

      “Is it working?” I ask as I join her.

      “There’s a good chance it will.”

      Fuck. I can’t resist her any longer. I twist and wrap my arms around her, and we’re kissing like we never stopped. Water from her wet hair drips down her face, but I don’t care. I find the zipper on the back of her dress and pull it down, slipping my hand inside her dress and feeling her wet skin. We lay back on the concrete surrounding the pool, kissing and removing each other’s clothing.

      “Chase,” Sierra breathes. “Hang on.”

      It takes everything I have to move away. Her finger sweeps across my cheek and then she gets up.

      “Come here,” she says, taking my hand. We go around the bar and into the pool house, emerging into a living room. It’s nicer and larger than probably half the houses in this town and sits empty in the Belmonts’ backyard most of the time. The air conditioner is on, bringing a chill to our wet skin.

      “You were right about the dress. It is heavy.” She bites her lip and turns around, gathering her hand in her hair. “Can you unzip it all the way?”

      Fuck yes, I can. “Sure.”

      Slowly, I pull the zipper the rest of the way down, where it stops right above her ass. She’s wearing a bright purple bra and her lace underwear matches. If she were anyone else, I’d strip her out of the dress, pick her up over my shoulder, and throw her down on the couch. We’d fuck, get dressed again, and I’d leave with an empty promise of a phone call.

      But she’s not anyone else.

      She’s the only woman who’s succeeded at making me nervous about fucking this up. And she’s not even trying.

      With her back turned, she lets the straps of her dress slide over her shoulders and into a fabric puddle around her feet and onto the floor.

      “That’s better,” she says shyly and turns around, fighting herself to not be self-conscious. Though she has absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about.

      “You are beautiful,” I tell her and step over, taking a firm grasp on her hips. “So fucking hot.” I kiss her neck, and Sierra softly moans, hands going to my chest. She drops them to my waist, popping the button on my jeans. Using her free hand, Sierra fumbles to push my jeans down, but the wet denim sticks to my skin. I help her get them off, then raise my hands above my head so she can remove my shirt.

      She shivers as the air kicks on again, sending a blast of cold right at us. This time I do pick her up and take her to the couch, grabbing a blanket. I cover us both and put my arm around her shoulders, bringing her in so her head is resting on my shoulder.

      “This place is nice.”

      “It is,” she agrees. “I had sleepovers out here a lot when I was a kid.”

      “I bet your friends loved it.”

      “I think they loved it more than they liked me,” she says with a laugh. “That all seems so long ago. And so trivial.”

      “It does.”

      She relaxes against me, absentmindedly running her fingers up and down my arm. Then she turns and puts her hand to my chest, outlining a tattoo on my chest.

      “What does it say?” she asks softly, mouthing the words spelled out in Latin.

      “‘If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.’ Mark Twain said it.”

      “I love that. It’s deep in a very simple way.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, and that’s the reason I got it. To remind me to stay grounded despite the crazy shit I got myself into.

      “Why is it in Latin?”

      I shrug. “I thought it sounded cooler that way.”

      Sierra laughs softly. “Does each one have significance?”

      “Yeah, in a way at least. They’re significant because I like them,” I offer, making Sierra smile. “I get a new one every time I move.”

      “You’ve moved a lot.” Nerves tingle under her fingers as she outlines another tattoo.

      “I have.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “You can,” I tell her. “And I’ll answer, though I don’t really have a good answer other than the concept of people staying in one place is weird to me. You work the same job, doing the same thing over and over again only to come home to the same house, surrounded by the same people every day for the rest of your life. It’s too easy to get stuck in an endless cycle of going through the motions that way. I wanted to experience life, not just survive because I had to.” The words leave my mouth a second before I recall one of Sierra’s voicemails, which said something similar.

      “I like going home to the same place and seeing the same people every day.”

      I shrug. “Maybe if I had people I liked to go home to, it’d be a different story.” The honesty in my statement sends a shock through me.

      Sierra doesn’t speak, but instead tips her head to the side, inspecting me. “Were you looking for them?” she finally whispers.

      “Who?”

      “People you liked enough.”

      “No. I didn’t think they could exist.”

      “Didn’t? You do now?”

      My heart speeds up. “I’m starting to think it’s possible.”

      Her hands land on my shoulders, and I rest mine on the small of her back, gently bringing her in.

      “You have no idea how fucking beautiful you are, do you?” I ask.

      Sierra just shakes her head, looking a little shy.

      “If only you knew what you are doing to me.”

      The shyness goes away and Sierra flashes a coy smile. “Oh, I know.” She drops her gaze to my lap, staring for a few seconds before moving closer. She plunges her hand inside my boxers, feeling the full length of my hard cock. Her slender fingers wrap around it, starting at the base, and slowly pumping up. She circles her thumb over the tip, and it feels so damn good. My head falls back against the couch as she keeps working her hand. I widen my legs and Sierra moves closer, going onto her knees. She keeps jerking me off, and her soft skin is enough to make me come if she keeps this up.

      I take her wrist and pull it from my boxers and kiss her hard. My tongue goes in her mouth and I pull her to me, crushing her large breasts against my chest. We lay back, and I cannot stop kissing her.

      The glistening tip of my cock sticks out of my boxers, and Sierra reaches for it again, moaning with hunger for it when she feels the wetness.

      “God, I want you,” I groan, and Sierra’s grasp tightens. Her hand on my cock feels fucking amazing. Her pussy is going to destroy me and I’m going to love every fucking minute of it.

      “I want you too,” she pants and I advance, laying her down on the couch, dick pressing into her tender core. Sierra bends her knees and wraps a leg around me. I can feel the heat of her pussy through her panties. She inhales deep, pushing her tits up into my face.

      She bucks her hips, rubbing herself against me, and moans. I brush her hair out of her face and kiss her, taking her bottom lip between my teeth before I move my mouth to her neck. Sierra gasps and a shiver runs through her. She curls her fingers, nails biting into my skin. The pain turns me on even more, and I’m rocking my hips against hers, feeling like I could come in seconds.

      I’m so caught up in her. I want to come while at the same time I want to fuck her all night. I kiss her neck again and start to trail kisses down it. I pause at her collarbone and pull back to admire her breasts. Her bra has no padding—not that she needs it—and I can see the faint outline of her nipples through the wet fabric. It’s the kind that clasps in the front, and it’s so fucking hot when I undo it. I palm my hand over one of her tits while I kiss my way to the other. I flick my tongue over her pert nipple, and Sierra squirms.

      She rakes her fingers through my hair, moaning softly. Keeping one breast in my mouth, continuing to tease her nipple with my tongue, I slide my other hand down and slip my fingers inside her underwear. With one finger, I circle the entrance to her sweet pussy, cock aching to push inside. She’s so fucking wet.

      I rub my finger over her clit, spreading her wetness from inside. I want to taste her, to lick up every drop she gives and not stop until she’s coming so hard she screams my name.

      In one sudden movement, I pull away and move down, head between her legs. I look up, smirking at Sierra who steals a glance down. She bites her bottom lip, eyes wide, and breasts heaving as she inhales. Keeping my eyes locked with hers, I take both sides of her panties and slowly roll them down her thighs. She lifts her ass so I can slide them off, leaving them in a pile on the floor.

      Then I move back up, putting my lips to hers once more before kissing a trail down her stomach, not stopping until my mouth is hovering over her pussy. Her muscles twitch, and I know she’s waiting. Wanting.

      I turn my head and take the soft skin on the inside of her thigh into my mouth. I suck it soft, then hard, and then nip at it with my teeth. Sierra groans and reaches down, taking a tangle of my hair in her fingers. I turn my head, warm breath hitting her clit. She’s squirming against me now, so fucking worked up she’s desperate for the release.

      I lash my tongue out against her once, relishing in how good she tastes. Then I pull back again, running my fingertips up and down her thighs. Her grip on my head tightens, and she directs me to her pussy.

      There is something so fucking hot about a woman who takes charge. She knows what she wants.

      Me.

      And I don’t disappoint. I move my hands under her thigh, lifting her legs over my shoulders. I spread her wide and go at her clit with my tongue, feeling her core tighten as she gets closer and closer to coming.

      I slip a finger inside and moan against her pussy when I feel how hot and tight she is. I press against her inner wall, finding her g-spot.

      “Ohhh,” she moans, twisting her fingers in my hair. “Faaa…faaa…fuck.” She pushes herself against my face as she comes. Her pussy contracts wildly around my finger and my dick aches to feel her tighten around it. I keep my mouth on her, not letting up until she’s writhing in pleasure.

      Sierra’s chest rapidly rises and falls, and she lets her hands drop to her sides. The orgasm brought a flush to her face and it’s sexy as hell. I wipe my mouth on the back of my hand and then kiss her again, gently brushing her damp hair back, giving her a moment to catch her breath. Sierra wraps her arms around me, slowly running her fingers down my ass. She grips me tight and pushes me against her. I pull back just enough to look into her eyes. She’s so beautiful.

      Sierra lifts her head off the couch and kisses me. She tugs down my boxers with her other hand. I want nothing more than to push my dick into her, but I want to make sure she’s okay with it too. She was hesitant only yesterday, after all.

      I pull my mouth away from hers, feeling like I’m underwater and just ripped off my oxygen mask.

      “We can stop,” I pant. “If you want to. Just tell me.”

      She brings her hand up and cups my face. There’s so much emotion in her eyes, and it almost breaks my heart. “I want you.”

      In a mad dash of desperation, she yanks my boxers off. My skin, cold from the wet fabric, burns against her warmth and I fucking love it. She widens her legs, welcoming me between. Her thighs are still wet and warm from her orgasm. She lifts her hips, aligning the tip of my cock against her tender core. I move my gaze down and she opens her eyes, and for a split second, it’s like I’m looking into some sort of mirror that reflects only my soul.

      My lips find hers again and I kiss her as I push inside. She cries out, eyes falling shut. She’s tight and warm and feels so fucking good. I bury my cock in her pussy and kiss her hard. I pull out slowly, not stopping until only the tip is back at her entrance. Then I push in hard. Sierra moans and grips me tight, rocking herself right along with me. I thrust in and out of her hard and fast, then stop and move my hips in a circular motion that sets Sierra over the edge. Her breathing quickens and I feel her core tighten around my cock. Her fingers dig into my flesh and her legs shake as a second orgasm rolls through. I open my eyes and watch her face as she comes.

      My breath hitches and I let my head fall forward, resting against hers. My heart is racing, and every nerve in my body is alive. I’m fucking Sierra hard, and it feels so damn good. But it’s more than a physical connection, and I’ve never felt that before.

      “Chase,” she pants, shuddering from an overload of pleasure. A guttural groan leaves my throat and I come hard, pushing my cock in deep and holding it there, buried inside her. Panting, I rest my head against hers, holding myself up with my elbows. Sierra’s breasts rapidly rise and fall and she brings her hands up to my hair. I kiss her gently before I slide out, and then rest by her side on the couch, spooning my body around hers.

      Sierra puts her hand over mine, and neither of us speak for a moment. I brush her hair aside and kiss her neck.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, so remotely far from anything I’ve ever said after sex before. Physically, I know Sierra enjoyed it; she came multiple times. But emotionally…that’s a different story and a whole new world of concern for me. What the hell is happening? It’s strange, but I like it. I like her.

      “Yes,” she whispers back, knowing what I’m asking about. “I’m better than okay.”
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      I stand in front of my dresser, close my eyes, and grab the pull. My fingers tremble and my heart aches distantly in the background. The drawer sticks like it always has, but this time it takes a little extra yank since it hasn’t been opened in so long.

      Not able to look just yet, I blindly reach inside, feeling around for the pair of cotton pajama pants hidden beneath old T-shirts. The tag pokes the flesh under my fingernail, and I know I have the right thing. I grab it, keeping my eyes up, and go into the living room where Chase is waiting.

      “You can wear these,” I tell him, extending the folded pajama pants.

      “Are you sure?” he asks softly, fingers sweeping my wrist as he takes the pants from me. “I can stay in this if it’s—”

      “No, you’re soaked from the pool. You need to change.”

      He gives me a cheeky grin. “I can get naked.”

      The heartache quiets and I smile back. “I approve of that idea.”

      “Really though…it’s okay?”

      I nod and having him care this much helps. “Yes. Jake never wore them, actually. I do a lot of online shopping since, you know, Summer Hill isn’t exactly filled with tons of stores, and these didn’t arrive until after he died. The tag is still on. You’ll have to pull it off.”

      Chase’s eyebrows push together, and I know he’s struggling to find the right thing to say. I don’t even know what I want to hear. Six months after Jake died, my mom, Lisa, and Samantha came over to help me get rid of the rest of Jake’s things. I got mad, screamed at them, and even threw a coffee mug at the wall. Having his things here made it feel like he was going to come home. I could close my eyes at night, after looking in on the open closet and see his things hanging up and pretend he was still away at school.

      That he was still alive.

      They told me I needed to get rid of his things so I could move on. I kept his favorite shirt, his Dallas Cowboys hoodie that I wore more than he did…and those stupid pants.

      “What’s with the cats?” he asks, looking down at the black pants, with multi-colored cats wearing party hats printed all over.

      “It was a joke. He always called me a crazy cat-lady.”

      Chase just nods then goes into the bathroom to change out of his wet clothes. I shake my head at myself and sink down onto the couch. Tinkerbell jumps up into my lap, immediately purring.

      “I make everything awkward,” I tell the tabby. “Should I not talk about Jake? He was part of my life, and it’s not like he’s an ex.” I sigh, rolling my eyes. “Fuck.”

      The bathroom door opens, and a few seconds later, Chase comes back into the living room. I was afraid I’d get hit with sadness when I looked at the pants that were meant for another, but right now, my attention goes to the perfect “V” of muscles on his torso and the bulge from his cock moving slightly with each step.

      I want Chase. I want to move forward with him. I want to have sex with him again because the sex we had just an hour ago was amazing.

      Dolly dashes in front of Chase, darting between his feet. Chase comes to a sudden halt so he won’t step on the cat, and to my surprise, she rubs on him. Chase reaches down and she leans into his touch.

      “That cat hates life,” I say, blinking rapidly to make sure I’m seeing things right. “I can hardly pet her half the time.”

      Chase picks up Dolly—and she’s fucking purring, that traitor. “No pussy can resist me.”

      I laugh, finding him all the more attractive. There’s something hot about a guy who can make you scream in bed and make you laugh.

      Dolly growls a second later, and Chase sets her down. “She’s a weird cat.”

      “She is. At least she’s pretty.”

      Chase sits next to me on the couch, slipping his arm around me. “I need a new book to read.”

      “Oh, right. You do. And I have one for you. It’s a romance set in the zombie apocalypse.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “It is. It’s a four-book series, and each book is pretty long. I’m a sucker for long books. I love the way a big, thick spine feels in my hands,” I say coyly, narrowing my eyes before smiling.

      “I never thought it was possible to get turned on hearing someone talk about a book before.”

      “Speaking of big, thick things…” I run my hand over Chase’s chest and onto his abs, feeling every ridge of muscle beneath my fingers. Chase closes his eyes and leans in, kissing me. Feeling his lips against mine not only turns me on but also makes me happy. Ridiculously happy. I have to stop kissing him because I’m smiling.

      “What?” Chase whispers.

      “Nothing,” I whisper back, wrapping my arms around him so my hands are in his hair. “I just haven’t felt like this in a long time.”

      Chase runs his hands down my back and pulls me tight against his chest. “I’ve never felt like this.” Still holding me, he lays down on the couch, bringing me with so I’m on top of him. I get comfortable, resting my head on his chest. Chase presses a kiss to my forehead. “I don’t know what you’re doing to me, Sierra, but I don’t want you to stop.”

      “I don’t want to either.”

      Chase squeezes me in a tight hug, kisses me again, and then falls silent, running his hand up and down my arm. Tinkerbell jumps up, purring loudly, and settles on the pillow above us, kneading her paws into Chase’s hair. We both laugh, and I reach up, petting the big cat.

      “Do you go to church?” Chase asks.

      “Sometimes, why?”

      “My niece is in some choir thing and wants me to watch her tomorrow. I’m not a church person. Too many rules and stipulations.”

      “You’re in the wrong state,” I joke. “I was brought up going to church. Sundays are ‘family days,’ and if I’m not in church, I get the disappointed glares from my parents and grandma during dinner. We all go over to my parents for dinner pretty much every Sunday. And by ‘we all’ I mean everyone.”

      “Do you have a big family?”

      “Maybe? I’m not sure what’s normal or not. My mom’s family is on the small side, I’d say, but they’re all up east so we rarely see them. My dad has two sisters and they both have kids, so I have five cousins.”

      “That’s a lot.”

      “Is it? And my sister has three kids—two girls and a boy—and then two of my cousins have kids, and another is pregnant right now. My cousins from my dad’s older sister are a lot older than me, like nearly ten years older and live like an hour away. I don’t see them very often. Lisa and I are the youngest.”

      “You two have always been close then, right?”

      I nod. “My aunt—her mom—and my mom are good friends. And Lisa’s older sister and my sister are friends. That’s just how it is around here.”

      “You said you have a brother that lives in Orlando, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, not remembering talking about Scott. “When did I say that?”

      The tiniest bit of panic flashes across Chase’s face for just a millisecond. “The other night.”

      “Oh, right. And yeah, he’s one of the few Belmonts who got out alive.”

      Chase laughs. “Why’d he move?”

      “The farm life wasn’t his thing, and he got an engineering job with Disney. He works on building rides and attractions.”

      “That’s pretty damn cool.”

      “I know! We used to give him hell every holiday to share all the Disney secrets with us, but he never did.”

      “I’ve never been to Disney World.”

      “We’ve been quite a few times. I love it. Though the last time I went…” I shake my head. The last time I went was Scott’s idea, thinking it would be good for me to get out of Summer Hill and into ‘the real world’ as he put it. I spent a long weekend with him and his then-girlfriend, ping-ponging between emotions. I’d enjoy a ride only to get off and immediately break down crying.

      “Maybe I’ll take you someday,” Chase says, pushing a loose strand of hair back and tucking it into my messy braid. “And you can show me around since you’re an expert.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “And if you wear your Minnie dress again, I’ll dress up like Mickey,” he says with a smile.

      “You have no idea how much I’d love that. You don’t happen to have a tight, red V-neck shirt, brown leggings, tall boots, and mustard-yellow leather gloves, do you?”

      “Shit, I did, but I left them behind when I moved. I knew I should have kept them. The gloves were well broken-in at this point too. Whose costume is that?”

      “Gaston, the bad guy in Beauty and the Beast.”

      “You want me to be the bad guy?”

      “Fictional villains can be rather sexy.” I laugh, bringing my face down to Chase’s. “I’ll go with you.”

      “I’d like that. But where are we going?”

      “Church, to watch your niece in the children’s choir. One of my nieces is in it too. Maybe they know—”

      Chase kisses me, and my heart skips a beat. “Sorry. I’m failing at resisting you.”

      I keep my face close to his so that our noses are touching. “I don’t mind that one bit.”

      “What do you wear to church?”

      “Most people our age dress rather casual now,” I explain. “The older crowd still puts on ‘church clothes,’ and I usually wear a dress. But I wear dresses because they’re comfortable. You could get away with nice jeans and a button-up shirt. If you want to be safe, wear dress pants with that shirt. No tie needed.”

      “Sounds good. I’m not a morning person.”

      “I’m not either. If we each set an alarm, we’ll be safe.”

      “I’m going to be tempted to hit snooze and stay in bed with you.”

      I groan, feeling heat spread inside me. “I can be easily swayed, you know.”

      “Nothing about you is easy, Sierra. And I like that.”

      I rest my head on his chest again, listening to his slow, steady heartbeat.

      “Are you tired?” he asks.

      “I should be, but I’m not. You?”

      “Same. Even if I was, I’d stay up.”

      I close my eyes, feeling my heart swell in my chest. Chase is everything I ever wanted in a man, even before Jake. The things he says, the unapologetic way he lets me know how I make him feel, the way he’s honest with me, his patience and understanding of my harrowed past, how he makes me laugh…

      “I think I hear the chupacabras in the distance,” he murmurs.

      “I do too.” I sit up, turning to the window. “Sounds like they got a kill. We can go onto the screened-in porch for a better listen if you’d like.”

      “I would.”

      We move to the back porch, and Chase takes my hand, listening to the coyotes yip and howl for several minutes before moving on, and the chorus of crickets and katydids envelope us in the night.

      “It’s so loud yet so relaxing.” Chase turns his gaze from the dark yard to me.

      “I love it. I missed it so much when I was at college I’d play those relaxation soundtracks at night so I could sleep.”

      “If I was used to it, I’d miss it too.”

      I bite my lip, staring into Chase’s eyes. His words echo in my mind, about how he never stays in one place for a long enough time for it to feel like home, and I’m hit with a sudden desperation for him to stay. I hesitate, scared he doesn’t feel as strongly as I do in this moment. I close my eyes, inhale, and slowly let my breath out.

      Three…two…one…

      “Maybe you will get used to it.”

      He steps in, angling his body to mine, and rests his hands on my waist. I hook mine over his shoulders.

      “Maybe I will.” He rests his forehead against mine, and everything stands still. He gently kisses me, then breaks away, takes a fistful of my hair and pulls it to the side, moving my head over and exposing my neck right where I like to be kissed. He bites and sucks at my flesh, and a shiver travels through me. I bring my hands down to his hips and he takes them both, bringing them behind my back. Holding my hands hostage with one of his, he plunges the other hand inside my shorts, deft fingers sweeping across my hot center.

      I moan, wriggling against him, and try to free my hands. His grip tightens, and he puts his lips back to my mouth, kissing me like his life depends on it. He rubs my clit and my breath hitches as desire winds tighter and tighter inside me. Unable to move my hands and touch him, my need for a release doubles and I’m panting, desperate for more.

      Chase circles my clit with his finger before pushing it inside me, making me gasp. He presses against my inner walls again and again, then moves his fingers back to my sensitive clit, making my knees weak. I’m getting wetter by the second, and when my muscles start to contract, Chase releases my hands. I grab onto his shoulders, keeping myself upright as the orgasm runs through me.

      Chase doesn’t let up, and it’s almost too much to handle. He hooks his free arm around me, keeping me from falling to the floor. I loudly moan and curl my fingers into his bare flesh, legs trembling. Not giving me a moment to catch my breath, he closes the distance between us, and his hard cock presses into my belly. I groan again, still feeling the effects of the orgasm running rampant in my body.

      His arms go around me and he lifts me up, carrying me back a few paces and setting me down next to the hammock.

      “Take your pants off,” he instructs, voice deep and full of lust.

      My fingers tremble and I look right into Chase’s eyes as I pull down my fabric shorts. I’m not wearing underwear, but Chase already found that out when he finger-fucked me. Still, the sight seems to take him by surprise and I think he’s going to lay me down and have his way with me right now.

      Instead, he has me sit on the edge of the hammock and he drops to his knees, putting my legs over his shoulders.

      “Lay back,” he orders, and my heart starts hammering away the moment I do. The hammock swings forward, bringing my core to Chase’s face. His tongue lashes against me and I cry out. Twisting the ropes of the hammock in my hands, I lift my head and watch Chase. Minutes later, I toss my head back as I come again, so hard it makes my vision blackout.

      This time, Chase settles next to me, gently stroking the inside of my thigh until my heart stops racing and I can breathe again. I twist in the hammock and kiss him. We’re laying sideways on the hammock, with our legs dangling over the edge. I slide my hand down Chase’s stomach, pushing the elastic band of the pajama pants out of the way. I pump his cock in my hand a few times before I move over, straddling him.

      Chase keeps his feet planted on the ground and his hands on my waist to steady me as I position his cock under me. We lock eyes as I move down, pushing his hardness into me. Chase lets out a moan, which turns me on all over again. He slides a hand up under my T-shirt, thumb circling my nipple.

      I lean forward onto him, trying to fuck him but not flip us over in the hammock at the same time. My movements are more of a grind than a thrust, but I don’t think Chase minds. His breathing quickens and suddenly he picks me up and moves us to the ground, where he lays over top of me and drives his cock in and out of me hard and fast until he comes.

      His head drops against mine. Both panting, we lay there for a minute trying to catch our breath. My wind chimes ring out around us as a cool breeze blows through the night.

      “That was fun,” I pant, curling my legs up and giving his ass a squeeze.

      “I’d do it again.” He gives me a cheeky grin and gets up, grabbing my shorts and tossing them to me. I clean myself up the best I can before I stand. We go inside and into my bedroom. Chase sits on the bed while I use the bathroom, emerging in a new pair of pajamas.

      “Now I’m tired,” I say, sitting on the bed next to him.

      “Me too.”

      “So,” he starts, putting his arm around me. “I came inside you. Twice.”

      “Oh, yeah. Um…” I stopped taking birth control after Jake died. There was no point. I’ve never had a regular cycle, and keeping track of when my period is due has fallen to the wayside with everything else going on. But I do know it’s been at least three weeks. I should get it soon. Fuck. I hope so. “I don’t have anything. And the chances or getting pregnant are against us, right?”

      Chase gives a grim nod then shrugs. “I don’t think I have anything either. And probably. Just, uh, let me know. I don’t usually do that. There’s something about you that makes me lose control.”

      I look at Chase, the man who just fucked me senseless minutes ago, and feel shy. Do I need to ask him to stay the night? Is it a given? We talked about getting up and going to church together, which implies going to sleep and waking up together, right?

      “We can go to bed,” Chase says slowly as if he’s reading my mind.

      “Do you mind if I shower first?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Okay, and I have an extra toothbrush if you need it. I’ll leave it out on the sink. The shower and toilet have their own room in the bathroom, so you can come in and brush your teeth.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I get up, wondering if I should have invited Chase to shower with me. We’ve had sex twice, and he’s been up close and personal with every inch of me already. But in the heat of the moment, it’s hot. When I’m naked and shampooing my hair…not so much. I mentally roll my eyes at myself. I need to stop over-thinking.

      I brush my teeth then take a quick shower, then get out and towel dry my hair the best I can before getting dressed. Chase is in bed, under the covers, reading the book I had left on my nightstand from a few days ago.

      I’m not sure I’ve seen anything hotter in my whole life.

      Chase jerks his head up, looking startled, most likely from the sound of my ovaries exploding.

      “This is surprisingly good,” he says, closing the book.

      “It’s very dirty.” I throw back the covers and get in bed next to him. My heart skips a beat and nerves tingles down my spine. I’ve spent the night with Chase before, just never in this sense.

      Deliberate.

      “Now I’m even more intrigued.”

      “Quinn Harlow is one of my favorite authors.”

      Chase puts the book down and turns off the light. He takes me by the waist and pulls me close, then spoons his body around mine. Physically, I’m exhausted. I haven’t had that many orgasms in one day in, well, ever. I haven’t gotten much sleep the last few days and my body longs for it, but my mind won’t shut off, though tonight, it’s not necessarily a bad thing.

      Because after over a year of living in the dark, I’m finally starting to see the light. And the sunshine on my face feels so damn good.
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* * *

      “You’re still getting ready?”

      I turn away from the mirror, hair wrapped around my curling iron, and almost burn my forehead. I blink. Once. Twice. Three times.

      “Not everyone can just throw on a suit and look as good as you,” I finally muster, still taking in the sight of Chase. His button-down shirt is tucked into gray dress pants, belted around his trim waist. His normally messy hair is neat and right now he really could pass for that mega-rich CEO he pretended to be the first time we met. The transformation from rugged bad boy to sexy-man-in-a-suit is making my brain turn into mush.

      “You’d look good in anything,” he tells me, crossing his arms and leaning on the doorway to the bathroom. He got up this morning and went home to shower and change before church.

      I pull the hot iron from my hair and smile at his reflection. “Thanks, but I think we have to agree to disagree.”

      He raises his eyebrows and crosses the room, stopping behind me with his arms wrapping around my waist. His lips find my neck and I close my eyes, leaning into him. And then I feel the heat of my curling iron not a moment too soon, and jerk it away from my arm at the last second.

      “You’re distracting,” I murmur.

      “You say it like it’s a bad thing.” He slides his hands down my thighs and inches my skirt up.

      “It’s not.” I set the curling iron down inside the sink and hold onto Chase’s arms. “What time is it?”

      He looks over me and down at his wrist. “Seven thirty-two.”

      “Shit.” I’m nowhere near ready and I still have to feed Marley.

      “I’m going to take that as you need me to stop distracting you.”

      “Yeah,” I groan, not wanting him to step away. “We don’t want to be late. Walking in late is worse than not going to church. If you’re not there, you have the chance of the whole ‘out of sight out of mind’ thing and people might not notice. But if you walk in late, everyone sees you.”

      “Makes sense.” Chase shakes his head. “This town is weird.”

      “It is. Which is probably why I like it. I fit in.”

      “You do fit in, but you’re not like some of the others.”

      “What do you mean?” I wrap another section of hair around my curling iron.

      “You’re not judgmental.”

      I meet Chase’s eyes via his reflection in the mirror. “I’m the worst. I judge everyone and I judge hard. I just don’t say anything.”

      Chase laughs. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      I smile back at him and quickly curl the rest of my hair, and then we rush out of the door, swing by my parents’ to feed Marley, and then speed to church.

      “If lightning strikes me, you’re going down with me,” Chase says, looking at my hand in his as we walk through the parking lot.

      I laugh and shake my head. “You’re not going to get smote. Smited? Smoted? Whatever. The worse thing that’s going to happen today is a lot of questions and a little bit of gossip.”

      “People gossip at church?”

      “All the damn time.”

      “I don’t feel as bad about not going to church now.”

      We make it halfway through the parking lot before someone stops us, asking how I’ve been and who Chase is. The same thing happens three more times before we make it into the chapel, and I swear I can feel eyes on us the entire mass. Being the subject of gossip and stares is nothing new to me. I’m well aware that being born a Belmont makes me interesting—to the people of Summer Hill at least. But today it’s bothering me. Are people thinking it’s too soon for me to be with another man? Jake’s been gone for a year and a half. When is it socially okay to get on with my life?

      And more importantly, why do I care?

      Chase and I take a seat in the back minutes before the service starts. Lisa and Rob come in not long after we do, and slip into the pew next to us. Rob is in his uniform and is either on the clock or going to work right after this. Most of the town, including its police officers, attend church on Sunday morning. It never dawned on me until right now that this is the perfect time to commit a crime.

      Chase and I walk out of church hand in hand, and his brother waves him over as we get to Chase’s car. Lisa is fast approaching, so Chase goes over to see Josh while I wait by the Mustang for my cousin.

      “This is Chase’s car?” Lisa asks incredulously.

      “It is. You seem surprised.”

      She purses her lips and looks from the car to Chase. “What did he do before he moved here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, it’s never come up.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why is it interesting?” I ask.

      “Because I know how much a car like this costs, and the fact that he’s wearing a designer suit and an expensive watch makes me wonder what the hell he used to do.”

      “His suit is designer?”

      “Yes. I might have taken a minute or two to check out his ass and saw the label. His ass is very fine, but I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “It is,” I say and force a smile. I have asked Chase about his previous line of work, and he’s declined to comment. In fact, he told me it was a long story. My mind races and I can’t come up with anything rational. He said he moved around a lot. He could be a traveling nurse for all I know.

      “So,” Lisa goes on. “You guys came together. Does that mean you spent the night together?”

      That brings a smile to my face. “Yes. And before you ask, yes. Twice and it was fan-fucking-tastic.”

      Lisa beams. “I’m honestly feeling a tad jealous you got to hit that.”

      I laugh at her and turn my head to look at Chase. He’s crouched down, smiling as he talks to his niece.

      “And everything went okay?” Lisa asks, and she doesn’t have to explain for me to know she meant emotionally, not physically.

      “Yeah. It felt right, and we were very much caught up in the moment both times. He’s easy to be around, as lame as that sounds. We haven’t known each other long, but it’s like I can just relax and be myself around him. It’s hard, sometimes, not to compare him to…to Jake though.”

      “I bet that’s normal.”

      I nod. “Yeah. It’s a little weird. It’s not like we broke up and I have negative feelings toward him. It’d be easier if that were the case. Chase has been really understanding. I think that’s the biggest part of why this feels so right.”

      “Is this more than just a fling?”

      “I think so. It feels like it’s more.” I shake my head. “If it doesn’t come up, I’ll ask him.”

      “No, you won’t,” Lisa says point-blank, raising an eyebrow.

      “Fine. I probably won’t because that’s one awkward conversation waiting to happen. But…” I trail off and look back at Chase. “I think he feels it too. He’s coming back over today. We don’t have plans other than to lounge around until dinner.”

      “Fucking, you mean.”

      “Oh, for sure. I probably want it just as bad as he does.”

      Lisa laughs. “He’s into you. More so than a fling. I can tell by the way he looks at you.”

      I can’t hide my smile. “Good,” I say shortly, not comfortable with gushing over Chase like a teenage girl.

      “Are you bringing him to family dinner tonight?”

      “No, not yet. Mostly for his sake, though. Having your sister, my sister, and all of our parents in one room is overwhelming even when you’re part of the family.”

      “That is the truest thing you can say about our family.”
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* * *

      “How was your date?” Mom asks as soon as I’m through the door that evening. They just got back into town a few hours ago, but since my mom doesn’t actually do the cooking—or the setting of the table, or the cleaning up after dinner—having us all over for dinner isn’t an issue.

      “You went on a date?” Sam asks, turning around so fast she almost bumps into me.

      “Didn’t you see them together at church this morning?” Vanessa, Lisa’s older sister asks, handing off her sleeping toddler to her husband. “I thought Lisa said you went out with that Henson guy.”

      “That is him,” I tell her.

      Vanessa makes a face of surprise. “Really? He looked so…so…”

      “Not like a Henson?” Lisa supplies and her sister agrees. “You’re such an asshole, Nessa.”

      “Lisa,” Gran scolds, voice coming from across the foyer. I swear she has better hearing than I do. I take off my shoes and take my phone from my purse before the housekeeper takes it to hang up. I look through the sea of my family members for my mother, whose hair and makeup are perfectly done. You’d never guess she stepped off a plane hours ago. Her eyes, more blue than green like mine, sparkle and she’s trying not to smile. My mother might be ridiculously posh at times, concerning herself with more than what others think than with what’s going on in the world, but I know she cares.

      “It was fine,” I say simply, but my smile gives it away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      I fall into bed at three am Friday morning. I smell like alcohol and smoke, but I’m too damn tired to shower. This week passed in a blur, and thanks to Sierra, it was a beautiful fucking blur.

      I stayed at her house the rest of Sunday after church until she had to go to her parents’ for dinner. Monday, she came over after work and stayed the night. The next day, I brought lunch to her at work and stayed for the remainder of her break before I had to come back here and work at the bar. She had me over Wednesday night and since she didn’t have to be at work until the afternoon Thursday, we spend the morning in bed together, reading, fucking, and cuddling.

      It’s the last thing I’d thought I’d do. Lying in bed with my arm tucked under Sierra, holding a book with my other free hand, having to put it down every time I needed to turn a page because I didn’t want to disturb Sierra. It sounds so lame to say we spent the morning in bed together reading, but when Sierra got to a sex scene in her book, she read part of it out loud to me, turning us both on enough to recreate the scene ourselves.

      Being close to someone like that isn’t something I do often. Or ever. Things are different with Sierra and all that bullshit about finding that one person out of millions who you’re meant to be with doesn’t sound so shitty anymore.

      The more time I spend with Sierra, the easier she is to read. She’s scared. Keeps her heart guarded. Sometimes, when she gets too close or acts too comfortable, it’s like she catches herself and pulls back.

      With Sierra on my mind, I pass out and dream of her, waking four hours later with enough energy to get up and shower. Regretting going another day without grocery shopping, I grumble when I look inside my fridge for something to eat. Settling for stale cereal with the rest of the milk, I drag a chair over to the large window and eat while watching the river.

      I move to the couch, flipping through channels when Sierra calls. My heart skips a beat when I see her familiar number on my screen.

      “Hey, babe,” I answer.

      “I didn’t wake you up, did I?” she asks.

      “No, I was up already.”

      “Oh good. I was planning on leaving a message for you to listen to when you got up. Why are you up so early? You worked late last night.”

      “Couldn’t sleep. I’ll go back to sleep later, though. Are you on your way to work?”

      “Yeah. And that shipment of books I ordered Monday is supposed to come in. I’m pretty excited about it.”

      I can tell she’s smiling as she talks. It’s fucking adorable.

      “While I have you on the phone, I might as well ask you if you’d be interesting in going to a bonfire tonight at Rob’s house.”

      “Do you want to go?” I ask her.

      “Kind of,” she says after a moment’s hesitation. “I haven’t been to anything like that in a long time.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. There’s probably nothing else to do around this town anyway, right?” I joke.

      “Well, there is me.”

      Fuck. Me. “You’re so fucking hot, Sierra. And I will do you. I’m going to fuck you senseless until you’re coming so hard you’re screaming my name.”

      “Oh…oh my,” she breathes. “Today’s going to go by slow now that I know what’s waiting for me.”

      I chuckle, imagining her pretty face and missing the feel of her body against mine. “How long do you get for lunch today?”

      “I’m the only one there today, so I don’t really get an official break, but I can sneak into the backroom whenever I want.”

      “You’re the only one there?” I echo, not liking the idea of Sierra being at the store alone. It’s not the first time she’s worked alone, yet for some reason, a bad feeling starts to rise inside me.

      Is it because I’m starting to care—really fucking care—about her?

      “Yeah. Friday mornings are always pretty slow. Janet comes in at two. I usually stay for a while to make sure she’s good and then I can leave around three-ish. If it weren’t for the new books coming in, today would seriously drag. Is it weird to say I miss you? I saw you yesterday.”

      I blink, forcing away thoughts of all the bad things that could happen to Sierra as she steps into the backroom of the shop, innocently dashing away to get a book. I know because I’ve done quite a few bad things.

      “It’s not weird.” My voice comes out flat. I get up and go to the window, blinking as the sun shines off the water and into my eyes. “Because I miss you too. I feel like I’m addicted to you.”

      “Are you worried you’ll overdose?”

      “That would be the best way to go. I’ll see you tonight, Sierra.”

      “Bye, Chase.”
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* * *

      “I miss that sound,” Josh says, looking at the river below the large living room window. It’s a little after noon, and he just came over with pizza and beer, having been kicked out of the house by Melissa, who’s in some crazy nesting phase right now and wants to reorganize everything.

      “It’s relaxing. I’ve grown accustomed to it at night.”

      “I didn’t sleep for a whole fucking week after I moved out of here.” Josh turns away from the window and sits on the couch, taking another slice of pizza. “It was too quiet at the new place Melissa and I bought.”

      “I do like it at night. Though I sleep just fine at Sierra’s.”

      Josh grins. “You two have been spending a lot of time together.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Really? ‘I suppose’ is all you’re going to fucking say to that?”

      I bring my beer to my lips. “What do you want to know?”

      “Is shit serious?” he asks casually.

      “It hasn’t been very long,” I reply, knowing Josh is hoping I’ll say yes because he thinks if I do, Sierra and I will be married with babies not long from now. He wants me to stay, and I believe that he genuinely wants me to be happy. Besides Sierra, he’s the only person who hopes for happiness for me.

      It’s fucking weird.

      “I knew I wanted to marry Melissa on our third date.” He puts his fist to his chest. “You just feel it, in here.” He shrugs. “At the very least, you’re having fun with her, I’m sure.”

      I nod, letting his words sink in. I do just feel it when it comes to Sierra. Not about marriage or babies or anything like that, but feeling like I’m home. “She is fun.”

      “You two met before,” Josh tells me. “The first time you came to Summer Hill. She was only like a year or two old then. I graduated with her brother, and we used to hang out before he moved away. We were at the house and Mrs. Belmont came to pick Scott up. Sierra was with her. I remember because Scott and I caught snakes to scare his sister with. We were expecting Sam and not Sierra.”

      “I don’t remember that at all. It’s kinda fucking with my head, trying to think back. I try not to remember too much from my childhood.”

      Josh frowns. “I’m sorry I didn’t say more to Dad about it.”

      “Don’t be. It was a long time ago.”

      The rumbling sound of a truck drowns out the gentle babbling of the river. I get up to see what’s going on in the parking lot.

      “Are you expecting a UPS shipment today?” I ask Josh.

      “Nope. It must be for you.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t order anything.”

      Knowing the delivery guy is going to be confused to have been taken to a bar, we go downstairs and outside, meeting him in the parking lot.

      “Chase Henson?” he asks.

      “That’s me,” I say, looking at the small box in his hands. I have to sign for it, and as soon as I see the shipping label, I realize it’s my phone, sent back from the Apple store with a new screen. There was a time I didn’t think I could live without this thing, now I’m not even excited to get it back. Just how disconnected I was from my previous life didn’t hit me until right now, as I feel the light weight of the box in my hands.

      I haven’t talked to anyone I used to in weeks. I haven’t thought about working a job in even longer. And it’s really fucking nice. Maybe I won’t turn this phone back on. Maybe I should keep it in this box and forget that part of me completely.

      Start over fresh in Summer Hill.

      With Sierra.

      “I bet you’re happy to get that back,” Josh says as we walk back up the stairs to the apartment. “You can let your friends know you’re still alive.”

      “Hah, yeah.” There’s only one person I trust enough to consider a friend, and not talking to him for days or even weeks at a time is nothing out of the ordinary. Not talking to him might be a good thing. We tend to get into trouble when we’re together.

      Josh and I go back upstairs and watch a couple of episodes of Breaking Bad—Josh was appalled when I said I hadn’t seen it. After he leaves, I do the shit I’ve been putting off: grocery shopping and straightening up the apartment. I get done a little before Sierra calls, saying she’s going to go home to take care of her cats and get changed, then she’ll be over.

      I shower and throw fresh sheets on the bed, then end up watching another episode of Breaking Bad. I turn the TV off and stand, looking at the brown box on the counter. As much as I want to forget about the past, I know I should at least turn on the damn phone and get my mom’s number off it. It might be sad I don’t know her number off the top of my head. It’s changed multiple times over the years, and we rarely talk. There’s no point in memorizing it. Still, she’s my mother and though she resents the hell out of me, I need to know if something happens.

      The phone is completely dead of course and will take a few minutes before it even turns on. I plug it in and forget about it as soon as Sierra knocks on the door. She’s wearing a coral-colored dress that shows off her perfect tits and hugs her tight around the waist before flaring out, giving the whole thing a contradicting sexy-yet-innocent look that instantly turns me on.

      “I brought you a home-cooked dinner,” she says, holding up a wicker basket. The moment she’s inside and the door closes, I grab her and kiss her hard. Still holding the basket in one hand, she curls her other around me, fingers going to my hair.

      “It smells amazing,” I tell her, lips brushing against hers. “You made it?”

      “I wish. My parents’ personal chef did. I stopped by on my way out and was able to get us something to eat. Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.” I put my mouth on Sierra’s neck, teeth grazing her flesh. She groans and tips her head back, wanting more. I move away, take her hand, and lead her to the table. I’ve come to realize that getting Sierra hot and bothered and then not immediately having sex leads to her desperately fucking me as hard as she can. Walking away from her is a challenge for me, that’s for sure, but the way she’ll be looking at me in an hour will make this worth it.

      “I was super paranoid about this. One of the side dishes had shellfish in it. So I used a new spoon for everything in case it got cross-contaminated and got food from the opposite side of the dishes. I don’t want to kill you. Not yet at least.”

      I smile at Sierra. “That probably won’t affect me. I have to actually eat it to have a bad reaction.”

      She slowly shakes her head, eyes trained on me. “I’m not willing to risk it. I like you, Chase Henson. I want to keep you around a bit longer.”

      It dawns on me as she begins to unpack dinner that she’s probably hypersensitive to losing anyone she cares about. I take her hand before she grabs a biscuit.

      “Thanks, though. For making sure.”

      “Of course, Chase.”

      Our eyes meet and my heart does that stupid skip-a-beat thing again. So much emotion is conveyed in under a second it throws me for a loop. She wants her happy ending as much as I want to give it to her.

      Not the mystery woman.

      Her.

      And I want to be a part of it.

      Leave it to Sierra to make me have a moment right here and right now, in the most mundane setting.

      I get us plates and silverware and go back to the table.

      “I grew up thinking these were a family recipe,” she tells me, breaking apart a biscuit and putting it on her plate. “And then when I was like sixteen I found out it was from the can. Talk about an existential crisis.”

      “Your whole life was a lie,” I laugh.

      “Yes! I mean, I knew my mom didn’t cook worth a shit, but I honestly thought my grandma made the best biscuits in the history of biscuits every holiday. Then I found out the truth.” She breaks off a small piece and eats it while getting more food out. “And to this day, I can’t open a can of biscuits without wincing and feeling shame.”

      “I’ve made canned biscuits maybe three times in my life and all three times I had to close my eyes and look away,” I admit.

      “It’s awful! Couldn’t they come up with a better way to do that by now?”

      “You’d think so.”

      Sierra shakes her head, smiling, and serves dinner for us both.

      “What was it like growing up with a personal chef?” I ask, picking up my fork.

      She shrugs. “It all seemed normal to me for years, until I started going to friends’ houses and hearing how they’d help their moms cook dinner or make cookies together. It made me kind of sad to realize that I was missing out on so much with my own mother. Which I know…poor pitiful me and my personal chef.”

      “No, no, I get you. My own mother wasn’t involved in the least, so I understand that feeling of letdown when you see other people. Like how the fuck did they get things so…so…right?”

      It’s not the first time words escaped me, the truth seeping out, desperate to finally be set free. It won’t be the last time. And for the life of me, I cannot figure out why the fuck Sierra makes me so unhinged.

      “I don’t want to sound pretentious by saying that upholding the perfect family image was damaging or anything, but sometimes I’d see my friends and wish I had what they had. Because all the glitz and glamour comes with a cost. I still rarely see my father.”

      “So I take it you don’t want to go into the family business, right?” I ask slowly, recalling her voicemail about getting into grad school. I don’t know what her focus was, but I doubt it was agriculture.

      “Not in the same way my dad runs things. The plan was for the three of us—my brother, sister, and I—to take equal parts. Scott wants nothing to do with farming, obviously, and Sam can’t wait to take over.” Sierra lets out a breath and spreads butter on her biscuit. “But the Belmonts have been farmers for years, and I like that family history. I’m a part owner of the farm whether I like it or not, and there’s no way I’d sell my share. When I was a kid, I wanted to be a farmer, like my dad. My sister wanted to be a farmer’s wife. That’s the Belmont way, after all.”

      “That doesn’t suit you. At all. You’re not the kind of woman who can sit idly by and be a trophy wife.”

      Sierra raises her head, looking into my eyes. “What kind of woman am I?”

      “That’s a loaded question,” I say with a chuckle. “You are smart and kind. You won’t sit around taking orders from someone, and you won’t let anyone use your gender as a handicap and play that role of ‘farmer’s wife.’ You want to make the world a better place, even though the last year or so hasn’t been kind to you. You believe people are inherently good, and for some unknown reason, you make people like me see it too.”

      Sierra’s eyes gloss over, and for a beat, she stares at me. Then she blinks and looks away. “Sounds about right.”

      “I wanted to be an Avenger when I was a kid,” I tell her, digging into my food. “At least you had more ambition than me.”

      “Aspiring to be a superhero is pretty ambitious.”

      “Ambitious but not realistic.”

      Sierra’s fork goes limp in her hand, resting against her plate. “What did you do? Before you came here, I mean.”

      I lean back in my chair. “A lot of things. I never found anything that stuck.” It’s a half-truth, but I still feel like shit for saying it. Though I did do a lot of things, like I said, none are things I’m proud of. All are far from anything I’d share with Sierra. I don’t want her to look at me differently than she is now.

      “I bartended a bit before I came here,” I say, which is true. To an extent again. Fuck. I mentally sigh. “At a bar on the shore in New Jersey.”

      She scoops up rice with her fork and snickers. “You lived on the Jersey Shore?”

      “It’s not as bad as the show makes it.”

      “So you’re not D.T.F. tonight?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I should be glad I have no idea what you’re talking about, right?”

      Sierra laughs. “Yes, and I am too. Is that where you’re from originally? You don’t have a Jersey accent, but you do sound northern.”

      “And you sound southern. Though not as much as other people in this town.”

      She nods. “It’s because my mom doesn’t have an accent.”

      “Oh, right. You said she’s from the east coast.”

      “Yeah. Though she’s picked up on the Mississippi accent more and more over time. Stay here long enough and you’ll pick it up too.”

      “Maybe mine will rub off on you.”

      “Lisa and I used to pretend we were from New York and see if we could get people to believe us.”

      “Did it work?”

      She shakes her head. “Not at all. But we were usually drinking when we’d play that game.”

      “I was born and raised in Indiana,” I tell her. “Northern Indiana, close to Lake Michigan, to be exact, and not all that far from Chicago, actually.”

      “Does it get cold there in the winter?”

      “Very. With lots of snow since we’re by the lake.”

      “I like snow. It’s so pretty.”

      “Has it ever snowed here?”

      “A few times,” she says. “It’s never much though. I went to Park City, Utah a few years back for a New Year’s ski trip and party. It was breathtaking.”

      “You’ll have to see the piers in Lake Michigan in the winter then. The ice build-up is insane.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I’ll take you someday.”

      Sierra smiles. “I’m going to hold you to it.”
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          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      I rake my fingers through Chase’s hair, and he lets out a soft moan in his sleep. Leaning back into the pillows, I close my eyes as well even though I’m not tired. I know Chase only got a few hours of sleep last night and didn’t nap like he intended to during the day. We have time before the bonfire at Rob’s tonight, so he might as well sleep.

      And he has to be exhausted from the sex we just had. Hell, I am, and I wasn’t the one holding me up against the wall the entire time.

      We’re in his bed, both still naked. Chase’s head is nestled against my breasts, and he has one arm lazily draped around me. I hook my leg over him, and a foreign feeling of peace falls over me. It’s so pleasant it’s almost startling. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to get on with my life after Jake, let alone find another person who gets me the way that Jake did.

      I’m drifting to sleep when Chase’s phone vibrates on the nightstand next to me. Chase jerks awake, eyes wide as he sits up.

      “It’s your phone,” I tell him and reach for it, pulling it off the charger. “Is this new? I thought you had a different one.”

      “I do,” he says and pushes himself up.

      “Whoa, that’s a lot of missed texts,” I blurt when I see the screen. Chase takes the phone before I can get a better look. “Did that say you have thirty-seven texts from someone named Jax?”

      “Yeah. This is my phone—my real phone. The one I’ve been using is a temporary, so to speak.”

      “What?”

      “Dakota, my niece, broke the screen my first day here. I sent it away to be fixed and forgot about it until it came back today.”

      “Who’s Jax?” I ask, trying to get another look at the phone. I can be a bit nosey regardless, and right now I really want to know why Chase has so many missed texts and calls.

      “A friend.” He sets the phone down and reaches for me.

      “Shouldn’t you text him back?”

      “Nah, it’s not important.”

      “He sent you like forty texts. I think that warrants at least a look.”

      Chase shrugs and grabs me by the waist, sliding me to him. “Later. We should probably leave, right?”

      “Probably. I don’t know what time it is.” The sun set a while ago, and soft moonlight filters through the window in Chase’s bedroom. He presses the home button on his phone to check the time, and I see that has a slew of missed calls as well as texts. How is he not dying to read them?

      “Nine twenty-three,” he tells me.

      “Wow. I did not realize it was that late.”

      “We’re good at losing track of time.” He grins and moves closer.

      “Very. Maybe we can lose track of time again later?”

      His lips graze mine as he talks, his deep voice rumbling through me. “Not maybe. Definitely.”
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* * *

      Dark clouds blanket the sky, and the smell of rain sits heavy in the air, mixing with the thick scent of the bonfire. The crackles and pops of the fire fight to drown out the late-night singing of the crickets, and talk and laughter weave between the two, muted by the country music that’s coming from the barn. Humidity clings to the night, blanketing us in sticky heat.

      This is summer the way it should be. I’ve spent most of my summers like this, outside with friends, partying in some sense or the other.

      “You look lost in thought,” Chase says, handing me a can of beer. I crack the top and take a sip. I’m not a fan of beer. The idea of it sounds nice, refreshing even, but I can’t get past the taste. It’s terrible.

      “I am. I was thinking of how these get-togethers have evolved over the years. From innocent slumber parties with my girlfriends to crazy parties in college to this…low-key, more adult fun. I missed that last transition.”

      Chase puts his arm around me and kisses my forehead. Sometimes saying nothing is the best thing to hear, and Chase knows how powerful his silence can be.

      “Siiieerrraaaa!” Lisa calls from across the yard, throwing her hands up.

      “I think she missed the transition too,” Chase jokes and I laugh.

      “Lisa will always be in the crazy stage. She’s been in the crazy stage since birth.”

      “I told you to be here at nine, hooker,” Lisa bellows as she rushes over, throwing her arms around me. She’s already drunk and the party just started. “It’s like ten…ten…something.”

      “It’s ten fifteen. That makes me fashionably late.”

      Lisa pouts. “But I had no one to tell me to stop taking shots. Or take shots with. Want one?” She turns before I can answer. “Rob! Bring me those tequila shots.”

      “I don’t think Sierra wants one of those,” Chase says, eyes meeting mine. He arches his eyebrows and smiles, and I roll my eyes back at him, knowing he’s referencing that time I almost had a threesome with Mr. and Mrs. Backwoods.

      “Why don’t you let Sierra make her own decisions,” Lisa slurs.

      I love and hate Drunk Lisa. She lacks a filter most days, and when she’s been drinking, the filter is completely off and locked away in some repressed compartment in her mind that won’t surface again until at least three hours after her hangover wears off.

      “I don’t want tequila,” I say, grimacing. “Do you have any wine inside, though?”

      “Of course. Come with me. I have to pee anyway.”

      I take Chase’s hand and start forward after Lisa.

      “No,” she says, turning around. She holds up her hand, squinting at Chase. “Just the girls.”

      I shake my head. “Lisa, chill a little.”

      “Rob!” she calls, turning away from us. He jogs over a few seconds later.

      “What’s up, babe? And hey, guys,” Rob says.

      Lisa takes my hand out of Chase’s and loops her arm through mine. “I need to take Sierra into the house for some girl stuff. You talk to Chase. Because if we’re going to stay together and they’re going to be together, then the two of you need to get along.”

      “We do get along,” Rob says slowly, not following Lisa’s drunk logic.

      “Ugh,” she sighs, throwing her head back. “You don’t know each other. Go be friends. Start a bromance and become best friends. Come on, Sierra.”

      I look at Chase, who is amused by the whole thing, and gives me a small nod, telling me to go with Lisa.

      “What the fuck?” Lisa blurts as soon as we’re inside.

      “About what?” I ask her.

      She blinks, and then shakes her head. “I don’t remember. Wine is in the fridge. I’m going to pee.” She stumbles through Rob’s house to the bathroom while I open a bottle of wine, trading my beer for a plastic wine glass. I fill it halfway, take a few sips, and lean on the counter while I wait for my cousin.

      “Where’s my glass?” she asks when she’s back in the kitchen.

      “I’ll pour you one later. How about some food?”

      “I’m drinking my calories tonight.”

      “Take a break for a minute and dance with me,” I try, taking her arm and pulling her out the door. I see Chase standing by the fire, talking with Rob and his friends.

      “You like him, don’t you?” Lisa slurs.

      “Yeah. I hope so, at least, since we’re sleeping together.”

      “You know what I mean. Like really like him.”

      “I’m starting to.”

      “Good.” Lisa gives me a smile and rests her head on my shoulder. If she’s getting tired already, there’s no way she’s going to make it through the rest of the night. “But it is weird seeing you with someone other than Jake. When you guys were out there, backs turned, I thought it was you and Jake for a second. Then I saw you with Chase and it’s just weird.”

      I know she’s drunk, but her words hurt. Tears well up in my eyes and I work hard to blink them away. I grind my teeth the rest of the way to the fire, shaking Lisa off my arm as soon as we stop. She goes over to Rob, throwing her arms around his shoulders.

      “Sierra,” Chase says, smiling disappearing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I lie the same moment a renegade tear falls from my eye.

      “I don’t believe you,” he whispers, wiping my tear away. “Did something happen?”

      I shake my head. “Just my drunk best friend saying stupid shit.” Chase steps in, wrapping one arm around me. I rest my head against his chest and gather my composure.  Chase cups my face, gently moving my chin up so he can kiss me. The guilt intensifies for a brief second before vanishing completely. Chase kisses me harder, tongue slipping past my lips. He slides his hand back into my hair, closing his fingers into a fist. If I weren’t holding my wine, I’d throw my arms around Chase and completely surrender to him.

      “Better?” he asks, breaking away.

      “Yes.” I take a few big gulps of my wine, mostly because I want to finish it and not carry a cup around all night. It takes me a while to feel like myself again, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t squish the ball of fear that starts to form every time I run into an old friend. Are they thinking the same thing Lisa is?

      “Those are the girls you went out with the first night I saw you, right?” Chase asks, watching Katie, Bella, and Heather draw near.

      “Yeah, they are. I’m surprised you remember.”

      “I’m good with remembering faces.”

      “I’m not. At all.”

      Katie catches my eye and waves. “Sierra! Oh my God, it’s good to see you again!”

      She hugs me and then looks at Chase, doing a terrible job hiding her smile. There’s no need to introduce Chase to them. They know who he is and that we’ve been spending time together. Not because I told them, but because this town talks. I go through a formal introduction regardless, for Chase’s sake. We talk to my old friends for a while then refill our drinks and go back by the fire. It’s already hot out, but the smoke keeps the mosquitos away.

      “I feel like I’m in a country music video,” Chase quips as we sit on a hay bale.

      I laugh. “Nah, all the girls would be wearing cowboy boots and cut-off jeans if we were. And we’d be sitting on a tailgate.”

      “We’re missing drunken fights and someone passing out in the barn, too.”

      “I’m sure one of those two will happen tonight.”

      “I think you just jinxed it.” Chase sits up straighter, looking over the fire. “Looks like a fight’s about to break out.”

      We stand and see three guys, fists clenched, staring down another guy. The leader of the offensive pack is Justin, a guy I’ve known since childhood. Behind the guys, who are exchanging heated words, is Francine, who’s the world’s fakest friend. Her arms are crossed and lips pursed, watching the men shout. Justin lurches forward, shoving the other guy in the chest. He stumbles back but takes a swing, fist colliding with Justin’s temple. Justin’s friends jump in on the guy, and another joins in on the fight, going against Justin and his crew.

      “I’ll get Rob,” I say but Chase shakes his head.

      “I got this.” He strides over and shouts, “Hey!” The brawl comes to a temporary halt and all five guys look at Chase. “What the fuck are you doing?” Chase goes on.

      “He touched my girl,” Justin sneers, pointing to the guy he shoved, that I recognize now as Daniel, who moved to Summer Hill not that long ago and has never quite fit in.

      “Take it somewhere else.” Chase goes right up to them.

      “Stay out of it, fucking Yankee,” Justin snarls and I shake my head. Way to further the southern stereotype. I turn, hoping to find Rob. He’s a cop in this town, after all. People listen to him. In that split second that I turn away, all hell breaks loose. I look back just in time to see Justin taking a swing at Chase.

      Horrified, I stand rooted to the spot, watching everything unfold. Chase ducks out of the way, catches Justin’s fist and twists his arm before popping him quickly in the face. Justin goes down and one of his friends moves in at the same time the other jumps on Chase from behind.

      Chase flips him over with ease and takes out the other friend in two seconds flat. Daniel and his friend stand there, arms out to their sides, looking at Chase and not knowing if they should fight him or not. Justin scrambles to his feet and pulls out a pocket knife. He flips open the blade and charges at Chase. My eyes widen in horror and my mouth falls open, but no words come out.

      Chase turns, grabs Justin’s wrist and has him disarmed in the blink of an eye. He twists Justin’s arm behind his back, apprehending him until Rob and one of his police officer friends run over. There’s a gleam in Chase’s eyes, and I can’t deny that he looks almost disappointed the fight is not only over but was easy. For him at least.

      “What the fuck?” Rob exclaims, seeing the knife on the ground.

      “That guy’s fucking psycho!” Justin yells, pulling away from Chase and mopping blood from his bleeding nose with the back of his hand. “He just attacked us!”

      “Give it a break,” Rob says. “We saw the whole thing. You charged at him with a knife. That’s assault, Justin. If he presses charges against you, I’m hauling your ass to the county jail.”

      Chase holds up his hands. “I’m not pressing charges. Just don’t be a dumbass anymore.”

      Justin spits blood onto the ground and glares at Chase. Francine stares daggers at me from across the yard, and now I know why she was standing there so smugly, watching the fight take place. It was about her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me your boyfriend is Jason Bourne?” Lisa asks, coming up behind me, unable to look away from the guys.

      I’m just as shocked as she is. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Close enough. I wanna learn how to do that,” she goes on. “That was badass. God, it’s not fair you get to go home with him tonight.”

      “Yeah…it’s not.”

      “Why don’t you have a drink in your hand?” Lisa asks, just now realizing it. “We gotta fix this.”

      Fights happen at these types of parties all the time. It’s a running joke that there’s nothing else to do but beat each other up. The spats are broken up, no one is seriously hurt, and we go on with the night. I can’t get over the look in Chase’s eye, the way he enjoyed fighting.

      “Right.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “I will!” Lisa skips off to the cooler in the threshold of the barn. The guys disperse and Chase comes back to me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him.

      “I’m fine. That guy’s an idiot.”

      “He’s always been one. You handled that well.”

      Chase gives me his signature shrug. “I taught a self-defense class in college.”

      “Really?” I tip my head. It’s the first time he’s mentioned that he even went to college.

      “Yeah. And I’ve been into martial arts since I was a kid. It was one of the few things my dad did for me. If you can call it that. He sent money for classes. He thought it would make me disciplined. He wasn’t there to do shit, so he hoped someone else could.”

      “Did it work?”

      Chase gives me a devilish smirk. “No.” His hands land on my ass and he pulls me in. “I lack self-control. Especially when it comes to you.”

      I bite my lip, grinning right back. “You’re a bad influence.”

      With a swift movement, he picks me up and kisses me. “The worst.”

      “Get a room,” Lisa calls, making her way back with two hard lemonades. “Or at least go in the barn.”

      “I’m kinda ready to go home,” I admit.

      “So you two can fuck?” Lisa blurts, handing me my drink.

      “That is part of why.” I make a face. “You know I’m not much of a party person.”

      “You’re so lame, Si. But fine. Go home and have fun with that piece of man-meat.”

      “I’m standing right here,” Chase says dryly.

      Lisa looks him up and down and then winks. “I know.”

      We laugh and I take Lisa’s hand, guiding her across the yard to Rob before Chase and I leave.

      “Where do you want to go?” Chase asks, opening the car door for me. “Home or the apartment?”

      “We can go to your house.” I get in, taking note that Chase never refers to his house as ‘home’. He said he’s never been anywhere long enough for it to feel that way. “It’s closer.”

      The bar is still packed when we pull up, and we sneak around back and up the stairs before anyone can see us.

      “I forgot about that,” I say when we step through the door. “How do you sleep with all the noise?”

      “I don’t. Not well at least until the bar closes. But I’m a night person anyway, so I’m up until two or three most nights.”

      “I could be the same, but I have to get up for work.”

      “Why do you work at The Book Bag?” He takes off his shoes and goes to the couch. I set my purse down and unbuckle my sandals, and join him.

      “I have to have a job.”

      “I know, but you said you own part of the farm. Maybe it’s presumptuous to assume you’d make more money doing that than working at a small bookstore.”

      “I would, but I like The Book Bag. And the biggest thing is not wanting a handout from my parents. I already don’t fit in the best and the last thing I want is them holding the fact that they gave me money or a job over my head. I want to be successful in life because I earned it. Not because someone gave it to me.”

      Chase looks at me for a minute, admirably. “And that’s exactly why you’d be a terrible farmer’s wife.”

      “I’d be the worst.”

      “Always telling him what to do and not taking your rightful place in the kitchen. And I just know you’d have an opinion you’d want to share.”

      “The nerve of me, right?”

      “It’s borderline disgraceful.”

      We both laugh and Chase takes me in his arms. My head rests against his chest and I close my eyes, just breathing it all in. Noise from the bar thumps on below us, yet it’s still peaceful sitting here with Chase. I start to doze off until a loud cheer from the patrons below startles me.

      “It’s quieter in the bedroom,” Chase says, then gives me a smirk. “Though if I’m talking about us, it’s far from quiet.”

      “You wanna give them a run for their money?” I ask, biting my lip.

      Chase scoops me up and carries me into the bedroom. “Hell, yes.”
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          Chase

        

      

    

    
      The sound of metal rubbing on metal reverberates through the quiet room, waking me from my sleep. The sound is unfamiliar, and I immediately go on the defense, looking for whoever caused the noise. The stakes are higher this time because it’s not just me to worry about. Sierra is next to me, and if anyone lays a finger on her, I’ll kill them.

      The glowing screen of my phone catches my eye, and it takes not even a second to realize the sound was a text coming through, causing the phone to vibrate up against a metal bowl full of change. Sierra didn’t stir. She did tell me she’s a sound sleeper and doesn’t wake easily once she’s passed out.

      It’s my old phone, which sounds weird to say since this one is actually a newer model than the one I got from the Summer Hill electronic store. The text is from Jax, and I know I should read it. I unlock the phone and internally groan at the number of texts, missed calls, and messages.

      I go to the voicemails first. There are fewer of them than texts, and Jax would call instead of text if it were actually important. It’s like I’m listening to Sierra’s messages all over again, except my mystery woman is naked in bed next to me, fast asleep and none the wiser to the shit I’m about to listen to. I press play on Jax’s first message and bring the phone to my ear.

      “I got a job for us,” he starts. “Fifty-grand easy. Call me.”

      The next message is from over a week later. “Where the fuck are you, Henson? I got fucking arrested and need you to bail me out. I know I flaked on you last time, but I had a good fucking reason. I’m at Stark County.”

      The next message comes three days after the last. I hit play. “Fuck you, man. Fuck. You. I had to get Weston to bail me out. But really, where the hell are you? No one’s heard from you in weeks. If you’re fucking dead I’m going to kill you. Don’t you fucking force me to ask Beth what happened to you.”

      I know he did because the next message is from Beth, who was more than a fuck buddy but far from my girlfriend.

      “What the fucking hell, Chase?” she starts. “Jax just left and said he hasn’t seen or heard from you either. I’m worried. Really fucking worried.” Her voice is raspy and I can tell she’s sucking on a cigarette as she talks. “Last I heard you were going down south to handle some family shit. Call me, asshole.”

      The last message is from Jax again, and it was left last night while Sierra and I were at the bonfire. “I’m in trouble and need a place to lay low. You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t serious. And I’m serious. Beth said something about Mississippi. I’m headed south now to stay out of dodge. If you’re not dead, call me back, motherfucker.”

      “Shit,” I mumble, bringing the phone away from my face. Jax has helped me out more than once. I can’t walk away from this.

      I run my hand through my hair and open the texts. The majority are from Jax, telling me about jobs, then asking where I am. Three texts are from Beth, with the first being a photo of her new nipple piercing, the second inviting me to come over for the night, and the third asking where I am as well. The rest are from clients, seeing if I’m available for hire. The most recent text is from Jax, asking if I’m alive.

      I let the phone drop onto the bed and lay back down, curling my body around Sierra’s. In her sleep, she arches her back and moves closer. The sound of the river surrounds us, and my chest tightens when I think about how bad I want this.

      Sierra.

      A simple life here in Summer Hill.

      Together.

      Living happily together for the rest of our days.

      They say nice guys finish last. What the hell happens to the bad ones?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You work tonight, right?” Sierra asks over breakfast. We’re at Suzy’s Cafe, and we’re both well aware of the stares we’re getting from the other customers. I can only assume half of them are jealous. I’m the one walking hand in hand with someone as beautiful as Sierra, after all. And the other half are probably wondering what the fuck Sierra is doing with me.

      “Yeah. I’m closing down the bar.”

      She makes a face, looking down at her phone. “My mom keeps pestering me to go spend the day shopping with her and Sam.”

      “Go with them,” I tell her, reaching for my coffee. We’d talked about walking the deer path I’ve been running. Sierra told me she likes to hike, but gets a little freaked out to go alone, which she should. My mind goes to all the bad things that can happen and it makes my stomach hurt. “If you want to, that is.”

      “I haven’t hung out with them in a while.”

      “It’s nice you guys do things together.”

      “Yeah, it is. My sister and I are total opposites, but we get along for the most part. Same with my mom. I’m way more free-spirited than the rest of my family, and it makes me stick out.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that,” I say and Sierra smiles. “This might be a dumb question, but when you say you’re going to spend the day shopping, you can’t mean you’re going to be around here, can you?”

      “No. They want to drive to Eastmont, which is almost two hours away. They have good stores there.”

      Our food comes, and we talk throughout breakfast. On our way out, an elderly woman comes up to Sierra, smiling as she eyes me up and down.

      “Good morning,” she says with a thick southern accent. “To both of you.” She brings her eyebrows up and smiles again.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Williams. This is Chase.” Sierra turns, introducing me. “And Chase, this is Mrs. Williams. She owns The Book Bag.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say and shake her hand.

      “I knew Sierra was seeing someone new. I just didn’t know he was this handsome.” Mrs. Williams winks at me and squeezes my hand. “It’s nice seeing her happy again,” she whispers to me, loud enough for Sierra to hear. “I hope to keep seeing you around.”

      “I plan to be here,” I tell her, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Sierra smile. I take her hand the rest of the way to the car. We go back to my place so she can get her stuff, needing to hurry home to shower and change in time to meet her mom and sister. She’s stuffing her clothes from last night into her oversized purse when she gets a text.

      “Lisa’s at work,” she tells me with a laugh. “She’s begging for coffee. I didn’t know she had to work this morning.”

      “She has to feel like shit.”

      “Yeah. Total shit.”

      “The bank isn’t open long on Saturday, at least.”

      “Right. She’s there until noon. And it’s nine-thirty now…yeah. She’s gonna need that coffee.” Sierra makes a face. “I’m already running late, but I feel bad. I’ll get her coffee. And food. I doubt she ate.”

      Watching Sierra, I remember how I felt last night lying in bed next to her. How I want to start over. Make this place my home.

      With her.

      “I’ll take it to her,” I offer. “I need to go to the bank anyway. Tell me what to get.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Chase.”

      “I’m going to the bank today. It’s no big deal.”

      Sierra looks at me as if it is. “Thank you. She likes black coffee. Easy.”

      “That is. What to eat?”

      “Blueberry muffin.”

      “Got it. Go shop.” I take her in my arms, needing to feel her breasts crush against me one more time. “And if you’re shopping for lingerie and can’t decide on something, feel free to send me pictures.”

      The words leave my mouth and intrusive thoughts immediately take over. I have her late-boyfriend’s phone. The phone that he held in his hand. She held it too. Did she send him naughty pictures on it? The parallels are too much for me to handle. It’s wrong, and I fucking hate myself for listening to those messages.

      Those messages that I haven’t deleted yet.

      “Chase?” Sierra asks. “Are you okay?”

      I blink and put my mouth to hers. “Better now.”

      We kiss once more, and then she leaves. The second she’s out the door, I feel relief. Not to be away from her, because I’m missing her already, but because of this sudden feeling that I’m teetering on the edge of fucking up. I let out a breath and go into my bedroom, pulling out a bag filled with cash from under the bed. I take a couple thousand out, stick it in my nightstand drawer, and zip up the bag to take with me. At the last second, I grab my phone—my old phone—from the nightstand.

      I get the coffee and muffin first, then go to the bank. Lisa is at the front, head resting in her hands.

      “I come bearing gifts,” I say, holding up the coffee. The sun is behind me, and Lisa cringes when she looks up.

      “Oh my God, I could kiss you.” She takes the coffee from me and chugs it. “Where’s Si?”

      “Shopping with her mom and sister. She was running late so I offered to bring this.”

      Lisa opens the bag and digs into the muffin. “Seriously, thank you.”

      “It’s no problem. I need to talk to Melissa, actually. Is she here?”

      “She is, but that’s not what I mean. Well, it is. I needed coffee like it was nobody’s business. And I’m fucking starving and this muffin has those big sprinkles of sugar on the top. So damn good. But I mean for making Sierra happy again. I don’t even think she realizes it. You know she wears those weird outfits, right? Well, she stopped after Jake died. I think it was like too much effort or something. Now she’s back to those damn character-inspired whatever.” Lisa waves her hand in the air. “I can never guess what she is, and I hate when I can’t do something. But my point is, she’s herself again. Part of her died with Jake, and whatever you’re doing, it’s bringing her back to life.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. Suddenly, I realize that’s a whole lot of fucking responsibility.

      “And,” Lisa goes on, “I just want to remind you once again that my family owns a lot of farmland in this town. You hurt Sierra, I can kill you and make it look like an accident and scatter your body over the thousands of acres we own.”

      I smile, liking Lisa more and more. “If you were going to hide my body, you don’t need to make it look like an accident. Save yourself the trouble.”

      Lisa smiles back. “Good point. Then I’d just beat you to death with a shovel.”

      “Sounds about right. I won’t hurt her.”

      “You better not. Want me to get Melissa now?”

      “Yeah, then finish your coffee. You’re gonna need it.”

      I pull out my phone while Lisa goes in the back and open Jax’s text. He asked if I was alive. I simply respond ‘yes’ and hit send.
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      I set my Kindle down, trading it for my phone. I’m supposed to be at the Sunday family dinner in ten minutes and I’m half expecting it to be Mom, asking where I am. It’s Lisa instead.

      Lisa: Are you bringing Chase to dinner tonight?

      Me: No. He’s hanging out with his brother tonight.

      Lisa: Good. We need to talk.

      Me: Trouble with Rob again?

      She doesn’t respond, so I take that as a yes. I read a few more pages before getting up out of the hammock and going inside, opening a can of cat food so Dolly and Tinkerbell come running. They like to sit on the screened-in porch with me, but I won’t leave them out there unattended. I might have a slight irrational fear of something tearing through the screen and getting them.

      When I get to my parents’, I see Rob and Lisa sitting together on the back patio. His arm is around hers and they’re animatedly talking with Sam and her husband. No one looks stressed. Rob laughs and brings his head closer to Lisa as they talk. I’m not a body language expert, but those two do not look like lovers in a quarrel. And I know they didn’t just have a fight because when they do, they’re all over each other for a day or two after making up.

      I catch Lisa’s eye and wave. She gives me a tight smile and whispers something to Rob. He jerks around, face flat before smiling like everything is normal. Lisa stands, shoulders tense, and starts to make her way inside.

      “Sierra, dear,” Gran calls. “You look lovely. Did you get a bit of sun today?”

      “Too much,” I tell her, crossing the solarium floor to give my grandmother a hug. “I was hiking and thought the sunlight wouldn’t get to me since I was in the woods.”

      Gran smiles. “I’ve made that mistake a time or two. Not recently, mind you. Come, dear. Keep me company while I have my tea.”

      I shoot Lisa an apologetic glance and follow Gran to the front porch. Storm clouds are rolling in, and the smell of rain on the horizon calms me.

      “Have you thought about going back to school?” Gran asks, stirring sugar into her tea.

      “Not really.” I look into my cup, watching tea leaves swirl around the bottom. Part of me wants to try to read them, but I know Gran would think I lost it for sure. “Getting into the same grad school twice is pretty unlikely. The program I was in is very selective.”

      “But not impossible.”

      “I know. Maybe I’ll go back and get a second degree in agriculture. Or business. The more I think about letting Sam run the farm, the more I feel we’re all doomed.”

      Gran gives me a wry smile, gracefully bringing her tea to her lips. “You would bring a level head into the equation. Which we need. You would be an invaluable asset to the Belmont Industry.”

      I almost choke. It’s the first time Gran has ever hinted that she wants me to come into the family business.

      “I’m not really a business person,” I mumble.

      Ignoring me, Gran goes on. “There is more to this than men in stuffy suits, my dear.”

      “Yeah…I know.” I set my teacup down and look out at the gray clouds. The breeze picks up and a chill comes over me.

      “So,” Gran says, changing the subject. “When am I going to meet this gentleman you’ve been seeing? Gloria Freemont tells me he’s quite the looker, even with those tattoos.” She shakes her head, clicking her tongue. “I don’t see the appeal in that.”

      I laugh. “A lot of people find tattoos sexy, Gran.”

      “You know what I found sexy about your grandfather?”

      “Do I want to know?”

      “The way he treated his inferiors. You’d never know they were inferiors. When I met him, the farm was struggling. There had been a drought followed by a year of nonstop rain. It nearly wiped out everything. And within the next two years, luck changed and he got the first partnership selling to a national distributor. He made his first million the next year. But he still worked the fields. Took extra shifts to give his employees days off. I’ll never meet another man like your grandfather,” she ends, voice dropping.

      Gran married two more times after my grandpa died. She divorced her second husband after six years of marriage, saying she was bored with him. She married six months later to a telenovela star she met in Miami, shocking us all. He wasn’t a legal citizen, so the marriage isn’t technically recognized. He got into some trouble and got deported. She still keeps in contact with him, but I don’t think she ever fully committed to either of those men.

      It was my fear after Jake died. I’d never find someone I loved as much. I’d forever think back to what I had, comparing anyone I had interest in to Jake. And they’d fail.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” Melinda, my parents’ housekeeper says as she steps onto the porch. “Dinner is ready.”

      I help Gran to her feet and go inside, taking my usual spot at the dining room table next to Lisa. She’s quiet throughout the meal, averting her eyes whenever I look her way. As soon as we’re done, she grabs my wrist and pulls me into the living room, away from the rest of the family.

      “We need to talk,” she blurts, looking nervous.

      “Are you pregnant?” I whisper.

      “What? God no.” She looks down at her stomach. “Do I look pregnant? It’s this fucking shirt, isn’t it?”

      “No, you don’t. But if you just found out you wouldn’t look pregnant. That’s not the point. What the hell is going on?”

      “Chase,” she says, and her voice cuts through the air like a sharp knife.

      “What about Chase?”

      “He came to the bank yesterday.”

      “I know. He brought you the coffee and the muffin, right?”

      “Yeah, but he stayed and had a meeting with Melissa to set up an account.”

      I slowly shake my head. “I don’t see why that’s reason to sound the alarm. He’s living here, so it makes sense to have his bank account here.”

      “It’s not just that though…and I don’t know all the details since Melissa handled it. He put a lot of money into his account. And I mean a lot. I saw the paperwork at the end of the day. He had cash, Si. Two hundred grand in cash.”

      Yeah, that’s weird, but I don’t want to say it out loud. “Maybe he took all his money from his other bank?”

      “You don’t have to literally take it out in cash like that. It’s just weird and gave me a bad feeling. So I…I got his info and asked Rob to run a background check on him.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, and you should be glad I did.” Lisa’s eyes cloud over with guilt and worry. “He’s been arrested before. Many times. And the most recent was three months ago for breaking and entering.”

      I don’t say anything. My heart is in my throat.

      “That’s not all.” Lisa swallows hard before going on. “Rob said some of the charges were dropped but couldn’t figure out why. And the same judge wrote them off. He said it seemed suspicious as fuck, so he had his lieutenant look at it, and he thinks Chase might have ties to the mafia or something.”

      “Chase is not in the mafia,” I say, trying to sound like I believe it. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Think about it, Sierra. He came to the bank with a duffle bag full of money. He’s been arrested a million times with the charges suddenly dropped, and you saw him fight those guys at the party! Plus, he has that suped up Mustang that had to cost at least fifty grand and he was wearing designer clothes.”

      “Maybe he likes nice things. That doesn’t make him a mobster.”

      “Sierra, use your head. Something is off about him and he could be dangerous!”

      “Nothing is off about him,” I hiss, anger rising. “You don’t know him like I do. And are you forgetting you were the one who told me to go for him?”

      “That was before I knew.”

      “Maybe you should have run a background check on him first.” I let out a huff, shaking my head.

      “Sierra, be logical.”

      “Oh, I am logical. I’m not the one running unwarranted background checks and creeping on someone’s bank information. I like Chase. He makes me happy. Oh, right. You said it’s weird seeing us together.”

      “What?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Right. Act like you don’t remember telling me it’s weird seeing me with someone other than Jake. You remember Chase fighting, but don’t remember what you said.”

      “I said that? Fuck, I’m an asshole.”

      “Yeah, you are.” I spin on my heel, giving Rob a look on my way out. I grab my shoes and head out, pissed because it feels like they betrayed me, going behind my back to get dirt on Chase.

      And because I’m struggling to not believe it all to be true.
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* * *

      “You should really lock your doors.”

      Chase’s voice comes from behind me, and I jump, heart going a million miles an hour. I’m upstairs in my reading room, lost in thought and grumbling at myself for thinking it would be a good idea to reorganize my bookshelves at nine at night. Or ever. Because I have a lot of books, and now I have a huge mess. But after dinner, I needed to stay busy. It was the only way to keep Lisa’s words out of my head. She’s called me twice and texted a few times to say she was sorry for saying it was weird to see me with anyone other than Jake. I believe her, and know she does feel bad. Lisa’s always been one to spout off when she’s drunk. It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last time.

      “Chase,” I say, voice all breathy. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Exactly. Anyone could have walked in. And up the stairs.”

      I grip my copy of Harry Potter and stand, eyeballing Chase. He’s wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, looking sexy as hell. His wavy brown hair is a tad messy, adding to his sex appeal, and the stubble on his face accentuates his good looks.

      “I texted you,” he goes on, stepping over a pile of books.

      “Oh, I heard my phone but thought it was Lisa. She’s been texting me all night.”

      “Dakota wanted me to read her a bedtime story, that’s what took so long.”

      He comes closer and my heart skips a beat. “That’s sweet of you to do.”

      He gives me his trademark shrug. “She’s a cute kid. Actually makes me a bit sad I didn’t get to know her sooner.”

      The knot in my chest loosens and Chase takes me in his arms, greeting me like usual. I let the book drop and hold him tight. We kiss and in that moment, one thing becomes abundantly clear to me: I don’t care if Chase is dangerous. Who he is…what we have…I don’t want to change a thing.

      “What are you doing?” Chase asks, looking at the books on the floor.

      “Rearranging my bookshelves. I was thinking about doing it by color.”

      His eyebrows go up. “You’re going to split apart your series?”

      I laugh at the horror in his voice. “No. I had a plan for that. The bottom shelf will be for series. Most of my books are standalones. I think. Shit. I really don’t know and now I have a huge mess.”

      “I would think working in a bookstore would make you want to organize them by author name.”

      “That’s too logical. And I do that all day at the store. Arranging by color is prettier. Have you seen pictures of rainbow bookshelves? The aesthetic is amazing.”

      “I haven’t but I’ll take your word for it. And there is something pleasing about seeing colors gradually change into each other. Though I’m personally a minimalist and prefer whites and grays.”

      “I noticed. I like color.”

      Chase smiles. “You do? I had no idea.” He pokes me in the ribs, making me laugh. And now that he knows I’m ticklish, he doesn’t stop until we’re both on the floor. Chase is over top of me, and I drag my hands down his back and grip his waist, moving him between my legs. We haven’t had sex since Friday after the party, and it feels like it’s been so fucking long.

      Chase must be thinking the same thing, and we kiss and rip off each other’s clothing in a matter of seconds. We’re both lying naked on the floor, surrounded by books. Chase kisses his way down my body, not stopping until his head is between my legs. I gasp, reaching down and taking a tangle of his hair as his tongue slowly rolls over my clit. He licks and sucks, then slips a finger inside me, pressing on my inner walls until I come. Wiping his mouth, he looks up with a devilish glint in his eye.

      He stands up, helps me to my feet, and guides me over to the yoga ball. With his hands on my waist, he sits, legs spread and feet planted on the ground. Facing him, I carefully move on top and guide his cock inside. He starts out slow, making sure I’m okay and that we can keep our balance. The ball is up against the wall, sandwiched between that and Chase’s legs. I wrap my arms around Chase and arch my back. The movement causes us to bounce on the ball, and I feel every inch of him inside me.

      “Fuck,” I moan and rock my hips. Chase buries his head in my breasts, as his hands run up and down my back. He takes one of my breasts in his mouth, teeth gently nipping my flesh.

      I lean forward, throwing a hand out to catch the wall and keep from tumbling off, and thrust hard against Chase. We bounce on the ball, driving his cock deeper into me. I moan and Chase bucks his hips, then starts fucking me hard and fast. My breasts bounce in his face and his fingers dig into my waist.

      “You are so fucking hot,” he groans and my muscles tighten. The orgasm starts from deep within, exploding within me and making my toes curl and ears ring. Chase presses me against him, breathing hard as he comes, and feeling his cock pulsing inside me is so hot I almost come again. Panting, Chase lowers us to the floor.

      “Fuck,” he mumbles. “I meant to pull out.”

      “I didn’t think about it either,” I confess. Pulling out has been our method of birth control the last week or so. “I like feeling you come. Is that weird?”

      “Fuck no. That’s hot.” Chase brushes my hair out of my eyes and kisses me.

      “I have a doctor’s appointment next week to get back on the pill. I tried to get her to just phone in the script but I’m due for my annual so I have to go in.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “Loads.” Thunder echoes outside and rain falls down hard against the roof. “Oh, shit,” I say and sit up. “I opened the bedroom windows to let in the breeze and never closed them.”

      Chase gets to his feet and grabs his boxers. “I’ll close them.”

      “Thanks.”

      He steps into his boxers and rushes downstairs. I take my time getting up and moving downstairs, going straight to the bathroom to clean myself up.

      “Want to take a shower with me?” I ask Chase. “Before the storm hits.”

      “You can’t shower in a storm?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “You could get electrocuted that way if the lightning hit.”

      “That sounds like an old wives’ tale.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s true,” I say and turn on the water. “So we have to hurry.”

      “You’re lucky I already fucked you.” He comes into the bathroom and runs his eyes up and down my body. “You are beautiful, Sierra.”

      We get in the shower and wash quickly. Since Chase had planned on staying the night with me, he brought clothes. We change into PJs and go into the kitchen.

      “I have homemade cheesecake from my parents,” I start and open the fridge. “Do you want any?”

      “Yeah, sounds good.”

      I pull the dish from the fridge not a moment too soon. Thunder booms and the power goes out.

      “Hang on,” I say and feel my way to the kitchen sink, dropping down and opening the cabinet beneath it. I turn on a flashlight and use it to locate my candles.

      “Those lanterns come in handy,” Chase says after we stick candles in them throughout the house.

      “I know, right? I’ve been told I have too many as decorations, but look at this. So practical. The cats won’t get into the flames this way.”

      The wind is blowing against the back of the house, so we take our cheesecake and a blanket to the front porch. We sit close together on the bench, eating in silence as we watch the storm rage on around us.

      I look at Chase as lightning flashes, illuminating his handsome face. Lisa is wrong. There is nothing off about him. At all. And if there were…I don’t think I’d care.
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          Chase

        

      

    

    
      “The twins are measuring a week ahead. Melissa is getting induced Friday unless she goes into labor before then,” Josh tells me. It’s Monday night and the bar is slow, as expected. The regulars are all here, drinking away their problems like usual.

      “Is that a good thing to measure ahead?”

      “It’s not bad, and actually matches with what we thought was the original conception date.”

      “You remember the day?”

      Josh lets out a snort of laughter. “Unlike you, I wasn’t getting it every night. Dakota went through a phase of only falling asleep if she was held and would end up in our bed. Melissa and I didn’t get many opportunities. We took what we could get, and it resulted in identical twins.”

      “They weren’t planned?” I can’t help but ask. Accidental pregnancies might be on my mind.

      “Eh, not really, but we knew we wanted another kid someday. It happened sooner than we expected, though with pulling out being our lazy way of preventing, I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

      His words hit me and I feel the blood drain from my face.

      “Y’all too?” he laughs. “What the fuck are you thinking? You know that shit doesn’t really work. I’m surprised Sierra lets you—nope, don’t want to go there.”

      And now I’m laughing. “I can’t even fucking think about it.”

      “I hope you don’t have to, but seriously, did you miss sex ed in school? Or maybe you’re hoping for a little Chase. You and Sierra would make nice babies.”

      “Not fucking funny, dude.”

      “Oh it is. To me.” Josh turns and goes to another customer, and a group of middle-aged women come in the doors making a beeline to the bar. One sees me, smiles, and keeps walking, but the other two come to a standstill. Smiles realizes her friends stopped, and turns, wondering what’s going on. They shake their heads and look at me, trying to warn Smiles about something. She rolls her eyes and comes up, ordering three beers.

      Now that she’s in front of me, I recognize her as one of the waitresses from Suzy’s cafe. Her hair is down now, and she has quite a bit of makeup on. I bring them their drinks and move away, wiping up spilled whiskey. Over the music, I can hear the women talking.

      “Sierra Belmont is dating him,” one whispers.

      “How did he land a Belmont?” another quips. “I mean, he’s good-looking, but—” Her voice is cut off by laughter coming from the opposite end of the bar.

      “Sierra’s a smart girl, if she feels safe around him, we should too,” the waitress says firmly, and I wipe the same spot over again just to listen. They turn their conversation to the upcoming Fourth of July festival. I move on, and the night goes by slowly. Around ten o’clock, Melissa calls Josh and says she’s not feeling well. Apologizing more than once for making me close by myself, he leaves in a rush and texts me an hour later to say they think Melissa is in labor and are headed up to the hospital now.

      I’m happy for my brother and excited to have two nephews that I’ll know from the start this time around. By eleven-thirty, the bar is empty except for the local drunks, and after finding them rides home, I close down and am upstairs by midnight. I text Sierra, not wanting to call and wake her up, then get in the shower.

      I check my phone before going to bed. Sierra hasn’t texted me back, leading me to assume she’s sleeping. Thinking about her lying in bed, eyes closed, looking innocent yet still sexy as fuck at the same time brings a smile to my face.

      With the image of Sierra on my mind, I open my voicemail. Sierra and I have a good thing going. I need to delete these messages and pretend it never happened. Or maybe I should listen to them one more time, commit them to memory so I don’t fuck up again.

      Sierra never told me about her brother in Orlando. I heard it on a message and slipped up. I can’t be that careless again. What she’s told me and what I’ve heard from the messages blur together in my brain. I need to forget everything I wasn’t supposed to hear.

      Or better yet, I could come clean. Almost clean? Tell her I listened to the first one then deleted the rest. It doesn’t sound as bad. I sigh and look at the messages. There are more that I haven’t listened to, and that last message calls to me.

      Why is it the last?

      What made Sierra finally stop calling?

      “It doesn’t matter,” I tell myself out loud. I need to delete them all. Move on and not bring this up again until Sierra and I are happily married with a kid or two. It’ll be a thing of the past and she’ll be annoyed for half a day then get over it because clearly we were meant to meet and end up together.

      Whoa.

      The thought comes so naturally to me it’s jarring. I feel so strongly for Sierra already and know I’ll never meet another woman like her in my life. I have to delete the messages.

      My other phone rings, and I snatch it off the nightstand. I haven’t heard back from Jax, and I’m starting to worry. When I see Beth’s number and not Jax’s, the worry intensifies. Not wanting to talk to her, I let the call go to voicemail. She leaves a message, and my heart is in my throat when I push play.

      “Chase, baby,” she starts and I can tell right away she’s drunk. Beth is usually drunk. “Where the fuck are you? I haven’t had a decent lay since the last time we were together. Fucking hell, I miss your cock. You better not be dead.”

      There was a time when her dirty-talk was a turn on in an I-know-I’m-getting-some sense. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed sex with Beth, as well as with the previous women I dated or hooked up with. Compared to what I have with Sierra…it’s all nothing. Am I finally seeing the difference between fucking and making love? I always thought the latter would be lame, tender, boring sex, but it couldn’t be further from the truth with Sierra. I’m fucking her, that’s for sure, but it’s more than physical.

      I put the phone back down and get situated under the covers. After half an hour of lying in bed wide awake, I get up and go into the main living area. The cabinets in the kitchen are dated, with the oak stained a dusty-colored brown. The wallpaper in lieu of a backsplash is ugly and peeling, and the original hardwood floors are in need of some major TLC before they have to be replaced completely.

      Dark paneling has been put up along one wall, covering the brick. It’s dark, cheap, and makes this place feel like a time capsule back to the early 80s. It makes me cringe every time I see it, and the smell of musk clings to the compressed wood. If I’m going to make this place mine, I need to make some changes.
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* * *

      “Wow,” Sierra says, stepping over a pile of broken paneling. “You’re making good progress.”

      I rip another piece of paneling off the wall and toss it with the rest. I was up until four am last night tearing shit apart and picked up where I left off when I got up.

      “The brick is in good shape,” I note, moving to the last section to tear off. “I was a little worried there was a reason it was covered up.”

      Sierra comes closer and touches the wall. I know her well enough now to know exactly what’s running through her mind. These walls have seen so much over the decades. I remove the last piece of paneling and toss it into the pile. Despite the air conditioner being on, the sunlight has warmed up this space and I’m sweating from the physical labor. I wipe sweat from my face and chest, and Sierra goes to the fridge, getting me a glass of ice water.

      “Thanks,” I tell her and drink it all.

      “Seeing you all hot, sweaty, and shirtless is turning me on,” she tells me, biting her lip and running her fingers over her stomach, which is exposed from the crop top she’s wearing. “Just add a hardhat and a tool belt and I’d feel like I just walked onto a porn set.”

      “I can roll with that,” I say and grab her by the waist. Sierra hooks her arms around me, widening her legs and pressing her hips into mine. “Well, ma’am, I’ve just finished the renovations on your apartment and need to collect my payment.”

      “Oh no,” she says, shaking her head. “I don’t have any money. Is there any other way I can pay you?”

      She’s naked and on top of me in a matter of seconds, and we end up on the floor between the couch and the large window. We’re both sweaty when we’re done and get in the shower together.

      “What time do you have to go to the bar tonight?” Sierra asks me as we get dressed.

      “Around nine. Earlier if it’s busy.”

      Sierra makes a face. “It might be busy. There’s a town meeting tonight about the Fourth of July Fest at seven. They usually last an hour or so and everyone needs a drink after.”

      I laugh as I pull on boxers and sit on the bed. Sierra skips her bra and puts her shirt back on. The faint outline of her nipples is visible, making me want to fuck her all over again. “Do you go to those meetings?”

      “I have before. Lisa and I had the bright idea to be on the town council a few years ago. They take that shit seriously. We got off it as fast as we could.”

      “What’s the deal with the Fourth of July Fest? I heard people talking about it at the bar last night.”

      “The town shuts pretty much down for the day. There’s a parade in the morning, a cookout, drinking, and dancing during the day, and then fireworks at night. Last year Josh hosted the after-party in the bar’s parking lot. It was a lot of fun. Since the babies are due close to the holiday, someone else is doing it this year. Speaking of babies, have you heard from him at all?”

      “The last I heard Melissa got her epidural and was getting ready to push.” I make a face at the thought, and Sierra mirrors it.

      “That’s exciting! But I can’t imagine pushing two babies in a row like that. Do you know what names they picked out?”

      “They had a few picked out but weren’t choosing until they met the boys. We can go visit them tomorrow if you want.”

      “Are they at Mercy?”

      “Yeah.”

      Sierra’s face pales. “I don’t think…the last time…” Her eyes flutter closed and she takes a breath before looking at me. “The last time I was at Mercy, I held Jake’s hand as he died. I…I don’t think I can go back yet. I’m sorry.”

      Her words bring hurt to my heart. Both at her loss—I didn’t know she watched him die, that she saw him take his final breath—and that what we have isn’t enough. It’s stupid, and probably immature to think I could love her enough to erase the pain of the past. But that’s what she’s doing to me.

      “I understand and don’t be sorry. We can see them at home.”

      “You should go,” she says. “I can tell you want to, and I think it’s sexy you want to see your nephews.”

      “I’ll make sure to send you pictures of myself holding the babies then.”

      Sierra gives me a coy smile. “Make sure you do.”

      I grab a shirt from the closet and put it on. “You said you like to decorate, right?”

      “I love to.”

      “Once I get this place updated, want to help me decorate?”

      Sierra’s eyes light up. “Um, yes!” I don’t have to say it for Sierra to understand, which solidifies how right we are for each other. I don’t say it, but she knows.

      I want this place to be home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sierra was right. After the town council meeting let out, everyone came here. I don’t quite understand why a town of roughly three thousand needs this many fucking people on the council, either. For a solid two hours, we’re nonstop busy.

      Almost everyone asks me about Josh, Melissa, and the babies. And they all seen disappointed I don’t have any updates. And a handful of them eye me apprehensively, tensing when I come to their table or bring them a drink, similar to the women last night.

      I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: this town is fucking weird.

      It’s going on eleven when I get time for a break. I hurry up the stairs to Sierra, who’s been busy mapping out exactly how she wants to decorate this place. She went home to take care of her cats and get overnight stuff and brought along her computer and several interior decorating magazines to flip through, keeping busy while I worked downstairs.

      She’s on the couch, wearing sleeper shorts and a tank top, with a blanket draped over her shoulders. The blanket is light pink and has a big rainbow-colored unicorn in the middle. She brought it over as a joke since I don’t have throw blankets for the couch. But once we decorate, she’ll get a stylish one, she promised.

      “Hey, babe,” she says, looking up from her computer. “Sounds busy down there.”

      “It is. Those council members are an interesting crowd.”

      She laughs and sets her computer on the coffee table. “That’s a nice way to put it. Your phone was ringing. Someone called a few times.”

      I reach into my pocket for my phone, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, the other phone.”

      “Yeah, the other one. It’s probably an old girlfriend begging you to come back to her, isn’t it?”

      My arms fasten around Sierra’s waist. I don’t think I’m going to make it back to the bar. “Probably. But she’s got nothing on my new girlfriend.”

      Sierra’s eyes light up and she smiles before kissing me. We haven’t talked about titles or exclusivity. I think it went unsaid. Though saying the title out loud is fucking nice.

      “No,” Sierra whispers. “She doesn’t.”

      We kiss again and then Sierra tells me what she has planned. Time goes too fast, and I have to go back to the bar. I grab my phone on my way out and see it was Jax who called. Three times. I step outside by the river and call him back.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” he answers on the second ring. “Chase Henson lives.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I say back, grinning. “What kind of shit are you in now?”

      “Remember the set of Lambos we took back in Chicago?”

      “That’s kind of hard to forget.”

      “Right? That’s the problem. The guys we took them from want them back.”

      I run my hand through my hair. “Of fucking course. But we don’t have them.”

      “I tried to tell them that. Tried to say why we took them in the first place, and it only made things worse. It was, what, six…seven months ago? Those assholes must have made a couple good deals since then and are putting a cash prize on my head.”

      “Fucking hell. Did you talk to Jefferson?”

      “He’s on vacation. In fucking Europe. For three weeks. Who the fuck goes to Europe for three weeks?”

      “We did. I think we were there longer.”

      “Shit. Right. I need to lay low until he’s back and can get those assholes properly dealt with. Where the hell are you?” he asks.

      “Summer Hill, Mississippi.”

      “Still? Beth said you went to deal with family shit. What the fuck is taking so long?”

      “My dad died.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, Chase.”

      “Thanks, but it’s fine. I was never close to him.”

      “Yeah,” Jax goes on. “But he’s your fucking father. So, what are you still doing there?”

      “Helping my brother. His wife is in labor with twins as we speak. Where are you?”

      “Indianapolis. I’m making my way to Miami to wait out the remainder of the three weeks on a fuck-cation with Jackie Sullivan.”

      “That chick you recovered the necklaces for?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Isn’t she like fifty?”

      “Don’t talk shit about her.”

      I laugh. “Easy tiger.”

      “Only problem is her husband is home for a few more days before going on a business trip. Mind if I stop by for a day or two?”

      “No. It’ll be good to see you.” I give him the address, and before we hang up, Jax asks me one more question.

      “What the fuck is really going on? You fall off the grid then pop up in the middle of nowhere in the south. Are you being held against your will by your inbred relatives?”

      “Fuck you, and goodnight. See ya later.”

      I met Jax when I took a job in Reno. Our line of work is solitary, dangerous, and makes it hard to trust anyone. Jax helped me out of a bind, and I returned the favor. We realized how well we work together, and how we could actually get more money by taking on more jobs as a team. He’s the only person besides Josh and Sierra I consider a friend. I’d be lying to say a part of me didn’t miss him.

      But an even bigger part thinks having him come here is a bad fucking idea.
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      “Stay here.”

      “What?” I mumble, confused why Chase is telling me to stay in bed. Like I had any intention of getting out. The sun is just starting to rise and we left the window cracked so we could better hear the river. I could stay in bed all day and it wouldn’t be long enough.

      “I’m going to see who it is. Just stay here.”

      “Who what is?” I reach for Chase as he gets out of bed. My fingers grace the warm flesh of his naked ass. Having him next to me was one of the best things. I pull the blanket up over my shoulder, missing him already yet not awake enough to realize what’s going on.

      Chase pulls on pants and opens the bedroom door. Then I hear it, and nerves shoot through me. Knocking. Someone is knocking on the front door. A beat passes and a deep male voice bellows, “Chase, are you alive in there?”

      By that time, Chase is out the door, and I sit up, dressed in panties and Chase’s T-shirt, and strain in the dark to listen. Chase greets whoever is at the door happily. Like he knows him.

      I push my messy hair out of my face and pad my way to the bedroom door, peering out.

      “How the fuck did you get here so fast?” Chase asks. “You said you were in Indy.”

      “I was,” the guy answers. I can’t see his face yet.

      “That’s a ten-hour drive.”

      “I flew.”

      “You hate flying,” Chase tells him.

      “I hate dying even more,” he says and both he and Chase laugh.

      “Come in,” Chase says. “And be quiet.”

      “Why?” the guy asks, stepping into the living room. Early morning sun illuminates his face. He’s almost as tall as Chase, and just as built. His dark hair is cut short and he has a fresh bruise on his cheek. I step out of the doorway and into the hall.

      “Chase?”

      “Oh,” the guy says, eyeballing me. “Fuck you, Henson. If this is your inbred cousin, I’m jealous.”

      Chase rolls his eyes. “This is my girlfriend, Sierra. Sierra, this is Jax, an old friend. He’s going to stay for a few days until he gets something settled.”

      I’m by Chase’s side now, and he puts his arm around me. I stare at Jax for a few seconds, trying my hardest not to stereotype. He shares few characteristics with Chase apart from being tall and muscular. Where Chase is good-looking, Jax is harsh. Weathered. Chase’s hazel eyes soften when we speak and are full of emotions. Jax’s are dark, and void of anything you could mistake as a feeling. He has a look about him that makes me not want to trust him, that makes me think he’s trouble. A criminal.

      “Why are you here so early?” I ask.

      “I’d love to know the same,” Chase echoes, holding me closer to him, like he doesn’t want Jax to go near me.

      “It wasn’t as long of a drive from the airport to here as I expected,” Jax tells us and sets his suitcase down. He takes a minute to size up the apartment, then goes to the fridge. Aware that Jax has stared at my breasts more than once in the minute we’ve met, I go into the bedroom to put on a bra. Chase follows me, closing the door behind him.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t think he’d be here now. He called last night and said he was on his way to Miami and was going to stop by. I assumed he was driving and wouldn’t be anywhere near here until much later. I meant to talk to you about it today.”

      “It’s okay. He’s your friend. You don’t have to explain it to me.”

      “I feel bad about it.”

      “Don’t.” I yawn and stick my bra inside my top, sliding the straps up over my arms.

      “Go back to bed,” Chase tells me. “You have to get up for work in a few hours. I’ll rub your back to help you fall back asleep.”

      “I’m not tired right now.” I check the time on my phone. “We could go out for breakfast soon. Just let me shower and get dressed.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “Yeah. You know I like breakfast, and I’m sure Jax is hungry if he came in from the airport.”

      Chase looks at me for a second before smiling, but his eyes don’t convey the happiness. He takes me in his arms, muscles tense. I hook my arms around him and he relaxes, resting his head against mine.

      Then he suddenly kisses me, hard, fast, and desperate.

      “I want you to know,” he whispers, pulling back just enough so he can talk. His forehead rests against mine. “How happy you’ve made me.”

      His words sound like a goodbye as if he’s preparing to go off into battle and we might not meet again.

      “You make me happy too,” I say and then it hits me. Hard. So hard I’m gripping Chase as if my life depends on it. I close my eyes, bracing for the familiar sinking feeling. I’ve grown so used to the sinking below the surface, the air on my skin sends a shock through my system as it hits me.

      I’m no longer drowning.

      Chase has been my life preserver, and so much more than that. He brought me back. Lifted me from the murky depths of the darkest water and breathed life back into me. Tears spring to my eyes and I need to kiss Chase again.

      Not want, but need.

      “I honestly didn’t think I’d feel happy again,” I confess, voice hardly a whisper. “And I am.”

      “I always hoped you’d get a happy ending,” he replies. His words don’t make sense, but I’m not going to overthink it. Not now. We kiss again and fall back onto the bed, with Chase between my legs. His cock starts to harden against me and everything wells up inside. All the emotion. All the pain. It’s too much. If we don’t find an outlet we’re both going to explode.

      Chase pulls my shorts off and I yank down the waistband of his boxers. His dick is against me, wet tip rubbing over my clit. I shudder with pleasure and feel even more desperate to have him inside me. His eyes meet mine, conveying everything I’m feeling, as he pushes inside, driving that big cock deep.

      I let out a moan then bring my hand to my face, muffling any sounds coming from my lips. We’re not alone, and the fact that we both had the sudden uncontrollable urge to fuck turns me on even more.

      And makes me realize just how far I’ve fallen for Chase.

      He thrusts in and out with unrelenting strength, and the bed frame hits the brick wall behind it. Neither of us do anything to quiet it because that would mean stopping and if Chase stops, if he takes his cock out of me before I come, there’s a good chance I’ll spontaneously combust and die.

      I wrap my legs around him, holding him tight, and angle my hips up. Chase’s breathing quickens and I know he’s close to coming. He suddenly flips us over so I’m on top, and once situated, I start rocking my hips, pushing him farther and farther into me. He grabs my hips then slides one hand down, thumb finding my clit.

      The sex is hard and fast, but it’s so much more. We’re both desperate for a physical release, but intertwining our bodies transcends anything I’ve ever felt before, and as I look down at Chase, I know in that very moment he walked into my life at the exact right time.

      We were meant to meet so we could do this, and I don’t mean epically fuck.

      My orgasm hits me suddenly, and I have to use both hands over my mouth to keep quiet. Chase comes right after I do, groaning out loud as he finishes. I fall forward onto him, and he folds his strong arms around my shoulders.

      “That was intense,” I pant. “I don’t think I’ve ever come that fast before, and that’s including the times I’ve done it myself.”

      “That’s one hell of a compliment,” Chase says with a chuckle. He brushes my hair out of my face and kisses my forehead. “And I’d say same for me, but that first night we spent together when you shot me down…I took care of business myself and it was pretty much instant.”

      I laugh, feeling his cock inside me as my body moves. “I think that’s a compliment, right?”

      “It is.”

      “That wasn’t the first night we spent together,” I correct and move off of him, trying to lay flat until he brings me a towel to clean up with. “The first night was right in here, actually.”

      “But I was on the couch. Fuck. Speaking of the couch…I almost forgot Jax is here. What the hell are you doing to me, Sierra?”

      “Just the usual Black Magic love spells. It’ll only be a matter of days before your soul is mine and I can use your reanimated corpse to do my evil bidding.”

      “As long as you keep fucking me like that, I’m fine with it.”

      I act like I consider his words. “I suppose I can work in a spell or two to preserve your body. It would be a shame to waste this.”

      Chase laughs and gets up, grabs a towel from the bathroom, and hands it to me. “Still want to go out to breakfast?”

      “I might wait a minute or two before going out there. The door wasn’t shut and even if it were, there’s no way anyone in the living room wouldn’t have heard us. And you know how important first impressions are…”

      Chase steps back into his boxers before getting a new pair of jeans from the dresser. “As far as first impressions go, this one has to be the fucking best.”
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* * *

      Chase: I can’t be held responsible for distracting you at work. Brace yourself.

      I smile down at my phone and wait for another picture to come through. I’m at work, and Chase is currently at the hospital visiting his nephews for the first time. One of the babies was a whole pound smaller than the other and needs to be on oxygen. Chase promised me over and over that he wasn’t just making shit up to make me feel better, and that both babies were given a good prognosis and should come home by the end of the week.

      I admire the photo of Chase holding the newborn for a minute before replying.

      Me: You look so hot with a baby in your arms.

      Chase: Don’t get any crazy ideas now

      Me: Heck no. Not for years and years and years and years.

      I add a laughing emoji and send, then take another glance at the photo Chase sent. The bell on the door rings as someone enters the little shop, and I look up, startled by who I see walking in.

      “Mom?”

      “Hello, Sierra, darling.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What are you doing here?”

      Mom blinks, long, false lashes coming together slowly. “Is it so out of the question I come and see you at work?”

      “Uh, yeah. Is everyone okay?”

      “Yes, yes, we’re all fine. I thought I’d come get a book to read by the pool.”

      “Sure, Mom. You’re the only one here right now so why don’t you just tell me what you want.”

      Mom looks at me, lips pursed, but gives up with a sigh. “I talked to your aunt Kelly today.”

      My aunt Kelly is Lisa’s mom—my dad’s younger sister. “Is she okay?”

      “Oh, yes, she’s fine. We’re going shopping later—that’s not the point. The point is she told me some startling news.”

      My phone dings as another text from Chase comes through. I flip it over since I have a feeling I know what this is about.

      “She told me about that man you’ve been dating…that Henson boy.”

      The way she spits his name pisses me off. Instantly. He’s not good enough for her solely based on the fact his family doesn’t come from money.

      “He’s been arrested before! What are you thinking, Sierra?”

      “Mom, calm down.”

      “I will not calm down! I’m worried about you, honey.” Her eyebrows push together and I see a rare real-mom moment where her emotions are visible through the layers of foundation and blush on her face. “Men like that are never good news.”

      “Mom, Chase isn’t a bad guy. I promise you that.”

      “But he’s been arrested over a dozen times.”

      It takes effort to keep my face neutral and act like this is old news. “He’s not a bad person,” I state again.

      “Your father and I talked, and we don’t like this.” She holds up a hand. “I understand you’re an adult and can do as you please, but know how worried this makes us. You’re my baby girl and I want to protect you.”

      “He makes me really happy, and if you met him, you’d feel the same way I do. Well, not the same in the I-want-him-sexually way, but in the he’s-not-a-bad-guy way. Unless the whole bad-boy-yet-good-man thing turns you on.”

      “This isn’t funny, Sierra. I wish you’d take things more seriously. You could do so much better, sweetheart. He’s a bartender who lives above a bar. What kind of future could he offer you?”

      Anger flashes through me and I’m on my feet, leaning across the counter. “I do take things seriously! I spent the last year and a half in serious depression. And my future? I didn’t know I was even going to have one, let alone look forward to one until I met Chase.”

      The color drains from my mother’s tan face. “I didn’t think—”

      “No surprise there,” I snap, and all the things I’ve wanted to say to my mother over the years bubble to the surface. “That’s how it’s always been with me though.” I throw my hands up in defeat. “I’m not Sam. I don’t have a high-paying, prestigious job like Scott. And now I’m not dating someone you approve of and you automatically want me to cut him off before you even meet him.”

      “It’s not just that, Sierra,” she starts.

      “Then what is it? I know I’m not what you expected, Mom, and I’m still not sure if I should be sorry for that. My life hasn’t turned out like I thought it would, but I found someone who makes me happy, and I wish you’d give him a chance before coming in here and telling me that he’s not good enough.”

      Silence falls over the both of us. “You’re right,” Mom finally says, voice strained. “Maybe he is a nice man. Maybe he does treat you well. That still doesn’t change the fact that he’s been taken away in handcuffs multiple times for assault. I’m worried about you, Sierra. And a lot of us feel that Chase shouldn’t be trusted.”

      Assault? Chase? That doesn’t make sense. I put my head in my hands. A lot of us…That only means one thing. The Summer Hill gossip mill is alive and running with rumors of Chase’s arrests. That explains the stares we got at breakfast this morning. I thought it was just because of Jax.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say out loud to my mother as well as myself. “Whatever Chase did before doesn’t matter. He’s a good person, Mom, and I really care about him. He cares about me too, and if you’d give him a chance, you’d see what I see in him.”

      Mom’s lips press together in a tight line, and wrinkles form around her pout. “Fine,” she finally says. “Bring him to dinner Sunday.”

      “I will.” I sit back down on the stool behind the counter and let out a breath. Chase’s words echo in my mind, about how weird it is to always be in the same place with the same people. Maybe if I moved around like he did, I wouldn’t seek my family’s approval. I let my thoughts briefly wander to traveling the world with Chase, going from city to city, state to state, even to different countries.

      “Don’t be late,” Mom says, needing to get the final word in.

      “We won’t be.” I let out a breath, suddenly feeling sorry for my mother and her concern over the opinions of others. I’m sure a large part of this really is stemming from fear that I’m dating a bad person, but it’s not all of it.

      Mom opens the door but doesn’t step outside. “Sierra,” she says, turning back toward me. “I love you. Someday, when you have kids, you’ll understand that you want nothing more than happiness for them. I want you to be happy. I hope Chase is who you say he is. And no, you’re nothing like your brother or sister, and I’ve always admired that about you. And wondered where you got your free spirit because it sure wasn’t from your father or me.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say quietly. “I love you too.”

      She gives a tight smile then leaves, and silence falls over the store. I stare at the bright sunlit windows for a moment, then blink and look back at my phone so I could read my texts from Chase.
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* * *

      At lunch, I realize I left my wallet at Chase’s house and need it so I can buy food. I phone an order into Suzy’s Cafe and rush to The Mill House. It’s one-thirty, and the parking lot is empty. I go around back, slowing when I see the river. It reminds me of Chase, and not just because it runs behind this place.

      Reminding myself I have to hurry, I go up the stairs and knock on the door. A minute goes by and no one answers, and I think Jax is either sleeping or ignoring whoever is at the door. A second before I turn to go, he answers.

      “Sierra. Hey. Chase isn’t here.”

      “I know,” I tell him, offering a polite smile. He’s wearing pajama bottoms and a Metallica T-shirt and looks like he just woke up. “I left my wallet here this morning and need it to buy lunch.”

      Jax nods and steps aside, letting me in. I go right to Chase’s room to grab it. A rush goes through me when I see the messy bed, sheets twisted across the mattress and a pillow on the floor. I cannot wait to mess up that bed again.

      “Find it?” Jax says, appearing in the doorway. His large frame takes up most of the space, blocking me in. My heart speeds up.

      “Yeah,” I say, grabbing the hot pink Coach wallet from the nightstand. I push my shoulders back, not wanting Jax to see he scares me. If Chase trusts him, I can too…right?

      “You must really have a hold on him,” Jax starts. “I’ve never seen him like this before?”

      “Like what?” I take another step forward and Jax doesn’t move. I left my phone in the car and we’re the only ones here. My pulse rises.

      “In love.”

      “Chase isn’t in love with me,” I say and shake my head. Not yet at least.

      Jax rolls his eyes. “You don’t see it? What, are you fucking blind?”

      “I happen to have excellent eyesight, thank you very much.” I put a hand on my hip and stare down Jax. “What do you want?”

      He tips his head, amused at my unexpected question. “I want to know what you’re doing with Chase.”

      My eyebrows pinch together and it takes me a second for his words to click. “Are you trying to interrogate me and make sure my intentions are noble?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Seriously?” I can’t help but laugh. “You’re worried that I might hurt Chase?”

      “You’re a Lannister and he’s a —”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupt, holding up my hand. “I’m so not a Lannister. I’m a dragon.”

      Jax makes his face. “Stark maybe. But no Targaryon.”

      I narrow my eyes. “And you’re a Frey.”

      “Ouch,” he says, leaning back like the insult hurt. Then his eyes meet mine and he laughs. “You’re all right, Sierra.”

      “I can die happy knowing you think so.”

      He leans forward in a deep bow. “Go forth, Mother of Dragons.”

      “First of her Name…Breaker of Chains…you gotta say the whole thing.”

      “I wouldn’t have taken you to be a Game of Thrones junkie.”

      “I love it. The books and the show were both excellent. Lord of the Rings is good too. But Harry Potter is the best of all.”

      “Fuck yes it is. Chase is a Slytherin, just to warn you. I made him take the Pottermore official test a few years back.”

      “I’ll let that one slide. I’m a Hufflepuff, and we see the good in everyone after all.” I laugh and go back to the front door. Just a minute ago I was scared that Jax might hurt me, but he turns out to be a fantasy nerd like me and a loyal friend to Chase.

      “See you around, Sierra,” he says and opens the door for me. The relief I felt is zapped away. On Jax’s right arm, just under the sleeve of his T-shirt, is a tattoo of a sun. The same exact sun that Chase has tattooed on his chest. Suddenly, Lisa’s theory that Chase is in some sort of organized crime ring doesn’t sound too far off.
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      “Not that I’ve ever doubted your skills,” Jax tells me later that night. “But how the fuck did a chick like Sierra end up with you?”

      I laugh. “I have no fucking clue.”

      Setting a bag of takeout from the bar on the coffee table, I fall onto the couch. It’s two o’clock in the morning, and I’m fucking tired. I had to go straight down to the bar after coming home from Mercy hospital. Dakota wasn’t handling the transition from only child to older sister of two very well. She asked if I would take her to get a Happy Meal for lunch, and of course I said yes. There’s a McDonalds less than a block away from the hospital and it wasn’t too hot to comfortably walk to it.

      Josh was fine with it. Melissa was fine with it. Melissa’s parents were fine with it. But Judy Henson—low and behold—wasn’t. It led to an awkward conversation between Josh and his mother, Dakota crying, and Melissa, who was worn out and in pain, snapping at Judy.

      Melissa’s father ended up coming with, which wasn’t as bad as I expected. The guy was talkative but nice and thanked me more than once for filling in at the bar so Josh could spend more time at home with Melissa and the babies.

      “Makes sense why you fell off the grid,” he goes on. “But what are you going to do?”

      I take a bite of my burger and shoot him a look. “With what?”

      “Playing house here.”

      I shrug. “I like it here.”

      Jax, who’s never been much of a talker, grunts. He opens his bag of takeout and puts his feet up on the coffee table, flipping through channels.

      “Want to know something fucked up?” I blurt.

      “I love fucked up.”

      “My phone broke, and I had to send it in to get the screen replaced. That’s why I fell off the grid. And I got a temporary in its place. It’s Sierra’s dead boyfriend’s phone.”

      “How the fuck do you know that?”

      “The person who sold it second-hand failed to do a factory reset and deleted shit by hand. But they forgot the voicemails. Sierra kept calling him after he died.”

      Jax blinks, looks away, then back at me again. “You listened to the messages?”

      “A few of them.”

      “Does she know?”

      “No. I listened before I knew it was her.”

      “That is not the kind of fucked up I was expecting. I thought you were going to say cousins really do hook up here and Sierra’s got a hot cousin that joins in with you two.”

      I make a face. “You have issues.”

      Jax laughs at himself. “I do. But I’m also enjoying the visual of Sierra having a near-identical cousin. They’re really going at it—fuck. Here you come, ruining everything.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “I can never tell her, can I?”

      Jax takes in a deep breath and pulls his French fries from the bag. “Fuck if I know. Are they sex-messages?”

      “No, but it’s obvious she didn’t want anyone else to hear.”

      “Yeah, I don’t—wait. She has a dead boyfriend?”

      I nod, taking another bite of food. “He died almost two years ago. Car accident.”

      “Fuck,” Jax mutters, turning his attention back to the MMA game on TV. I finish eating, take a shower, and fall into bed. I’m tired but can’t fall asleep because my damn mind won’t shut off and I keep thinking about Sierra. Doing the right thing has never kept me up at night. I’ve never lost sleep over what someone might think of me.

      Sierra changes everything. She’s changing me without trying. Or maybe she’s not. Maybe she’s just exposing who I’ve been all along and fought hard to cover up.
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* * *

      “My mother has formally invited us to family dinner this Sunday,” Sierra tells me. I brought her lunch at The Book Bag today, and we’re sitting together behind the counter. “I’m sorry in advance.”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      She purses her lips. “You don’t know my family.”

      “Tell me about them.” I put my hand on Sierra’s thigh, inching my fingers under the hem of her black skirt.

      “Scott’s cool. But he doesn’t live here. My sister Sam is as type-A as type-A can be. Same with her husband, Brent. My dad talks about two things: work or the New Orleans Saints. My mom and Aunt Kelly are judgmental as fuck, and my Gran knows everything about everyone in the town.” She dips her fry in cheese sauce. “They’re not bad people though. Very nosey, but not bad. Nothing is off limits either.”

      “I can handle it.” I squeeze her thigh and Sierra moves her leg, letting me slip my fingers further between. Then the bell above the door dings and I move my hand down to her knee.

      “Hi, Mrs. McKay,” Sierra says to the woman who walked through the door, greeting her with a smile.

      “Hello, darling,” Mrs. McKay replies. Her eyes go to me and narrow.

      “She works with Judy Henson,” Sierra whispers to me once Mrs. McKay walks down an aisle. Sierra rolls her eyes and puts her hand on mine, letting me know she doesn’t give a shit what people think.

      I stay with Sierra a while longer and then leave to work at the bar. I’m opening and closing tonight and already dreading it. I’m not a nine-to-five guy. Hell, even working evenings and nights at the bar is already getting to me. Maybe Jax was right to think living a life like this is bullshit.
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      “This looks amazing!” I say, unable to keep the smile off my face. “I can’t believe it’s done already.”

      “I had a decent designer.” Chase puts his arm around me and kisses the side of my head. “And once I got Jax off his lazy ass, the sanding and painting went fast.”

      “I love it. White cabinets are trendy right now, and it really brightens up this space.”

      “Exactly what I was going for,” Chase teases, taking another look at his renovated kitchen. Jax snores loudly from the couch, half covered with the rainbow unicorn blanket I brought for Chase as a joke.

      “How long is he going to be here?” I ask. “Not that I mind or anything.”

      “I mind,” Chase grumbles, eyeballing the empty containers of takeout on the floor. Overall, Chase is a neat person. He doesn’t make his bed or vacuum every day, but I’ve noticed that he doesn’t like clutter or things being out of place. “It’s been nearly a week and shouldn’t be too long. He’s waiting for his mistress’s husband to go on a business trip before going to her summer house in Florida.”

      “That sounds like a joke, but you look serious.”

      “I am serious. She’s old enough to be his mother.”

      “Good for her,” I say and take Chase’s hand. It’s Sunday afternoon and we came back to Chase’s from church so he could change into jeans and a T-shirt. He asked me three times on the way if he should stay in his dress clothes for dinner tonight. He says he’s not nervous, but seeing him want to make a good impression means more to me than I expected it to. He wouldn’t want my family to like him if he wasn’t serious about us, right? Chase is a person who gives no fucks. So when he does, it means something.

      We go into Chase’s room, and watching him unbutton his shirt is an instant turn-on. I bite my lip and reach up, pulling on the silver chain hanging around my neck. Chase catches me watching and grins. Slowly, he undoes the rest of the button and peels his shirt back Magic Mike style. As soon as the shirt hits the floor, I’m a goner.
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* * *

      “Chase?” I ask, reaching for him.  “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he mumbles, pressing his hand to his stomach. “Got a random cramp. I’m fine now.” I’m lying in his bed, sheets covering my naked body. He’s in the middle of the room, searching for my clothes that were ripped off and strewn about. He keeps his hand on his abdomen and straightens up, tossing me my underwear and dress.

      I get dressed and then go to the bathroom, coming back in the room to find Chase balling up the dirty sheets. He has one hand pressed to his stomach again but brings it away as soon as I set foot in the room. I internally roll my eyes. Not feeling well isn’t anything to hide.

      “Have a stomachache?” I ask, grabbing new sheets from the closet.

      “Yeah. I have all day,” he confesses and grabs the opposite end of the fitted sheet. We have to turn it twice before getting it on the right way. “I’m fine though.”

      “You’re nervous for tonight,” I joke.

      “I’ve never felt sick from nerves,” he tells me. “I don’t feel nervous often, either.”

      “Lucky. Nerves go right to my stomach. It’s not always pretty.”

      We head to my house and spend the rest of the afternoon lounging around in the hammock. Tinkerbell and Dolly are with us most of the time, and Dolly’s approval of Chase makes me like him that much more.

      “You feel kind of feverish,” I tell him, pressing my hand to the back of his forehead. “Are you still not feeling well?”

      Chase shrugs. “I’m tired.”

      “I’m going to take your temperature.” I get out of the hammock and return with the thermometer. I put it to Chase’s forehead. “Ninety-nine-point-two. You do have a fever.”

      “I’ll take a Tylenol and be okay.”

      “We don’t have to go to dinner. Not if you’re sick.”

      “I’m fine,” he says again. “And it’s just dinner. I’ll be sitting there eating, not running a marathon.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.” He pushes my hair back over my shoulder. “My only concern is making you sick.”

      “I don’t get sick very often. I used to eat dirt when I was a kid. My mom jokes it gave me a hell of a good immune system.”

      “I did not eat dirt as a child,” Chase laughs. “Maybe I should have.”

      “I’m like never sick. I highly recommend it to children everywhere.”

      Chase takes my hand and gets off the hammock, stretching his arms above his head. His T-shirt rises, giving me a glimpse of his abdomen. We bring the cats in, feed them, and get in Chase’s car to drive to my parents’ house. I notice him wincing when he gets out of the car, but does his best to hide it.

      “Are you ready to meet your maker?” I ask, walking up to the front door.

      Chase takes my hand. “I am. Are you?”

      “No. I want to get a plate of food then go home.”

      “We will. In an hour or two.”

      I make a face and Chase squeezes my hand. He stops before we go up the steps and onto the porch and kisses me.

      “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “I know,” he says.

      We enter the house and find everyone in the back parlor, no doubt waiting for us to arrive. Lisa and Rob aren’t here yet, and I wonder if she’s skipping altogether. We haven’t spoken since she confronted me about Chase’s criminal record. I introduce Chase to everyone, and then Gran pulls us out onto the porch for tea.

      “It’s nice to finally meet the man who’s responsible for making my granddaughter happy again,” Gran says to Chase.

      “It’s nice making her happy,” Chase replies.

      Gran watches Chase and prepares her tea. “I knew your father,” she tells him. “He drove trucks for us for a while.”

      “You probably knew him better than I did.”

      Curious, Gran sets her tea down. “He didn’t reach out to you over the years?”

      “Not very often.”

      “It must have been hard growing up without your father when he had another son he was quite fond of.”

      Chase shrugs. “That didn’t bother me.”

      “And you get along with your brother now?”

      “Yes. Very well, actually.”

      Gran takes a sip of tea. “It would be easy to resent him, living the life you could have.”

      “No, ma’am,” Chase starts. “I find resenting anything to be a waste of time. Stressing over what could have been gets you nowhere. What matters to me is what could happen next.”

      Gran smiles and turns her attention to me. “I like this one, Sierra.”

      “You won over Gran,” I whisper to Chase. “The rest will follow.”

      The sound of a car engine turns all our attention to the street. A police car pulls in, and I hate the feeling of dread I feel knowing Lisa and Rob are here. She’s my best friend, and she’s family. I don’t want to fight.

      I take a drink of tea, knowing I need to put my game face on. It’s obvious when Lisa and I aren’t getting along, though I do have Chase with me this time to provide a good buffer…expect that he’s the cause of the ill feelings.

      “You’re late,” Gran says to Lisa and Rob as they walk up to the porch.

      “Blame this one,” Rob says, sticking his thumb out at Lisa. “She can’t get anywhere on time to save her life.”

      Lisa rolls her eyes. “I so could.”

      “Join us,” Gran says, much to my chagrin.

      Lisa looks at me, then at Chase, pressing her lips together in a tight smile.

      “Have y’all met before?” Gran asks, meaning Lisa, Rob, and Chase.

      “Yes,” Chase answers. “Sierra and I were over at Rob’s for a bonfire not that long ago.”

      “Lovely.” Gran settles her gaze on me, giving me a small nod of approval. “I was just telling Sierra what a fine young man she’s found. Not to put you on the spot or anything, dear,” she tells Chase.

      Lisa gives Rob the side-eye, and then shakes her head. Gran hasn’t noticed, but Chase does. He’s smart enough to not bring it up, at least. Gran asks Chase about his newborn nephews and tells us a story about The Mill House before it was a bar. Lisa avoids eye contact with me the whole time and is on her phone, texting. I’m pretty sure she’s messaging Rob because he replies to texts right after she sends. I might not hear their words, but I know they’re talking about us.

      Tension builds, and the awkwardness starts to hurt.

      Dinner isn’t much better, but at least my sister likes to dominate the conversation and brag about how well my niece did at her last horse show. The rumors about Chase have circulated through town. I know what everyone is thinking, and are dying to ask. But we Belmonts were raised to have good manners, and asking someone about their shady past over dinner isn’t polite.

      I’m more of a sit-back-and-listen kind of person at family meals, but make an exception this time whenever there is a lull in the conversation, which doesn’t happen often with my family.

      “Is Scott coming home for the Fourth of July Fest?” I ask my mom.

      “He said he’s in the middle of a big project,” Mom tells me. “Of course, he won’t disclose any details.”

      Dad looks up from his plate. “You’ve never been to a Fourth Fest here, have you?”

      “No, sir,” Chase answers. “This will be my first.”

      “Why didn’t you come to Summer Hill before?” Dad asks.

      “I knew I wasn’t welcome,” Chase answers honestly, surprising Dad. “I’m well aware of the situation my birth caused.”

      “So why are you here now?”

      “Well, I came for my father’s funeral,” Chase says slowly and I give my dad a what-the-fuck look. “And I stayed because my brother asked me to. We went our whole lives not really knowing each other and thought it was a good time to change that.”

      “Where were you before you came to our little town?”

      “Atlantic City.”

      “You don’t have an accent,” Brent, my brother-in-law, says. “I thought everyone on the Jersey Shore had accents.”

      “I’m not from there,” Chase explains. “I was born and raised near Chicago.”

      “How did you end up in New Jersey?” Dad asks, furthering his interrogation.

      “After studying psychology at the University of Chicago,” Chase starts, “I decided to throw a dart at a map and go wherever it landed. The world has so much to offer, I didn’t want to limit myself to one city. You can learn a lot from people who are different than you.”

      “It sounds like you’ve moved around a lot,” Mom says, picking up her wine. She looks at my aunt Kelly and widens her eyes. It’s a good thing Mom doesn’t like to play poker. She’s so damn obvious.

      “I did,” Chase answers. “A year ago today I was in Argentina.”

      “That lifestyle sounds tiring,” Mom quips.

      “It’s quite the opposite. Waking up not knowing what could happen makes you feel very much alive.”

      “We must bore you here.” Mom smiles as she talks, but the implications of those five little words send a shiver down my spine.

      “My tooth!” my niece cries, spitting something into her hand, and then holds up a bloody tooth. “If finally came out!”

      I sigh and lean back in my chair, not realizing how tense I was until I relaxed. I’ve never been more thankful for a kid losing a tooth in my life. The conversation moves to the kids, with my niece unable to stop talking about her tooth and showing us how she can fit things in the new gap in her teeth now.

      We have dessert and drinks on the patio near the pool. Chase eyeballs the pool house and nudges me with his elbow. I smile back, feeling blood rush through me at the thought of our first time.

      We share a piece of cake, sitting together on the diving board, feet dangling above the pool. Chase makes me laugh so hard I almost fall in the water. He catches me at the last second, arms wrapping around my waist. We steal a kiss, not really caring if anyone sees.

      “Sierra?” Lisa calls, standing a few yards back. Her arms are crossed tightly over her chest. “Can I talk to you?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yeah.” I get to my feet and walk up the diving board. It wobbles under my feet and I consider jumping in the pool to avoid this awkward conversation. Lisa turns when I’m a foot behind her and walks to the end of the patio, away from everyone.

      “Chase was pretty charming at dinner,” she starts.

      “I guess so.”

      She starts down a cobblestone path and sits on the ground, pulling at the grass. “Still, I hope you reconsider.”

      “Reconsider?” I ask, sitting next to her. “Reconsider what?”

      “Being with Chase.” She breaks off several pieces of grass and twists them in her fingers. “He has a criminal record, Sierra.”

      “That doesn’t make him a bad person.”

      Lisa’s eyes widen. “Yes, it does. Criminals are bad people. Chase has a criminal record. I don’t see how you can’t follow this.”

      “Because I know Chase.”

      “Not as well as you think. Why was he arrested? What did he do? And why did the same judge from Indianapolis get all the charges dropped?”

      My heart drops. Jax said something about Indianapolis. He came from there…I think. “I don’t know.”

      “You should. If anything, Sierra, just ask him. Maybe there is a good reason—though I sure as shit can’t think of one. And don’t even get me started on that friend who’s staying with him.”

      “You mean Jax? What about him?”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “A few times now,” I say, working hard to keep the snark out of my voice.

      “He looks like a thug.”

      “Oh my God, Lisa. Listen to yourself! He’s a nice guy and is actually a really big nerd. You’d like him if you gave him the time of day before slapping ridiculous labels on him.”

      “It’s not a label. He really is a thug. And Jax isn’t his real name.”

      I throw my hands up. “How in the world do you know that?”

      “Rob ran his fingerprints through the system.”

      I stand up, nostrils flaring. My mouth opens but no sound comes out. There have been few times in my life that have left me speechless, and this is one of them. “I…I can’t, Lisa. You don’t like me being with Chase. I know that. But I can’t—and I won’t—deal with you acting like this. It’s beyond ridiculous at this point.”

      Lisa gets to her feet as well, following me when I take a step back.

      “His name is Nelson Cole and he’s been arrested more times than Chase. And he has served jail time.”

      I blink, slowly shaking my head. I don’t know what to say, and I’m battling off throwing up, crying, or screaming.

      “I’d go by Jax if my name was Nelson too.”

      Lisa lets out an exasperated sigh. “Sierra, I don’t want to make you mad.”

      “That’s surprising. You’re doing an awfully good job at it.”

      “I have a bad feeling about them.”

      “Are you sure that’s all it is? It’s not too weird seeing me with Chase?”

      “I already told you I was sorry for saying that. And yes, that’s what it is. Chase has a shady past, and now this guy shows up out of nowhere with a creepily similar past. It doesn’t make sense. You’ve been through so much, I don’t want you to get hurt again.”

      “Chase isn’t the one hurting me. Like you just said, I’ve been through so much and I’m finally happy again. Chase is everything I could want. He’s funny and sensitive and likes to sit in bed with me and read. He’s patient and kind and has made sure I’m okay with moving on every step of the way. He understands what I’ve been through.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “No shit. Instead of talk to me, you go play Scooby Gang and run Jax’s fingerprints.” I shake my head. “I’m not even going to ask how you got them, but I’m pretty sure stealing his prints like that with no reason is illegal.” I put my hands to my head, rubbing my temples. “I have a headache now. I’m going home.”

      “What’s going on?” Chase asks when I come back. “Neither of you looked happy.”

      “It’s nothing. Lisa gets in moods like this from time to time. She’ll get over it.”

      “Can I do anything to help? I know I’m the source of her mood.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m pretty good at reading people,” he tells me. “It was obvious the moment she got out of the car and saw me.”

      I push my hair back. “Right. Don’t worry about it though. She’ll get over it.”

      “If you say so.” Chase doesn’t sound convinced. We gather our plates and cups and say goodbye to my family. On the way out to the car, I go over Lisa’s words. She is right. Something is off, and all it will take to get to the bottom of it is asking Chase what’s going on.

      Chase opens the car door for me. All I have to do is ask him. He’ll answer with no hesitation. I’m sure of it.

      “Fuck,” he says under his breath when he sits down. His hand flies to his stomach and his eyes close tight.

      “Chase? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he assures me, straightening up. “Another cramp. I must have eaten something that doesn’t agree with me. Good thing we have a mile drive to your place.”

      I put the back of my hand to his forehead. “You still feel feverish.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “We’ll see about that when we get to my house.” I rest one hand on his thigh and adjust the air with the other. We park in front of my house just moments later, and I take Chase’s temperature as soon as we’re inside.

      “One-oh-one.” I show him the thermometer. “Your temp is going up.”

      Chase sighs and runs his hand over the back of his head. “I’ll take more meds and crash. After I fuck you senseless, that is.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “As much as I want to have sex with you, I think we should skip tonight. You’re sick, babe. You need to rest.”

      Chase grumbles but doesn’t protest, and that’s all I need to know he’s feeling worse than he’s letting on. We change into pajamas and get ready for bed. I bring Chase medicine and a glass of water. He takes it and lies down, falling asleep within minutes.

      I’ll ask him about his past another time.
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* * *

      Chase was still in bed when I left for work Monday morning. Tylenol did nothing to bring down his fever, and he was in more pain than he was letting on. Around noon, he texted to say he was going to his place to get new clothes and would come back and be at my house when I got off work. He said he was feeling worn out and wanted to go back to sleep.

      I didn’t hear from him after that, and the assumption that he was in my bed passed out kept me from worrying. But when I got home around four o’clock and Chase was nowhere to be found, panic set in. I called him three times with no answer. I can’t help my mind going to the worst place, and I get a vision of Chase cold, stiff, and dead on the living room floor of his apartment.

      “Stop,” I say out loud. Most people don’t die young. I feed the cats, throw a load of laundry into the washer, then get in the car and head to The Mill House. I call Chase again, annoyed that he never set up his voicemail. The phone rings and rings and rings, but he doesn’t answer.

      There are a few cars in the parking lot, and Cory, the bartender working tonight waves to me as I cut through the bar, taking the faster route to the stairs. The door to the apartment is locked. I knock, anxiety growing by the second.

      “Oh, uh, hi,” I say when Jax answers the door. He’s wearing a white T-shirt and boxers, and looks like he just woke up. “Is Chase here?”

      “Yeah,” he starts, and I enter the apartment. Empty beer cans and a spilled bag of chips is on the floor by the couch where Jax has been sleeping. “He’s being a pussy and says he’s not feeling well.”

      “Still?”

      “I know, right? Go play nurse and make him feel better. I’ll put on headphones and try not to listen.”

      I pull a face but ignore him, striding through the living room to get to Chase. His bedroom door is shut, and I enter without knocking. The blinds are drawn and there’s a trashcan next to the bed.

      “Chase?”

      He mumbles something incoherent in response. I take off my shoes and get in bed, crawling over to him.

      “Babe, you okay?” The second I touch him, I can tell he still has a fever. A high fever. “You’re burning up!” I exclaim and rip the blankets off him.

      Chase starts to sit up but stops, wincing. He looks at me, blinks a few times, and then shakes his head. “Sierra? When did you get here?”

      “Just now. You’re burning up, Chase. You have a fever.”

      “Yeah.” His eyes flutter and he lies back down.

      My chest tightens. Something is wrong. Really wrong.

      “I think you should go to the doctor. You’re sick.”

      “I’m tired,” he mumbles. “That’s all. Lay down with me and I’ll feel better.”

      “No, you need more than a nap. You don’t own a thermometer, do you?”

      Chase doesn’t respond. His eyes are closed and his breathing is slow. I put my hand on his shoulder and give him a shake. He starts to sit up and winces again, hand going to his stomach.

      “Fuck,” he says hoarsely and reaches for the trashcan. I get it to him just in time for him to throw up. He groans and lays back, hand still on his stomach. “Can you bring me water?”

      “Of course, I’ll get it now.” I take the garbage full of puke out with me, trying hard not to let it gross me out. Chase is really sick right now. He needs me.

      I get water after the trash is cleaned out, and hurry back to the bedroom.

      “Doesn’t sound too good in there,” Jax says, raising his eyebrows.

      “I thought you were putting on headphones.”

      “Nah. I’m not going to get laid anytime soon. I need to get my jollies somewhere.”

      I roll my eyes. “Has he been like this all day?”

      “Like what?”

      “Kind of out of it.”

      “Yeah, he has. I thought he was drunk at first. Then I remembered he didn’t drink.”

      I give Jax a dead stare. “And you didn’t think anything could be seriously wrong?”

      Jax shrugs. “He said he was fine.”

      I shake my head and go back into the bedroom. Chase is huddled in a ball on the bed, with his hand over the right side of his abdomen. He straightens out when he sees me, not wanting to appear weak or let on that anything is actually wrong.

      “Is that where it hurts?” I ask. “The lower right side?”

      “Mostly.”

      “I think you have appendicitis.”

      “I don’t think so.” Chase sips the water. I take the glass from him and make him lay down. Gently, I press my fingers into his stomach, on the right side.

      “It’ll hurt more when I let go,” I warn him. “And that means you need to get this thing taken out.” I move my hand and instantly feel bad for him. “You’ve been feeling sick for over twenty-four hours. We need to go to the hospital. Now,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Chase doesn’t argue, but he doesn’t get up either.

      “Chase Henson,” I say firmly. “Get your ass into the car right now or so help me God I will carry you down those stairs and put you in myself.”

      Chase slowly sits up and nods, looking more and more confused. Certain he’s having emergency surgery as soon as we get to Mercy General, I grab a fresh change of clothes for him and rush out the door.

      “Dude, you look terrible,” Jax says, standing from the couch. His eyes go to me. “Is he okay?”

      I shake my head. “I’m pretty sure his appendix is about ready to burst if it hasn’t already. I’m taking him to the hospital.”

      “I’ll drive,” Jax says. “You should sit with him in the back.”

      “Good idea.”

      Jax grabs his pants from the floor and puts them on, then helps Chase down the stairs. We’re halfway through the parking lot when Chase throws up again. Jax goes back inside for a water bottle and a trash bag to take with us in the car. I gently wipe his face with a tissue, and Chase looks around like he can’t quite figure out what’s happening.

      That’s not a normal symptom of appendicitis. My stomach flip-flops and I grip Chase’s hand, practically dragging him to the car. My fingers shake as I pull the seatbelt over him and click it into place.

      “Sierra,” Chase mumbles. “Where are we going?”

      “The hospital. Close your eyes and try to relax.”

      “Okay.” Chase’s eyes fall shut and his head tilts to the side. Jax is in the driver’s seat seconds later, and I hand him my keys. We speed off, making the hour-long trip in just over forty-five minutes. Chase is admitted right away, and after his blood work comes back, he’s whisked away for surgery, leaving me in the ER waiting room with Jax.

      “We can go up there.” He stands and extends his hand.

      “Where?”

      “The post-op waiting area.”

      I take his hand and let him pull me to my feet. His skin is rough and a quick look lets me know he suffered a nasty burn. The thick scar tissue covers the back of his hand.

      “You sound like you’ve done this before.”

      “I have. And I’ve been through it with Chase before too. He’ll be all right. He’s a tough son of a bitch.”

      I nod and the shock starts to leave me. Everything happened so fast in the ER, and the faces of the doctors and nurses told me everything they didn’t say: getting Chase into surgery and removing his ruptured appendix might not be enough.

      “Why did Chase have surgery before?” I ask and press a button to get into an elevator.

      “Broke his leg flipping over the handlebars of a four-wheeler. He refused to go to the hospital for a week and the small fracture he got in the fall turned into a nasty break. By the time he got seen the bone had to be reset.”

      “I’ve seen the scar,” I say, recalling the straight surgical line on his thigh. “How long ago was it?”

      “Fuck if I remember,” Jax says, getting a dirty look from the woman who’s in the elevator with us. “Five years ago? Six?”

      “You two have been friends for a long time then, right?”

      “Feels like a lifetime,” Jax jokes.

      I nervously pull on my cat necklace, mind whirling. When Chase said he never stayed anywhere long, I assumed he left everything and everyone behind. We get to the surgical floor and the nerves come back tenfold.

      I can’t lose Chase. I wouldn’t survive it. Sitting in the cold, hospital waiting room, thinking about Chase on the operating table, makes my stomach churn. I close my eyes and get hit with another vision. I’m standing in a graveyard, watching a coffin get lowered into the ground. My heart is inside that coffin, but no one believes me. The dirt falls, burying me deep underground.

      I’ve been through it before.

      “Hey,” Jax whispers, putting his hand on mine. “It’ll be okay.”

      I open my eyes and realize I’m close to hyperventilating. I blink back tears and nod. Jax pats my hand and leans back in his chair. I wrap my arms around myself and stare up at the TV in the corner of the room.

      What feels like hours later, a nurse calls my name. I scramble up and over to her. She gives me a quick rundown—surgery went fine, but the infection was worse than they thought, which was why Chase was so out of it before we came here. He is being moved to the ICU to be treated for sepsis after this. She takes me back to see him, and tears fill my eyes the moment I see him lying in the recovery bed, hooked up to IVs and machines.

      His eyes are closed, and he looks peaceful. The nurse warns me he might wake up totally confused and even combative, saying that’s pretty normal.

      “Chase,” I whisper, putting my hand on his, careful to avoid the IV line. I gently stroke his skin, pressing myself close to the bed to stay out of the nurses’ way as they check the monitors.

      Chase’s eyes flutter open and he starts to sit up. “Sierra,” he mumbles.

      “I’m here. Right here. Don’t sit up, Chase. You just had surgery.”

      His head falls back onto the pillow and a few seconds go by before he opens his eyes again. “Why did I have surgery?”

      “Your appendix burst. You’re pretty sick, babe. You need to rest.” I blink tears back. “But you’re gonna be okay.”

      “Right,” he agrees and twists his hand around, interlacing our fingers. “Sierra?”

      I lean in, straining to hear what he has to say. “Yes?”

      “I think I love you.”

      I don’t try to stop the tears that fall this time. “I think I love you, too.”
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* * *

      The last time I was in the Intensive Care Unit, Jake died. Slight jitters take over when I step through the doors. Everything is the same. The lighting. The smell. Even the nurses.

      Jake was at the room at the end of the unit, farthest away from the nurses. It didn’t matter by that time. The curtains were drawn around the glass walls. They gave us privacy because that’s all we had left.

      Chase is in the second room, right across from the nurses’ station. The curtains and pulled back, and a nurse is in there now, adjusting tubes and checking on him. He’s awake and looks bored. It’s easy to convince myself that he’s fine and out of the woods. But having an infection turn septic is serious. Very serious.

      Chase looks up, smiling when he sees me. I stay to the side, waiting for the nurse to finish, then go in and hug Chase.

      “I guess you were right,” he says, running his hand through my hair. “I did need to go to the doctor.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” I say back and we laugh. Chase winces slightly. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. Give me a day or two.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I think you’ll still be here in a day or two.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “You have a drain in the wound.”

      “It’s turning you on, isn’t it?” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Hey baby, want to see my wound drain?”

      I laugh and run my fingers through his hair. “Do you know Josh’s number?” I ask Chase.

      “It’s in my phone. You can get it,” he replies, then tenses.

      “Your phone is at home.”

      “Good.” Chase relaxes, eyes fluttering closed. “Why do you need his number?” he asks a moment later.

      “To let him know what’s going on.”

      “No, he just left the hospital with the boys, remember? I don’t want to make him worry.”

      “That’s really sweet of you, but he needs to know you won’t be at work.”

      “Fuck. Right. I should call him.”

      “I’ll handle it,” I say and continue running my fingers through his hair. Chase closes his eyes again, and within minutes, he’s asleep again. I tuck the blanket around him and slip out, filling Jax in on how Chase is doing, and then going into the hospital lobby to make a few phone calls. I get ahold of my mother first and am surprised by her concern. I have to stop her from getting in the car and coming here right away. Instead, I send her on a mission to get Josh’s cellphone number, and texts it to me in a matter of minutes.

      “Hello?” Josh answers, and I’m so glad he does. I never answer unknown numbers.

      “Hey, Josh, it’s Sierra.”

      “Hey. What’s going on?”

      “I’m at Mercy with Chase. He just has his appendix taken out.”

      “Shit. Is he okay?”

      “He will be. His appendix ruptured and turned septic. He’s in the ICU right now.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “He doesn’t want you to come. He didn’t even want me to call you and make you worry or take time away from the twins. But I knew you needed to know.”

      “Right. Are you staying there with him? You sure he’s okay? People die from sepsis.”

      “I’m not leaving, and the nurse seemed confident he’s going to recover.” I sit on the bench right outside the entrance doors. Night has fallen, and the city is far from asleep. “He was really out of it when I got to his house this evening, and his fever was high. The ER doctor told me we got here just in time.” Tears fill my eyes and I don’t know why I’m telling this all to Josh. “It was scary.”

      “I’m glad he has you. He’s lucky, you know.”

      “Yeah,” I say and sniffle. “I think I am too.”

      A baby cries in the background. “Call me if anything changes?”

      “I will. Bye, Josh.”

      The crying gets louder, drowning out whatever Josh said. I hang up and call Mrs. Williams, and then call my mom back to make sure she’ll feed the cats. Back inside, I tell Jax to go back home, and he takes a taxi so I have my car. Chase is still sleeping, so I sit in a chair next to his bed, resting my head against the wall. Before I know it, I’m asleep too.
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      There must be some unwritten rule stating that hospitals have to be cold and uncomfortable. I wake up freezing and I’m the one covered up with a blanket. Sierra is curled up in a chair, goose bumps broken out on her arms. Her head is resting on her shoulder as she sleeps.

      Carefully, I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I’m hooked up to so many damn lines it takes a minute just to stand without pulling something lose. I take the blanket and a few steps to Sierra when someone knocks on the door.

      Sierra jerks up, blinking as she looks around the little room, trying to remember what’s going on.

      “Chase?” she asks. “What are you doing?”

      “Good question,” the nurse echoes, standing in the doorway.

      I give Sierra a smirk and hold up the blanket. “I was going to smother you in your sleep.”

      She smiles right back. “I thought we already established blankets don’t make good murder weapons. I’m actually disappointed. We’re in a room full of objects you could use to kill me and you go for the blanket.”

      “That’s my girl.” Aware the nurse is staring at us like we’re crazy—and probably wondering if she should call security—I go to Sierra. “I thought you were cold.”

      “I am, but you shouldn’t be up, right? It’s only been like six hours since your surgery.” She turns to the nurse.

      “Right. Well, not alone. Getting up and walking is good for you, but with assistance.”

      I roll my eyes and sit back in bed. I’m still tired, and in more pain than I expected. Sierra leaves to use the bathroom while the nurse assesses me. She brings me pain medicine and two extra blankets. I move over as far as I can in bed, making room for Sierra when she returns.

      “I’m not hurting you, am I?” Sierra asks, covering us up. “These beds aren’t made for two.”

      “It feels good having you next to me.”

      “Good, because I’m going to be here with you for the next few days.”

      “Go home. You’ll be bored sitting here. I’m already bored.”

      Sierra shakes her head. “I’m not leaving.”

      “I could be here for a week.”

      “I’m staying right here for the next twenty-four hours at least.” She tips her head my way, and I see tears in her eyes. “I need to make sure you’re okay,” she whispers. And then it dawns on me just how hard this must have been on her…and how hard it still is. Going to the hospital to see my nephews created too much anxiety, and here I am in the ICU, with IV antibiotics, trying to fight off a serious infection. When I really think about it, it even freaks me out.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I promise and take her hand, moving the IV tubing out of the way.

      “You better not.” She lets her head fall against my shoulder, and I feel a weird sense of peace, despite the discomfort I’m in.

      “Sierra?”

      “Yeah?”

      “When I woke up after surgery…I told you I thought I loved you. That was a lie.”

      She sits up, eyes widening. “A lie? So you…you don’t?”

      “No. I don’t think it. I know it. I do love you.”
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* * *

      “Morning,” the nurse says, opening the door the moment after she knocks. Sierra opens her eyes, blinking a few times, and sits up. She’s not a light sleeper, and it takes her a full minute to wake up. I find it amusing yet adorable. Seeing her get up with ease lets me know she never fell deep asleep last night.

      “Morning,” I respond.

      “How are you feeling today?” she asks and shuts the door behind her. She pulls the curtain around the bed, preparing for a full assessment. I grumble and start to sit up. Sierra gets out of the bed and smoothes the blankets over me. She stretches her arms and rolls her neck. I know she was uncomfortable all night, worrying about squishing me or pulling out the IV. Selfishly, I liked having her next to me all night.

      “Good. Can I go home now?”

      The nurse laughs. “Not quite. You’re going to be here with us for at least another day.”

      Sierra goes to use the bathroom while the nurse checks me over. I’m in the middle of getting more blood drawn when Sierra comes back.

      “Want me to get you anything from the cafeteria? I’m gonna head down for breakfast.”

      “Sure. Whatever you get is fine. And a black coffee.”

      The phlebotomist shakes her head. “They probably won’t let you have that.”

      “I won’t get the coffee,” Sierra says and shifts toward the door. She hesitates, looking back at me, eyes full of unspoken worry.

      “I’ll still be here when you get back,” I assure her, offering a small smile.

      “You better be,” she replies quietly and walks out the door, not returning for nearly half an hour.

      “Sorry,” she says as soon as she’s back in the room. Empty handed, I might add. “Turns out I’m not allowed to bring food in here and whatever you eat has to be approved by the doctor. You’re on a ‘special diet,’” she tells me, making quotes with her fingers.

      “Are you fucking with me?”

      “I don’t fuck with food. They had good biscuits and gravy downstairs too.”

      “I’ve never liked that. Maybe it’s a good thing you didn’t bring me any.”

      Sierra laughs and sits at the foot of my bed. “I ate yours anyway. Do you want me to get the nurse and find out about breakfast for you? Are you hungry?” She gets up and inspects the monitors. “I have no idea what any of this means.”

      “Neither do I.” I sigh. “But I do know I want this shit off so I can go home.”

      Sierra half smiles, giving me a weird look.

      “What?”

      “You’ve never called it home before.”

      She’s right, I haven’t. I never intended to, and saying it right then was a slip. But it’s true. “It never felt like it before.” I take her hand. “I’m realizing I was wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “I was looking for a place to call home, but now I know home is a feeling. When we’re together, I am home.”

      “I love you,” she whispers, eyes glossing over.

      “I love you, too.”

      She leans over the bed and kisses me, and I want nothing more than to pull the curtain and fuck her hard. Never mind that my body is weak, I’m fighting off a nasty infection, and I was cut open a few hours ago.

      Sierra’s phone rings and the Game of Thrones theme song fills the room. She frowns when she picks it up, silencing the call.

      “It’s Lisa,” she explains.

      “Are you going to answer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You should,” I encourage. “I know it upsets you to fight with her.”

      Sierra nods and answers the phone. “Hey,” she says and pauses, listening to whatever Lisa has to say. “Yeah, last night. And I think so. I hope so.” She pauses again. “It’s okay. Well, it’s not, but I can’t worry about that now.” Another pause, this one longer than the others. “Uh, well I don’t think they’ll let you in the room or anything since you’re not family. They’re strict in the ICU. I was worried they wouldn’t let me in since I’m just his girlfriend. But if you do come up, I could use clothes, my phone charger, and a toothbrush.”

      Just his girlfriend. I play her words over in my head. She didn’t mean it as an insult, no, not at all. So why does it feel like one? I watch Sierra talk on the phone, pushing her messy hair out of her face. She has on the same clothes she did yesterday, barely slept at all, and hasn’t once complained.

      The words are insulting because she’s everything to me, and the stupid label implies a lesser bond. According to the hospital, anyway.

      “Lisa is going to come up here,” Sierra tells me and sets her phone on the bedside table. “I think she feels bad for being a dick yesterday. Two days ago? What day is it? I don’t even know.”

      “Lay down next to me,” I tell her. “You need to sleep.”

      “You need to more and I know you’re not comfortable with me in bed next to you.”

      I smile and shake my head. “You’re impossible, Sierra Belmont.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      “Ms. Belmont?”

      A hand lands on my shoulder and my name is repeated. I slowly sit up, back aching. I fell asleep sitting in the chair next to the Chase, bent forward with my head and arms resting on the edge of the bed.

      After breakfast, Chase got sick from one of his meds. Throwing up caused him pain, so he was given more medicine to combat the nausea along with the pain. He’s been passed out for the last few hours.

      “Yeah?” I ask, rubbing my eyes. Dried mascara crumbles off my lashes. A shower sounds nice right now.

      “There’s someone in the waiting room for you,” the nurse tells me. My eyes slowly start to focus and I get a flash of the nurse’s face. She was the same nurse who put her arm around my shoulder and consoled me after Jake’s heart stopped beating. I wonder if she remembers me. It was almost two years ago, and I’m sure she sees a lot of people and a lot of tragedy.

      “Thanks,” I say and stand. My legs are cramping and my right foot is asleep. I shake feeling back into it and limp my way out to the waiting room. My mom and Lisa are standing there, and Mom throws her arms around me right away.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” she says, voice heavy with emotion. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m tired, but I’m fine. Chase is going to be okay.”

      She gives me one more squeeze. “I packed your bag. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Do you want coffee or anything to eat? I tried calling before we got here but your phone must be dead.”

      “It is, and coffee would be great. The coffee here isn’t that good.”

      “There’s a Starbucks around the corner. I can get you something. Do you still like their caramel frappuccinos?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll go get it. It shouldn’t take me long.” Mom blinks away her tears and pulls me in for one more hug. “Love you, baby,” she whispers and goes, leaving me alone with Lisa.

      “How are you holding up?” she asks.

      “Okay. I think. Chase was awake this morning and acting normal. It’s easy to think he’ll be better soon, then I remember they wouldn’t have put him in the ICU if it weren’t serious. He had a bad reaction to his medication this morning, which was scary. He’s sleeping now.”

      Lisa grinds her jaw and looks at the floor. “I’m so sorry, Sierra. I mean, I still feel like you should be careful, but for right now, I’m sorry. I made Chase out to be the bad guy and didn’t think anything like this would happen to him. I know he needs you, and you need him. I won’t press the issue anymore.”

      “Thanks, Lisa.” I pull my arms in around myself. “I’m glad you came.”

      “I would have come with you last night too,” she tells me. “If you called.”

      “I know.”

      Lisa shuffles her feet and takes a Harry Potter backpack off her shoulder. “Your mom was pretty much horrified to see this was your luggage.”

      I take the bag and chuckle. “She’d be even more horrified to see my real suitcase.”

      “It’s the Star Wars one, right?”

      “Yeah. It’s in the creepy basement.”

      “Right. I didn’t think about that. Though I suppose you don’t need a full suitcase now.”

      “Yeah.” I unzip the bag and pull out my phone charger. “I’m gonna go charge my phone and let the nurse know I’ll be out here. Just in case.” Twisting the charger around in my hands, I go back into the ICU. Chase is still sleeping under the watchful eye of the nurses. I plug in my phone, let his nurse know I’m going to be right outside, and go back into the waiting room.

      “Are you mad at me?” Lisa asks timidly.

      “I’m too exhausted to be mad,” I tell her and sit down next to her. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “I don’t either. And remember when we were eight and promised we’d never fight over a boy? I guess this is a little different, but it’s still a boy causing us to not get along.” She loops her arm through mine. “So Chase is doing okay?”

      “Yeah. The doctor said if he got here any later it would have been a different story.” Tears fill my eyes and all the emotion that’s been stirring inside of me bubbles up. Lisa wraps her arms around me. “It’s like I’m cursed,” I say through my tears. “People I love get hurt. They end up here.”

      “Shhh,” she soothes. “You are not cursed. You are not causing this. Chase is going to be okay. If anything about his track record is true, it’s that he’s resilient. Nothing seems to stop the guy,” she tries to joke.

      “It keeps playing out in my mind,” I confess. “I’ve been through it once. I know how it is and I can’t keep it away.”

      “Keep what away?”

      “Seeing Chase die. Remembering how it feels to watch the casket get lowered into the ground. Waking up alone and feeling like all the happiness inside of me turned to ash. I don’t think I can survive it again. I don’t want to survive it again.”

      The depth of my words hits Lisa and a tear rolls down her face. “Don’t ever say that, Si. You can survive anything and I won’t let you not get through it.” She takes my hands. “And Chase is going to be okay. He’s a fighter, and he’s got you to fight for.”

      “I hope it’s enough.”

      “Are you kidding me? It’s more than enough. You are enough.” She lets go of my hands and brushes away her tears. “You said you love him.”

      “I do.” I grab a tissue from the box on the side table and mop up my eyes. “And yes, before you ask, he told me he loves me too.”

      “I can’t deny that it’s obvious he cares a lot about you. Maybe he has redeemed himself from his past. The first time you guys ever met, he saved you from that drunk. And the next time, you were the drunk you needed saving from. I’m going to try to be more like you and let his actions speak for themselves.”

      “You’re totally judging him on his past.”

      “Oh, completely,” she says and we both laugh. “But I’m going to try. For you.”

      “Thanks, Lisa.”

      With a smile, she nods. “He’s going to be okay.”

      I nod and wipe my eyes again, and then lean back in the chair.

      “Do either of you need anything? We packed what I would bring for myself. Except for the sex toys.”

      I smile and unzip the bag, pulling out face wash and a change of clothes. I go down the hall to change, and Mom is in the waiting room with coffee in hand when I get back. She and Lisa stay a while to keep me company for a while, then offer to get pick up lunch for me while I sit in the room with Chase.

      He’s getting his blood drawn again, and is sitting up looking much better this time. The color is back in his face, and he’s joking around with the guy taking his blood.

      “He doesn’t believe that I don’t like needles,” Chase tells me.

      I smile. “I don’t believe you either.”

      “There’s a difference between getting tattoos and this,” Chase continues.

      “Yeah, this is over already,” the guy says, pulling the needle out of Chase’s arm. “That’s hours and hours of work, right?”

      Chase nods. “That one,” he points to a detailed star on the inside of his arm, over the vein the blood was drawn from, “took three hours.”

      “I couldn’t sit still for that long,” I say.

      “It gets broken up,” Chase explains. “The writing on my chest was done over several weeks.” I sit on the edge of the bed and kiss Chase once we’re alone. “Are your mom and Lisa still here?”

      “Yeah. They’re going to get lunch and bring something back for me.”

      “Go with them.”

      “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I’m fine, Sierra. I promise. I feel a hell of a lot better now that I’m on a medication that doesn’t make me throw up. And if this blood work comes back showing improvement, the nurse told me I’ll go to the regular floor. Even I don’t think I need to be here,” he says, rolling his eyes. “Then I’ll be home in a day or two after.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      He brings his hand to my face, cupping my cheek. “I am sure. Go get something to eat. It’ll be nice to get out of here.”

      “I’m pretty sure they already left.”

      “Things between you and Lisa seemed pretty tense last time you saw each other.”

      “They were.”

      “How are they now?”

      “Better. We had a bit of a heart-to-heart out in the waiting room.”

      Chase gives me a cheeky grin. “I guess getting sick was good for something, right?”

      Feeling like he knows more about the situation than he’s letting on, I smile back, not getting into it. “Yeah. I guess it was.”
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* * *

      “I have good news,” the nurse tells us the next day. “I just got orders from the doctor to have you moved to the non-critical floor.”

      “Don’t look too sad to get rid of me,” Chase jokes. What a difference a good night’s sleep did for him. He’s been up and moving around today and looks almost back to normal. He’s been removed from all the tubes and wires except for one IV line, which is currently disconnected with the port on his arm covered with gauze.

      “This is the one time saying ‘I hope I never see you again’ is a good thing,” the nurse jokes back. “Your blood work is showing great improvement. We’ll run some again in the morning and as long as your counts are good, you can go home.”

      “Thank fucking God,” Chase mutters under his breath. Another hour later, and he’s moved into his new room. Jax had come for a visit that morning, bringing Chase his phone and wallet. I left for breakfast while he was there, returning not long later to find the men talking in hushed voices. They immediately stopped when I walked into the room.

      I can’t think about it. I don’t want to start suspecting Chase of anything. Not right now. Not ever. Lisa finally agreed to let the issue go. Now’s not the time to see merit in her argument.

      There’s a recliner chair in the new room, and Chase sits in it to watch TV, telling me to lay down in the bed and take a nap. I’ve never been much of a napper, but I fall asleep almost instantly. I haven’t gotten much sleep the last few days, and none of it has been quality sleep.

      When I wake up, a little kid is staring at me.

      “Hi,” she whispers and moves closer. Her hazel eyes are familiar, peering at me through slats in the bedrail.

      “Koty,” a man says. “Let her sleep.”

      “She’s been sleeping for hours, and I’m bored.”

      “Leave her alone.”

      “Daddy, she’s awake. Her eyes are open.”

      I blink, mind slowly waking up, and realize that the little girl is Chase’s niece.

      “Sierra?” Chase calls softly.

      “I’m awake,” I say, though I wish I had pretended to be asleep. Now I feel awkward. I do my best to smooth out my hair and say hi to Josh and Dakota. They’ve been here a while already and are getting ready to go.

      “Thanks for looking after my brother,” Josh tells me. “I have a feeling he wouldn’t have taken himself to the hospital.”

      “He wouldn’t have. How are the twins?”

      “Exhausting,” he says with a laugh. “But great. They’re good sleepers, thankfully.”

      “That’s good to hear. I know Chase wants to go see them again. We’ll come by once he’s feeling better.”

      “I am feeling better,” Chase says. “I get to leave tomorrow. I’ll be back to normal and at work the next day.”

      Josh just shakes his head and looks at me. “Have fun with him.”

      “Wish me luck.”

      Josh laughs. “You’ll need it.”
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* * *

      “You’re on strict orders to rest, mister,” I tell Chase, pulling down the comforter on my bed. “Starting now.”

      “You know,” he begins and gets into bed, “I’m more likely to listen to you if you’re wearing a sexy nurse costume. I’ll take you seriously when you’re dressed as a healthcare professional.”

      “Nice try. The doctor said no sex for two weeks.”

      “Like I’m going to listen to that. And are you going to be able to hold out that long?”

      “Yes,” I say, trying to hold onto my resolve. It’s a losing battle, but for Chase’s own good I have to resist. “You don’t want to pop a stitch out having sex. Then it’ll be even longer. It’s almost been a week already, which is kinda crazy to think about. Time went by in a blur.” I pull the blankets over his legs and hand him the TV remote. Tinkerbell jumps up on the bed, purring instantly. Even asshole Dolly was happy to see me when Chase and I got home from the hospital minutes ago.

      “I’m going to drop off your prescriptions and go grocery shopping. You need to sleep, and when I get back, we can talk about possibly a blow job.”

      “You can’t tease me like that, Sierra.”

      I lean in, lips brushing against his. “Who says I’m teasing?”

      Chase grabs me and gives me a kiss so good I want to say fuck being careful so I can fuck him. I leave before I crumble, shaking myself as I walk out the door. I go to the pharmacy first, which is located downtown on the same street The Book Bag is on. I park in between, planning on going in and saying hi to Mrs. Williams and thanking her a million more times for giving me almost a whole week off so I could be with Chase.

      With fewer than three thousand people in Summer Hill, it’s expected to run into someone you know no matter where you go.

      I smile at Mrs. Matthews, my fifth-grade schoolteacher.

      “Oh, Sierra,” she starts, looking startled. “Hello, dear. How are you?”

      “I’m pretty good,” I reply, happy that I can say that now and be totally honest.

      “Are you sure?” She looks around then leans in. “Judy’s very concerned about you.”

      Judy? I blink, mind racing as I try to process what the hell Mrs. Matthews is talking about. Son of a bitch. Judy Henson is Josh’s mother, and she works at the school with Mrs. Matthews.

      “Yes, I’m sure. And you can tell Judy she has nothing to worry about. Chase and I are happy together.”

      “She says he’s nothing but trouble. And after what he did to Josh—” Mrs. Matthews cuts off with a huff. Her blonde hair is curled and teased several inches above her head.

      “What did he supposedly do to Josh?” I cross my arms, feeling the angry Southern woman in me start to come out.

      “He up and left him to work the bar after his twins were born.”

      I imagine myself stomping my foot and yelling about what a fucking liar Judy is. Instead, I keep my cool, narrowing my eyes every so slightly. “Chase has been in the hospital the last week. He had surgery, and we just got back today. I’m here to drop off prescriptions for him. He actually wants to get back to the bar tomorrow but Josh won’t let him.” I shake my head, fighting the urge to break things.

      “You can’t believe everything you read on the internet, and you can’t take all gossip as the truth,” I say and storm away. I’m never catty, but right now, I’m pissed. I pull Chase’s insurance card and prescriptions from my purse and give them to the pharmacist, more thankful than ever for HIPPA. At least she won’t get into personal details with anyone else.

      Still seething, I head for my car instead of The Book Bag. Mrs. Williams is going into the store just as I cross the street, and she catches my eye and waves. Now I have to go in, and I internally grumble the entire way. As soon as I step foot inside, all my negative emotions melt away. The scent of ink and paper, the familiar rows of books…even the creaking of the floorboards beneath my feet is comforting. I pause in the threshold and inhale, feeling loads better in just seconds.

      “Sierra, dear,” Mrs. Williams says warmly. “How are you, darling?”

      “I’m good,” I tell her. “Tired, that’s for sure, but glad to be home. How are you? And the store.”

      “We’re both the same: old but still standing.”

      “I’ll be in tomorrow morning.”

      Mrs. Williams waves her hand in the air. “Take another day. Spend time taking care of that handsome man of yours.”

      “You know you’re probably the only person in the town besides Josh Henson who hasn’t told me to stay away from Chase.”

      “Why would I?”

      “You haven’t heard the rumors about him?”

      “Oh, I have. Let me ask you this: do you feel you should stay away?”

      “No,” I say with no hesitation. “And if people got to know him, they’d know he’s one of the good guys, which are hard to find nowadays, I hear.” I sigh. “Chase might be a bit complicated, but he’s not dangerous. He loves me. He’d never hurt me.”

      “There’s a thrill to loving a complicated man. Thrill…and danger. And that danger can be just as addictive.” Mrs. Williams smiles. “I know because I loved one too. The world has a never-ending supply of opinions and advice on what you should do. Don’t listen to them. We’re all complicated in the end.”

      “We are.”

      “Now, go on and get out of here,” she orders, eyes twinkling. “That handsome man is waiting for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      The book in Sierra’s hand slips from her grasp and onto the bed. Her head is to the side, and her eyes are closed. Careful not to wake her, I move the book aside and pull the blanket up to her shoulder. I’ve been home from the hospital for two days now and am feeling a whole fucking lot better. Being confined to the house is starting to get to me though, and I’m actually looking forward to going back to work.

      Jax filled in for me a few nights since I got sick, enabling Josh to go home after opening, which makes me not feel as shitty. The whole reason I said I’d stay here was to help him run the bar after his twins were born, and literally days after they make their arrival, I’m out of commission. Though I won’t be for long since I don’t plan on listening to the doctor’s recommendations on when to return to normal activity.

      Having sex is number one on my list, but so far Sierra has been serious about following the doctor’s orders. It won’t take long before she caves though. I know she wants it just as much as I do. I was hoping to try to break her walls tonight and have her give me a very thorough checkup, but she fell asleep just minutes of opening her book once we were in bed. She’s still catching up on the sleep she lost last week, and she has to work in the morning.

      I put an arm around her and kiss the back of her neck. Having laid around doing nothing all day, I’m not tired. It’s only ten o’clock, hours before my normal bedtime. I hold onto Sierra a bit longer then sit up, getting a book from the nightstand.

      I think back to the day I rolled into Summer Hill for my father’s funeral. If someone had told me this is the way things would unfold, I’d laugh right in their face.

      In bed by ten, reading to help myself fall asleep. Next to the most beautiful woman in the world.

      It’s the last thing I thought would happen. And sometimes the least expected things are the most needed.
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* * *

      “Babe, your alarm is going off.”

      “One more minute?” Sierra grumbles.

      “You already hit the snooze. Twice.” I reach over and get her phone from the nightstand. It’s nine o’clock, and Sierra slept for almost twelve hours. I don’t know how she’s still so tired. Hopefully she’s not coming down with something.

      With a groan, she gets out of bed and starts getting dressed. She still looks rundown when she comes into the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” she says, taking the mug of coffee I made her. “What are you gonna do today?” She sips her coffee and starts looking for something for breakfast. I’ve noticed Sierra tends to follow her habits, and in the morning, she goes straight for yogurt and granola and some sort of fruit. She moves the bananas aside and goes for cookies instead.

      “I’m going to my place. Not to work,” I add. “But to make sure Jax hasn’t burned the place down.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to drive yet.”

      “I’m not, and I won’t be. Jax has my car.”

      “Right. I forgot about that. Can I ask you something?”

      “Always.”

      “How did you and Jax meet?”

      “We worked together,” I tell her.

      “You have a degree in psychology, right?”

      I shake my head.

      “But you said you went to the University of Chicago.”

      “I did,” I explain. “And I did study psych. But I left before I graduated.”

      Sierra finishes her cookie and takes another drink of coffee. “Smooth with your wording.”

      “That’s just how I am, baby.”

      She laughs and takes another drink of coffee. “Why did you leave?”

      “It’s a long story,” I say softly. “And you’re already running late.”

      “I am? Shit. I didn’t feed the cats yet.”

      “I’ll get it. I’m slowly trying to win them over anyway.”

      Sierra chuckles. “I think you already are.”
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* * *

      “Whoever said no news is good news is a fucking cunt,” Jax huffs, pacing in front of the large window that overlooks the river. “I knew Mason was a useless twat. Fucking unreliable piece of shit.”

      I sit back, waiting for Jax to end his rant. This is what he does when he’s pissed, and it’s best to stay out of his way and let the obscenities flow. Though this time, I want to join in with him.

      “I said I wanted to stay out of it. Keep my hands clean.” Jax balls his fingers into fists. He whips around to face me. “Once you’re healed and your guts won’t spill out, I say we get out of here and get there first. Beat them at their own game. I can get the paperwork by then too. Show everyone what fucking loser cocksuckers they are.”

      There was a time in my life, not long ago in fact, that I would have jumped at the chance to right a wrong and to bring not just one, but two, assholes to justice. I jumped because it didn’t matter where I landed or if I stuck the landing. I had nothing. No one. I lived my life for me, and it wasn’t until I met Sierra that I realized how fucking lonely I was.

      “I think I’m done with that shit,” I tell him.

      Jax falls silent. He blinks, slowly shaking his head. “So you’re going to stay here and fucking bartend the rest of your life?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know, but I’m not leaving Sierra.”

      “You’re in love with her.”

      “I am,” I admit right away.

      Jax looks out the window, and I expect him to let out another string of swear words. Instead he smiles. “I never thought I’d see the day when Chase fucking Henson is pussy-whipped this hard.”

      “It’s good pussy.”

      “Jesus fuck, man. I’m happy for you. She’s a good woman.”

      “She is.” I press my hand to my stomach, putting a bit of pressure on the incision site when I sit. If I’d gone to the hospital earlier, the surgery would have been simpler with less healing time. Screw up and learn shit, right? Next time I’m sick, I’ll listen to Sierra from the start. “Are you leaving then?”

      “Yeah. I’ll get ahold of Mason and start the paper trail. I’ll be out of here in a few days.”

      Jax and I have parted ways many times over the years. It was never more than a ‘see ya later’ because we’d always meet up for another job in a matter of time. This time is different. I’m not going to take another job with him. I’m done with that shit, and while a big part of me is relieved, it’s affecting me more than I thought it would knowing we might never see each other again.

      “You better invite me to your wedding,” Jax heckles as if he can read my fucking mind.

      “You’d be the best man.”

      Jax grins. “That means I can plan a bachelor party in Vegas.”

      “Definitely.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Don’t forget you have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow,” Sierra tells me that night during dinner. I tried cooking for her for the first time, and things turned out halfway decent. Granted, it’s just spaghetti, and the meatballs were frozen and only had to be heated in the oven. But the sauce is homemade. Kind of. I used canned tomatoes instead of fresh because that’s all Sierra had.

      “I remember, and I don’t need to go. I make it one more week and I’m in the clear to do whatever I want again. Besides working out.” Sierra gives me a glare. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “I have the afternoon off so I can go with you.”

      “You don’t have to. It’s far and it’ll be boring.”

      Sierra twirls noodles around on her fork. “I’m kind of using it as an excuse to get Panda Express. I’ve been craving it bad since I had it like daily when you were in the hospital.”

      “Then I don’t feel bad dragging you along.”

      “I’m going to dream about orange chicken tonight.”

      “Sounds erotic.”

      “Oh, it will be. If you hear me moaning in my sleep, I’m dreaming about eating. And speaking of eating, dinner is really good. Is there parsley in the sauce?”

      “There might be. I added it by accident and tried to scoop it all out. You can taste it?”

      Sierra shakes her head. “I can smell it. It’s good though, don’t worry.”

      “I don’t even know what parsley smells like. You must have an incredibly good sense of smell.”

      “I guess so. That’s such a lame superpower to have.”

      “Unless you use it to find dead bodies.”

      Sierra makes a face, and then considers it. “I bet I’d get my own show on the Discovery Channel.”

      I laugh. “I bet you would.”

      We talk the rest of dinner, and she tells me about the new books that came into the shop. My mind keeps going back to Jax and how he’s going more or less solo on a job that has a high risk. Am I a shitty friend? Going with him would make me a shitty boyfriend, that’s for sure.

      Sierra and I clean the kitchen together, then go onto the screened-in porch and relax in the hammock. I’ve never been in a long-term relationship like this. I never stayed anywhere long enough to even give it a go. Sierra and I joke about being one of those couples that stop having sex, falling into the stereotype of a boring, married couple. Sierra’s insists on waiting at least until tomorrow to see what the doctor says, not wanting me to get hurt. But all it takes is one kiss to get her hot and bothered enough to throw caution to the wind.

      Still, she won’t have sex with me. Instead, she pleasures herself while I watch and then she gives me a blow job. If this is what it takes to get through the next week or so of no sex, I think I’ll make it.
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* * *

      “Oh my God,” Sierra sighs. “This is so fucking good.”

      I shake my head, smiling. “It’s all right.”

      Sierra stabs a piece of orange chicken with her fork and holds it up. “It’s better than all right. I could eat this all day, every day.”

      “Speaking of doing something every day…” I look across the table and wiggle my eyebrows. “The doctor did say he’s impressed with how fast I’m healing.”

      “I have been horny all day,” Sierra whispers with a devilish smile. “I might just let you. But you have to lay there and let me do all the work.”

      “I don’t know, Sierra, that sounds pretty terrible.”

      “I know, right? How will you survive?”

      “It’s going to be a torturous next week.”

      “Or two.”

      We finish our food and hit the road. I offer to drive home since Sierra drove me here, again with the strict following of the doctor’s orders, and am surprised when she says yes.  She’s tired again and dozes off by the time we get back to her place.

      “Maybe you should see a doctor,” I tell her when we walk into her house. The scent of lemongrass fills the air, welcoming me home.

      Because that’s exactly what this feels like.

      “I’m just tired,” she says. “I don’t feel sick or anything.” The cats come running, rubbing on Sierra’s legs. She scoops up Tinkerbell and goes into the kitchen to feed them a can of food. “I know we just ate but I’m already craving more fried rice,” she says with a laugh, but the humor dies really fast and she pales.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “I just realized something. I, uh…” She trails off, eyes going to the floor.

      “Sierra?” I reach for her, feeling alarmed by the horror on her face.

      “I canceled my OB appointment when you were in the hospital. I haven’t had my period in a long time. I’ve been craving fried rice for days and can’t seem to catch up on sleep. I’ve been having cramps all week and I keep thinking it’s going to start, but it hasn’t.”

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      She looks up, face mirroring the same trepidation that’s on mine.

      “There’s only one way to know for sure. Let’s go get a test.”

      “Yeah. It might be nothing. Just PMS.”

      “Right. Want to go now?”

      “Yeah. I have to pee anyway.”

      “Good thing the drugstore isn’t far.”

      Sierra nods then quickly shakes her head. “I can’t go there! People will see me buying a pregnancy test and you know how this town talks!”

      “I’ll get it for you.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “They’ll still know it’s for me.” She puts her hand to my mouth, eyes wide. “I’ll order from Amazon and pay for next-day shipping.”

      “You can wait a full day without knowing?” I ask. I can’t. Not at fucking all.

      “You’re right. It’s killing me now.”

      “Isn’t there a Wal-Mart on the outskirts of town?”

      “Yeah, there is.”

      “They have self-checkout.”

      Sierra lets out a nervous laugh. “You’re a genius. Let’s go. But we have to be sneaky with how we grab it. Let me make sure no one I know sees.”

      “I’ll use my ninja skills.”

      “Right. Just slip it in your pocket or something.”

      Sierra grabs her purse, fingers trembling. We keep making lame jokes the whole way to the store, trying to deflect the we’re fucked vibe we’re both feeling at the moment. Silence falls over us when we get to the store. Sierra gets a basket and fills it with random things. I go down the aisle with the pregnancy test for her only to come back a second later.

      “There are a million different types,” I inform her. “What kind do you want?”

      She shakes her head. “I have no idea. What’s that one in the commercial?”

      “I need more to go on than that.”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll just grab one.”

      She nods, nervously pulling on her necklace and paces up and down the vitamins on the opposite side of the aisle. I add a pregnancy test to the basket and we make a beeline for the checkout.

      And then we run into the last person I want to fucking see: Judy Henson.
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          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, hello, Sierra,” Mrs. Henson says, stopping short, holding onto an empty shopping cart. Her eyes linger over Chase, resentment obvious on her face. Then she looks back at me and for a second I think she’s going to pretend he’s not there. Chase told me she’s done that before when he’s around. Panic flashes through me and I look down at the basket I have clutched in my sweaty hand. I hid the test under a plaid shirt I grabbed off the clearance rack as we walked by. It’s a 3XL, but I doubt she can notice that from where she’s standing.

      “Funny,” she starts, flicking her gaze back to Chase. “You can go shopping but can’t work. Convenient too, since my grandbabies were just born.”

      “A five-minute shopping trip isn’t the same as an eight-hour shift,” I snap and Chase grabs my wrist, pulling me to him in an attempt to curb my temper. It’s not the first time this week I’ve uncharacteristically snapped at someone. “And it’s Chase’s friend who’s been helping until Chase is better.”

      Mrs. Henson doesn’t know what to say. Her nostrils flare and she narrows her eyes, looking at Chase.

      “If only you could see what he’s done to you,” she harshly whispers. “So many people in this town look up to you, Sierra. You’re disappointing all of us.”

      Chase steps forward. “Get over yourself, Judy. Sierra’s more of a role model than you’ll ever be. She’s smart and kind and knows when to let shit go. Every time you see me, you’re reminded that your husband cheated on you. We all fucking get it, but it’s time to get over it, leave me alone, and stay the hell away from Sierra.” With that, he walks forward, tugging my hand so I follow. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Judy sputtering, and then shaking her head as she pushes her cart forward.

      If there weren’t a more pressing issue on hand, I would have been upset over Judy’s harsh words and the fact that she’s going to go run her mouth to everyone about Chase telling her off…and will make it ten times worse. Though right now, all I can think about is whether I’m pregnant or not. And how bad I have to pee.

      I read over the instructions as we drive home, though it’s not like I need to. You pee on the stick, wait, and read your fate. Nervous, I read every word. Even the words in Spanish. Chase doesn’t say anything on the way home and stays quiet when we go into my house and into the bathroom.

      “It says to wait three minutes before looking,” I tell him. “So I’m going to pee on it then flip it over.”

      “Okay.” Chase lets out a breath and steps outside the bathroom door. “I feel like I should tell you good luck.”

      “Right? I think I need it.” I shut the door and sit on the toilet, thinking about the past week. I chalked the tiredness up to the stress of Chase getting sick. I get cravings every now and then, and it’s actually irritated me before when people jump to the ‘are you pregnant’ question whenever I mention I want a certain food. The moodiness and heightened sense of smell…yeah, that’s out of the norm for me.

      I cap the test, flip it over, and put it on the closed toilet lid. I wash my hands and open the door. Chase is already looking at his watch. My fingers tremble and I feel sick.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he tells me. “Whatever it says, we’ll get through it.”

      I nod, trying hard not to let myself get ahead. Being pregnant with Chase’s baby is the last thing I thought would happen, but actually isn’t the worst. I look at him, admiring his physical beauty. Then it hits me how there’s still so much about him I don’t know.

      “What’s wrong?” Chase asks, then quickly shakes his head. “Stupid question. You’re anxious, I know.” He looks at his watch again. “Two and a half minutes to go.”

      I cross my arms, consider letting the issue go. But if there’s a chance I’m actually pregnant…I look up again. “Why did you steal the boat?”

      “What boat?”

      “The first night we met, you told me you went to Scotland to steal a boat. Why?”

      Chase takes in a deep breath and I’m pretty sure he’s going to deflect my question and tell me we can talk about it at another time. We have a situation on hand right now, anyway.

      “I was paid to.”

      “You were paid to steal a boat?”

      “Basically. But the boat was already stolen…in a way. I was getting it back.”

      I sit on the edge of the bathtub. “I don’t understand.”

      “The owner of the boat defaulted on his payments. I was hired by the man who sold it to him to get it back. So I did.”

      “Is that why you’ve been arrested before?”

      Chase doesn’t look surprised that I know. “I didn’t get arrested that time.” He pauses, waiting to see if I’m going to ask him another question. When I don’t, he checks his watch again.

      “Lisa told me you came to the bank with a lot of cash. She thought it was weird and had Rob run a background check. She told me that you’ve been arrested more than once.” My spine tingles with anxiety, not just from the unknown results of the pregnancy test, but out of fear this conversation isn’t going to go the way I want it to. “I told myself that it didn’t matter. I love you. I trust you. The past is in the past.” I close my eyes, feeling tears well behind the closed lids. “I’ve been feeling guilty lately because it does matter, and I do want to know. I don’t want to judge you. I don’t want what happened before me to influence what we have or what’s to come. But there’s so much about you I don’t know, and no matter how hard I try to tell myself to get over it, I can’t, and I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t feel guilty. And yes, I’ve been arrested more than once.” He gives me a half-smile. “I’ve lost count of how many times, to be honest. I left college because I was presented an opportunity. In college, I was good friends with a guy who had very wealthy parents. They were investors or something…I don’t remember the details. They had a huge penthouse in downtown Chicago and a garage full of expensive cars. My friend liked to take them out and pick up women.” Chase leans on the doorframe.

      “One night he got too drunk and somehow lost the keys to his father’s Aston Martin. I was able to track down the car and get it back with no trouble. My friend’s father was pretty fucking pleased he didn’t have to go through insurance or anything and could keep covering up the fact his son was a dumbass. Word got around and one of his friends contacted me, saying he has something stolen too and needed it back, and would pay me ten percent of the item’s worth if I got it back. I recovered twenty-thousand dollars in jewelry, then found out he lost it in a poker game.”

      “That’s why you left college?”

      “That was the start. The rich businessmen in Chicago talk at the bars after work, and just a week later, someone contacted me about being an ‘independent contractor’ for his clients. When expensive items showed up missing, I’d get them back. Most of the time I recovered items that money was owed on. Lots of money.”

      “So, you repossessed things?”

      “Yeah. In a way, but a lot less legal, which is why I’ve been arrested so many times. It’s more like bounty hunting for million-dollar items. And I got paid a percentage of the item’s worth. Fifteen percent was my usual rate. And that’s how I met Jax. I was hired to recover a yacht and he was hired to recover a helicopter. That was on the yacht.”

      I blink, taking it all in. Chase isn’t a bad person. A knot in my chest loosens, and I feel guilty it was even there in the first place. “Why were the charges dropped?”

      “Once we get to the station and both sides of the story are hashed out, things are ruled in my favor. Like the helicopter-yacht guy, once you stop paying for your items, the bank technically owns them. And when people from the bank hire me to go get them, it’s clear I’m not stealing for my own personal collection. It takes a while to get to that point though. And a lot of cops seem to enjoy arresting people. Don’t tell Rob,” he adds with a smile.

      “And that’s why you moved a lot too, right?”

      “It’s part of it. I’d go where I was needed and enjoyed seeing the different parts of the world.”

      People don't take kindly to having items repossessed or foreclosed. That explains the assault charges and makes me realize he’s used to a certain level of daily danger. “Do you miss it?”

      “No,” he answers right away. “I enjoyed the thrill of the hunt, but even when I’d find what I was looking for, it never felt like it. I was onto the next, searching for something I couldn’t explain. Something I didn’t know I needed until I met you.”

      My heart skips a beat and more tears well in my eyes.

      “It’s been three minutes,” he says softly.

      “You do it.”

      He steps forward and picks up the test, trying to stay calm. I cover my face with my hands, unable to look. My heart starts racing and I feel sick. Maybe it’s morning sickness.

      “Just to be sure, one line means it’s negative, right?”

      “Right.” I move my hands and look up. One line. Thank God.

      “Then you’re pregnant.” Chase flips the test over and two dark pink lines stare up at me. I blink and look at the test again. There are two lines. Two obvious lines. We probably didn’t need to wait the whole three minutes for those suckers to show up. “Sierra?” Chase asks softly, setting the test down. “You okay?”

      “I…I…I don’t know. Are you?”

      “I’m in the same boat.” Chase takes my hand and leads me to the living room. He slowly sits and I go into overdrive making sure he’s okay.

      “You didn’t take your medicine yet tonight.” I spring up and go into the kitchen, returning with his pills and a glass of water. “Take it.”

      “Sierra,” Chase says calmly, knowing that I’m desperately looking for a distraction. He takes his pills and then pulls me into his arms. I rest my head on his chest and lay still, listening to his heart beating. “At least we know why you’ve been so tired.”

      I sit up so I can look at him, not knowing if I should laugh or cry. It comes out as an awkward mixture of both. “I don’t know what to do. I’m not ready to have a baby.

      Chase wipes away a tear. “Neither am I. I don’t know anything about babies. Or pregnancies.” He rests his forehead against mine. “Let’s take a day or two and let this sink in before we make a decision, okay?”

      “Okay.” I exhale and melt into Chase. My mind is running a million miles an hour and I’m working hard to resist getting up and Googling all things pregnancy. I always knew I wanted to get married and have kids. I didn’t expect either of that to happen anytime soon…or at all, after Jake died.

      I’m still getting used to the fact that I was able to fall in love again.

      “Are you tired now?” Chase asks.

      “Kind of. Mentally, I’m not, but it’s like my body can’t keep up.”

      “You’re growing a human. Fuck that’s weird to say. Weird, and amazing. You have a little person inside of you.” Chase slides his hand down onto my abdomen. “Our person.”

      “Our baby.”

      As the words slip from my mouth, everything clicks into place. The timing is all wrong, but is there ever a perfect time for things like this? Won’t I always find some reason to prolong starting a family, even after marriage?

      I know the truth about Chase’s past and am so looking forward to telling Lisa. I’ll try not to gloat too much about being right that he’s a good person.

      “I don’t want to tell anyone yet,” I say. “Let’s just keep it between us for a few days.”

      “That’s fine with me.” Chase kisses my neck. “I’m still in shock.”

      “Me too.”

      Chase keeps his hand on my belly and lays back. I get hit with another vision, though this time, it’s not about death or dying. It’s this: Chase and me on the couch, with his hand on my belly. Though in my mind, I’m close to my due date and we’re both feeling the baby kick.

      “I love you, Sierra,” he whispers and I get an overwhelming sense that things are meant to be. That all the heartbreak and tragedy I went through before shaped me into who I am today.

      “I love you, too.”
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* * *

      I look down the aisle, shoulders hunching forward as I reach out. Pausing, I listen for any signs of life. The store is empty, and Mrs. Williams is in the back, going over inventory. She never goes over inventory. Most of what’s in stock is on the shelves anyway. I take the time alone to grab the book What to Expect When You’re Expecting. I randomly open it to a page about mucus plugs, read a paragraph and feel entirely unprepared. With a shudder, I put the book away and move on, dusting the shelves.

      The cramps continued throughout the night, worsening today. Chase kept me from asking Dr. Google what’s wrong, and instead I’m calling the doctor today. I never rescheduled the appointment I missed when Chase was in the hospital. It would have been too late then anyway. I was already pregnant at that point.

      I call the doc on my lunch break and am able to get an appointment Monday morning. Since I don’t know when I conceived—holy shit that’s weird to think about—they can do an ultrasound that day as well. It hasn’t been a full twenty-four hours since we found out I was pregnant, but it already seems like so much has changed.

      I finish dusting and go back to the register, sitting behind the counter. Chase has been texting me throughout the morning, making sure I’m okay, and vice versa. I can use his recovery as a good excuse to lounge around and do nothing, giving us more time to come to terms with everything. Though I will have to think of something good to say when my family notices I’m not drinking any wine.

      Mrs. Williams leaves for the day around eleven, and I’m alone in the store until tonight. Customers trickle in and out, and I entertain myself with texting Chase, mindlessly scrolling through Facebook and Instagram, and reading. Around one, Chase comes in with lunch.

      “Orange chicken and fried rice,” I say before I even open the bag. “You drove two hours to get me food.” My eyes gloss over proving that this obnoxious display of emotions is due to hormones.

      “I did,” Chase says and kisses me. “I came home and heated it up so it’d be warm. Hopefully it’s still good.”

      I open my to-go container and take a bite. “It’s the best.”

      “Are you crying over Chinese food?”

      “Yes! Don’t judge me.”

      Chase laughs and comes around the counter. His hands land on my hips and he gives me another kiss. “Does this make you horny enough to have sex tonight?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Oh, I want to. Trust me, I do. But it’s too soon to risk hurting you.”

      “What about this?” His arms slip to my back and he kisses me, deep and passionate. My knees weaken and if it weren’t for Chase holding me up, I’d be on the floor right now. The bell rings and we break apart.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Lisa says, making a gagging noise. “I came in to buy porn to read, not see.”

      “I should charge you extra,” I say back with a smile. “And you don’t read.”

      “Not very often.” She gives Chase a wave. “I’d ask how you’re doing, but I see you’re getting along just fine.”

      He chuckles. “I’m getting there. Sierra’s been taking good care of me.”

      “Ew. You two make me sick.”

      “Should I be sorry?” I ask, making a face.

      Lisa waves her hand in the air. “Nah. I’ll just hate you in secret.”

      I laugh. “How’s work?” I ask.

      “Meh, the same. Francine came in today.” She dramatically rolls her eyes. “Which is why I came in here on my lunch break. I cannot fucking stand her and need to gossip.”

      Chase takes his arms from around my waist. “I’ll leave you two to talk. I’m gonna go see my nephews.” He kisses me again.

      “You’re supposed to go home and rest.”

      “I’m bored resting. And I feel fine.”

      “You won’t feel fine if you pop a stitch.”

      “The stitches are halfway dissolved by now.”

      I shudder. “That’s kind of gross to think about.”

      “Don’t think about it,” Chase says with a laugh. He kisses me again. “I love you,” he says quietly.

      “Love you, too.”

      He leaves and Lisa waits until he’s out the door and down the street to talk. “So, you two are acting like a normal couple?”

      “We are a normal couple.”

      She looks away, eating the words she wants to say, then looks back with a smile. “Right.”

      “I talked to him,” I blurt. “I asked him why he has so much money and why he was arrested.”

      “And?”

      “He repossessed items for the super-rich. They paid him cash and he got arrested more than once because he looked guilty until things were explained. And people sometimes got violent with him, hence the assault charges. But everything was dropped once the dust settled and it was clear what he was doing. He said he worked a lot for banks.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “I do.” Not believing him isn’t an option. Chase wouldn’t lie. The first night we met, he talked about taking that boat. Why would he lie then when we had nothing between us? “It makes sense, Lisa. That’s how he met Jax too, and why his record is similar to Chase’s. They’re basically bounty hunters, which is actually really hot to say out loud.”

      “It’s not like he’s saving the world or anything,” Lisa quips.

      My brow furrows. “I know. And he’s done with all that. He’s happy here, with me.” With us.

      “Assuming it’s all true, then I’m sorry. He’s not a bad guy.”

      “He’s not. And he’s going to be around for, well, forever. So please go back to liking him.”

      “Fine. So you wanna hear the latest Francine drama?”

      “Always.”
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      I gently cradle my nephew to my chest, looking down at his tiny little face. He blinks up at me, opening his mouth as he lets out a soft coo. He yawns and his eyelids get heavy. I rock him back and forth, and he falls asleep.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell my brother. “This baby thing is easy.”

      Josh gives me a dead stare. “He was exhausted from crying nonstop before you got here.”

      Amusement plays on my face and I sit on the couch, moving as slow as possible to not wake the baby. I’m holding Noah, who’s the bigger of the babies. Josh has Aaron and is trying to get him to take a bottle. I lean back, letting Noah rest against me. My mind is on Sierra and the little life inside of her.

      We sure as shit didn’t mean for it to happen. We were careless, getting caught up in the moment pretty much every time we fucked, and now we’re paying the price. Though right now, I don’t feel as panicked as I did before. Sierra will be a good mom, hands down. And me…I at least know what not to do thanks to my own dad.

      “This is kinda nice,” I admit, looking down at the sleeping baby.

      “Is it making you want one?” Josh jokes.

      “Someday,” I answer, feeling the urge to blurt out that Sierra is pregnant.

      “Wait until they wake up. You’ll think twice.”

      “I will admit I want one at a time, though.”

      “Going from one to three is quite the adjustment. When Dakota was a newborn, we were able to take turns. You’re still tired as fuck, but it’s one-on-one. Having two…it’s hard. But worth it. So fucking worth it.”

      Josh pulls the bottle from Aaron’s mouth and sets it on the couch next to him. He turns on the TV, volume so low you can hardly hear it.

      “How are you?” he asks. “You look a lot better.”

      “I feel better. I’m sore,” I admit. “And kinda rundown. But I’m alive. Thanks to Sierra.”

      “She seemed pretty upset when she called to tell me you were sick.”

      I nod. “I guess things looked bad for a while. It’s weird having someone care like that.”

      “So I take it you’re staying in Summer Hill?”

      “I am,” I say casually. I’m never fucking leaving this place unless Sierra and our child come with me. Wherever she is—wherever they are—is where I’m meant to be. It’s home. “I never thought I’d end up here.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “You and Sierra are the only ones who think that.”

      Josh raises an eyebrow. “Her family likes you though, right?”

      “Hah,” I say with a snort of laughter, causing Noah to stir. I shush him back to sleep. “I’ll just say they’re not my biggest fans. I have no trust fund or background in farming. I’m their last pick for Sierra.”

      Josh shakes his head. “I don’t get people like that. You two are happy together, right? Isn’t that enough?”

      “You’d think so.”
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* * *

      “Take care of yourself, man,” I say to Jax and hand him his bag. Heat from the sun melts down on us, and mosquitos swarm around my face. I swat them away, squinting in the bright light. “Don’t get killed.”

      “Rule number one,” Jax says with a toothy grin. “Same goes for you. It seems pretty dangerous here.” He raises his eyebrows and looks out at the water. “There aren’t crocodiles in there, are there?”

      “Alligators,” I correct. “You’re going to fucking Florida. You should know that shit. And no. Sierra said it’s too cold for them up here, thankfully. Those fuckers freak me out.”

      “You and me both.”

      The taxi bumps along the country road, pulling into The Mill House parking lot. Jax claps me on the back, giving a curt nod before getting into the cab. His plan is to go visit his mistress in Miami for a few days before heading up north again. Mason, another bounty hunter, has been keeping an eye out for the Haynes brothers, who are after Jax’s head. He hasn’t seen them lately, making Jax think they gave up and moved on to something else, but I think they’re pissed enough to not let this go anytime soon.

      A few months ago, the bank repossessed their matching pair of foreign sports cars and Jax tracked them down to collect on the cash. Since there were two cars, I drove one while he drove the other, taking them back to the dealership. The brothers, who owned a nightclub, weren’t happy. The matching cars, however douchy, were their pride and joy, and made them look legit when they pulled up to their club.

      Having their cars taken back by the bank was an ego blow, plus proved that their club wasn’t doing as well as they claimed. Too stupid to understand that by not paying, they lost their cars, they blamed Jax, and think he still has the cars just sitting in a garage somewhere.

      Once Jefferson gets back from Europe, he’ll get the proper paperwork along with a restraining order against the brothers. It’s the simplest way to get assholes off our case. Matt Jefferson is a lawyer turned state judge who resides in Indianapolis. Jax and I helped him out when his teenage daughter decided to have a party on their family boat, resulting in her twenty-three-year-old boyfriend ‘borrowing’ the boat, two jet skis, and a brand new Chevy Silverado to pull it with. He doesn’t understand what we do but appreciates it. The law can only go so far, and I wish we had more politicians like him…or maybe not.

      Once Jax is gone, I go into the apartment and grumble at the mess. Even when we were working the same jobs, I could never live with Jax. He’s too much of a fucking pig. Not long into cleaning, I start to feel shitty. The skin around my incision is tight and itchy, and I’m overall tired. I lay down in my bed, and with the river in the background, I pass out, not waking again until Sierra calls me on her way home from work.

      “Lisa wants to get drinks tonight,” she says, panic-stricken. “I can’t drink or sit in a smoky bar.”

      “Tell her to come here,” I suggest. “Sit in the restaurant side where there’s no smoking. I’ll make you something with no alcohol and she’ll never know.”

      “That’s a good idea. But you can’t work yet.”

      “I can help out for a bit while you two are here at least.”

      “You sound like you just woke up,” she says, and I hear her start her car. “Are you feeling okay? The doctor said to be on the lookout for signs of the infection coming back.”

      “I was asleep. Jax left and I had to clean up his fucking mess. I laid down and fell asleep.”

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. When are you going out?”

      “Seven. We’ll go to The Mill House. Stay there and get some sleep. I’ll bring you dinner at six. And Chase?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That picture you sent me of you holding baby Noah…I know we said we’d take a few days to really talk about it but I already know. I knew as soon as I saw that second pink line, actually.”

      “What do you know?” I ask, needing to hear her say it out loud.

      “That I, without a doubt, want to keep this baby.”

      I’m grinning ear to fucking ear. “Me too.”
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* * *

      “These would normally be served in a copper mug,” I tell Sierra and Lisa. “This bar is not equipped for hipster drinks, apparently.”

      Sierra laughs. “I’m not surprised.”

      “It’s strong, you’ll probably only want one,” I say, making sure Lisa hears. The less Sierra drinks, the better. It’ll lessen the chance of her getting caught sans alcohol. “I’ll come back and see if you need a refill though.”

      “I like that you’re fucking the bartender.” Lisa takes a big drink. “We get to drink for free.”

      Sierra shakes her head. “Don’t work too long. I mean it. You’re supposed to take two to three weeks off.”

      It’s Friday night, and we’re busy. “I’ll stay behind the bar. I won’t move around too much then.”

      Sierra stares at me flatly. “I’ve seen the bar. And you behind it. You’re on your feet the whole time.” She takes another drink then makes a face, hand going to her stomach.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I have cramps again.”

      “I hate that,” Lisa groans. “You’re so lucky you have a penis,” she tells me.

      I nod, hiding the concern on my face. Sierra’s been having cramps on and off for a week now. She thought it was her oncoming period before, but now that we know she’s pregnant, it’s freaking me out. Cramps can’t be a good thing. I tried to keep her from Googling her symptoms because nothing good comes from that, though according to the internet, slight cramps like she’s been feeling aren’t anything to worry about.

      Sierra’s friends Katie and Bella come to The Mill House not long after, and are trying to get Sierra and Lisa to sit at the bar and then dance. Not consuming alcohol is easy enough, but avoiding the smokers at the bar isn’t possible. Sierra meets my eye across the room, smiling and putting her hand over her stomach. I smile back as I bring drinks to another group of young women.

      Cory is getting a better handle on running solo but is still struggling. I’m glad Jax was able to come down here this past week and lend a hand. I take a tray of drinks to Sierra’s table, hoping I can keep her friends happy with being away from the main part of the bar for a while longer.

      Katie and Bella are drunk already, and ohh and ahh when I give Sierra a kiss. I slide into the booth next to Sierra for a minute, wanting to get my fix of her and needing to get off my feet for a minute.

      “You still should go lay down,” Sierra tells me, resting her hand on my thigh. “Before you overdo it.”

      “I’m fine,” I assure her. “I need to get back to my routine in order to feel better.”

      “I’m not going to get you to listen, am I?”

      “Nope.”

      She rolls her eyes and squeezes my thigh.

      “You guys are like the cutest couple ever,” Katie slurs. She drunkenly points at Sierra. “You’re like the prettiest, and he’s seriously hot. Physically, you look good together. And mentally, you look happy.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Bella giggles. “You can’t see someone’s mental…mentalness.”

      “But she looks happy.”

      Bella considers her words. “Yeah. She does. You do look happy, Sierra.”

      Her friends start to gush again, and I almost don’t hear what’s going on behind us. Almost.

      “Where’s the big guy?” someone demands.

      “I…I don’t know,” Cory stammers. I turn, not in the mood for a fucking bar fight. But what I see isn’t some drunk getting agitated. It’s the Haynes brothers. Both of them, surrounding Corey, fists clenched, looking pissed off as fuck.

      “Shit,” I mutter and get up.

      “He was here yesterday,” one of the brothers says. They’re not twins, but they’re both big, ugly brutes. “We saw him.”

      “He…he left. I don’t know where he went.” Corey’s eyes dart to me. Fuck.

      The bigger of the two whips around. I only saw them once before this, but I never forget a face. Beady blue eyes, spiked blonde hair, too-tight polo shirt with the collar up, and enough cologne to choke a horse…classic asshole apparel.

      “I know you,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You fucking stole my car!”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t steal your car. I wouldn’t want it anyway. I’m a Ford guy.”

      “Jay!” Big Haynes calls to his brother. “Look who I fucking found.”

      Jay’s there in seconds, glowering at me. “Where are the fucking cars?”

      I shrug. “Probably in the garage of someone who could actually afford them.”

      At that, Big Haynes takes a swing. I catch his fist and twist his arm behind his back. Country music blares from the speakers above us, but a hush falls over those around me. They step back, anticipating a fight.

      “Easy now.” I twist his arm hard, knowing it hurts. “You’re not starting shit in my bar,” I hiss. “Get your brother and get the fuck out before I kick both your asses and take whatever piece of shit you drove here.”

      “Give us the fucking cars.”

      “I don’t have them,” I say through gritted teeth and shove him into the bar top. “You lost them when you stopped making payments. The dealership took them back, dumbass. If you want the legalities of it, take it up with the judge who signed off on it. Now get the fuck out of here.”

      “Fine,” Big Haynes grunts. I let go of his arm and step back, ready for him to come at me again. He gives his brother a look, and he nods. They storm out of the bar, tension hanging in the air.

      Corey looks at me, unblinking. “You’re kind of my hero,” he half jokes. “Those guys were looking for Jax…who are they?”

      “No one. Just two assholes looking for a fight.”

      “It seemed like you knew them.”

      “We crossed paths once.”

      “And you stole his car?” Corey’s voice gets high-pitched with nerves, and I have a good guess what he’s thinking. If I’m the kind of person who steals from those assholes, there’s nothing that I won’t do.

      “No. He stopped making payments on it but refused to give it back to the dealership. I was the one who went and retrieved it.”

      “Wow,” Corey says, taken aback. “No wonder they’re pissed.”

      “Yeah. Just pissed at the wrong person.”

      “Are they gone?”

      I glance at the door, knowing they didn’t come all this way just to let it go after a stern talking to. They’re going to be even more pissed to know they’re one step behind. By now, Jax is already in Florida fucking his cougar. “For now. I’ll handle it. Get back to work. If everyone here sees you looking rattled, they’ll leave. Give one free round to that group over there. Make them look back and think this was an exciting night.”

      Sierra rushes over, pushing through the small crowd around the bar. “Are you okay?” she asks, eyebrows pinched together. Her hands fly to my waist and she starts to lift up my shirt.

      “Now you want to fuck me? Right here with everyone watching?”

      She purses her lips, trying not to laugh. “Good news. You’re not bleeding and your organs haven’t popped out of your cut.”

      “It’s healing, remember? I’m fine.”

      Sierra moves in closer and my arms go around her slender body. “I know. I just…nothing can happen to you, okay?”

      “It won’t. I promise.”

      “You don’t know that.” She takes in a shaky breath. “Promise me only one thing.”

      “What?”

      “Promise you won’t make promises.”

      “I can’t do that,” I tell her and run a hand through her hair. “Because I promise you that I’m going to love you—and our baby—forever.”

      “I can live with that one.” She inches closer, hooking her fingers through my belt loops. “Who were those guys? I’ve never seen them before.”

      “They’re not from around here. Remember when I said people more times than not weren’t happy to see us? Those are some of the unhappy ones.”

      “How did they find you?”

      “They’re looking for Jax. He isn’t the best at covering his tracks.”

      “Are they coming back?”

      “Probably,” I say and Sierra’s face pales. “So I think you should go upstairs and lay down.”

      “You mean you want me out of the way.”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I don’t want you to get caught up in the collateral damage.” I move my hand to her stomach. “Either of you.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll start with calling Jax. He started this mess. Usually when this happens, we’re able to get a restraining order issued and as soon as it gets violated, the unhappy parties get arrested.”

      “Doesn’t that make them even more mad?”

      “Oh, for sure. But most of the time that anger is redirected at the person or company who reclaimed ownership of their stuff.”

      “So ‘don’t shoot the messenger’ isn’t foolproof?”

      I laugh. “Not at all.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “It is. That’s part of why I liked it. I need to make one more promise. I promise that I like this more than the danger.”

      Sierra smiles and flattens her hands against my chest. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “It takes more than a couple of assholes like that to hurt me. Are you tired?”

      “I am,” she says with a laugh. “I know I’m getting old here, but it’s barely eight o’clock and I’m ready for bed.”

      “That’s all the more reason to go upstairs. Watch TV and rest. I’ll come up in a bit and check on you. Are you hungry?”

      “Not really, but fries with cheese dip sounds good.” Sierra smiles, shaking her head at herself. “I’m going to gain a hundred pounds before this kid is born.”

      “You’ll still be hot.” I kiss her neck. “I’ll get the key. Lie down and wait for me. If you’re still up, I’ll rub your back.”

      “You’re too good to me, Chase.”

      I shake my head. “I can never be good enough.” I go behind the bar to get the key to the apartment for Sierra. I get into the break room, grab them, and pick up my phone to text Jax and tell him about the shit storm he started. Then a scream comes from the bar. I drop my keys and the phone and sprint to the bar.

      The Haynes brothers are back, blue eyes full or rage. Big Haynes is holding a gas can and a lighter, and Jay grabs Sierra by the arm, jerking her forward. My entire body seizes up. Nothing bad can happen to Sierra. Nothing. She is my everything. Sierra tries to pull away but Jay holds her tighter.

      “Your bar for our cars,” Big Haynes growls. “And I need something new to ride tonight.” He gives a sideways glance at Sierra, then flicks the lighter and shakes the gas can. The world is spinning and all I can think about is how bad I’m going to hurt them both. The entire bar is watching, and I see two of the locals weaving their way through the frozen crowd. The people in this town might not like me, but they love this bar.

      “Touch her and die,” I say, through gritted teeth. Sierra’s eyes meet mine, and I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. Sierra looks at a beer bottle on the table next to her, then back at me. Unspoken words pass between us, and I give her the smallest nod.

      Big Haynes is a foot from me. I bring my fist back and hit him hard in the face right as Sierra grabs the beer bottle and hits Jay with it. The bottle doesn’t break, but hits him hard in the mouth, clicking against his teeth and causing his lip to bleed. It’s all that’s needed to make him lose his grip on Sierra. She jumps back, and Lisa grabs her arms, bringing her behind a table.

      I hit Big Haynes again in the side of the head. My knuckles collide hard with his temple, knocking him out. He stumbles back, lighter falling from his grasp and clattering to the ground. Two of the locals who have been here drinking since we opened hours ago, take him by the arms and drag him outside.

      Jay growls and kicks the table Sierra and Lisa are behind, shoving it into them. Lisa loses her balance and falls into Sierra, who stumbles back and trips over a chair. They both land hard on the ground. I don’t think. I just act. Consumed by rage, I grab a bottle of whiskey and bring it down over Jay’s head. The glass breaks, and blood streams from his skull. He wobbles but comes at me again, throwing punches. The smell of alcohol permeates the air. I turn away to check on Sierra. Lisa helps her to her feet, pulling her away from the fight.

      In that half-second my head is turned, Jay hits me in the face. My vision blurs for a beat, and the pain adds to my anger. I charge forward at Jay, punching him in square in the nose. I feel his nose break along with hearing the sickening crack, but I don’t stop. I hit him again. And again. Until he drops to the ground.

      “Chase!” Sierra calls. I kick Jay hard in the dick and turn, rushing to her side.

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you? I’m going to fucking kill him.”

      “I’m scared,” she says and grabs my arms. “But I’m fine.”

      I run my hands over her, needing to make sure. Behind me, Jay stirs, slowly coming to his feet. Lisa grabs the first thing she can get her hands on, and swings a dirty broom at Jay. “Move again and this handle is going up your ass,” she sneers. “No one hurts my cousin.”

      Jay slumps back to the ground. No one says a word, and if it weren’t for that damn music, you could hear a pin drop. Sierra is safe in my arms, but rage still sears through me. I’m so fucking pissed.

      I’m pissed at myself for not taking Sierra behind the bar with me to get the keys.

      I’m pissed at Jax for creating a trail leading to Summer Hill.

      And I’m pissed at these assholes.

      “Are you okay?” Sierra asks softly, hands wrapping around my arms. “You just had surgery.”

      “I’m fine. I’m more concerned with you. You fell. Isn’t that bad for the…the you know what?”

      “On my ass. I’m okay. We’re okay.” Sierra closes her eyes and rests her head on my chest. She lets out a shaky breath then looks up and out at the bar. Everyone is still frozen, staring at Jay on the floor. Everything happened so fast, and if I would have been one minute faster, Sierra wouldn’t have gotten involved like that. She’d be upstairs, safe and sound.

      “You should go up,” I tell her. “Get away from the smoke.”

      She nods but doesn’t step away. “The cops are on their way. Lisa called when that guy grabbed my arm.”

      “Good. That was quick thinking.” I pull Sierra to me, never wanting to let her go.

      The cops show up minutes later, and with the entire bar as witnesses, the Haynes brothers are arrested right away.

      Wanting to get out of the smoke, Sierra goes upstairs while I give a statement, explaining everything I know about those cocksuckers. The bar is slowly going back to normal, with people talking and laughing again.

      I help Corey clean up the mess made from the fight, and get things back in order again. He’s frazzled, having never been involved like that in a fight before. Hearing the threat of someone burning down the bar sent him over the edge.

      Lisa, Katie, and Bella are sitting at the table in the back. Katie is so drunk there’s a slim chance she’ll remember any of this.

      “You guys okay?” I ask.

      Bella’s eyes widen. “That was insane. But yeah, we’re fine. Sierra’s okay, right? She said she was going upstairs.”

      “Yeah. Just shook up. Nice work with the broom,” I tell Lisa.

      “Thanks. I realize it’s not the most lethal weapon, but it was the first thing I could get my hands on.”

      “I think you’re wrong there. That thing has swept up the unimaginable. All it takes is one sweep across face and you’re infected with God knows what and it’s only a matter of time before you turn into a zombie.”

      “So that’s how the apocalypse starts,” Lisa jokes. She’s looking at her phone, feverishly texting someone. Then her screen goes black. “Mother fucker,” she swears. “You don’t happen to have a charger, do you?”

      “Not for that type of phone.”

      “Dammit. Rob is freaking out right now and I need to tell him to chill the fuck out.”

      “You can use my phone,” I offer.

      “Thanks. He’s going to keep freaking out until I call. He’s at the station tonight and not being out here is killing him. He’s not convinced we’re okay yet.”

      Wanting to get upstairs to Sierra, I pull my phone from my pocket and unlock the screen. “It’s quieter in the back,” I say and hand the phone to her.

      Lisa takes the phone and disappears behind the bar. I mop up a spilled drink and take an order for a burger and fries to the kitchen. The bar-goers have settled back into their usual routine of drinking, talking too loud, and dancing along with the music. I fill another drink order and clear one more table before Lisa comes back out, holding my phone out like it’s the missing piece of incriminating evidence in a murder trial.

      “I opened the phone app to dial Rob’s number,” she starts, “and it went right to your voicemail. You must have been on that page last time you shut off your phone.”

      My blood runs cold, and each heartbeat echoes loudly in my ears. Fuck. No. It was the last screen I had open. Knowing Sierra and I are going to have a child together in the coming months, I knew I needed to delete all the messages. Pretend it never happened and move on.

      But I didn’t because I looked up from the bar and saw Sierra walking through. And with my mind on Sierra, it didn’t even occur to me that the voicemails would be the first thing anyone sees when they use the phone.

      “I saw all the messages.”

      The messages. No. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, Fuck.

      “I was going to make fun of you for being lame and keeping all of Sierra’s messages. Then I realized some are from over a year ago. What the fuck? I mean, how is that possible?”

      I inhale, and in that moment, everything changes. I don’t want to lie my way out of this. I don’t want to build the foundation of my family on a lie.

      My.

      Family.

      My stomach twists and I feel like I’m going to puke. What the fuck have I done? I look at Lisa, her face full of accusation. I need to come clean and get it out in the open. Sierra and I are having a baby after all. I need to tell her everything.

      “When my niece broke my phone, Josh felt bad and got me a temporary one in its place in its place. He went to that secondhand electronic store in town. When I got it, I realized that the memory wasn’t properly cleared out. Out of curiosity, I listened to the first message before I deleted them all.”

      Lisa’s mouth opens. She keeps her eyes on me and shakes her head. “Wait…what?”

      “That phone…it belonged to Jake. The messages from Sierra are for him.”

      Things start to click into place for Lisa. “I knew she called and left messages after he passed. We all tried to get her to stop and it took months. You said you listened to the first one before you deleted them. But they’re still here.”

      “I know.”

      “So you listened to them?” she asks.

      “Some of them.”

      “Does Sierra know?”

      “No.”

      “You have to tell her.”

      “I will,” I say. “I want to. Hell, I’ve wanted to. I didn’t know it was her when I heard the first few. They were so…so tragically beautiful I kept listening. I hadn’t even met her yet when I heard the first one.”

      “Then you did meet her and still listened to the messages she left for her dead boyfriend.”

      Fuck. When she says it out loud, it sounds awful.  I cringe. “Yes.”

      Lisa rubs her temple. “This is all kinds of fucked up. And Sierra has no idea at all?”

      “No.”

      “You need to tell her. Or I will.”
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      “Let me look at it one more time,” I tell Chase and turn on the flashlight on my phone. We just got out of the shower, and I’m not convinced he is ‘fine’ like he says he is. I make him lay down on his bed so I can inspect the incision site.

      “See? Told you it’s fine. I didn’t split my skin open.”

      “You’re lucky.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees. “I probably am.” He pulls the blankets down and waits for me to get in bed next to him, spooning his body around mine. He’s been quiet since he came up from the bar, which was why I thought he might be hurt and didn’t want to tell me. He said he felt bad for what happened, was pissed at Jax for not being more careful, and was worried I was hurt, if not physically, then mentally. That asshole did grab me, after all. I was really shaken up. Seeing them go after Chase and make threats against me was upsetting. And scary. Very scary. The moment he grabbed my arm and yanked me forward, terror filled me. Yet I knew Chase was there to protect me.

      It wouldn’t be the first time he saved me.

      “I love you, Sierra,” he whispers, nuzzling his lips into my neck. My heavy eyelids close, and I’m asleep in minutes.

      At three in the morning, I get up needing to pee. “I thought this only happened when you have a big belly,” I grumble and slowly get out of bed. The cramps are back and the moment I get up, I know something is wrong. “Chase,” I say sharply. “Chase!”

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, shooting up from a dead sleep and reaches for my spot in the bed. “Sierra?

      I move my hand down between my legs and feel wetness. I’ve never in my life wished to have peed my pants before, but right now, I do. Though I know what it is, and my full bladder reminds me that I haven’t yet gone.

      “I’m bleeding,” I say, voice a hollow whisper.

      “Where?” Chase asks before he gets it. “Fuck. No.” He’s out of bed, turning on the light, and in front of me in just seconds. I hold out my hand, fresh blood on my fingers. The sight of the shiny crimson on my fingertips makes me dizzy. I wobble on my feet and if it weren’t for Chase, I’d pass out onto the floor.

      “We need to go to the hospital,” Chase says. I nod but don’t move. He helps me to the bed and goes to his dresser, pulling out a pair of clean pajama pants. He leads me into the bathroom and brings me a towel. I pee, clean myself up, and get redressed.

      If I hadn’t taken that test a few days ago, I would have thought this was my period. I would have been relieved, although embarrassed, to wake up in a puddle of blood in Chase’s bed. Though if I didn’t know I was pregnant, I might have gone out drinking with Lisa tonight and not be in Chase’s bed right now at all.

      Chase helps me into the car and fiddles with the radio on the long drive to the hospital. My cramps intensify, and I hope the folded-up washcloth is enough. I didn’t bring any pads or tampons to Chase’s, and he, of course, doesn’t have any.

      Chase takes one hand off the wheel and grips my thigh. “It’ll be okay. Whatever happens, it’ll be okay,” he says, echoing the same words he said when we were waiting for the test.

      “Yeah.” I close my eyes and look at Chase. “It will.”
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* * *

      “Let’s go home,” Chase says softly, standing and coming over to the hospital bed. After an hour in the ER, we were told there was nothing that could be done. I had an early miscarriage. The doctor was surprised I even had symptoms and said many women who lose a pregnancy this early don’t even realize it, thinking they just had a late period. Medically, I’m perfectly healthy. The doctor even said we could ‘start trying again next cycle’ if we wanted to.

      Falling didn’t make me lose the baby. I didn’t fall hard enough to hurt myself, and this early in pregnancy, there’s nothing yet to come detached, like there is with a baby further along. Still, Chase was overcome with guilt and needed to be assured again and again by the nurse that me tripping over a chair and landing on my butt wasn’t the reason for this.

      I take Chase’s hand and get up, not talking as we go back to his car. He opens the door for me and gets in the driver’s seat with a sigh. I look down, arms wrapped tightly around myself.

      “Sierra,” he says gently and takes my hand. “I love you. I want to make sure you know. No matter what, I love you and always will.”

      Tears fill my eyes. “I love you, too.” I squeeze his hand and pull my seatbelt on. My head is spinning. I’m tired, which always makes me emotional. And I’m not sure how to feel right now. I’d only known I was pregnant for a few days. We didn’t try for a baby. We didn’t want this to happen. Having a baby right now would have fucked up our lives in more ways than we could think. Chase and I haven’t been together that long, and there’s a lot to be worked out before having a child together. Not having a baby should be a good thing. We can consider it again when the time is right. Years from now. After a wedding or once we move in together.

      But I’m sad.

      Really, really fucking sad.

      I wish I hadn’t taken that stupid test.

      I stare out the window the whole way back to Chase’s house.

      “Are you okay?” he asks when we park.

      “I think so. Are you?”

      “No,” he answers, and it jars me. “I know the timing was all wrong, but I was starting to become okay with it. I’m sad. More than I thought I’d be.”

      “Me too,” I say. And then I start crying. Chase helps me out of the car and wraps his arms around me, holding me as I sob. We’re in the parking lot of The Mill House, and the rushing water from the river echoes through the silent early morning.

      “I love you,” he whispers. “I always will.”

      “I love you too,” I say back between sobs. “I’m sorry I lost…I lost…” My words dissolve into tears.

      “I never once thought it was your fault,” he goes on. “You heard the doctor. Sometimes it just happens and there’s no real reason. Don’t be sorry.”

      I inhale sharply. “I don’t understand why this keeps happening. Lisa said I’m not cursed but I think I really am.”

      “Curses aren’t real,” he soothes. “You’re not cursed.”

      “It feels that way.”

      “It might now, but it won’t forever,” he whispers and cups my face with his hands. He brushes away my tears and kisses me. “Let’s go to your house. It’s been a long fucking night.” We go around back and I sit on the rock overlooking the river while Chase gets his stuff from inside. I don’t say a word on the short drive to my house. The sun is up and I pull all the shades once we get inside.

      “We need to talk about it.” Chase opens the fridge and pulls out a bottle of wine. “Maybe not now, but tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      He sets two glasses on the table and fills them. I pick mine up and take a gulp.

      “You know what’s weird?” I start and take another drink. “If I didn’t take that test, we wouldn’t be sad. If I would have waited another few days to see if my period started, I would think this was all it was.”

      Chase nods. “Yeah. That’s true.”

      “I wish I hadn’t taken it. Because I did think about us together with a baby. I felt something for whatever I thought was growing inside of me.” I bring the glass to my lips and drain it. I set it down on the table and exhale, waiting for the alcohol to kick in and numb the pain.

      “I did too. When I was holding my nephews today…” He trails off and finishes his wine. “Let’s go to bed.”

      I nod and follow him into the bedroom. We snuggle close together, and the booze hits me. My lashes are wet with tears and my eyes feel swollen from crying. Chase pulls me onto his chest and runs his fingers up and down my arm until I fall asleep.
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* * *

      Having chugged a big glass of wine before bed, I once again wake up having to use the bathroom. Chase is still sleeping, and I worry about him overdoing it. He’s still recovering and getting in a fight was the last thing he needed.

      It’s early in the morning, and we’ve only been asleep for a few hours. I go into the bathroom and turn on the shower. I strip from my clothes and pull my hair into a messy bun on the top of my head and look at myself in the mirror as I wait for the shower to warm up.

      My hands land on my abdomen and my bottom lip quivers. Dizziness crashes down on me, brought on by a whirlwind of emotions. The fact that I had gotten pregnant hits me, and all the consequences of an unplanned pregnancy play out in my head.

      Telling my parents.

      Going to church with my growing belly.

      Making room in this small house for Chase and our baby.

      Figuring out how to work and raise a child.

      Would I have a wedding? I’ve dreamed about and planned my wedding for years. Small and intimate. Whimsical but not over the top. We’d have the ceremony in the church and an outdoor reception at the family farm, with big white tents set up and our horses grazing in the background.

      I get into the shower and sink down, letting the warm water wash over me. I thought about my wedding a lot before Jake died. We’d been together almost two years. I assumed a proposal was in the making. Jake was a practical person, thoughtful but not exactly romantic. Still, I did quite a bit of pinning on Pinterest, and my dream wedding is still in the back of my mind.

      I cover my mouth with my hands, muffling a sob. I don’t want to wake Chase up. The image of his face flashes before me, and my heart lurches in my chest. As hard as I try not to compare Jake to Chase, I can’t help but feel the difference between the two. Everything with Jake was logical and calculated. Our relationship made sense, the sex was good, and we got along in most aspects. There is no doubt in my mind that we didn’t love each other with all our hearts.

      But Chase…I love him with all of my heart and every piece of my soul. Chase is unpredictable. Wild. Dangerous. There’s no logical reason for us to be together.

      And yet we are.

      I close my eyes and lean into the water, feeling it drip down my face. Having a baby with Chase right now would be terrible timing. Sometimes the most terrible things are the most beautiful.

      A shudder goes through me and I mourn more than the loss of the little life I had inside me. I mourn the loss of what could have been. The unconventional start to a family. The awkward family dinners and even the judgmental stares from people as we walk through town, pushing our baby in a stroller as we walk.

      I feel like my body betrayed me and wasn’t enough. I know what the doctor said—and what Chase reminded me—but it does little to comfort me. No, this pregnancy wasn’t planned, but it doesn’t make losing it any easier.

      When my fingers start to get wrinkly, I get up and wash myself, and then get out and dressed. I feed the cats and take an Advil for the pain. My cycles have never been regular. Ever. I’ll go weeks without a period and then get hit with a horrible heavy one, getting practically bedridden from pain. Then the next will be twenty-eight days later and super light. I started taking birth control as a teen to regulate my cycle and to deal with the pain. I pour myself another glass of wine and down it, and then get back into bed with Chase.

      “Hey, babe,” he says sleepily. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, being completely honest. “Physically, I’m fine.”

      “What about emotionally?” Chase pushes himself up. His hair is messy and there are pillow creases on his cheek. I’m so damn attracted to him even now, though sex is the last thing on my mind.

      “I keep thinking of what could have been. I mean, I know this wasn’t what we expected. At all. It would have been hard and trying, and yet I’m sad it’s not going to happen.”

      “It still can,” Chase says and puts his arms around me. “Maybe not right now, but later. And next time we can do it on purpose. It hurts now, but it’ll get easier. I know you’ve heard that before.”

      “I have.”

      “You’re not alone, Sierra. You will never be alone. I’m here. I’ll always be here.”

      Tears fall from my eyes and Chase pulls me to him, cradling me against his chest. I relax against him and feel the wine hit me. I’m half-asleep only moments later.

      And someone is knocking on my door.

      “I’ll go,” Chase says, moving away. On an empty stomach, the wine gets to me harder than before. I’m drunk. All I want is to succumb to the darkness and fall back into sleep. Time slips away and what feels like just a second later, Chase is in the room. “Your mom’s here.”

      “Why?” I grumble.

      “She heard about the bar fight.”

      “Mother fucker,” I say into the pillow. Chase helps me to my feet and I wobble as I walk, grimacing from the sunlight. Mom is standing in the living room, perched on the edge of the couch. Her hair is done and she’s dressed in designer clothes.

      “Sierra,” she gasps when I stumble into the room. “You look terrible.”

      “Thanks, Mom. Tell me how you really feel.”

      “Lisabeth DeGraw told me about the fight at The Mill House last night. And how you were involved. Are you okay?”

      I shrug, trying to copy Chase’s signature move. In my mind, it was a flawless copy. But in real life, I looked like I was having some sort of convulsion. “I’m alive, right?” I sit heavily on the couch.

      “What happened?”

      “There were some guys. They got mad. And Chase stopped them.” I look at Chase, realizing for the first time that he’s only wearing pajama pants. My mother hates tattoos and is getting a good display of Chase’s inked skin.

      “I heard they were there because of you,” Mom says pointedly, looking right at Chase.

      “Mom,” I whisper through clenched teeth.

      Chase’s brow furrows and he nods. “They were.”

      “Sierra could have gotten hurt,” Mom snaps. “One of them grabbed her.”

      “They didn’t hurt me, Mom,” I snap. Something else hurt me, and the hurt is running deeper than I ever imagined. I spring to my feet. The wine paired with bleeding from the miscarriage makes me dizzy. My eyes flutter and I sink back to the couch.

      Mom is too busy staring daggers at Chase to notice. “They could have hurt her. Easily.  None of this would have happened if you hadn’t come to this town. I knew you were bad news the moment I laid eyes on you. If you care about my daughter at all, you’ll stay far away from her.”

      The pain etched on Chase’s face breaks my heart all over again. I turn to my mother, eyes blurring with tears.

      “I will talk to you later,” she says to me and then walks out the door. I take in a shaky breath and clutch my heart. Chase is next to me in seconds, and I bury my head in his neck.

      “You’re drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk enough.”

      “You have more wine in the fridge.”

      I pull back, staring at him quizzically. “You’re not going to tell me to lay off the alcohol?”

      He shakes his head. “Not now.” He kisses my forehead and leaves, returning with a bottle of sweet red wine.

      “Nocturne Acres,” he reads. “I’ve never heard of that.”

      “My family owns a vineyard in California,” I say and take the wine from him. I don’t waste time with a glass. I chug it right from the bottle. Chase takes the bottle from me and brings it to his lips. He sets it down on the coffee table, out of my reach.

      “I’m sorry for all the shit that happened, Sierra.”

      “Don’t be. And don’t let my mom get to you. That’s how she is to everyone. Manipulative and judgmental. You’re not bad news.”

      “Maybe I am,” he says so softly I almost don’t hear him. “I never meant to hurt you, Sierra.”

      “I know. You didn’t know those guys were going to show up.”

      “Right. Those guys.”

      I lean over Chase, reaching for the bottle. I have a sense he’s talking about something else, but in that moment, my brain goes to self-preservation mode. I need another few swallows of wine so I can pass out.

      “You need to take your medicine,” I say and move away from Chase. I wobble when I stand, having to put my hand on the wall to steady myself as I move into the kitchen. Chase isn’t supposed to take the antibiotics on an empty stomach. I open the fridge and pull out eggs.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, standing in the threshold of the kitchen.

      “Making breakfast.”

      “I’ll do it. You can lay down.”

      I shake my head. “I want to stay busy.”

      “Okay.” Chase comes into the kitchen with me, and we work together to make breakfast. I drink half the bottle of wine as I cook, and make it through a plate of scrambled eggs before I’m feeling sick. Chase takes me to the bedroom and tucks me in. The world spins around me and I close my eyes.

      Chase sits next to me, giving me a kiss before he gets under the blanket too. “When you’re ready, we need to talk,” he says softly. “And remember my promise. I will always love you.”
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      Maybe I should have cut her off and not let her have that second glass of wine. I don’t know how to handle this, and my mind is all fucking over the place.

      I need to tell her about the voicemails.

      My heart breaks to see Sierra hurting.

      I wish we were still having a baby.

      I rub my temple and look at Sierra. She’s sound asleep—as she’s been for the last three hours—next to me in her bed. She looks at peace now, and I wish so fucking bad that same peace will carry on into the day when she wakes.

      I don’t know what to do from here. I had no fucking clue losing a baby you’d only known about for two days could hurt so damn much. Do we keep this to ourselves forever? When is it okay to try and have sex again? I’m going to assume we’ll both agree to better birth control than pulling out since that worked out so well for us last time.

      Thinking about the physical toll this is taking on Sierra, however ‘normal’ the doctor says it is, makes me want to throw up. She said the bleeding slowed, but she didn’t say it stopped. My heart hurts for the loss of what could have been but hurts even more knowing what Sierra is going through.

      It’s not fucking fair. This shouldn’t have happened to her. She’s already dealt with a loss. Why does she have to go through it again?

      Sierra stirs in her sleep and I hug her, wishing I could take away her pain. If there were a way, I’d do it, no matter what the cost. Sierra is everything I never knew I always wanted. I hold her tight in my arms, ignoring the pain it’s causing me to feel around the area that was sliced open not that long ago.

      I’m asleep and dreaming about Sierra when my phone rings. I jerk up fast and feel a painful tug on my flesh. Wincing, I grab my phone and see that it’s Josh. Instantly. I feel like shit for not calling him and letting him know what went on last night.

      “What the fuck?” he asks as soon as I answer.

      “Shit. Sorry, man. I should have called you last night.”

      “You’re not supposed to be working,” Josh says. “Let alone getting in fights. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “That I wasn’t going to let some assholes lay a finger on the bar. Or Sierra.”

      “Is it terrible to say I wish I was there so I could see it all go down? I heard the guys you took out were twice your size and jacked on steroids.”

      “So this town likes to gossip and expand the truth. The steroid part might be true. I wouldn’t put it past those guys, actually. And it was easy to take them out. They’re a classic case of all brawn and no brain. If they hadn’t threatened Sierra, it would have been fun.”

      “Makes you miss the old days?”

      “No,” I say honestly. “You know I enjoy a good fight or two. But this…” I look at Sierra’s pretty face. “This is better.” Even now, with a constant ache in my heart for what we lost. I look out the window, wondering if it would have been better to have not met Sierra at all. We wouldn’t be in this situation right now. Would she be better off without me?

      I’ve been changed for the better. I didn’t know how much was missing until I found her.

      “How are my nephews?” I ask. “And Dakota.”

      “Wearing us out of course, but great. Dakota is having some jealousy issues. I’m taking her fishing after church tomorrow. That clearing behind The Mill House is a good spot.”

      “Are there a lot of fish in the river?”

      “In the deeper parts. I’m hoping not to catch a lot,” he admits with a laugh. “It’s easier. Though Kota likes to throw ‘em back so there’s nothing to take home and gut.”

      “I’ve never been fishing.”

      “Ever?”

      “Nope. Don’t forget I grew up in Chicago. You wouldn’t want to get in any bodies of water around there.”

      Josh laughs. “Come with us then. That would make Dakota happy. Are you going to be home?”

      “I’ve been staying with Sierra. But I can stop by.”

      “Great. See you tomorrow then.”

      “Tonight. I’ll be at work.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to go back to work until next week.”

      “I’m not,” I say. “I’ll take it easy.”

      “Come in at ten,” Josh says, knowing better than to argue with me. “I can leave early and you’ll only have to work half a shift that way.”

      “Sounds good.” I hang up and lay back down, holding Sierra. I wanted her to have a happy ending. It’s not too late, is it? She rolls over in her sleep, feebly reaching for me.

      “Chase,” she mumbles and curling into my arms. I close my eyes feeling more determined than ever to make this woman happy. Her phone rings and I reach over to her side of the bed to silence it.

      Lisa is calling, and seeing her name on Sierra’s phone makes a chill settle in the room. She’s going to tell Sierra about the messages if I don’t. It wasn’t an empty threat. Lisa has proved more than once that she’s not my biggest fan and feels that she needs to protect Sierra…no matter what the cost.

      I admire her loyalty and fierce friendship. That kind of bond is something we all long for. To have that best friend stand up for you even when you’re wrong. To risk pissing you off because they know it’s for your own good. To care about you more than you care about yourself.

      Except Lisa gets too caught up. She acts before she thinks. And she doesn’t like to be wrong. Sierra told me that Lisa already dug up dirt on me. She’d love another chance to prove how bad I am.

      Maybe I am bad. I did listen to the messages. The intimate words weren’t meant for me to hear. They weren’t meant for anyone but a ghost. And I listened.

      “Morning,” Sierra mumbles and pushes herself up. “Or maybe afternoon?”

      “It’s afternoon. Want anything? I can get you breakfast. Or lunch. You probably want water, right?”

      “Yeah.” Sierra rubs her eyes and sighs. “I should be taking care of you still.”

      “You are.”

      She brings her knees to her chest and closes her eyes. “I did a lot of thinking between passing out from too much wine.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I still can’t come up with a reason why this happened. I like to think things happen for a reason. Maybe it’s bullshit we tell ourselves so it’s easier to deal with shitty situations. Losing Jake…” Tears fall from her eyes. “I didn’t find a reason for that either.” She turns, and the pain in her eyes breaks my heart. “But then I met you. And then this happens. I…I…don’t know why.”

      “Don’t look for a reason,” I tell her softly. “You won’t find one.”
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* * *

      I grip Sierra’s hand tightly as we stand for the final prayer in church. We’re in the back, and the lack of emotions coming from Sierra is worrying me. We spent the rest of Saturday in bed, talking about what could have been. It was harder on me than I’d ever admit. I’m not the kind of person to play out the what-ifs in life. I’m more of a repress-and-move-on type of guy, but Sierra needed to talk about it.

      Mourn it.

      Miss it.

      And start to heal from it.

      This time, she has me to help.

      I went to bed Saturday night with Sierra wrapped in my arms. As I was drifting to sleep, Sierra softly whispered my name.

      Maybe this happened to bring us closer together, she had said. If we can get through this, we can get through anything.

      This morning, Sierra was quiet and calm, going about her normal routine but void of any emotion. She wasn’t sad. She wasn’t happy. Tinkerbell walked back and forth on the table, sticking her paw in Sierra’s coffee during breakfast. And Sierra just sat there, petting the cat as if she were unaware of everything else around her.

      I’m not good with stuff like this. The loss of the pregnancy is hitting Sierra hard, and she’s not coping in a normal way. She’s been down this dark path before, and I know all too well how easy it is to fall back on old habits.

      The prayer ends and the choir starts singing again. The children are in the front, and Dakota catches my eye and waves. I smile back and give Sierra’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

      On the way out, her sister catches up to us. Sierra told me more than once how uptight her sister is, and how it’s made it hard for the two of them to get along. Though right now, her sister’s eyes—which are the same shade of green as Sierra’s—are full of worry.

      “Mom told me what happened at the bar,” she starts. “I’m sorry.”

      Her apology shocks me, but Sierra only blinks.

      “Thanks,” I tell Sam.

      “Our mother can be difficult. Ignore her. I know you two are happy.”

      “We are,” Sierra says, voice flat.

      Sam looks at her sister, eyes narrowing. “Are you okay, Sierra?”

      “Fine.” Sierra’s eyes are on the ground.

      Sam shifts her gaze to me. “She’s tired,” I tell her.

      Sam nods but doesn’t look convinced. “I’ll see you guys tonight, right?”

      “Right. We’ll be there for dinner.”

      “Okay. Bye.”

      Panic starts to rise in my chest. Sierra is hurting and I want to make her better. I want to take the pain away but I don’t know how. We make it outside and into the parking lot when Dakota runs over, throwing her arms around my waist.

      Sierra blinks in the bright sunlight and smiles at my niece. It’s just one smile but it makes me feel much better.

      “Are you going fishing with me, Uncle Chase?”

      Before I answer, I look at Sierra. Yesterday, the plan was for me to go fishing while Sierra hangs out at home. But now I’m not sure if I should leave her alone.

      “He is,” Sierra answers for me. She’s still smiling. It’s forced, though I don’t think anyone else could tell. “Did you know your uncle has never gone fishing before?”

      Dakota’s mouth falls open.

      “So you’re going to have to teach him.”

      Dakota jumps up and down with excitement. “I can do that! We’re going to have so much fun!” She skips back off to Josh, who’s talking to his in-laws. He gives me a wave and puts his hand on Dakota’s shoulder to keep her from running away again.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind me going?” I ask Sierra.

      “Not at all. I think I’m going to lie down and read the rest of the day. Or clean. The house is due for a good cleaning.” Her voice is flat, and the way she’s just going out things isn’t right.

      “Okay. I won’t be gone long.”

      She presses another smile and takes my hand again. We’re almost to the car when we’re stopped again by Lisa. She’s with her parents and sister, all of whom I met at the last family dinner. Sierra’s aunt is talking to her, and Lisa slips away, moving close to me.

      “Did you tell her?” she whispers harshly.

      “Not yet.”

      “You have to tell her.”

      “I will,” I promise. “Now’s not a good time.”

      Lisa shakes her head. “When is there a good time to tell your girlfriend you not only listened to, but kept all her messages meant for her dead boyfriend?”

      “There’s not a good time. But trust me, right now is not the time to do it.”

      Lisa narrows her eyes. “Trust you? I hardly like you. I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt for Sierra’s sake. You tell her, or I will.”

      Anger surges through me. “If you care about Sierra like you say you do, you’ll fucking wait,” I say through gritted teeth. “Give her some time.” I glance up, making sure no one can hear us. Sierra says something to her aunt that makes her smile, and my heart softens.

      “Give her time?”

      “Yes. Don’t like me. Don’t trust me. But fucking listen for Sierra's sake, who you say you care about. It’s not my place to go into details, just…just be there for her.”

      Sierra comes back and I put my arm around her.

      “Hey, Lisa,” she says sounding a bit like her old self. “Are you coming to dinner tonight?”

      Lisa looks right at me. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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* * *

      My first fishing experience was interesting, to say the least. Doing anything with a four-year-old has the potential to end up being disastrous, and when you throw in live bait, yards of tangly fishing line, and a muddy riverbank, you’re playing with fire. Still, spending time outside with my brother and niece was nice. Needed, even. It was a good way to decompress, and now that I’m showered and changed and headed to Sierra’s house, I feel I have a clearer head to offer her.

      I park in front of Sierra’s house and get out of my car, squinting in the bright sunlight. Lisa’s car is parked next to Sierra’s BMW. We have to be at her parents’ in an hour for dinner, and I was hoping to have some alone time with her before then.

      The screen door opens and smacks shut. Lisa emerges from the porch and stops short when she sees me.

      “Hey,” I say, trying to be civil. Not getting along with her best friend will upset Sierra. “Did you two talk?”

      “Yes,” she says, the word leaving her mouth like a hiss. “We did.”

      “Did Sierra tell you?”

      “She told me everything.”

      A knot loosens in my chest. Sierra needs to talk about this, needs to let her friends and family know what she’s going through. “She’s hurting more than she lets on.”

      “Of course, she’s hurting.”

      I run my hand through my hair. “I am too,” I say quietly.

      Lisa lets out a snort of laughter. “You did it to her.”

      The harshness in her words shocks me. “We did it to each other.”

      “You are unbelievable.” She rolls her eyes. “Don’t act like you’re so hurt by something you did for your benefit.”

      “It’s not like I meant to get her pregnant, but I certainly didn’t want her to lose it either.” I shake my head. “I’ve met some nasty people in my life, and you’re taking it to a whole new level.”

      “What?” The color leaves Lisa’s face.

      “You don’t like me. Sierra’s mom doesn’t like me. Judy Henson doesn’t like me. This whole town wishes I would leave. I get it. I fucking get it. But who the fuck are you to say I’m not allowed to be hurt by this? It was my baby too.”

      Lisa’s hands go to her chest and she struggles to breathe. “Sierra had a miscarriage? I…I didn’t know. Oh my God.” Her eyes widen and she looks like she might puke. “That’s why you said to wait.”

      My heart drops out of my chest. Lisa doesn’t have to say it for me to know: she told Sierra about the messages. That’s what they talked about. Sierra hadn’t told her about the baby. Instead of being allowed to heal, Lisa came in and ripped her heart into even more broken pieces.

      I run past Lisa and into the house. “Sierra!” I call, but she doesn’t answer. She’s not in the living room or the kitchen. I check her bedroom. She’s not there. I race to the back porch, but she’s not there either. My head spins and my heart is going to explode. I need to find Sierra. I need to make things right. She’s hurting so fucking bad already.

      Sierra isn’t in the house. I stand at the top of the stairs, panic rising in my chest. Where the hell did she go? I whirl around, remembering the hidden room. In a fury of desperation, I go into the closet and move the trapdoor.

      Sierra is sitting cross-legged on the ground. Her back is to me and she’s clicking the flashlight on and off.

      “Sierra?”

      She doesn’t turn around.

      “Sierra.” I emerge through the crawlspace and stand, going over to her. I sit on the dusty floor and put my hand on her thigh. She clicks the flashlight off and then on again.

      “Lisa told me you have Jake’s old phone. She said all the messages I left him are still there and you listened to them. It sounds too crazy to be true.”

      I want to tell her yes, it’s too crazy and Lisa is making up shit, but it’s okay because we have each other. I can delete the voicemails and give her the phone. She’d never know.

      But I can’t lie.

      “It is true.”

      Sierra turns to me, and the hurt and betrayal on her face is the worst thing I’ve ever seen. “I don’t understand.”

      “Whoever cleared the memory on his phone didn’t do it properly before selling it,” I slowly explain. “They manually deleted things but forgot to go in and get rid of the messages. I didn’t know it was you at first. Not until you gave me your number that day at the bookstore.”

      “But you still listened to them after you knew?”

      “I did.” The confession is like a knife to my heart. “I shouldn’t have and I’m sorry.”

      The light turns off and when Sierra turns it back on, tears are streaming down her face. “I struggled so much with the guilt I felt about wanting to know about your past. I knew you had been arrested and I told myself it didn’t matter because the person you are right now is all that matters. And you…you knew everything about me. The things I said in those messages…” She shuts the light off again. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want to risk hurting you. Or losing you. I love you, Sierra.”

      “You haven’t deleted them.”

      “No, and I have no good reason for that. I’m so sorry. After I heard the first one I had to keep listening. Your words spoke to me in a way I never thought was possible.”

      She clicks on the light. “The words weren’t for you.”

      Silence falls between us, and I hear my rapid heartbeat in my ears. “It’s hot up here. Let’s go downstairs and talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” she says and her voice breaks. “I figured it out.” Her eyelids shut and a river of tears pour down her cheeks. I reach out to wipe them away and kiss her lips, but she pushes me away.

      “I know the reason,” she goes on with a shaky voice. “All of this happened…losing Jake…meeting you…getting pregnant just to lose it…it was to remind me that I’ll never get a happy ending.”

      “No. Sierra, no. That’s not true. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you. A happy ending. Before I even met you, I wished for you to be happy.”

      “You need to go.”

      “Don’t say that. Please, Sierra.” My breath catches in my chest. My throat tightens and I think I’m dying. “You don’t mean it.”

      “I do.” She closes her eyes and wraps her arms around herself. “I can’t do this, Chase. I trusted you and this whole time you…you had this information on me and kept going like things were normal.”

      “I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to tell you. I was going to tell you. Just not now. Not after the loss.”

      “I have a hard time believing you. What if we hadn’t lost the baby? Would you have waited until it was born? And then waited again?”

      “I…I don’t know. All I know is that I love you more than anything, Sierra.”

      “I need some time alone.”

      “I’ll go downstairs and wait. I’ll be there, whenever you’re ready.”

      “No. Leave. Please. If you love me like you say you do, then go.”

      Tears fill my eyes. I’ve never cried in my adult life before. “I do love you.”

      “Then go.”

      I look down and feel a tear roll down my cheek. I angrily brush it away and go through the crawlspace. I leave the trapdoor open, hoping to get some fresh air inside the hidden room to keep Sierra from getting overheated.

      I stand, feeling dizzy. I want to tell myself things will be okay. That Sierra will be upset and mad at me for a while but will understand. I didn’t do anything on purpose to hurt her. Yet the betrayal and invasion of privacy is blatant and I have no excuse for what I did.

      I fucked up, and it cost me the love of my life.

      The world spins around me and my vision blurs from the tears that are pooling in my eyes. Somehow, I make it down the stairs and onto the porch. Lisa is sitting on the bench, holding one of the many decorative pillows Sierra set out. Her eyes are wet from crying.

      “Chase,” she starts and stands. “I didn’t know.”

      I turn to her, unable to hide the incredible pain on my face.

      “No,” she says and starts crying. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s too late,” I croak out and turn away. I get into my car and lose the battle against my emotions. I pull out of the driveway and speed down the private road, not stopping until I’m in the parking lot of The Mill House.

      I get out and look at the familiar brick building. The sound of the river, once calming, sounds foreign.

      This place is no longer home.
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      I flip open the pocketknife and look at the blade. It’s dull from use over the years but still gets the job done. I bring my finger to the tip, feeling the sharpness of the metal. I press it into my skin, welcoming the pain.

      My head drops and I close my eyes. Tears rain down on the box in front of me. It’s Monday morning, and I’m alone at The Book Bag. A big shipment of signed books just arrived, and I should be ecstatic.

      I cannot stop crying.

      I miss Chase.

      I miss his arms around me. I miss the way he made me laugh. I miss how safe I felt with him snuggled up next to me at night.

      I miss the way I trusted him.

      I miss the lie he led me to believe.

      I just miss him.

      My body shudders from a sob, and the dull blade slices into my skin. Warm blood pools on the tip of my finger, dripping down onto my hand. I watch it, knowing I should get up and wash the cut, yet I’m unable to move.

      My phone rings again, for the tenth time this morning. Chase keeps calling, and I haven’t answered. He leaves a message every time he calls, and I don’t know if he’s trying to be ironic or not. I haven’t listened to a single message. It’s like the rug’s been pulled from beneath my feet, and the man I thought I knew and loved is a different person. The betrayal runs deep, and it’s not something I can look past. Not yet at least.

      Everyone warned me about him.

      They said he was dangerous.

      I guess they were right.

      My finger starts to throb. I set the knife on top of the box and get up, going through the store to the backroom. I wash out the cut, watching the water push the flap of skin back. I’m too numb inside to react. I wait until the water running off my hand goes from red to clear, and then I bandage my finger up and go back to the storefront and open the box. Burying myself in work is what got me through the aftermath of losing Jake. As long as I have the store, I can keep my mind busy enough to get by.

      Maybe.

      Doubtfully.

      Because it feels like everything inside of me is dead. It won’t take long before it starts to fester and rot away.

      I take a stack of Scarlett Levine’s latest book and start putting them away on the shelf when someone comes into the store.

      “Sierra?” Lisa calls. “I brought you coffee.” She comes around the aisle and extends a to-go cup.

      “You can put it on the counter,” I answer flatly.

      “Okay.” She sets it down and picks up my phone. “Chase is calling you.”

      “Yeah,” I say and move books around and feel Lisa’s eyes on me. She came in after Chase left yesterday and told me about their talk. How he said he’d come clean but wanted to wait. How sorry she was because she had no idea I’d gotten pregnant…and then lost it.

      “Are you not talking to him?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe you should. You should deal with the loss together.”

      Something inside of me snaps. “Stop telling me what I should do.”

      “I just think—”

      “Stop!” I throw my hands up. “Just go.”

      “Sierra, please. I’m so sorry.”

      “You should be!” I spit. “What Chase did was wrong and I’d feel the same no matter when he told me, but he asked you to wait because he knew what I was already going through. You were so hellbent on making him be the bad guy you didn’t listen. You didn’t care about anyone other than yourself.”

      “That’s not true.” She shakes her head back and forth. “I was worried about you. I didn’t want you to get hurt and that’s exactly what he did.”

      “But I didn’t need to know right now!”

      “Then when? You had to know, Sierra.”

      “Did I?” I ask as the tears start to fall. I wrestled with this all night, wishing that I didn’t know the truth and could have fallen asleep in Chase’s arms once again. Painful cramps kept me up all night, and the hurt ran so deep I wasn’t sure if I would make it through the night.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      “If I could take it back, I would. Please, Sierra,” Lisa cries. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You can’t take it back,” I say slowly and turn, going back to my box of books. My entire body hurts from how much I wish things could go back. The man that I love kept a detrimental secret from me. My best friend was so blinded by hate she hurt everyone in her path.

      “Chase is hurting too,” Lisa reminds me as if I forgot. “And I know he feels bad. I really think you should talk to him. What happened, happened to both of you.”

      “So now you’re Team Chase?” I bring another stack of books out of the box and whirl around, glaring at Lisa.

      “No, well, yes. I…I just—”

      “You want to make yourself feel better,” I snap. “But it’s too late for that.”

      “I want you to feel better! I didn’t know. I was wrong. I should have listened to Chase when he told me to wait. I should have trusted that he would really tell you. It’s so much at once, and I’m worried about you, Sierra.”

      I close my eyes, trying to stop more tears from forming.  I believe that Chase loves me. I know he regrets keeping the messages once he knew they were mine. If he listened to them all before he knew me, would it have been different?

      If I got a phone with messages still on it, I’d listen too.

      Should I answer the next time he calls? I miss him. I need him. Yet I feel so betrayed. I look at Lisa and another wave of heartache comes over. These are things we’d have a heart-to-heart about.

      It’s like she betrayed me too.

      And it’s too much. I don’t know how much longer my heart can take this pain before it gives out.

      “Don’t you have to be at work?” I ask her with no emotion in my voice.

      Her bottom lip quivers and she cries as she turns to leave. As soon as she’s out the door, I break down sobbing. I’m crying so hard I don’t hear the bell ring as the door opens, or hear someone come into the store. A heavy hand lands on my back, and for a split second, I think it’s Chase.

      My heart flutters and I feel relief. I need him. I turn and see Wyatt.

      “Sierra?”  he asks. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh,” I say and sniffle. I close my eyes and turn away, using my T-shirt to dry my face. “Sorry. I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I force a smile. “I will be.” I try to compose myself and fail. Wyatt takes me in his arms, which only makes me miss Chase even more. It’s a strange, painful feeling. When Jake died, I longed to hug him one more time.

      But I couldn’t.

      I wish so badly to feel Chase’s embrace. He can wrap his arms around me.

      But he shouldn’t.

      I suck in a sob and take in a steadying breath. Wyatt holds me tight and I have to push to break away. “Thanks. I’m okay. I, uh, I was reading a really sad book.”

      Wyatt looks at me unblinking. Then he smiles. “Wow. I wish I could get into books that much.”

      “Yeah, they’re powerful. Can I help you with something?” I walk past him to the counter, getting a tissue and the coffee Lisa brought.

      “My grandma wants more books by the same author.”

      “Sure. What’s the author’s name?”

      “I don’t remember. It was that book you recommended for her birthday.”

      “Ah. I remember now.” I blow my nose and take a sip of coffee and cross the store, picking up a book from the box. “This just came in this morning. And this one is signed.”

      “Great. You’re making me the most popular grandkid, you know.”

      I fake a laugh and ring Wyatt up. He looks down at my phone when a text comes through. “Someone misses you,” he teases, seeing the missed calls and texts from Chase. My heart aches.

      “Yeah. He does.”
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* * *

      “Ah, Sierra, dear,” Mrs. Williams says, shuffling into the store. She uses a cane when she walks now, and her bad hip seems to be getting worse and worse. I’m just about to close down for the day and wasn’t expecting to see her.

      “Hi, Mrs. Williams. What are you doing here?”

      She smiles, brown eyes gentle. “We need to talk, honey.”

      “That’s never good.”

      “You’re not being fired,” she goes on with another smile. “But I am putting the store up for sale.”

      My mouth opens and it takes a second before the words come out. “You are?”

      “It’s time for me to retire, dear. I’ve been trying to convince JJ for a while to take over the family business, but he wants to follow in his father’s footsteps instead and reopen the garage. I’m going to use the money I get from the building for this new business venture.” She lifts her gaze. “Nothing would have made him happier than seeing that car shop open again.”

      I smile right back at her, and it’s my first genuine smile of the day. “He would have loved it.”

      “I’ve already gotten things in order, and the official listing goes up tomorrow. You know how real estate is around here. It might be a while before we find a buyer, but I wanted to tell you before the for-sale sign goes up. I know you love this place.”

      The words sit on the surface of my mind but haven’t sunk in yet. I need to keep them there, or else I’ll break down. And there’s nothing else to break.

      “It’s been a long time coming,” Mrs. Williams goes on. “I’ve been considering this or well over a year now but kept finding reasons to hold on a while longer. Seeing you happy was the final push I needed.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You love this place just as much as I do, and before…before I couldn’t do that to you, dear.”

      I work hard to keep the tears from flowing. I was happy, and it all got swept away in an instant.

      “You shouldn’t have put off retirement for me.”

      Mrs. Williams looks around the store. “It’s been hard for me to let go. Bringing books to this small town was a dream of mine when I was a child.”

      “Maybe the buyer will keep it as a bookstore.”

      “Maybe. But not if they’re interested in making money,” she adds with a laugh and pats my hand. “You look tired, honey.”

      “I am.”

      “Busy getting in more bar fights?”

      “You heard about that?”

      Mrs. Williams laughs. “Who hasn’t? And I heard how that boyfriend of yours is quite protective of you.”

      I can’t think about it or else I’ll cry. “He is,” I say and feel the switch flip back to where it was before I met Chase, back when I thought I was broken and incapable of feeling joy ever again.

      A deep sadness comes over me, not because of recent events, but because this time I know that switch is never going the other way ever again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      I sit on the rock looking out at the river. Sunlight reflects off the shiny surface, blinding me. My eyes water from the harsh light, my legs ache from sitting still, and my head pounds. Yet I don’t move. I stay here, hot, hungry, and uncomfortable with no plan to move.

      I deserve this punishment and more. I fucked up. I didn’t just lose Sierra, I hurt her even more than she’s already hurting. My whole life has been filled with moments I’m not proud of, but I’ve never regretted anything like I do right now.

      I want to make things right.

      Blinking, I look away from the water and down at my phone. Sierra won’t answer my calls, not that I really expected her to, and hasn’t texted me back. I call her, and her phone rings once before she declines my call. My heart lurches at the sound of her voice, telling me to leave a message and she’ll call me back as soon as she can.

      “Sierra,” I start. “It’s been over a day since I’ve seen you, and it already feels like a lifetime. I miss you. I’m sorry.” I close my eyes, imagining she’s in front of me.

      “I got the scar on my back when I broke into a lake house in Utah to take a portrait that was supposed to go to the wife in the divorce. Her ex-husband wasn’t supposed to be there. I felt sorry for him. His wife married him for his money, cheated, and took him to the cleaners at court. He was no match for a fight, so I let him take one swing at me unguarded but didn’t see the broken piece of glass in his hand. He apologized after he cut me. I still feel bad for taking that painting to his ex.”

      I hang up and stand, legs asleep from sitting so long. I shake out the pinprick sensation and go into the bar. It’s a typical slow Monday night. Josh is working and doesn’t need the extra help tonight. It takes a while to convince him to go home to his wife and kids. He feels bad since today was my day off, and only agrees once I tell him Sierra is busy tonight and we’re not seeing each other anyway.

      I don’t approve of drinking on the job, but fuck it. The bar is slow and I fucking need it. I pour whiskey into a glass and down it. I haven’t eaten all day. My appetite has been gone since yesterday afternoon when Sierra told me to leave.

      I add ice to my glass and more whiskey. I try to sip it slowly but pour it down my throat instead. I need to numb the pain. In no time at all my mind swirls and I lean on the bar, rubbing my forehead.

      I can’t stay here without Sierra in my life. This town is too small. We’d run into each other and seeing her without being able to be with her would be worse than putting food just out of a starving man’s reach.

      I’ll be reminded of Sierra no matter where I go in this Godforsaken place, making everyday hell on earth. Will seeing me do the same to her?

      I bring the bottle of whiskey upstairs with me after I close the bar for the night. I drink enough to pass out, but not enough to keep the nightmares away. I wake at dawn fighting off the image of Sierra’s body floating in the river, lifeless eyes staring up at me. Her belly was large and swollen, and a baby cries from deep inside the forest. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get through the water to find the child.

      Our child.

      I don’t attempt to go back to sleep until I chugged enough whiskey to kill a whale. I wake up in the afternoon feeling like complete shit. The first thing I do is check my phone in case Sierra called.

      She didn’t.

      I stumble to the kitchen and get a drink. Then I shower and force myself to eat. I get a text on my other phone. It’s from Jax, and I forgot that I was still fucking pissed at him for the shit that went down Friday night. It seems like nothing now.

      Jax: I know you said you were done, but I heard of a job in Jackson. 75k if you get it done in 24 hours

      I look at the screen, reading his words over and over again. Not because I’m not getting the message, but because I need to occupy my brain. I shouldn’t take a job. I’m not even supposed to be working in the bar yet.

      But I don’t care anymore.

      The only thing I care about is Sierra. I drop the phone and march out the door. Giving up isn’t something I’ve ever done. I fight and I fight until I get what I want. Sierra isn’t mine for the taking, but I’m not going to walk away.

      I love her, and I know she loves me. I’m going to fix this.

      I park in front of The Book Bag and go inside. The familiar dinging of the bell rings out when I step inside. The smell of books takes me back to the first time I walked inside and saw Sierra sitting behind the counter.

      “Hi,” someone calls from inside the store. It’s not Sierra. “Can I help—” She cuts off when she sees me, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s afraid of me like the rest of the town or if Sierra told her we broke up.

      “She’s on her lunch break,” she says. “She just left but shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      “Oh, okay.” So she’s afraid of me. Sierra hasn’t told her coworker yet. “I guess I’ll go.”

      “I’ll tell her you stopped by.”

      “No, I wanted it to be a surprise,” I lie and turn to go. Then I notice the red and white sign in the window. “The store’s for sale?”

      “Technically, just the building. I suppose if the new owner wanted to keep running it as the store, they could.”

      Sierra has to be devastated. She loves this place and what it has to offer the people of Summer Hill. I don’t want this taken away from her, and I wish I could convince her to ask her parents for the cash to buy it and make it hers. She’d never do that, and I respect the hell out of her for not falling back and relying on her rich parents.

      “What’s the asking price?”

      “A hundred grand, but between you and me, Mrs. Williams said she’s hoping for seventy-five thousand. It’s just enough to retire and have money left open to give to her son.”

      Seventy-five grand.

      If that’s not fate, I don’t know what is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      I look down at my lunch, moving my salad around the bowl with my fork. My stomach grumbles in hunger, but the thought of putting food in my mouth, chewing, and swallowing seems like too much effort. I flip a page on my Kindle and force myself to take another bite.

      My lunch break is almost over, and I’ve barely eaten a thing. I make myself eat at least half the salad and toss the rest. My shift at The Book Bag is halfway over, and I successfully made it through the first part without breaking down or showing that I’m sad.

      Or showing any emotion at all, really. That part of me is off, and in order to survive, it has to stay that way. It’s Tuesday afternoon, and I sat in the alley behind the store to eat my lunch. It’s hot and sunny today, just how I like it.

      “How was lunch?” Janet asks when I get back into the store. She’s only here for a few hours today, helping me log everything in the store and to cover my break.

      “Fine,” I say softly and immediately get back to work. Janet hands off her notes and takes off. I keep my mind busy by making a detailed list of every item in the store. Mrs. Williams might need it whenever the time comes to move.

      Minutes before I close the shop, Janet comes back in. She left her phone in the break room and came back for it.

      “Did your boyfriend ever come back?” she asks, looking down at her phone screen as she walks.

      “Come back?” I echo.

      “To the store. He came when you were on your lunch break.”

      Chase was here. For me. “Uh, yeah. I saw him,” I lie.

      “Good. All right, then, night, Sierra!”

      “Good night.”

      I lock the door behind her, mind going a million miles an hour. It’s clear Chase cares, and I want so incredibly bad to go to him. Is this something we can get past? Can I forgive him for betraying my trust? I’ll have to learn to trust him again. It might take time, but it’s worth it…right?

      I mull it over the entire time I put back books, and I have to count the cash in the register twice because my mind is on Chase. Once the money is stashed away, I pull my phone from my purse and lean on the wall, sinking down onto my butt. My fingers tremble and my heart aches.

      I have over a dozen missed calls and texts from Chase. I open the voicemails and listen to the first one.

      “Sierra,” he starts and the sound of his voice does something to me. Calms me. Soothes me. Turns me on, even now. “There’s no excuse for what I did, and I can never say sorry enough. I kept listening to the messages because I wanted to know you were happy. It doesn’t make sense and makes even less after I met you. It wasn’t right to listen to words that were meant for another. The things you said…they were so beautiful. I fell in love with the Mystery Woman from her words alone. And then I met you, and I fell even harder. I don’t know how to make it right. What you said was personal…not meant for me. I want to make it up to you, and the best way I can think to do that is to leave you messages too.”

      The voicemail ends and I play the next one.

      “I liked to brag about how I wasn’t afraid of anything, but there is one thing that always freaked me out. I never wanted to die before I was buried.” He pauses and I try to figure out what he means. “I’ve seen too many people live but not be alive. I thought I was living because I took risks and was surrounded by a certain level of daily danger. But I was wrong. I never felt alive until I met you. And right now…right now I feel like I’m dead inside but my body refuses to die.”

      I replay the message, soaking in every one of his words. I play the following one, which was left only half an hour later.

      “When I was sixteen I purposely ate lobster so I could get out of a math exam I wasn’t ready for. I ended up in the hospital for a week and missed my junior prom. I would have been pissed, but my mom stayed with me most of that week I was in the hospital. It was the most time we’d spent together since she legally wasn’t allowed to leave me unattended. And when I looked at the test and saw those two pink lines, I knew you’d be a good mom, giving our baby everything I didn’t have but wanted from my mother. Any child you have will be lucky.”

      I find myself smiling at his words, and my heart longs to beat against his. There are more messages. I play the next.

      “If you asked me a year ago if I believed in love, I would have laughed. The last thing I thought I’d find when I came back here, was a reason to stay. Maybe that’s the reason for all of this, and I keep thinking about the reason I came here, and how our paths crossed. I came here because my dad died. Loss brought us together, and it’s crazy how something so beautiful—even if it was short lived—came out of the darkness. Maybe we were always meant to be.”

      Tears fall from my eyes and I get up, yanking my purse from the shelf behind the counter so fast it catches on a hook and knocks down a box of cleaning supplies. I hastily shove them back and race to my car, driving as fast as I can to The Mill House. My heart is beating outside of my chest.

      Chase hurt me.

      He didn’t mean to, but he did.

      Yet that doesn’t mean we need to walk away. We can start again, right? My fingers shake when I get out of the car.

      Chase isn’t working tonight, and Corey hasn’t seen him. I go up the stairs, taking two at a time, and knock on the door to the apartment. When Chase doesn’t answer, I try the doorknob, surprised to find it unlocked. Chase always got on me for not locking my doors.

      “Chase?” I call and step inside, feeling along the wall for the light. Right away, something is off. The air conditioner isn’t blowing out freezing cold air. “Chase?” I hold my breath, waiting for him to wake up and rush out of the bedroom.

      He doesn’t.

      I set my purse down on the kitchen table and cross the room, going into the bedroom. The bed is neatly made, and all of Chase’s personal items are gone. I whirl around desperate to find something that proves he’s still here.

      Then I see it, leaning up against the large windows in the living room. Chase’s phone. Jake’s phone. My heartbeat echoes in my ears and my hand shakes as I pick it up. I hit the home button, and see there is one missed call and a voicemail. Chase set this up for me to find.

      I start to feel sick as I unlock the phone and open the messages. All my old voicemails have been erased, and the only message left is from three hours ago. I don’t recognize the number, but I press play anyway.

      “Sierra,” Chase starts. “Hopefully you found the phone and knew to listen. I know you will, as weird as that is. It’s a feeling, I guess. I’m sorry for all the pain I caused you. All I ever wanted was for you to have your happy ending, but I’m starting to think you won’t get that with me around. I still love you. I will always love you. I promised you that I would, and I’ve never broken a promise.”

      The message ends and I press the phone to my ear, waiting for more. There has to be more. Because if not, then that was goodbye.

      “No,” I whisper, and my words turn into sobs. Chase is gone. Moved on to the next town, searching for somewhere to call home. I fall to the ground, crying. I cry and cry until there is nothing left. Until I fall asleep. I wake at dawn, cold and stiff from lying on the ground. I sit up, and movement outside the window catches my eye.

      It’s the deer. She’s creeping toward the shallow part of the river for a drink, and she’s not alone. Her baby is close behind, curiously sniffing at the water. I watch them, transfixed, and know seeing them is some sort of sign. I just wish I knew what it meant.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey,” Lisa says and apprehensively steps into my bedroom. She’s holding a coffee and has brought me one every morning as a peace offering. It isn’t working. “Rob told me he was on patrol this morning and saw you leaving Chase’s house wearing the same clothes you had on last night. Does that mean you guys—”

      “No,” I snap, and pull the blankets tight around my shoulders. I don’t have to be at work until later this afternoon, though right now I’m not sure I can go at all. Getting out of bed is too much effort. I have no energy. No drive.

      “But you were at his house.”

      “He wasn’t there.”

      “But you…what do you mean?”

      I sit up. “I mean he wasn’t fucking there. He’s gone!”

      Lisa’s face breaks and I almost feel bad for snapping at her. “He’s coming back, right? He has to.”

      “Why would he?” I shake my head. “You all have made it abundantly clear he’s not welcome here and I…I…I pushed him away.”

      “No. Don’t you dare blame yourself. Call him. Tell him you miss him and he’ll come back. I promise you, he will.”

      “I can’t. He left his phone. The messages are all gone. He left it so I could see he really did delete everything.”

      “Sierra,” Lisa says and sets the coffee on my dresser. She climbs into bed and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s not fight. Be mad at me later, okay? I just want to be here for you.”

      “Okay,” I say and the anger leaves me, immediately replaced by raw, painful grief. I cry into my pillow, and Lisa tries to soothe me by running her hand over my hair. She wears rings on every finger, and they catch on loose strands, which pull and snap.

      “You’re going to be late for work,” I hiccup.

      “That’s okay. Being with you is more important.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and steady my breathing. “I’m okay.”

      “You’re not, and it’s okay to not be okay, Sierra.”

      “I know. And you’re right. I’m okay enough for you to go to work though. You’ve been late enough this summer already.”

      “Yeah. Write-ups for being tardy don’t count. If they did, I would have been fired years ago.” Lisa hugs me. “I don’t want you being alone. Maybe we should get your mom or your sister to come over. Even Gran.”

      I shake my head. “No. I’ll call Scott. I haven’t talked to him in a while anyway.”

      “He’ll try to get you to fly out to Orlando again,” she says with a half-smile.

      “Maybe I’ll go.”

      Lisa squeezes my arm. “A change of scenery is nice sometimes. Are you sure you’re okay by yourself?”

      “Yes. I’m exhausted and want to sleep before I go to work.”

      “Okay. I love you, Si. I’m here for you, no matter what.”

      I just nod, trying hard not to be mad at her. She didn’t mean to set off the shitstorm, and it all goes back to Chase anyway. It was only a matter of time before I found out.

      Lisa leaves, and the cats jump up in the bed, meowing until I get up to feed them. My eyes are swollen and red from crying. I hope a few hours of sleep will give them enough relief. I don’t want anyone to ask me what’s wrong. There’s no way I can keep it together then.
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* * *

      Wednesday night comes and passes with no word from Chase. Josh called, asking me if I’d seen his brother, which makes everything seem so much more definite. Chase is gone.

      Scott was working when I called during the day and called me back late Wednesday night. I poured myself a big glass of wine, drinking it fast to give me the courage to tell Scott everything.

      And I did. We stayed up until three o’clock talking. I miss my brother. He has this cool calmness to him and is always able to see things rationally without being too cold like Sam. He’s the middle child and is literally the perfect blend between Sam’s uptight personality and my sometimes-over-the-top free-spiritedness.

      The moment I told him about the miscarriage, he wanted to get on a plane and come here. I’m still not sure he’s not on a plane right now. Scott didn’t give me infinite wisdom, but just talking about everything made the weight on my shoulders a little lighter.

      I fell asleep on the couch around four in the morning, and got up just an hour or so later and dragged myself into my room. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and light rain starts to fall.

      At eight-thirty, my phone rings. It’s on the nightstand next to my bed, and it wakes me up. There have been many times where I’ve slept through phone calls, but my hyper vigilance to hear from Chase wakes me from a dead sleep.

      Only, it’s not Chase. It’s Mrs. Williams.

      “I’m sorry to wake you, dear,” she says when I sleepily answer. “And I’m sorry to ask this of you since it’s your day off.”

      “Ask what?”

      “If you could open the store today. It might be the last time.”

      “The last time?”

      “The real estate agent just called. We got an all-cash offer and the buyer is willing to pay more if we can get everything settled today.”

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “It’s sudden, honey, I know.”

      “Yeah.” I close my eyes, feeling guilty that I’m not sharing any excitement. “I’ll be at the store.”

      I’m tired, but I know trying to sleep for another half-hour is pointless. I can’t shut off my mind either. What am I going to do when the store closes? The family business has always been a backup plan, just one I never thought I’d have to execute.
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* * *

      The for-sale sign is gone by the time I get to the store. Fat raindrops fall down in a fury, and storm-thick clouds gather overhead. I take my usual spot behind the counter and look around. Being inside a bookstore on a stormy day is heaven. I’m really going to miss this place.

      With the rain, business is slower than usual. I’m okay with that because I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone. I’m teetering on the edge of bursting into tears, and I’m starting to get annoyed with myself.

      I don’t like being sad.

      Around one o’clock, Mrs. Williams and Jackie Lewis, one of the two real estate agents in Summer Hill come in. Mrs. Williams is beaming ear to ear. I guess that buyer paid the extra cash to get this place today.

      “Everything is taken care of, I see.” I notice the stack of papers in Jackie’s hand that she’s keeping dry inside her raincoat.

      “Almost,” Mrs. Williams tells me. “I sold the building. In two days. For more than my goal. I never thought I’d see the day…” She trails off, laughing.

      “That’s great.” I force a smile. “So, what does that mean for the books?”

      “That’s up to you dear.”

      “What?”

      Mrs. Williams looks at Jackie and smiles again. “The buyer has a proposition for you. He’d like to know if you’d be interested in buying the building from him.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “But he just bought it.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jackie steps forward and slides the paper in front of me on the counter. The confusion leaves me when I look down. My hand covers my open mouth.

      “My client is very motivated to sell,” Jackie tells me, sounding professional as if this is an everyday occurrence. “As you can see, his asking price is very reasonable. He’s covering closing costs as well.”

      Thunder crackles above us and the lights flicker. I blink and look down at the paper again. The building is for sale for a dollar. One. Dollar. My eyes scan the paper, heart skipping a beat when I see the seller’s name.

      Chase Henson.

      “Is he here?” I ask, voice nothing more than a hollow whisper.

      “He might still be at the bank,” Jackie starts. She pulls a pen from her purse and extends it to me. “If you could just—”

      I don’t hear the rest of what she says. If there’s a chance Chase is in town, I need to take it. I push open the door and step into the pouring rain. Life doesn’t hand out do-overs. You don’t always get a second chance. Sometimes, it’s now or never.

      I close my eyes as thunder claps loudly above me.

      Three…two…one.

      “Sierra!”

      I open my eyes and see Chase standing across the street. Rain pelts down on me, and lightning flashes above us. The whole world stops and everything fades. The wind. The rain. The pain.

      I have to get to him. Now. My heart lurches in my chest and I take off, feet splashing in puddles as I leap off the sidewalk. Chase runs for me too, and we collide in the middle of the street. He takes me in his arms, lifting me up off the ground. My arms go around him and he puts his lips to mine.

      I melt into him, bringing my hand to his cheek, cupping his face and kissing him with everything I have. He kisses me back even harder, slipping his tongue into my mouth. My heart swells in my chest and tears are falling from my eyes, mixing with the rain. Chase holds me tight, and the feel of his muscles under his wet T-shirt sends me over the edge.

      “Chase.” I move my head back just enough to look at him, needing to see into his hazel eyes and make sure this is real.

      “Sierra.” My name pours from his lips like velvet, and it’s suddenly my favorite thing for him to say. He looks into my eyes, and so much emotion plays on his handsome face.

      Sorrow.

      Love.

      Regret.

      Passion.

      Rain comes down in sheets and the wind picks up. Chase pulls me to him and kisses me again, and jolts of electricity shoot through me. Time stops, and we forget that a storm is raging on around us. Lightning strikes the stoplight near us, sending sparks flying down onto the pavement.

      “You came back,” I whisper.

      “I never left,” he tells me. “Not really.”

      “I went to your house and you weren’t there. I found the phone. I thought you were gone forever.”

      Chase’s brow furrows and he kisses me again. We’re both soaked from rain but neither of us care. It feels so good to be in Chase’s arms again. He moves his mouth from mine to my neck, kissing and sucking my skin. We’re standing in the middle of the street, surrounded by the wind and the rain, as thunder and lightning loom directly overhead.

      None of that matters.

      Chase is here. The dark abyss inside me fills with light. He sets me down and runs his hand over my arms, feeling the goose bumps on my skin.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No,” he says. “It’s not.”

      “You’re right.” I move closer, fingers curling under the hem of his white T-shirt. It’s rain-soaked, and I can see his tattoos through the wet fabric. “I’m mad and I’m hurt, and it feels like you went behind my back listening to those messages. But I don’t want it to tear us apart. We’re going through something hard and painful together, and I need you, and I think you need me too.”

      “I do, but it’s more than that. I never believed in fate or things being meant to be before, and I still don’t think I do. No matter what is thrown at us, how many people keep saying we shouldn’t be together, I keep going back to you. And I always will. I choose you, Sierra. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He grabs me by the waist and kisses me again. Another clap of thunder booms, this one louder than before. We look up, noticing the broken wire from the traffic signal swaying in the wind.

      “We should go in,” he says and takes my hand. “That doesn’t look safe.”

      “Right.” My fingers go between his. “We have paperwork to fill out.”

      Chase puts his arm around me and we hurry to The Book Bag, stopping under the awning in front of the door.

      “You bought the store.”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I did. But I’m in the market to sell.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve already lost so much. I didn’t want you to lose anything else. You deserve a happy ending, even if it’s not with me…I still want to do whatever I can to give it to you.”

      “I want it to be with you.”

      The wind picks up, blowing rain into our faces. Chase pulls me to him, shielding me from the storm. “I fucked it up, didn’t I?”

      “No. Not so much we can’t get past it.”

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Sierra.” He bends his head down, resting his forehead against mine. His fingers press into my waist.

      “I forgive you. It might take me some time to get over it, but I forgive you.”

      Chase kisses me again, and I shiver. “Let’s go in.” I nod and he opens the door for me. The bell rings and the calming scent of books surrounds me. Mrs. Williams is sitting behind the counter, smiling.

      “That’s one way to thank him,” she says with a wink. “You found one of the good ones, Sierra.”

      I turn to Chase, taking in everything about him, flaws, mistakes, and all. “Yeah. I did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      I reach down, grabbing a blanket off the floor. The hammock swings and Sierra leans back to balance us out, keeping us from falling to the ground. The wind howls and mist blows through the screen on Sierra’s back porch.

      The storm knocked the power out. Sierra signed the paperwork in the dark inside the bookstore—her store—using the flashlights on our phones to read the fine print. We came back to her house to dry off. We’re together, and I’d love nothing more than to put this all behind us and move on, but I know we can’t.

      There’s a lot unspoken between us, and the scab needs to be scraped off and scrubbed out so the wound can heal properly this time.

      “Where did you go?” Sierra asks, hooking her leg over me. I tuck the blanket around us, keeping the mist from getting on us. “You were gone for more than a day. Josh didn’t even know where you went.”

      “Jackson. For a job.”

      Sierra, whose head is resting on my chest, looks at me. “Why?”

      A smile plays on my lips. “I guess you could call it fate. Jax texted me about it. Seventy-five-thousand-dollar payout. And that was the amount Mrs. Williams needed to sell the store.”

      Sierra closes her eyes and puts her head back down. I wrap her tighter in my arms. Thunder rumbles in the distance, reverberating off the trees.

      “What was the job?”

      “A politician’s mistress took off with his wife’s horse. He needed the horse back before his wife found out…about the horse and the mistress. Contacting the police would have blown his cover, and he paid extra for discretion.”

      Sierra pushes up again, eyes meeting mine. “You never cease to amaze me, Chase.”

      I laugh. “You wouldn’t think so if you saw me trying to get that horse into the trailer.”

      “It’s a bit of an art form for some horses.”

      “I get that now. I’m not the equestrian I like to pretend I am.”

      Sierra laughs. “I can take you to the barn. I used to ride all the time. But I just kind of…I lost interest in almost everything I used to enjoy.” Her breath leaves her in a shaky sigh. “You said you fell in love with me from my messages,” she says slowly. “How is that possible? I was a shell of a person. There was nothing to fall in love with.”

      “There was. Your words…the pain…it was so raw. So real. It hurt to listen to yet it was beautiful. I haven’t lost anyone like you did, but I related to your words more than I realized. I’d been living in denial for a long time, and hearing your messages made me realize it…that I wanted more in life. The love you had…I wanted to find someone to love me like that, and I wanted to love that person back just as hard. It’s fucked up and doesn’t make sense, I know.”

      Sierra doesn’t speak. I gently move so I can see her face. Tears are in her eyes and my heart sinks. Did I say the wrong thing? Was the brutal honesty too much?

      “It does,” she whispers. “It does make sense.” She blinks and tears fall from the side of her eyes, dripping down into her hair. She reaches up, hand landing on my cheek. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I found more.”
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* * *

      The rain continued to fall the rest of the afternoon. Sierra fell asleep, nestled in my arms. Exhaustion tugged at me, and I fought it as long as I could, wanting to soak up every second of this.

      The sun is setting when I wake up. Tinkerbell is on my chest, purring and kneading the blanket with her paws. Dolly is sitting on the table next to the screen, laying in between a collection of colorful lanterns. Humidity clings to the day, and the setting sun takes away the heat.

      I brush Sierra’s hair out of her face and kiss her cheek. Her eyes flutter open and she smiles as soon as she sees me.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “It’s okay,” she yawns. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I, uh, haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “I haven’t either. We both needed to nap.”

      She looks at the setting sun. “Yeah, I guess we did.”

      “Are you still in pain?” I ask carefully.

      “Not really. It feels like a normal period now. What about you? You should not have worked a job like you did.”

      “I know,” I agree. “I felt it the next day.”

      The hammock sways as Sierra sits up enough to look at my wound. “It looks bruised, Chase.”

      “It feels like it is. I’ll take it easy now.”

      “You better.”

      “Can Sexy Nurse Sierra—sorry.”

      “What’s wrong?” Sierra tips her head.

      I run my up her arm. “I’m not sure how to handle having sex again after everything.”

      “I don’t either,” Sierra tells me, and brings her arms in around herself. This is a hard topic to discuss. “We’re both on sex restrictions right now. For another week at least.”

      “I’ll wait. However long it takes, I’ll wait.”

      She smiles. “I know.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Good. Me too. I can attempt to cook for you again.”

      “I’d like that.”

      We stand and stretch. Sierra picks up Tinkerbell, and Dolly trots along, weaving in and out of our feet.

      “I have to ask one thing,” I tell Sierra and reach down to scoop up the calico cat. “What’s with the cat shelf?”

      Sierra turns, and in the millisecond it takes her to respond my heart races. Then she smiles. “They like to climb on things and be up high. You know they’d love it if we put up a system of shelves around the house.”

      I’m smiling right back. “I did help Josh put up floating shelves in Dakota’s room. I can see the cats hanging out up there.”

      “I know, right?”

      “Where do you want to put them?”

      Sierra looks at Dolly in my arms, and her smile turns into a grin. “I’ve sketched the whole thing out. Let me show you.”

      I follow her to the stairs. We make it up when someone knocks on the door. I set Dolly on the ground and jog down the stairs to see who’s here. Sierra is behind me, still cuddling Tink.

      Lisa stands on the porch, holding a bag of food and a bottle of wine. Her eyes go from me to Sierra, and her shoulders are timidly pulled in. It makes sense things are tense between the two of them.

      “I brought tacos,” she says, holding out the bag. “I hear we have reason to celebrate tonight.”

      Sierra takes the bag and steps aside, welcoming Lisa in. “We do.”

      Relief washes over Lisa’s face. Sierra takes the wine and tacos into the kitchen, and Lisa grabs my arm.

      “Chase,” she starts, looking at the ground.

      “It’s okay,” I say, surprising myself. “We want to move past everything.”

      “Right, and okay. Good idea.” Then she looks up with a smile. “And about the bookstore…Sierra told me what you did. Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Sierra

        

      

    

    
      My father leans over the table, eyes drilling into Chase. It’s Sunday evening, and we’re all sitting around the table for dinner. The first course has been served, but Dad hasn’t taken a single bite.

      “What’s the most valuable thing you’ve recovered?” he asks Chase, completely fascinated by Chase’s past as a bounty hunter.

      “That depends,” Chase says and rests his hand on my thigh, “on what you consider valuable.”

      “You should tell him about the boat in Scotland,” I say and take a drink of wine.

      “That was fun,” Chase says and goes into detail, starting with the sketchy plane ride in a small aircraft. My entire family is enamored, not eating as they listen to Chase talk about his crazy adventures.

      Across the table, Lisa catches my eye. She picks up her wine and gives me a small toast. I relax in my chair and put my hand on top of Chase’s. He’s still not ‘ideal’ as my mother told me just hours ago, but knowing the truth behind his record has cleared the tension. And now Dad won’t leave Chase alone and keeps firing off question after question.

      We have dessert on the patio and the kids swim while the adults sip drinks. I watch my nieces and nephew splashing in the water, laughing and having the time of their lives. My mom and sister are in the pool with them, laughing just as much. It’s one of the rare times I see my mother let loose and act like a normal human being, not caring about her hair or makeup, or the opinions of others.

      Will I be able to interact with my mother like that when I have kids? Maybe we’ll get along better when we can bond over the baby. It might be wrong, but I feel like she’ll like me better if I give her more grandchildren.

      “You’ll have one someday,” Chase says, reading my mind. He’s not supposed to go swimming yet, so we’re sitting by the edge of the pool with our feet in the water.

      “Someday,” I repeat, feeling the painful tug on my heart. What could have been weighs heavily on me, and perhaps it always will. Though this time, there is a promise of happiness in the future.

      He puts his arm around me and kisses my forehead. “I hope we have a girl. And she looks just like you.”

      I smile. “I’d like that. And if we have a boy, I imagine him looking just like you. But no tattoos until he’s thirty.”

      Chase laughs. “You won’t be happy to know I got my first tattoo when I was fifteen.”

      “That’s not legal, is it?”

      “No. A friend’s brother did it in his garage. It was terrible.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “Kind of.” He pulls the sleeve up his left shoulder. “It’s been covered up. That’s how bad it was.”

      I laugh and bring my face to his, running a hand through his wavy hair. We stay at my parents’ until everyone leaves and go back to my house for the night.

      “Now that you’re the owner of The Book Bag,” Chase starts, pulling down the sheets and getting into bed, “are you going to set different hours? You’re not exactly an early riser,” he teases.

      “I totally would. But I think most people would argue ten o’clock isn’t early.”

      “It’s not. I’ll come in with you. As your business partner, I’ll make a sacrifice and get up along with you.”

      “You better, or you’re fired.” I get under the covers next to Chase. The Book Bag is going on, business as usual, just with a new owner. Chase is going to help me get things started and will work the register so I can handle the legal parts of becoming a shop owner.

      He reaches over and takes two books off the nightstand and hands one to me. I take a minute to admire him and let this moment sink in. We’ve been through a lot together in a short amount of time. I might never find a reason to explain why the bad things happened, or why the good ones continue to come. The loss is still painful for the both of us. The mistakes we’ve both made saliently sit just below the surface, reminding us that we’re both human.

      Bad things happen.

      But good things do too.

      There are no reasons. No way to know why life unfolds the way it does.

      All I know is right here, right now in this moment…things are as close to perfect as they are going to get. Chase is in my bed with a good book. I don’t think I’m ever getting out.

      And I’m okay with that.
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          Chase

        

      

    

    
      “What about this one?” I ask Dakota.

      “I have it.”

      “This one?”

      “Uhhh. Have it.”

      I pick another book from the shelf. “There’s no way you have this one.”

      Dakota laughs. “I do!”

      I’m purposely picking books she already has because she finds it funny. It’s Monday evening, and Sierra is getting ready to close the store for the night. She’s standing at the front of the store, holding baby Aaron as she talks to Melissa.

      “You pick one,” I tell my niece, who’s giggling like crazy. She gets very serious and thumbs through the books, picking one about a princess who fights dragons at night when the kingdom is sleeping. I pull a twenty from my wallet and give it to her, making her even more excited that she gets to pay for her own book. She skips her way to the register.

      “As far as grand romantic gestures go,” Josh starts, walking down the aisle, trying to get Noah to sleep, “you’ve set the rest of us up to fail. There aren’t enough stores for sale in Summer Hill.”

      I laugh and stand, putting the books Dakota and I looked at back on the shelf. “I’ll consider that more next time. Though next time, I’m going bigger. Like a house.”

      Josh laughs. “I don’t know what happened.” He looks at Sierra and back at me. “But don’t let it happen again.”

      My eyes settle on Sierra. “It won’t.”
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* * *

      Four months later…

      

      “You were right,” I tell Sierra as we walk hand-in-hand along the sidewalk, stopping in front of The Book Bag. “Halloween is an even bigger deal than The Fourth of July.”

      “Just wait until Christmas,” she says. “It’s like the early holidays are just warm-ups. Halloween is my favorite.”

      “Mine too.”

      We stop in front of The Book Bag, setting up a table. In half an hour, the kids of Summer Hill will fill the streets and trick-or-treat from shop to shop, showing off their costumes as they collect candy.

      I go to the edge of the sidewalk and look up and down the street. Every storefront has been decorated, and Sierra told me each year people become more competitive to outdo each other.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks me. “You have that deep thought look going on.”

      “Is it turning you on?”

      “It is,” she says and wiggles her eyebrows. “But your costume is too.”

      I look down at myself. “It’s the tights, right? It highlights my cock.”

      “Don’t talk like that!” she whisper-yells and laughs. “Someone might hear you.”

      “They don’t need to hear me. They can see this monster.”

      Laughing harder, Sierra walks over to me. It was her idea to dress up as Belle and Gaston.

      “And I was thinking about how weird this town is.”

      “You always say that.”

      “I do. But remember, I like weird.”

      “Weird is good.”

      I put my arm around her. “Weird is very good.”

      And now, weird is home.
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      “This is overkill, you know,” Chase tells me, turning away from the table with an eyebrow raised. It’s Thanksgiving, and we’re at my parents’ waiting impatiently to start dinner.

      “I want to make sure you don’t eat it.”

      “You can just tell me what has shellfish in it. You didn’t need to make a sign.”

      I smile and nod. “I did. Just to be sure.”

      “Everything with shellfish is on that table,” Sam says. She takes Chase’s food allergy as seriously as I do. “Don’t go by it.”

      Chase rolls his eyes, acting more annoyed than he actually is. I laugh and move around the large island counter to him. He snakes his arms around me and steals a quick kiss.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” I tell him and then turn back to the kitchen. “Is everything ready?”

      “I think so,” Mom says, opening the oven to check on the turkey. Sam and I exchange looks, silently laughing. Mom doesn’t know how to cook a turkey. Her personal chef prepared most of the meal, while we handled the side dishes.

      “I’m going to run home and get changed,” I say. I’ve been in leggings and a T-shirt all day, knowing it was pointless to get dressed while cooking. “I’ll be back in like fifteen minutes.” I turn to Chase. “You can stay here and hang out with the guys if you want.”

      Scott, my brother-in-law, and my dad are in the den watching football. Chase had been in there with them, but keeps coming into the kitchen to ‘check on me.’ It’s a bit odd, and it’s almost as if he’s nervous, which doesn’t make sense. Chase isn’t shy and doesn’t care what others think about him. He’s been around my entire family before. Well, except for Scott. But Scott got here two days ago, and he and Chase get along great.

      “I’ll come with you,” he says.

      “You don’t have to. I’m going to change and probably fix my makeup.”

      “Probably?”

      “Okay, I will fix it.”

      Chase’s hands land on my waist and he leans in. “I’m coming with you. Because I want to fuck you.” He kisses my neck.

      “Mhhh,” I moan and let my head fall back. “Yeah, you’re coming with.” I take his hand and go out the door. He insists I do my makeup first, and says he has to go to the car to get something.

      He’s still outside when I’m done with my makeup. Wondering what’s going on, I look out the window and see a single lantern light near the edge of the forest. I grab my jacket and go outside to see what the heck Chase is up to.

      “Babe?” I call, picking up the lantern. I hold it out in front of me and look into the trees. Another candle flickers next to the river, and I see Chase crouched down by the water. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He stands, and candlelight flickers on his face. “I was going to wait,” he starts and holds out his hand. I pick my way over tree roots and uneven ground, coming to a stop by the side of the river. “I had this whole big thing planned.”

      “Wait for what?”

      Chase pulls something out of his pocket, not taking his eyes off me. “To ask you to marry me.” He drops down to one knee and opens the box. Firelight flickers off a giant diamond ring.

      My jaw drops and my hand flies to my chest. Tears fill my eyes and I look from the ring to Chase.

      “Sierra, I love you more than anything. You’ve made me a better person and have given me everything I never knew I wanted. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” I say, hardly able to find my voice. “Yes, yes I will!”

      Chase gets to his feet and puts the ring on my finger. “I love you so fucking much,” he whispers and then kisses me. “Do you like the ring?” he asks nervously.

      “Yes!” I assure him with a laugh and bring my hand up. “It’s beautiful.”

      Chase kisses me again, and then grabs me by the waist, grinning. “We should hurry so we can get that quickie in before your family comes looking.”
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* * *

      “You have to have a June wedding,” Mom says.

      “No.” Gran shakes her head. “May is better.”

      “June weddings are classic,” Mom persists.

      “June is overrated,” my aunt chimes in. I look at Chase and smile. I warned him this would happen. The wedding planning started the moment I walked back into the house and showed off my new ring.

      “I like May,” I say to Chase. “June is good too. October is my favorite, but that’s too far.”

      “I’m good with May,” he agrees.

      “We’re getting married in May,” I announce.

      “Not this May,” Mom and Gran say at the same time.

      “There’s hardly any time to plan!” Mom exclaims. “Venues are already booked.”

      “I’ve always wanted to have the reception here,” I go on. “I don’t want a big wedding.”

      “You could always do a wedding in Disney,” Scott suggests. He winks at me. “It would have to be small that way.”

      “I like that idea,” Chase tells me with a smile. “I’ll marry you tomorrow in Vegas if that’s what you want. As long as we’re together.”

      “What?” Mom practically shrieks. “No one is getting married in Vegas! Though I am open to the idea of a Disney wedding.”

      “Don’t worry about what you want, Sierra,” Lisa jokes. “You’re lucky enough you got to pick your fiancée and not have an arranged marriage.”

      “I’m not that bad,” Mom insists. Sam and I laugh. “I just want to make sure things are perfect.”

      Chase takes my hand and smiles. “They already are.”
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      Three years later…

      “Ethan?” I look around the living room. “Where’s Ethan? Where’d he go?” Wild giggles come from under the pile of pillows in front of me. “Mom, have you seen Ethan?”

      “Oh my goodness,” Sierra says, slowly walking into the living room. “Dad, did you lose Ethan again?”

      “Here I am!” our son says, popping up from the pillows.

      “Whoa!” I say and bring my hands to my face. “Where did you come from?”

      “Again, Daddy, again!” the toddler giggles. He puts his face into the pillows and chants you can’t see me over and over.

      I bury him in pillows again and sit on the couch. “I’m tired and need to lay down. This pile of pillows looks comfy.” I pretend to fluff up the pillows, and Ethan erupts in laughter. “Wait a minute. Why is my pillow laughing?”

      “I’m not a pillow! I’m not a pillow!”

      “Why are the pillows talking? What is going on? Hey!” I move the pillows and lift Ethan up in the air. “You’re not a pillow!” I kiss his cheeks and he tries to blow raspberries on my arm, which just leaves a trail of slobber. The second his feet hit the floor he takes off, running full-speed at Sierra.

      “Mommy!”

      “Careful, buddy!” I say. “You don’t want to hurt your sister!”

      “Maybe you’ll make her come out,” Sierra says with a groan. She’s two days past her due date and is miserable. She kisses Ethan’s cheeks and hugs him tight. “Dinner’s ready, boys.”

      I hold out a hand and help her to her feet. Not a second after she’s up, Sierra sits back down again.

      “Ow.” Her hands fly to her large belly.

      “Did you just have another contraction?”

      “Yeah. We should probably eat. Now.”

      “Maybe we should call your mom. You had a fast labor last time.”

      “Not yet. They’re still too far apart.” She takes my hand and lets me help her to the table. She doesn’t make it to her chair before she pitches forward. “Okay. Call her.”

      In somewhat of a panic, I rush around the house. We moved a few months ago into this house. It’s big and brand-new, built on the Belmont family property. The river runs through our backyard and it’s perfect.

      I get Sierra’s hospital bag, Ethan’s overnight bag, and the bag packed for our daughter, Emma. I call Mrs. Belmont to let her know to meet us at the hospital. Then I pack up Ethan and help Sierra to the car. I’m more nervous than she is and am half convinced we waited too long and Sierra’s going to have this baby in the car.

      She’s contracting every two minutes by the time we get to the hospital, and Ethan cried the last quarter of the drive, not understanding what’s going on or why Mommy is in pain.

      Only three-and-a-half hours after getting checked into labor and delivery, our daughter is born. She’s nineteen inches and six-and-a-half pounds of perfection.

      “I don’t remember Ethan being this little,” I say, taking my daughter in my arms.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Sierra agrees. “She’s so little and cute.” Sierra’s eyes fill with tears. “She’s so perfect.”

      “She is.” I kiss her soft cheeks and put her back in Sierra’s arms, going into the waiting room to get Ethan. Holding his hand, we go back into the delivery room. He stops at the foot of the bed, staring at the little bundle in Sierra’s arms.

      Then he smiles and climbs up, eager to meet his sister.

      “Hi,” he says. Emma opens her mouth. “She said hi! Can I hold her?”

      “Let me help you,” I say and pick Ethan up. We sit on the bed, and I put a pillow in his lap. Carefully, Sierra lays Emma on his lap, keeping a hold of her head. Ethan grins and bends down to kiss her.

      “She tastes like a baby,” he says and we laugh. I lean in, putting my arm around Ethan and Sierra. I look down at my family. We’re an hour from our house, but sitting here together, I feel at home.
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      For anyone who feels surrounded by darkness. Remember to look for the stars.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      They say something is only lost when someone is looking for it. Missing it. Searching for it. Frantically. Desperately.

      If that’s the case, I’ll never be found.

      No one is missing me.

      No one is even looking for me.

      I’ve convinced myself and the world that I’m okay with that. In two years, I can get my life back. Two years. Until then, I have to grin and bear it. Keep my head down and stay quiet. I angle my body away from the bright sunlight that’s streaming through the dirty window in the front of the Social Services office and look back down at my book. It’s a young adult paranormal romance that’s cheesy as hell, and I love every single word of it. Though right now, I can’t concentrate. I read the same line over and over, but the words escape me. I close the book and reach into my bag, pulling out my iPod. I put on my headphones and close my eyes, subconsciously tapping my foot in rhythm to Tom Petty’s “I Won’t Back Down.” The song is about to end when someone steps into the lobby and calls my name.

      “Eleanor Fisher.”

      I turn my head up, not expecting the social worker to be young with shoulder-length pink hair. “We’re ready for you,” she says with a gentle smile.

      I pull my headphones off and stuff them back into my bag. Suddenly, I can’t breathe. My chest tightens with pain in a way I imagine a heart attack feel. Already broken into a million tiny pieces, my heart is just barely hanging on to begin with.

      My fingers shake and I can’t get the stupid zipper up on my bag. I inhale but get no air. My legs weaken, and I fall back into the hard plastic chair. Squeezing my eyes shut, I remember some of my grandmother’s last words. You’re a tough girl, Nora, but when the day comes, it’s still going to be hard. Always remember. You don’t give up. You don’t quit. You keep walking the road no matter how hard it gets. If it’s still hard, you’re not done walking. You can change the world. Just don’t let the world change you.

      I let my mind wander, taking me back to the front porch of her house. We’re drinking lemonade and eating chocolate chip cookies, watching the sun sink low in the sky. We did that at least once a week, and I’d tell her about the drama at school, she’d quiz me on whatever book I read from the reading list given to me by my student advisor, or she’d give me juicy details about her celebrity clients. Sometimes we’d just sit there in silence, and on rare occasions, she’d tell me stories about my mom.

      Those were my favorite nights.

      My grandma’s face flashes before me, blue-gray eyes surrounded by wrinkles, ones she wore proudly as markers of her life. She’d been through a lot and learned even more. She did her best to teach me all she knew in the little time we had.

      What do you do when it gets dark? she’d ask from time to time.

      Look for the stars, I’d reply and look up, no matter where I was. The heavens are above me, even if I can’t directly see them. Mom is above me.

      “Eleanor?” the social worker calls softly. I hear her heels click on the slick tile floor, and her hand lands on my forearm. “Need a minute?” she whispers, and I’m grateful she didn’t feed me the bullshit line ‘it’s going to be okay’ that I’ve heard more times than I can count in the last three days.

      I open my eyes and nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      “I’m Summer,” the social worker tells me. “I’m handling your case. I believe Jennifer spoke with you before, right?”

      I give her another nod, and then push my shoulders back and force myself to take in a deep breath.

      “I’m ready,” I tell her, not liking how weak and small my voice is.

      “You can take some time,” she assures me.

      “No need to prolong the inevitable, right?”

      Summer’s brown eyes meet mine, and I see pity reflected back. At least it’s genuine. I suppose she’s young and new enough not to have been burned out by this job yet. Lucky for me, right?

      “All right then.” She stands and motions to a door behind the front desk. “This way.”

      My heart hammers in my chest and my legs feel like they weigh a thousand pounds. I have to physically force myself to move. Summer’s hand lands on the doorknob, and my stomach flip-flops as she twists the metal and pushes open the door.

      I have no idea what my foster family looks like. I don’t even know their names. Everything happened so fast. As I was whisked away from Becca’s house, I was told I was lucky.

      Fostering a sixteen-year-old isn’t the same as fostering a six-year-old.

      “Well,” Summer says and shuts the door behind me. “Let’s get started. What do you want to do, Eleanor?”

      I blink and move my eyes from her to the couple sitting on the couch in front of me. The woman leans forward, a kind smile on her face. She looks like she’s in her thirties and has hair so blonde it’s almost white. Her husband is at her side, brown eyes matching his brunette hair. His hand is resting on her thigh and he smiles as well.

      “Nora,” I tell her.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Nora. It’s what I like to be called. No one calls me by my full name.”

      “Oh, all right. Nora, it is. Let me introduce you. Nora, this is Stephanie and Doug Keller, your new foster parents.”

      They are not my parents. Stop pretending to be something you’re not.

      It’s the first thought that goes through my head, shocking me with the venom in my words. My hands start shaking again, and a throbbing starts in the middle of my chest, spreading over my whole body. I miss my grandmother. I miss my bedroom. My friends. My fat cat named Thackery Binx.

      My life.

      “Hello, honey,” Stephanie says softly. “I’m Stephanie. You can call me Steph if you’d prefer. Would you like to sit?”

      I don’t want to move, but the manners my grandma was careful to instill in me kick in, and I move on autopilot. I take a seat on the couch across from them, fiddling with the buttons on my plaid shirt.

      “I know this isn’t easy,” Stephanie tells me and looks at her husband. “We’ve done this a few times and find it’s best to just jump right in. We’ll start by telling you about ourselves.”

      I smile and nod, listening to them talk about their lives and their jobs. About the nice weather here, and about the nature parks in the mountain with miles of trails fit for hiking. They tell me about the town and the school, about the Christmas Festival in the winter, and the new movie theater that just opened.

      “If you have any questions, go ahead and stop us,” Doug says.

      “I actually do,” I say, speaking for the first time. All eyes fall on me. “What type of extracurricular activities does the school offer?”

      Stephanie blinks, caught off guard by my question. I guess most kids she takes in aren’t worried about joining the Spanish Club.

      “The usual, I believe. We can get a list from the school on the way home.”

      “That’s okay. I can probably find it on their website. I have a computer.” I motion to my backpack. “Do I start school tomorrow?”

      “I thought you could take the day off,” Stephanie says. “And then start on Monday. Take the weekend to adjust.”

      “Okay,” I simply agree, not sure I’ll ever adjust, and I don’t want to. I refuse to let this be my new normal. Going to school will keep me busy at least. We talk some more, and then it’s time to go. Just like that.

      “Want to get something to eat, kiddo?” Doug asks, and I have to work hard not to let his playfulness annoy me. I’m not his kid. I don’t need to be here. I would have been fine back at the house—my house—or with Becca. Her parents were cool with it and liked that Becca basically would have had a live-in tutor for math and chemistry.

      My stomach grumbles at the thought of food. I haven’t eaten anything since last night when I got the call saying a family wants to foster me.

      “Sure.”

      “What do you want? Your pick.”

      We walk to the sunny parking lot, and I slow, turning around to find Summer. She’s standing right outside the doors of the office, talking on the phone and looking concerned.

      “Nora?” Stephanie asks. “Are you all right, hun?”

      “I need my stuff,” I say as Doug gets out his keys and unlocks a blue minivan.

      Her eyes go to my backpack, brow furrowing. “You have more than that?”

      I blink, wondering what the hell kind of question is that. Of course I have more than this. Then I remember two Christmases ago when I did volunteer work at our church putting together duffle bags for kids in the system. It made me sad back then to hear that the majority of children who are in and out of foster care hardly own anything at all, and often have to put their few possessions in garbage bags when going from place to place.

      It hits me then that I’m one of those kids now. My circumstances are different, but I have no family left.

      Doug gets my stuff, which has been reduced to what could fit into three cardboard boxes and two suitcases and puts it in the back of the van. I get in the middle and feel my mind start to check out as I pull the seatbelt over my shoulder. Tears form in the corners of my eyes and my bottom lip trembles. Needing a distraction, I grab my iPod and listen to Tom Petty again, trying to zone out to the music.

      Then we start driving, and we drive.

      And drive.

      And drive.

      With each mile, I feel the life I used to know slipping away.
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      They call me a hero.

      But to me, I’ll always be the guy who shot his best friend. Some nights, when the air is still and the house is quiet, I can hear it. The whisper of metal on metal as the hammer is pulled back on the gun. Everything comes rushing back. The way the gun felt heavy in my hand. The pungent smell of blood filling my lungs. My finger slipping as I pulled the trigger, slick from my own blood. And most of all, the way Jason’s blood splattered my face as the bullet hit him.

      I tell people I blacked out after that, but I remember it all. The screams. The feeling of panic and remorse and terror all at the same time, ripping my heart into a million bloody pieces. When they ask, I tell them the pain from my own bullet wound intensified and I collapsed. Sometimes, I feel bad for lying. But the truth won’t change anything.

      “And how are you feeling today, Jack?” Mr. Levine asks, not looking up from his computer.

      “Fine,” I reply in a huff, already eyeballing the clock. It hasn’t even been a minute yet.

      “Are you still having nightmares?”

      That’s the only kind of dream I have, well, if I sleep at all. “Nope.”

      “Good, good.” Mr. Levine stares at his computer during most of our meetings. I assume he’s looking at porn. If he is, it makes these meetings a lot less serious. “And what about school?”

      “What about it?”

      “How are you doing in your classes? What kind of grades are you getting?”

      “Can’t you look that stuff up?”

      “Oh, I can,” he says, and I want to roll my eyes and call him out for being lazy. But that puts me at risk for getting another counselor, and I like Mr. Levine for exactly that: he’s lazy and doesn’t probe. Nearly a year of these godforsaken meetings is bad enough. I’d lose my shit if I had to sit in with anyone else. “But I want to hear it from you.”

      “I get Bs and Cs. Nothing special but nothing terrible.”

      “What about football? You still enjoy that?”

      “Yes,” I say honestly. It’s probably the only thing I enjoy. It’s the one place I feel the most free. I can’t run away from my life, but I can run on the field. I can’t push, shove, or block my problems in real life, but I make one hell of a defense, even though I’m the quarterback.

      “You’ve gotten quite a few marks for unsportsmanlike conduct already,” Mr. Levine says and lifts his gaze from his computer to me. “And it’s the beginning of the school year.”

      I shrug. “Just making up for lost time and feeling extra competitive. Don’t want to break our winning streak. Go Bulldogs.”

      “Sounds good.” His eyes are back on his glowing computer screen. “You know I’m here if you need to talk. See you Friday.”

      I grab my shit and leave his corner office, emerging into a hall that empties into the main office building of Dale Hollow High School. There are three rooms back here: Mr. Levine’s office, the other counselor, Mrs. Freeman’s office, and the conference room they sit you down in when bad shit happens.

      I’ve been in all three more times than I can count.

      Between the doors to the two counselors’ offices is an ugly armchair that smells like mothballs. I’ve clocked serious hours parked there, waiting to be seen, or waiting while my parents talked with the principal behind closed doors. Today it has a different occupant, and I slow without meaning to.

      Her head is turned down to the book in her lap, and raven hair is covering half her face. Noticing me, she looks up, and I’m taken aback by her beauty. Eyes as green as emeralds stare back at me, and her full lips part. She’s gorgeous.

      There’s something familiar in her eyes that I can’t place. She looks to be the same age as my sister, who’s two years younger than me. Yet something about this girl makes me think she has experience, and I don’t mean with sex.

      With life.

      She knows life is full of bullshit.

      There was a time when I’d flash a smile, lean in, and introduce myself. But those days are gone. Her long lashes come together in a blink, making my heart skip a beat and a rush of blood go to my dick. I quickly walk away before she has the chance to say anything.

      My sister is in front of the office, leaning against the wall looking bored as she scrolls through God knows what on her phone.

      “Get in trouble for your slutty outfit again?” I ask her. “I swear there was more to it when we left the house this morning.”

      “There was, and no. I got hot, so I took my sweater off.”

      “Sure. They’re going to take that away from you.” I lower my gaze to her phone. “What are you doing in here anyway?”

      My sister can be irritating and entitled from time to time, but she isn’t a troublemaker, and she doesn’t have to meet with the guidance counselors like I do.

      “I’m showing a new student around. I’m doing them a favor so they won’t take away my phone.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” I say with a shake of my head.

      “Can you take me home today? Nancy is sick.”

      “I have practice after school. Like I do every Monday. Take the bus.”

      She pulls a face like I suggested she lick the dog shit outside the entry doors. “I can’t do that. People will see me on it.” She lets out a dramatic sigh. “I’ll get Marcus to drive me. He’s only been offering since the summer to take me to school and take me home.”

      Rolling my eyes, I take a step forward to leave.

      “Veronica?” the principal calls. “This is Eleanor, our newest student.”

      “Nora,” the new girl corrects, and I turn, needing to know if that honey-smooth voice came from the raven-haired girl. Now that she’s standing, I can see how tall and lean she is, with ample breasts and an ass to match. She’s wearing tall boots over jeans, and a black, fitted top. Her long hair falls in loose curls around her pretty face. She’s wearing makeup, but it’s simple and natural, unlike many of the girls here at this school. Standing next to Veronica, it makes me realize two things about my sister: how young and innocent Veronica is—she still has her Barbies, for fuck’s sake—and how I’d do anything to keep her that way. She knows there’s bad shit in the world, but she hasn’t experienced it firsthand. She hasn’t been through hell.

      I can’t explain it, but something tells me Nora has.

      She looks at me for a quick second and then turns her attention to my sister.

      “Oh my God, is that a vintage Chanel bag?” Veronica gushes.

      “Yeah. It was my mom’s,” Nora answers.

      “Tell her she has good taste.”

      “I can’t,” Nora says shortly. “She’s dead.”

      Veronica, who was reaching forward to touch the bag, freezes. “Oh, I, uh…” she sputters and looks at Mr. Scott.

      “Nora is joining us from Los Angeles. Dale Hollow has to be a bit of a culture shock for her, so give her the best small-town welcome.” Mr. Scott smiles at Nora, then turns back to Veronica. “And put your phone away. Set a good example. We don’t allow students to use their phones, iPods, iPads, or whatever else you kids have these days during school hours.”

      “The service in here sucks,” Veronica whisper-talks to Nora.

      “The service seems to suck in this whole town,” Nora says dryly and Veronica laughs.

      “It pretty much does. Do you have a class schedule? I can show you around. That means I can be late for first period, right?”

      Mr. Scott shakes his head. “You both have the same first period. And second. And third. And fourth. You get the picture. There’s a reason I paired you together.”

      I roll my eyes once again at my sister and leave the office, ready to start my routine of going through the motions and acting like I’m okay.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There’s a new girl at school,” Veronica informs our parents between bites of lasagna. “I got to show her around today. She’s so cool. She’s from L.A. and has designer handbags. I’m pretty sure we’re going to be friends.”

      “I hope the handbags aren’t the only reason.” Mom picks up her glass of wine.

      “Of course not, Mom.”

      “How does she like the town? Did you make her feel welcome?” Dad asks. As Dale Hollow’s sheriff, he takes this shit seriously.

      “I did, and fine, I guess. She said the internet is a lot slower here than what she’s used to.”

      “Priorities,” Mom chuckles. “I’m sure her family will settle in just fine. This is a great, safe, little town.”

      “Not all the time,” Veronica says under her breath, eyes meeting mine for a half-second.

      “That was an isolated incident.” Dad’s voice rises and he brings his fist down on the table. “One that doesn’t need to be brought up again.”

      I pick up my garlic bread and keep my eyes on the food in front of me.

      “How was football practice?” Mom asks me after a minute of awkward silence.

      “Fine,” I say.

      “That’s good.”

      Veronica huffs. “How come when I say school is ‘fine’ you pester me for more, but when Jack says something is ‘fine’ you’re totally okay with it?”

      It’s true, and I’m entirely aware that my parents walk on eggshells around me. Everyone fucking does. I miss when things were normal, but at this point, I’m not sure I remember what normal is.

      After dinner, Mom and Veronica clean the kitchen, talking about the Homecoming dance next week. I sit in the living room to start my homework but end up staring at my math worksheet for fifteen minutes, unable to make sense of the numbers.

      “Jack?” Mom calls from the kitchen. “Can you take the garbage out? Pickup is tomorrow.”

      “Sure.” Glad to have a reason to put my math book away, I grab the overflowing trash from the kitchen, taking it outside. Charlie, my Golden Retriever, follows alongside me. I empty the trash into the big can in the garage, then drag that to the edge of the alley that runs behind our house. The sun is setting, and the air carries a chilly breeze.

      Charlie runs to the edge of our yard, contained by an underground electric fence, and barks.

      “Charlie,” I scold and try to follow his line of sight. “There’s nothing th—” I cut off when I see her, sitting up in the treehouse in the yard next to me. Her feet are dangling over the edge as she stares into the night, listening to music.

      Nora.

      Her eyes meet mine, acknowledging my presence, but she doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t wave, doesn’t smile. Instead, she looks above me, at the mountains that seem to scrape the stars. Most people lose themselves when looking at the dark night sky, but not Nora. Her brow furrows in anger, and she glares at the heavens as if they’ve offended her.

      Which is something I understand.

      I blink, breaking myself from the trance. She’s beautiful enough to get lost in, but I can’t keep staring at her like some sort of creep.

      “Nora?” someone calls from inside the house.

      I pick up a tennis ball and throw it for Charlie, using him as an excuse to stay outside a while longer. I try to surreptitiously steal glances her way, sure she wouldn’t hear whoever was calling her since she has headphones on.

      Wearing the same clothes she had on at school today—minus the boots, she’s barefoot right now—Nora gracefully jumps down from the treehouse without so much as a look back at me and heads into the house.

      “Hi, Jack!” Stephanie Keller calls, waving to me. She’s standing on the back porch waiting for Nora.

      I lift my arm to wave back, and then it hits me. The Kellers have been our neighbors for years. They don’t have children of their own but never have an empty house. I never would have guessed it at the sight of Nora. Maybe it was wrong of me to make that judgment of her based on her looks, but it was more than that. Though this explains the darkness I saw in her eyes.

      Nora didn’t move to Dale Hollow with her family. She moved here because she has no family.
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      It was strange how seamlessly Nora fit in with my sister and her friends. A week into school, and you’d never know she was a new kid in a small town, which is the exact reason why that particular set of girls flocked to her.

      Nora is from L.A. She has designer items most people here could only dream of owning. Her life before seemed glamorous and exciting, though it’s not hard to top anyone’s life here in the provincial town of Dale Hollow.

      Her I-don’t-give-a-damn attitude furthered her popularity. There were whispers it was all an act to impress, but from the glimpses I got of her in the halls, I knew it to be true.

      She didn’t care.

      Whatever happened to her, whatever made her go into the system, it had taken its toll and she’s at her limit. She has nothing left, no more fucks to give. And I know it to be true because I’m in the same situation. Either stop caring or break down. Remove all emotion or freak out.

      When the only options are to react and fly off the fucking handle, or do nothing at all, I feel safe to say nine out of ten people will choose the latter. And that random one is already batshit crazy to begin with.

      “Come on, Charlie,” I pant and pick up the pace. It’s five AM, and we’re already out jogging down the twisted path that runs along the base of the mountain. After tossing and turning and waking with a racing heart from a nightmare I couldn’t quite remember, I decided to fuck sleep altogether and go for a run.

      I’ll be tired later, and it’ll hit me at the wrong time, of course. After lunch in math usually, and I’ll doze off like usual. I’m already doing bad in that class. What does it matter anyway? I could use even a few minutes of shuteye before the game tonight.

      I’m hot, sweaty, and hungry by the time I get back to the house. Dropping Charlie’s leash, I stretch and then go in.

      “You went for a run without me?” Dad asks, forcing a friendly smile. He fills the coffee pot with water.

      “I didn’t want to wake you.” I unclip Charlie’s leash and fill a cup with ice cubes to add to his water bowl.

      “You know I’m always up for a run with my boy.” Dad claps me on the back. “Which path did you take today?”

      “The usual.”

      “You’re getting faster.” He looks at the clock. “Don’t think I didn’t hear you leave this morning.” He winks. “Pretty sure you’re going to be in better shape than your old man.” He pats his belly with a smirk. “Or maybe you already are.”

      I make myself smile back, eyes going to the gun on his utility belt. Growing up with my father in law enforcement familiarized me with weapons. I saw them, heard him talk about them, then later was taught how to properly use them. Other than the one he carries for work, my father owns a few more guns, all locked up in the gun safe. Only my parents know the combination.

      “We got some time. Take a shower and we can go to Jimmy’s before your mom and sister are up.”

      “Sure. I’ll be quick.” I pat Charlie’s head and go upstairs. I’m not up for one-on-one time with my dad. It always ends the same way as it begins: fucking awkward. He’s still not sure how to act around me, and to be honest, I have no idea how I want people to act around me anymore.

      I strip down to my boxers and stop at my desk in my room, shoving my school books back into my bag.

      And then I see her.

      Nora is sitting in the treehouse, which is set back in the yard and nearly level with my window. She’s listening to music, looking down at her Kindle. She looks up and our eyes meet. A second passes before she gives me a small wave. I smile without meaning to and wave back. I’ve seen her in the office a few times now. We both have to talk to the counselors on Mondays and Fridays. I leave as she waits, and every time, we share a silent moment.

      I know why she has to talk to Mrs. Freeman. As far as I know, she has no idea why I’m talking to Mr. Levine. And she hasn’t asked. Not me, not Veronica or any of her other friends. If she did, I’d hear about it from my sister, I’m sure.

      While Nora is friends with my sister, for some reason, I feel like I know her better. We share something unspoken, something said only through the way she looks at me.

      She’s seen the darkness.

      I don’t know her story, but I assume it’s left her jaded and bitter, like me. It’s left her knowing the world is fucked up and good people get hurt. Good people—innocent people—die for no reason. That one careless mistake could lead to catastrophic events that not everyone walks away from. And for those who do walk away…well, they’re left there, laying amidst the carnage for the rest of their lives no matter how far away they get from the bloodshed.

      Nora holds my gaze for a moment and then sweeps her eyes over me. She raises her eyebrows and smirks before looking down at her Kindle. Right. I’m only wearing boxer briefs. The wind picks up, blowing her hair around her face, as well as blowing her loose-fitting dress up around her thighs. Her legs are slightly apart, dangling over the edge of the treehouse. I get a glimpse of hot pink panties. Fuck, she’s beautiful. I allow myself another few seconds to admire her beauty before pulling myself away.
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* * *

      “Do you mind if I have a friend over tonight, Mom?” Veronica asks. I open the pantry and pull out a treat for Charlie. Dad and I got back from breakfast at Jimmy’s Cafe a few minutes ago and now I’m waiting for Veronica to get her slow ass ready so we can leave for school.

      “Depends on who,” Mom replies.

      “Nora.”

      I stiffen, mind immediately going to a dirty place. It feels like only minutes ago I was looking outside at her, wishing she’d part her legs just a little bit more. And now she might sleep over tonight.

      Mom finishes making Veronica’s lunch and puts it into her backpack. “Of course I don’t mind. That’s nice you’re getting along well with the new girl. Especially since she’s our neighbor.”

      “Our neighbor?” Dad echoes, taking the coffee pot from Veronica and filling up his mug before leaving for the day. “She’s staying with the Kellers?”

      “Yeah. Her parents died when she was a kid and then her grandma got sick and got put in a home. Super tragic, if you ask me,” Veronica says.

      I look up, inhaling sharply, feeling unnerved to suddenly learn the tragedy of Nora’s past, and not liking that Veronica actually does know her better than me. “What?”

      “Did I stutter?”

      “Veronica,” Dad scolds.

      “Fine, sorry. Nora told us that she’d been living with her grandma after her parents died when she was like six, I think. Oh, and her grandma was an interior decorator and did celebrities’ houses and super expensive offices in downtown L.A. Nora has met like a million famous people.”

      “What happened to her grandma?” I ask.

      “I don’t really know. She said she got sick and that she couldn’t take care of her anymore. I could tell it upset her to talk about it, so I didn’t press.” Veronica looks up from her coffee, eyes meeting mine. I see empathy reflected in them, thank God. She sits across from me at the table. “I don’t think she’ll ever admit it, but she has to be lonely, right? I mean moving away from your friends has to be hard enough, but she moved away from…from everything.”

      Every once in a while, my sister surprises me in a good way. Mom smiles at Veronica. “I think it’s great you’re making sure she fits in. You’re right. This has to be so hard on her.”

      “She’s not a troublemaker, is she?” Dad asks. “Some of those kids have a hard time adjusting.”

      “Dad!” Veronica shrieks. “Nora is nothing like that. I told you, her situation is tragic, not troubled. Ugh! You don’t understand anything!”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge, James,” Mom says quietly. “I ran into Stephanie Keller at the grocery store this weekend. She said Nora is a polite and bright young girl stuck in an unfortunate situation. She went to a private school in L.A. and has a 4.0 GPA. She wants to go to Berkeley to study engineering. But she’s only sixteen, so when her legal guardian could no longer care for her…” Mom shakes her head. “I couldn’t imagine not having any family left like that. That poor girl.”

      “That is tragic,” Dad agrees. “Maybe she can teach our kids a thing or two about being a go-getter.”

      Veronica rolls her eyes and Mom gives me a sympathetic smile. I used to be a go-getter. I used to know exactly where I wanted my life to go and worked hard to get there. And then hell came to earth, consuming me with death and darkness.

      “You two better get a move on if you want to get to school on time,” Dad says and stands, adjusting the holster on his belt. “Watch out for your sister,” he says quietly to me. “I know you will.”

      I reply with a curt nod, give Charlie his treat, and go out to wait for Veronica in the Jeep. Nora is sitting on the bottom step of the Kellers’ front porch, long legs stretched out in front of her. Her head is tipped up to the sun as if she’s trying to soak up as much as possible in the short amount of time we have before the start of school.

      The front door creaks open and snaps shut as Veronica leaves the house.

      “Hey, Nora,” she calls and crosses the yard. Nora pulls her headphones off to talk to Veronica. A minute later, Nora goes inside for a moment and comes back out. Whatever she told Veronica made her smile, and they both start to come over to the Jeep. Then Charlie comes running out, spotting Veronica and Nora first. He jumps at Veronica, bumping into her right as she lifts her coffee to her mouth to take a drink. It sloshes out, going all over the front of her shirt.

      “Get down, stupid dog!” she yells. “Now I have to change.”

      Nora slips her fingers under Charlie’s collar, crouching down to pet him. That dog is my buddy and has helped me get through some tough shit. To say I’m protective of him is an understatement. Right now, he’s wildly wagging his tail, trying to lick Nora in the face. He plops over for a belly rub, ignoring me as I walk over to get him.

      Nora looks from Charlie to me. “I think he likes my nails.” She scratches the top of his chest, and his hind legs start wiggling. A smile breaks out over her face at the dog’s response. “His name is Charlie, right?”

      “Yeah. He likes you.”

      “The feeling’s mutual, buddy,” she tells him. “How’d he get out?”

      “He knows how to open the screen door. Veronica forgets to lock it all the time.” I do my best to keep the anger out of my voice. I’ve gotten into it more than once with her. If she lets Charlie out and he gets hit by a car or runs away, there’ll be hell to pay.

      “So you’re smart as well as pretty,” Nora coos, making Charlie’s tail wag faster. He’s a friendly dog but can be a bit choosy with who he submits like this to. If he likes Nora, then…nope. It doesn’t matter. She’s two years younger than me. A minor. My sister’s friend. The fact that I can see down her top from this angle shouldn’t do anything to me. Her bra is light pink and thin, enough to faintly see the outline of her nipples. But, fuck, it does.

      “I’ll take him inside.”

      Nora gives Charlie one more pat and stands. I hold onto Charlie’s collar and put him back inside, reminding Veronica not to be a dumbass and let him out again. Nora is still standing by the Jeep when I come outside.

      “Veronica asked if I could ride with you. I mean her. Well, you both, I guess. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “No.” I open the door and toss my bag inside. “Want to sit?”

      “Sure.” Nora gets in the front, and when she sits, her blue dress bunches up around her thighs. Her skin is tan and smooth, and I want nothing more than to be between those thighs.

      I blink and look away. “She’s going to take forever changing.”

      “That’s okay.” She’s holding her iPod in one hand, and I can faintly hear music playing through her headphones.

      “Are you listening to Tom Petty?”

      “Yeah. I love him.”

      “Really?”

      She smiles, green eyes sparkling in the early morning light. “You sound surprised.” She pushes her hair back, then lets her hand fall to her shoulder and runs it across her collarbone. I can’t tell if it’s deliberate or not, but I can’t look away. She inhales, and her tits rise inside her dress. “But yes, really. I listen to him a lot. Stevie Nicks is a close second. There’s just something…I don’t know…calming about it. The music is damn good, and the lyrics are deep without being over the top, ya know?”

      She shifts in the seat, angling her body toward me. My eyes go right for her breasts, and I know they’re another thing I want to get between.

      She’s sixteen.

      I have to remind myself she’s underage in the state of California, where the legal age of consent is eighteen.

      “I didn’t think any of my sister’s friends would have good taste in music.”

      A smile plays on her face, and she takes her bottom lip between her teeth. “Are you judging me, Jack Harrington?”

      Fuck, it sounds good when she says my name. “You’ve met my sister. And her friends.”

      “Very true. I guess I should cut you some slack. But I’m not like them.”

      I swallow hard, taking another look at Nora. She’s nothing like my sister or her friends. Nora is more mature. She has a darkness around her, one she doesn’t flaunt or use to prove herself. Nora is different in that aspect, almost as if she has a scar on her soul and she’s given up hoping it will heal.

      I nod and put one hand on the steering wheel and move my legs, doing my best to hide the semi I have going on right now. She leans back and inhales, moving her hair off her chest and twists it into a messy bun on the top of her head, securing it with an elastic hair tie from her wrist. My mind wanders and I’m wondering what she’d feel like on top of me, to have those large breasts pressing against my chest. To run my hands up the back of her thighs and squeeze her ass as I drive my cock inside her tight pussy.

      Maybe it’s because she’s new. Maybe it’s because she looks at me like I’m just a normal fucking person. Whatever it is, Nora doesn’t feel like one of Veronica’s friends. I’ve known them all for years, and they feel almost like sisters. I’ve never so much as looked at them as anything more, and I know a few have had crushes on me over the years. But Nora…hell…I’ve never had this strong of a physical reaction just by looking at someone before.

      “So,” she starts, turning to look at me. “I’m guessing you don’t want me to know.”

      “Know what?” I ask and shift my weight again, thinking she knows exactly what she’s doing to me.

      “Why you have to talk to the counselor every Monday and Friday.”

      “Oh.” I let out a slow breath. “Right.” I stick the key in the ignition and turn on the radio.

      “Why do you go?” Her voice is soft and gentle, but the words are like nails on a chalkboard. If I tell her, will she look at me differently? Everyone else does.

      “Shit happened.” I don’t move my gaze off the steering wheel. I can’t.

      “Please, spare the details.”

      “If I wanted to talk about it, I would,” I spit harshly. Nora tenses, and slowly turns away. She tips her head down, and when I look over, I see the darkness back in her eyes. She’s not like everyone else.

      I grind my jaw. The words are burning on my tongue and for some insane reason, I want to tell her. I haven’t talked to anyone about it outside of answering questions I’ve been asked by the police. I’ve never opened up to anyone and admitted how fucked up my head is. Not Mr. Levine. Not the therapist all the fucking way in Greendale my parents took me to. Not my football buddies. Not Coach Jefferson. Not a single soul.

      I inhale, not letting myself think of the shock on her face when I blurt out the truth. Just then, Veronica opens the door and gets in, and for once I’m glad for her incessant talking.
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      “Walk with me?” I ask Jack, rounding the front of the Jeep. We just got to school and are walking in through the parking lot. “We’re going to the same place, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      I pull my bag up on my shoulder. “I won’t ask again. I get it.” We fall in step together and I playfully nudge him with my elbow. “Besides, you’re already moody enough. I don’t want to poke a sleeping bear or anything.”

      “I’m not moody,” he snaps.

      I raise my eyebrows, trying not to smile. “Maybe broody is a better word.”

      “How is that any better?”

      “It’s not really, but some people say broody guys are sexy.”

      “Do you think they’re sexy?”

      “Depends. Angel was pretty broody. But he also had that whole undead thing going for him.”

      “Angel? From Buffy the Vampire Slayer?”

      “Yes.” I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear again. This constant mountain breeze is getting rather annoying. “I’m surprised you knew that.”

      “My mom is obsessed. She and Veronica watch it together.”

      “Maybe I’ll request it at the sleepover tonight,” I say. “And I promise not to tell if you want to sneak in and watch it with us. Buffy is a good show.”

      “I heard you say my name,” Veronica says to Jack, turning around. She’s been taking Snaps of herself the whole way in.

      “Just telling Nora how much of a loser you are. Gotta prepare her for her first famous Veronica Harrington sleepover,” Jack teases, and a lightness takes over his face. Veronica jerks her head up, and I think she’s going to tell him to fuck off or something. Instead, she looks at her brother in awe, like hearing him joke and seeing him smile is as rare as a Blue Moon. She shifts her eyes to me, then back to Jack. Finally, she smiles.

      “Shut up. She already knows I’m a loser.”

      “I do,” I agree. “Which is fine since I’m just as big of one, if not bigger.”

      We walk into school together, and Jack and I part ways with Veronica, continuing on in the same direction of the offices.

      “Have fun,” he says dryly.

      “You too.”

      He goes into Mr. Levine’s office, shutting the door behind him. I can almost discern what they’re talking about, but it feels wrong eavesdropping. A minute later, I’m called in to talk to Mrs. Freeman. We go through the same things as before, and she lets me go not long after I got in. Jack steps out of Mr. Levine’s office at the same time.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey. Again. How’d you do in there? They tell you you’re certifiable yet?”

      “I already knew that. What about you?”

      “Oh, I’m totally crazy. Pretty much a lost cause. It’s only a matter of time before they declare me a danger to society and lock me up.”

      We fall in step together, leaving the office and walking down the hall. “Well, when they commit you, I’ll stop by once a month and play some Tom Petty for you.”

      “I’m going to hold you to it,” I say seriously. “So you better keep your end of the bargain. I’m sure I’ll make some friends on the inside.”

      Jack chuckles. “You’re thinking of jail, not a mental hospital.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Are they really that different?”

      He shrugs. “Probably not.”

      I stop, needing to turn and go down the hall to my locker. I can see Alice Bloom, one of Veronica’s friends, staring at me. She thinks she’s hot shit and is a typical mean girl. Her eyes narrow and she shifts her gaze to Jack.

      “So, tonight,” I start, catching Jack’s eye again. The hallway is crowded with students, and someone bumps into me in their hurry to get through. I stumble forward, heels slipping on the slick tile floor. Jack catches my arm, steadying me.

      “What about tonight?” he asks, voice deep and gruff. His hand is still on my arm, and his rough skin sends shivers down my spine. I blink rapidly, trying to find the words I was about to say.

      “I guess I’ll see you, right?”

      “Right.”
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* * *

      “How was school today?” Stephanie asks as I hang my bag on the hall tree. Stephanie is always at the house when I get home from school, and most of the time she’s in the kitchen ready to make me a snack if I want one. Usually, I say no, and go up to my room to study—really to be alone—but today I’m hungry.

      “It was good.” I pull out a bar stool at the island counter and take a seat. Stephanie tries not to smile as she goes to the fridge, asking me if I want anything to eat, and I decide on strawberries and yogurt. “I got an A on my math test.”

      “That’s great, hun! I knew you would though.” She sets a handful of strawberries on a cutting board.  “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks,” I say, wondering why she even cares. I divert my eyes to the bowl of vanilla yogurt in front of me, not sure what else to say. Our interactions have been like this since the day I arrived. It’s weird being under her care, knowing she’s not my mom and as soon as I turn eighteen, she’ll be out of my life, maybe forever.

      “What time are you going over to Veronica’s?” Stephanie brings the cut up strawberries over.

      “In an hour. We’re going to order pizza for dinner.” I add a handful of strawberries to my yogurt and stir.

      “You girls will have fun, I bet.”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I eat a spoonful of yogurt, cringing at how freaking awkward this is. I don’t want to care about Stephanie. I don’t want to develop a relationship with her.

      I’m going to leave as soon as I can, so what’s the point?
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* * *

      It’s not even midnight, and the entire house is quiet. Veronica passed out nearly an hour ago, and I’ve been laying here, using my Kindle to message Becca and mindlessly scroll through Pinterest. A low power warning pops up on the screen, and my charger is downstairs in my purse. With a sigh, I set the Kindle down and slowly get out of Veronica’s bed we’re sharing. She doesn’t so much as stir when the door creaks open.

      Charlie, on the other hand, does.

      He’s in Jack’s room, and I hear his dog tags jingle and his paws on the hardwood floor behind the closed door. I make it halfway down the stairs when Charlie bolts after me, nearly knocking me over. Maybe he can open that door too.

      My purse is in the living room, and I sit on the couch as I dig through it. I should have brought my Kindle down to use for light. Charlie comes running, jumping up next to me and wagging his tail like mad.

      “Hey, buddy,” I whisper, and put both hands around his neck, petting him. I have to hold him back from licking my face and covering me with dog slobber. With Charlie distracting me, I don’t hear someone else come down the stairs.

      “Nora?” Jack’s deep voice rings out, startling me. A light flicks on and I blink rapidly, trying to get my eyes to adjust. “What are you doing?”

      I turn my head up, eyes sweeping over his body and landing on his eyes. It’s like all the air got sucked out of the room and I forgot how to breathe. A chill runs down my spine at the same time heat makes its way in waves through my body.

      Jack is only wearing boxers, and the dim light casts shadows over every mound of muscle on his body. He has a scar on his side, right above his hip. Thick, pink scar tissue forms a jagged line, looking like something tore through his flesh.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” It’s hard to find my voice for some reason, and even harder to stop looking at Jack.

      “Neither could I.” Jack comes around the couch and sits on the other side of Charlie. The dog turns, pressing himself against Jack, who puts one arm around the dog and scratches behind Charlie’s ears with the other. The air conditioner kicks on and I shiver. I pull my hair over my shoulder and start braiding. It’s a nervous habit, though right now I can’t quite put my finger on what’s making me nervous.

      “Hungry?” Jack asks.

      “Kind of. Are you?”

      “I’m always hungry.” He stands, and I get a half-second to check out his ass before he turns. “I’ll find you something to eat if you want.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” I pad into the kitchen behind Jack. Charlie beats us there and is standing by the pantry wagging his tail. Jack turns on the bright lights, and we both blink from the harshness of the change.

      “Cold?” Jack asks, running his eyes over me. He jerks his head away and turns, gripping the pantry door tight.

      “A little.” I clasp my arms around myself, realizing that my nipples are showing through the thin fabric of my tank top. I didn’t even think about putting a bra on to come downstairs; I figured no one would see me and I’d be back into Veronica’s room in a few seconds flat.

      “Put a sweatshirt on or something,” he orders, and I don’t understand why he’s angry.

      “It’s upstairs.”

      “Go get it.”

      I blink, starting to feel awkward. “Maybe I’ll go back up—”

      “Here.” He picks up a hooded sweatshirt off the back of a kitchen chair. It’s purple with some sort of lightning bolt symbol on the chest. I saw Jack wearing it the other day when he went for an early morning jog. With Charlie, of course.

      “Uh, thanks.” I stick my arms inside the sweatshirt and pull it over my head. The sleeves hang inches past my fingertips, and the hem comes down, long enough to cover my sleeper shorts.

      Jack looks at me, blinks, and turns away only to look at me again. “That might actually be worse,” he mutters.

      “Well,” I start and take a step back. “You’re taking broody to the next level. I’m going back upstairs.”

      “Wait.”

      I cross my arms and lean against the wall. “Yeah?”

      He opens the fridge. “You can stay.”

      “Thanks for the permission.”

      “It is my house.” Taking a step back from the fridge, he sighs. “Everything in here is shit. My mom’s on some lame diet where she only eats vegetables and juice.” He rolls his eyes. “She’ll be off it in a week. Until then, we all suffer in silence.”

      “I’m no stranger to fad diets. I’m guessing there’s nothing around here that’s still open to order takeout from, is there?”

      “There is one place that’s open twenty-four hours. They don’t deliver, but we can go pick it up.”

      He said ‘we’ like he wants me to go with him. Only a minute ago, he was acting like the sight of me repulsed him. And they say women are complicated.

      “Okay. What do they have?”

      “Burgers, fries, milkshakes…typical small-town diner food. Is that okay?”

      “A cheeseburger, fries, and a strawberry milkshake—with a cherry on top of course—sounds really good right now.”

      The smallest smile plays on Jack’s full lips. “I’ll phone in the order. It’ll be ready by the time I get there.”

      “Can you just go out like this?”

      “I have before. I’ll leave a note in case anyone wonders where I am. It’ll take twenty minutes.”

      My grandma would skin me alive if she woke up to a note saying I went out for food. “Your parents are cool with you going out at night?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t sleep much anymore. And I’m eighteen.”

      “Right.” Age wouldn’t have mattered with Mimi. As long as I lived under her roof, she’d enforce strict rules. A wave of sadness crashes into me, and suddenly I’m alone on the shore, feeling the sand slip away from under my toes.

      “Nora?” Jack’s brown eyes narrow with concern.

      I blink away my emotion and push my shoulders back. “Yeah?”

      He runs his hand through his messy hair. “I’ll put in the order. And put on pants. You…you should stay here.”

      Without another look, Jack walks away. Charlie follows, and I sit on the couch in the living room again. The master bedroom is on the first floor, and I’m painfully aware of how close Mr. and Mrs. Harrington are to me. I tuck my legs up under myself and pull the hood up on the sweatshirt. It smells faintly like laundry detergent and cologne mixed with the outside air. It smells like Jack, and it's irritatingly intoxicating.

      Charlie races down the stairs again and flies onto the couch. Jack emerges into the living room a few seconds later, wearing dark jeans and a blue Henley shirt with the buttons undone. I didn’t think putting on clothes would be hotter than seeing him in just his boxers, but somehow it is.

      He grabs his keys and Charlie springs over, dancing and whining.

      “Quiet, Charlie,” Jack tells the dog, making me think he’s not supposed to go out like he said. “Fine. Come with.” He clips a leash to Charlie’s collar and stops near me. “Want to come too?”

      “Yeah.” I stand and roll up the sleeves on the sweatshirt. I don’t have time to go upstairs and get dressed, and honestly, I don’t even care. I just want to be with Jack. I get my shoes and meet Jack by the back door.

      We get into his Jeep and something flutters in my stomach. We’re not doing anything wrong, yet I know I shouldn’t do this. I’m breaking a handful of my grandmother’s rules—leaving the house without permission, riding in a car with a boy to an unknown destination—and I doubt the Kellers would be too happy about this either.

      “I’m surprised anything is open all night here.” I fiddle with the strings on the hoodie, watching the dark streets pass by.

      “It’s off the highway. Lots of truckers stop in for food and fuel.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re taking me to a truck stop?”

      Jack gives me a sideways glance and smiles. “Yeah. I guess I am. The food is good at least.”

      Jimmy’s Cafe is busier than I expected. Maybe I underestimated this small town. Since I’m in my pajamas, I stay in the car with Charlie while Jack goes in to get the food. I look through the windows of the diner and see a table full of kids from school. I don’t know their names, but I’m familiar enough with Dale Hollow’s blue and white letterman jackets to know they go there.

      They greet Jack, smiling as they talk, and all Jack does in response is look their way and give a small nod. The others don’t react like Jack just blew them off, and it’s not the first time I’ve noticed it. Everyone at school is receptive to Jack. Teachers always say hi and ask how his day is going. The entire female population blushes and smiles when he walks by and a majority of the guys greet him with respect.

      He’s attractive. Very attractive. I get the girls fawning over him.

      He’s good at sports. I kind of get why the guys look up to him.

      He’s quiet and keeps to himself. Maybe the teachers are thankful for that?

      About five minutes later, Jack gets back into the car. He reaches into the bag and pulls out a burger, ripping off a small piece for Charlie.

      “Did you get him his own burger?” I ask, seeing that it’s plain.

      “I always do.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Are people from school usually out this late?”

      “After football games, sometimes. And the drive-in is closing for the season, so a lot of people went.”

      “People still go to drive-ins? I thought that was just a thing in movies.”

      Jack half-smiles. “There’s not much else here to do. Did you go out all the time in L.A.?”

      “No. My grandma was pretty strict. If she knew I was out right now, she’d be livid.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. But she wasn’t a tyrant or anything. She made sure I worked hard and stayed focused on school, but then she’d randomly let me skip a day and go to Disneyland.” I close my eyes and rest my head against the window, heart hurting.

      We get back to the Harringtons’ house, and Jack goes into the kitchen to give Charlie the rest of his burger, tearing it into small pieces and putting them in his dog dish.

      “We can go upstairs and watch TV or something,” he tells me. “So we don’t bother my parents.”

      “Okay.” I hold both our milkshakes, feeling the chill from the drinks seep into me. Or maybe it’s just nerves. Jack leads the way into his room, which is set up just like Veronica’s but in different colors. His bed is centered between two windows with a dresser across from it. A large TV and gaming systems clutter the top of the dresser. Also, like Veronica’s room, there’s a tiny bathroom attached to the bedroom with a sink, toilet, and shower. Charlie’s bed is on the floor next to Jack’s, and it’s filled with dog toys. I’m guessing Charlie sleeps with Jack and not in his own bed, which oddly makes me feel even more attracted to Jack. He loves that dog, and it’s so sweet.

      I put the milkshakes on his nightstand, wondering if I should ask for coasters or not. There were certain rooms in Mimi’s house I wasn’t allowed to even bring food in. Setting a cold drink on a wooden surface without a coaster would have been a crime.

      Jack lazily smoothes out his comforter, and sits, grabbing the remote from inside his nightstand. I get on the bed next to him, moving a pillow against the headboard to lean on. He flips through channels as we eat, settling on a horror TV series.

      “Do you get scared easily?” he asks.

      “Not usually. I like creepy things.”

      “You continue to surprise me, Nora.” He tips his head in my direction and his lopsided smile makes my heart skip a beat.

      “You really shouldn’t judge me.”

      He holds my gaze, and a burning starts inside me, starting in my chest and spreading all the way through my body, gathering with an intense heat at my core. I fold my legs under me, forcing myself to take a slow breath.

      “Cold?” Before I can answer, Jack reaches down and pulls his comforter over my legs. It’s covering his too.

      “Thanks. I was cold.”

      “If you wore more substantial PJs, you wouldn’t be so cold all the time, you know,” he spits, not looking at me.

      “Typically, I go to sleep when I’m in my PJs, and I sleep in my bed under blankets that keep me warm.”

      “You’re not in your bed though, are you?” He’s not looking at me again, and that’s when it hits me. My tank top and short shorts weren’t offending him. They’re doing the exact opposite.

      Heat rushes to my cheeks and I hide a smile. “The blanket helps. Thank you.” He presses play, and halfway through the first episode, I’m done with my food and am totally sucked into the show. When that one ends, we start episode two.

      “Getting scared yet?” he asks.

      “No, but I will admit this is freaky.” I might have the blanket pulled tightly around me. Charlie got up a while ago and moved to the floor, and Jack stretches out, putting his body closer to mine. The scene intensifies, and I gather the blanket in my hand. Right as the characters are waiting to see if something pops out at them, Jack grabs my arm, making me jump.

      “Jerk!” I shriek with a smile, shoving him back.

      He playfully pushes back. “You said you didn’t get scared easily.”

      “I wouldn’t call that easily,” I laugh. “You snuck up on me.”

      “How did I sneak up on you?” he laughs back. “I’ve been here the whole time.”

      “Yeah. You have.” Our eyes meet, fanning the fire inside me. I put my hand to my chest and inhale. “My heart is racing. Here.” I grab his hand and put it against my chest “Feel.”

      Jack flattens his hand over my collarbone, splaying out his fingers. One finds the pulse-point on my neck. I swallow hard, and suddenly the humor is gone. I turn in, and Jack closes his eyes, sliding his hand up to my shoulder and down my back. He pulls me toward him. I reach forward, hand landing on his hip, and I slip my fingers under the hem of his shirt.

      He lets out a soft moan when I find his scar. I carefully let my fingers dance over it, then move them up to the curve in his side. Everything about him is hardness and muscle, and the desire to feel every inch of him is burning so hot I might combust. I bring my head in, resting my forehead against his. His lips are just inches from mine, and I want so badly for him to kiss me.

      Then he suddenly lets go, angling his body away. “Nora,” he starts. “We can’t.”

      I swallow hard and nod, not able to speak. The heat is still burning inside, but the letdown is just as intense.

      “You’re my sister’s friend,” he goes on, rubbing the back of his neck. He leans forward, shaking his head at himself. “I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

      “I won’t let you do anything I don’t want you to do.”

      “You’re sixteen.”

      His words hurt, and embarrassment floods through me, making me feel like a stupid little girl. “I’m well aware how old I am, thank you very much.”

      Jack’s jaw tenses and he falls back, letting out a deep sigh.

      “I’m gonna go back to Veronica’s room.” I pull the covers back and swing my legs over the bed.

      “Nora, wait.”

      I turn back around, bare feet hovering over the floor.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to,” he says, deep voice barely louder than a whisper. “It’s because I do. But we can’t.” His brow furrows and he looks away. “Please don’t…don’t make it harder for me.”

      “I won’t. Can we be friends?”

      “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      I get back into his bed, and Charlie gets in between us. We both pet him, and an episode and a half later, I drift to sleep. At some point, Jack must have turned the TV off and Charlie moved to the foot of the bed because it’s dark when I’m startled awake. It takes me a moment to remember where I am. I mentally check things off: I’m not at home. I’m not at Becca’s. I’m not at the Kellers’. I’m at Veronica’s, but I’m in her brother’s room.

      I’m in his bed.

      With him.

      And right now he’s having a nightmare, twitching in his sleep. It’s two-thirty in the morning, and soft moonlight spills through the windows around us, illuminating his face just enough to see his jaw tense and his brows push together.

      “Jack,” I whisper. “You’re having a nightmare. Wake up.” I put my hand on his arm and he jerks awake, blinking in the dark. “Jack?”

      “Nora?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. I think you were having a bad dream.”

      “I think so too.” He sits up and his hand subconsciously goes to the scar on his side. I apprehensively reach forward and put my hand over his. Jack slips his fingers between mine and lays back down.

      Are the nightmares why Jack doesn’t sleep much? I turn on my side, intending to ask him, but stop when I find him with his eyes closed. I move closer, and the heat from his body comforts me. He puts an arm around me, nestling his face against my neck. I don’t feel displaced laying here with Jack. It’s the most at home I’ve felt since I was ripped from mine.

      “Goodnight, Jack,” I whisper.

      “Goodnight, Nora.”
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      It’s almost eleven in the morning by the time I wake up Saturday. Nora isn’t in my bed, and I’m both disappointed and glad about that. I get up, feeling the most well-rested I have in a long time. Bright sunlight pours through the windows, warming my room. I shower and get dressed, then head downstairs.

      “He’s alive!” Dad says, doing his best Doctor Frankenstein impression, complete with throwing up his hands and ending with an evil laugh. I cock an eyebrow and shake my head, trying not to laugh.

      “Funny, Dad.” I go right to the fridge.

      “Morning, Jackie.” Mom comes into the kitchen with a basket of clean towels. “You slept in today.” She’s unable to hide how happy it makes her, which is really sad if you think about it. The insomnia hit me hard and hasn’t lifted since. Taking those sleeping pills made me feel too out of it and didn’t keep the nightmares away.

      Mom sets the laundry down and comes over, putting her hand on my chin and tipping my head down. I’m taller than her—I’m taller than my dad too—and she has to stand on her toes to get a good look at me. “I haven’t seen you without dark circles under your eyes in too long. I almost forgot how handsome you are.” She winks then pulls me in for a hug. I’m not an affectionate person, and how emotional Mom gets makes me a bit uncomfortable. I try to be understanding and hug her back.

      “Where is everyone?” I hope it doesn’t sound obvious, and I hope no one knew Nora spent the night with me last night, that she’s the reason I was able to get eight hours of solid sleep. Just thinking about her body, soft and warm, pressed against me sends waves of comfort through me.

      “The girls went down to the lake. You should go. Roni said a bunch of kids from school are going and it’s such a nice day out today.” Mom drops not so subtle hints that I should go out and be social like I used to. I always say no.

      “I think I will. I haven’t been there in a while.”

      Mom is so shocked she actually takes a step back and looks at Dad, who looks at me blinking before he smiles. Dad gives me money, telling me to take Veronica and Nora to lunch later. Mom makes me breakfast and then I take off, driving to the lake.

      It’s at the base of the mountains and the water is always cold. There’s a small section of manmade beach and a restaurant along the water’s edge. I used to come here all the time, and I didn’t realize how much I missed it until I get out of my Jeep and walk through the parking lot.

      Bright sunlight pours down on me, making me hot by the time I get to the sand. I spot my sister surrounded by her friends. They’re laying out tanning, and Alice, my least favorite of Veronica’s friends, sees me first. She sits up, adjusting her skimpy bikini top, and smiles.

      “Hey, Jack!” She pushes her shoulders back, lifting her chest up into the air.

      Veronica jumps up, eyes wide. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.” I scan the group of girls, looking for Nora.

      “Then why are you here?”

      Nora isn’t there, and the disappointment I’m feeling is more than I expected. I shrug. “I wanted to come.”

      The concern on my sister’s face melts away into a smile. Fuck, I hate that I’ve driven my family to this, to the point where me going out to do normal things is a rarity.

      “Do you want to hang out with us?” Alice asks, bringing her sunglasses down her nose.

      Veronica rolls her eyes. She knows Alice has had a crush on me for years and it annoys the shit out of her. “I doubt he came here to hang out with us, right, Jack?”

      “Right.” I take a step back and Alex and Talon, two guys I used to call friends, come over. They have a football in hand and a minute later, we’re throwing it around. I go long for a catch, and I see her. My heart flutters and I almost miss the football. Nora looks up just in time, smiling as soon as her eyes meet mine.

      “That was fun,” I tell Alex and hand him back the football.

      “Taking off already?” he asks.

      “I’ll be back. Maybe.” My eyes are still on Nora, and the guys follow my line of sight to her.

      “You fucking the new girl?” Talon grins. “She's hot. Check out those tits.”

      “I wouldn’t talk about the tits on the girl Jack is fucking,” Alex says dryly. “Go have fun with her.” He claps me on the back and then meets my gaze. “It’s good having you back, man.”

      Next to Jason, Alex is—was—my closest friend. I’ve known him almost as long, and the three of us were inseparable in our younger years. He drifted away a bit the last year or two; lucky for him, given the shit that happened. Alex is the only one of my friends to keep checking in and keep trying. Everyone else wanted to move on.

      I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      Maybe it was because I wouldn’t allow myself, like the therapist said. Whatever it was, I stayed in the same place while the world moved on without me.

      Nora smiles when I draw near, holding her hand up to her face to shade out the sun. She’s sitting on a rock that juts out over the water, and she’s wearing a black bikini with cut-off denim shorts. Her sandals are on the rock behind her, and her hair is in a messy braid over her shoulder.

      “Hey, sleeping beauty. Want to join me?”

      “Shut up,” I say with a smile. “It felt good to sleep in.” It felt good to sleep with her by my side, but I don’t say it out loud. I take off my shoes and sit next to her, dangling my feet over the water.

      “Are you going in?” she asks, leaning forward. “It’s so cold.”

      “It’s always cold. There are underground streams that come down from the mountains. I used to go in on hot days, but it’s not hot enough today to warm back up.”

      “The sun feels glorious today.” She closes her eyes and tips her head up. Under direct sunlight, little freckles are visible on her cheeks. The breeze blows loose strands from her braid around her face. She’s gorgeous.

      “This morning,” I start. “Did anyone see you?”

      She shakes her head, keeping her eyes shut. “I left at like four in the morning. I stayed to make sure you were asleep then went back to Veronica’s room. I got like three hours of sleep before your parents got up. They’re really loud in the mornings.”

      “Tell me about it. So, I take it you’re tired?”

      “Yes. That’s why I came over here. Everyone was too loud and cheery, though this rock isn’t the most comfortable place for a nap.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      She yawns and rests her head against my shoulder. Feeling eyes on me, I turn to look at the people along the water. Alice is glaring at us, and quickly looks away when she catches my eye.

      “I haven’t been able to sleep well either,” she confesses. “I miss my bed. I had a queen bed before, you know. With the best sheets and the most comfortable pillows. Plus, I liked being home. It was familiar. Now…now everything is different.”

      It’s easy to forget everything Nora has been through. “You lost so much,” I say more to myself than to her, and instantly feel like an ass for pointing it out.

      “Yeah.” Her chest rises with a heavy sigh and she closes her eyes. “I’ve never been more homesick in my whole life.”

      “It’s shitty they wouldn’t let you bring your stuff.”

      “Yeah. It is. My stuff that I couldn’t pack and take with me—like the bed—got put into storage. The house is for sale now.”

      “I never realized how much goes into things like that.”

      “I didn’t either,” she admits. “I never thought about it before. My grandma prepared me for it, but we both thought she’d have at least another ten or fifteen years before she had to slow down. She hardly looked older than fifty, though that might be thanks to a few facelifts and some Botox.”

      “There’s no way you could have stayed?”

      “I was staying with a friend. Her parents were okay with it, and they let me bring my cat.”

      “You had to leave your cat? Fuck. I don’t even want to think about having to leave Charlie.”

      “Yep. Becca’s parents were fine with us being there. Both of her parents are producers. They weren’t home much anyway, so having the extra person around to hang out with Becca was nice.” She shivers, and I know it’s not from the cold water. Her feet are nowhere near it and the sun is beating down hard, making me sweat. “Then social services came, saying they had a family who wanted me. Like I was some sort of homeless animal. Not too many people want to foster teens, I guess.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, Nora.” I tip my head down, noticing the emotion she’s fighting. She waits a beat, then forces herself to smile before looking out at the horizon. I don’t know how she can be so strong.

      “This is the closest I’ve ever been to the mountains like this,” Nora says. “I always knew they were big, but they’re…they’re so much more. I know it doesn’t make sense.”

      “It does,” I agree and put my arm around her. A sense of peace settles inside me, and I long to be closer to Nora. I’m walking a thin line, and I know the danger I’m putting us both in. There’ll be no stopping me, and if things go too far, I won’t turn back.

      “You should go up there sometime. There are lots of trails.”

      “No way.” Nora angles her body closer to mine. Her breasts press against me, and it’s all I can do not to lay her back and move on top of her. “I’d get lost.”

      “That’s the point.”

      We sit in silence for a moment, enjoying the sun. My eyelids fall shut, and a soft breeze blows Nora’s hair into my face again. I bring my hand up, cupping her cheek, and slide my other arm farther around her. Nora inches closer and my heart starts to pound. I’m aware of everything around us. The mountains. The water. The warm sun. My sister, only yards from us. I shouldn’t get this close to Nora. I should be resisting the strong urge I have to kiss her.

      The craving to feel her against me is dark and consuming. Yes, I’m aware of everything around us, but I don’t care. I want to feel again. I want to be with someone who doesn’t look at me and see blood and pain.

      I want her.

      Her hand settles on my side, fingers slipping under the hem of my shirt. Gently, she brushes a fingertip over my scar and my skin bristles. Heat goes through me, driving me to act and not think. I lean forward, lips parting.

      I’m going to kiss her.

      I don’t care who sees.

      I don’t care if it’s wrong.

      Nora tips her head up, and her nails dig into my skin.

      And then a car in the parking lot backfires, the loud pop echoing off the mountains. Suddenly, I’m there.

      The smell always gets me first. I can be perfectly calm, not thinking about it at all, and it hits me as hard as the bullet did when it ripped through my flesh on my side. It’s not real. I’m not there, yet I can smell it like I’m standing in the thick of it all over again.

      Gunpowder.

      Blood.

      Gasoline.

      I hear it next. The rapid firing of a gun. Screams. More shots. My own voice ringing out over the harrowing hail of gunfire.

      Then I see it, and when I get to that point, I’m gone. The blood. The bodies. The look in Jason’s eyes. The way his body fell after the final bullet tore through him.

      “Jack?” Nora’s voice is distant. She’s sitting right next to me, yet it sounds like we’re separated by a thick door. “Hey, Jack. Can you hear me?” Her hands go to mine. I blink, forcing my eyes to focus on her face.

      There are no guns firing. There is no blood around me. I’m not pulling the trigger and watching the bullet hit my best friend.

      “Jack?” Nora moves her hand to my face, turning my head in. “Are you okay?”

      I blink away the living nightmare and focus on the deep green of her eyes. I twist my hand and lace my fingers through hers, and the panic starts to fade, just like it did last night.

      “No,” I whisper, and for the first time in over a year, I tell the truth.

      Her jaw tenses and she closes the distance between us, sliding her hand down my back as she leans in. I wrap her in a tight embrace, burying my face in her hair.

      “It’s okay,” she whispers, and she doesn’t have to continue for me to know what she means. She’s not telling me that I’ll be okay, that life will somehow click together and be okay. She’s telling me it’s okay to not be okay. It’s okay to admit it. And it’s okay to have someone to lean on.

      “Yeah,” I whisper back, feeling it for the first time since that god-awful day. “I think it will be.”
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* * *

      The first thing I do every morning is go to the window and look out at the Kellers’ treehouse. Most mornings, Nora is in it. Today, light rain falls and thunder rumbles through the mountains in the distance. I doubt she’ll be out there, but I look anyway.

      By the time I’m ready to walk out the door, the rain has stopped. Nora isn’t on her front porch like usual. Veronica told me Nora talked to Stephanie and she was fine with me giving Nora a ride to school in the mornings, like she did yesterday.

      I toss my bag in the back of the Jeep and sit inside, waiting for Nora. She’s usually outside by now, and I’ve come to know that she’s a particularly punctual person, made that way by living with her strict grandmother. Running late stresses her out. Five minutes pass and worry builds inside my chest.

      I don’t know what happened yesterday, but Nora was in Mrs. Freeman’s office for a long time. Long enough that I had to leave the office instead of waiting for her in that mothball smelling chair like I usually do. She was a bit more reserved the rest of the day, and when I saw her outside in the treehouse listening to music, she only half-smiled and turned away.

      Growing impatient and realizing that I’m going to have to go inside and yell at Veronica to get a move on, I get out and go around to the back of the house to look for Nora. She’s not in the treehouse, and if it wasn’t for Charlie sitting at the edge of the yard, I would have missed her. He’s anxiously looking past the bushes, whining and wagging his tail. I follow his line of sight to the person sitting on a large, flat rock alongside the alley. Her back is to me and her hood is up, but I can tell by her hunched shoulders she’s upset.

      Nora throws small stones into a muddy puddle. The ends of her hair are wet from the misty rain that surrounds us, and the bottoms of her boots are muddy. Loose gravel crunches under my feet as I draw near, and Nora looks up. Her eyes are red as if she’s been crying.

      “Hey, Jack.” She wipes her hands on her jeans, leaving little muddy streaks on her thighs. Quickly, she wipes away her tears.

      “Are you okay?” I stop in front of her. She closes her eyes in a long blink, jaw trembling as she tries to compose herself.

      “Today’s my mom’s birthday. I didn’t think it would bother me, but it is.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Nora picks up another pebble and throws it hard into the puddle. “She would have been thirty-three today.”

      I’m bad at math, but even I know thirty-three sounds young to have a sixteen-year-old daughter.

      “Yes, my parents had me when they were teenagers,” Nora goes on, seeing the curiosity on my face. Her hands go to the damp alley ground again, rolling loose stones between her fingers. “They were the exception, they beat the odds. And it meant shit in the end.”

      Her fingers curl into a fist, and she throws a handful of gravel as hard as she can into the puddle, causing little droplets of brown water to splatter her arm.

      “My mom got her shit together, even though she was just a kid. Married my dad. Went to college. They built a life of themselves—for me. We were happy and then…and then it all got taken away from me.”

      “You mean when they died?”

      “Yes.” Nora’s eyes fill with tears. “They were hit by a drunk driver. I was in the car with them.”

      “Shit, Nora. Saying sorry doesn’t feel like enough.”

      Her eyes meet mine, and the pain I see hurts my heart. “That’s when I went to live with my grandma, and on my mom’s birthday, she’d drive me hours and hours away to Greendale—where my mom and dad originally were from—to put yellow lilies on her grave. And now…now…” Her voice thins, and she takes a few seconds before she can go on. “My grandma gave me everything she could. Made sure I went to a good school. Put me in study groups and all that shit. And she was real. She knew my life was fucked up and didn’t hide it. She was my grandma, my mom, and my friend. And now we can’t go see Mom’s grave because…now she’s rotting in a piece of shit nursing home hours away and I’m here, in this stupid house with these stupid people all because some stupid judge said this is the way it has to be.”

      Tears fall from her eyes, melting away the I-don’t-give-a-damn exterior she holds around herself, and for the first time, I see her. The real her.

      Hurt.

      Vulnerable.

      Scared.

      For the first time, I see myself reflected back in her eyes. Bad shit happened to her. It’s not fair, and no amount of convincing can make me believe everything happens for a reason. Things just happen, and it doesn’t matter who’s there. They just happen.

      And it happened to Nora.

      I shuffle closer, gravel crunching under my shoes, and extend a hand. Nora looks at it, eyes glistening from the early morning sunlight, making it look like someone tossed emeralds into a fire. She pushes her raven hair back and raises her gaze to me in question.

      “Get up.” The words come out gruffer than I intend. I’m trying to keep my emotions in check. Trying, and failing.

      Nora wipes the mud off her hand, and then moves her arm up, slipping her fingers in between mine. Her soft skin against the roughness of my palm sends a jolt through me, and I blink, looking down at her hand in mine. Small. Delicate. I could easily swallow her whole, consuming her and turning her whole world dark.

      Part of me thinks it already is.

      I pull her to her feet with ease, and the wind blows her hair into my face. The sweet floral scent of her shampoo mixes with the pungent smell of the wet earth beneath our feet.

      “Do you know where it is?” I ask, still holding her hand in mine.

      “Where what is?”

      “The piece of shit nursing home.”

      She looks right into my eyes and nods. She hasn’t wiped away her tears. She’s not ashamed to feel. “Yeah. I do. It’s in Greendale.”

      Greendale is just about two hours away from here. “Then let’s go.”

      Her mouth opens ever so slightly, and my mind jumps to what I want to do to those full, pink lips. I look away. She’s my little sister’s friend. I can’t. I shouldn’t. Oh, but I want to.

      “We have school,” she whispers.

      I shrug. “Sure. Unless you’d rather sit through math or something.”

      Her shock turns into a smile, and only this girl could look so beautiful right now, with mud covering her shoes, hair a windblown mess, and tears streaking her cheeks.

      “I like math, you know. I just moved to the senior math class.”

      “I heard.” I put my hand on her waist and move closer. My body is reacting to hers in every way that it shouldn’t. She’s sixteen. I’m eighteen. She’s Veronica’s friend.

      But I get her, and for some strange reason, she gets me.

      “How do we do it?”

      I swallow. There are so many things I want to do with her. To her. “Do what?”

      “Skip school.”

      The wind picks up along with the rain. Nora shivers and I slip my hand from her waist to her back, pulling her in against me. “Josh Greyson works in the office every morning. He’ll fake a note for the secretary if you pay him.”

      “And that works?”

      “So far. I’ll text him now.” Getting my phone out of my pocket means letting go of Nora, which is the last thing I want to do. It takes a bit of mental force to remove my hand from her back and reach into my jacket.

      “He’ll do it,” I tell Nora, getting a response from Josh almost instantly.

      “How much?”

      “Twenty bucks. He’s cheap.”

      “I’ll give you ten,” she offers, then wrinkles her nose. It’s fucking adorable. “Except I don’t have access to my money. Or my car. Or even my phone.”

      “They took your phone away?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Supposedly it helps with the adjustment or something. I’ll get it back in a few weeks. I have like a year and a half left on my grandma’s plan anyway.”

      “You had a car?”

      “It was a birthday present from my grandma.”

      I blink. “I didn’t realize interior designers made that much.”

      Nora laughs. “By L.A. standards, we were just regular people. Though you’d be surprised how much celebrities are willing to pay for a well-designed space.”

      Veronica’s voice echoes off the houses, startling us. “Jack? Where the hell are you? We’re going to be late!”

      “So much for ditching school.”

      “I have an idea,” Nora says and looks toward the front of the house. “Let’s go.”
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      The rain falls down in sheets, and I pick the crusted mud off my jeans as the Jeep bumps along the road leaving town. I felt a little bad lying to Veronica about feeling sick on the way to school. She gave me a hug, promised to take good notes for me today, and even thanked Jack for driving me around to the front of the school to ‘drop me off close to the nurse’s office’ like we said.

      “Do you know how to get there?” I lean back in the seat, and the guilt starts to wear off the farther we get from the school.

      “To Greendale, yes. But not to the nursing home. We can use the GPS.”

      “I’ll enter the address.”

      “You’ve been there before?” Jack looks away from the road for a minute.

      “Only once. It’s far from L.A., and my grandma was in the hospital for a while before they moved her.”

      “Why Greendale?”

      “It’s where we’re from. And the nice nursing homes in L.A. are crazy expensive. It was always her plan to retire and move back to Greendale. She had everything planned out, thankfully. The nursing home, who’d be her power of attorney until I could take over. We thought we’d have more time.”

      He tightens his grip on the steering wheel, and I can tell he wants to ask me something but doesn’t want to offend me. “What?” I ask him.

      He looks at me again, and for the split second our eyes meet, my heart flutters. “Nothing.”

      “Really?” I lean over and unzip my boots. I tried to get most of the mud off before I got into the Jeep. Jack didn’t say a thing, and I don’t think he would, but I take him as the kind of guy who likes his car clean.

      “What happened to your grandma? If your mom would only be thirty-three, your grandma is probably in her sixties or something, right?”

      “Right. She’s sixty-five. Not very old at all.” I focus on the little raindrops on the window, fighting to stay in place despite the harsh wind. “She had a stroke. It was totally out of the blue. It happened when I was at school, and by the time I got home and found her, part of her brain was without oxygen long enough to do damage. She couldn’t walk or talk after that. The doctors couldn’t give a straight answer about how aware she is. They don’t think she knows what’s going on, but they can’t be sure.”

      I take in a slow breath and press my fingers into the seat. I widen my eyes and watch a raindrop take a zig-zagging path down the window. I don’t want to think about that day too hard.

      “You found her?” Jack’s face pales.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m sorry.” He takes one hand off the steering wheel and tentatively puts it on my thigh. His palm is warm, and I look down, noticing how his big hand covers my leg. Jack is tall and solidly built. I’ve seen him jogging on the weekends with his dad. Usually without his shirt on.

      Pretty much everyone back at my old school was into fitness. Taking steroids or supplements wasn’t uncommon for the male population. It only took one look at Jack to know his muscle was built from hard work, from sweat and pain and pushing through it.

      I put my hand on top of his, ignoring the little pulses of warmth that make their way through me, gathering between my thighs.

      “Still tired?” Jack asks when I yawn.

      “Yeah. Things are weird at the house.”

      “Bad weird?”

      I shake my head. “No. The Kellers are good people. It’s just…it’s not home. They’re strangers and we were thrown together in the middle of a really shitty situation. I think I hurt Stephanie’s feelings by not opening up. I might have been a little snippy last night and feel bad for snapping at her. She’s just trying to help.” I let out a sigh. “It’s so frustrating here on top of everything else.”

      The heartache radiating through me hurts. I swallow the pain, squeezing my eyes shut to keep myself from crying. Breaking down doesn’t solve anything.

      “Do you have your iPod with you?” Jack takes his hand off my thigh.

      “I always do.”

      “Plug it in and then try to get some rest. We have an hour and a half until we get into Greendale.” The Jeep slows to a stop and Jack takes off his Letterman jacket. His jacket is warm from his body and brings me instant comfort as I pull it around me. I turn my iPod to shuffle and lean back in the seat, eyes set on Jack for a moment before closing.

      The last ten years of my life have been carefully calculated and planned. I had one goal set in front of me and everything I did was to achieve that. Study hard. Fill my spare time with volunteering and extracurriculars. Check off books on the reading list. Meet with professors. Come along with Mimi when she had clients who had clout in the academic ring. Maintain a perfect GPA. Score high on the ACTs and SATs.

      I never felt like I had a purpose other than to get into Berkeley. But looking at Jack, I realize there is so much more to life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Nora.” Jack’s hand lands on my thigh again. My eyes flutter open. We drove nearly two hours south, and the sun is shining brightly behind big white puffy clouds. “We’re here. Well, kind of. We’re at a gas station across the street from Meadow Haven.”

      I run my hands over my face. “Why do nursing homes have such lame names?”

      “Good question,” he replies with a smile. “I’m gonna fill up.”

      “And I’m going to go inside and fix my hair.”

      I hurry inside, use the bathroom, finger-comb my hair, and do my best to clean the mud off my boots with damp paper towels. Using the little cash Stephanie gave me—for emergencies, but what is ten bucks gonna get me?—I buy two drinks and some candy from the gas station.

      “Thirsty?” I hold up the cups. “I got Pepsi and Coke because I wasn’t sure which one you prefer.”

      Jack puts the nozzle back in the pump. “I don’t care. I like both.”

      “Good.” I smile and offer him a cup. “Because I’m not sure which is which anymore.”

      We get back in the Jeep, take a minute to tear into the candy, then drive across the street. Jack parks, kills the engine and starts to get out.

      “Nora?” he asks, seeing that I haven’t moved. “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t seen her in three weeks. What if she—”

      “They would have let you know,” he says gently. “You can do this.”

      My jaw starts to tremble, and I work hard to blink back tears. “Yeah.”

      Jack gets out of the Jeep and comes around, opening my door and offering a hand. I unbuckle, grab my purse, and take his hand. Warm sun shines down on us, lighting the dark features on Jack’s handsome face. He gives my hand a squeeze and doesn’t let go as we walk into the nursing home.

      The smell hits me as soon as we step through the door and into the lobby. Scented candles cover up the smell of bleach, which isn’t all that bad, considering. A large birdcage filled with colorful finches sits next to the front desk. An older lady who looks like she could be a resident herself greets us with a smile.

      “Hello, dear. Are you here for a visit?”

      “Yes,” I start, voice coming out weak. “Yes,” I repeat. “My grandma. Eleanor Fisher.”

      “Let me call the nurse and find out where she is.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jack and I walk over to the birdcage. “Are you named after your grandma?”

      “Yes, but my last name wasn’t the same until she adopted me. It used to be Diaz. It was easier to have the same last name as her, so she changed it.”

      A few minutes tick by before the nurse comes. I recognize her from the last time I was here.

      “Hi. Nora, right?” She gets a bottle of hand sanitizer out of her scrub pocket and squirts some on her hands.

      “Yeah.”

      “Your grandma is in the sunroom listening to music. I’ll take you back.” She vigorously rubs her hands together as she walks. I judge everything as we walk through the building. Does it smell? Are the people taken care of? Are they even aware of what’s going on?

      The lemon-scented cleaning products mixed with bleach is the most obvious smell, which I’m taking to mean they keep this place clean.

      “Ms. Eleanor, you have a visitor.”

      At the nurse’s words, tears start to fall. Am I the only one who’s come to see her? She’s hours away from L.A., from her friends and co-workers. My grandma is sitting in her wheelchair next to a large window. Oldies music softly drifts from speakers on both sides of the room, and a few other residents sit in the sunroom with her. Two are chatting, and another is drooling in a corner, staring off into space.

      “Hey, Mimi,” I whisper, pulling my hand out of Jack’s to wipe away tears. My grandma turns, following the sound of my voice. Her vivid green eyes appear to have faded, and she’s lost at least ten pounds. “It’s me, Nora.”

      My grandma reaches for me, and my heart breaks. I go to her, wrap my arms around her neck, and start sobbing. My grandma’s hand lands on my back, and I’m not sure if she’s trying to comfort me or not.

      “Would you like to go back to her room?” the nurse asks.

      “No.” I lean back, not caring that everyone can see the tears running down my cheeks. “She always liked the sun.”

      “Okay. I’ll come back and see how you all are doing in a while then. Feel free to pull up a chair.”

      The nurse leaves and Jack comes over, resting his hand on the small of my back. I lean into him, and he pulls me into a tight embrace. I didn’t realize how much I needed his comfort until right now. My body shudders as I try to suppress a sob. Jack holds me, patiently waiting until I’m able to let go.

      Using my sleeve to dry my eyes, I take his hand and bring him over to my grandma.

      “Mimi,” I start. “This is my friend, Jack. He’s really nice and brought me to come see you. We skipped school. I know what you’d say about that, but I also know you’d tell me I’m only young once and deserve a break every once in a while. I’m taking one now, so I’ll be good for the rest of the year.”

      My grandma’s eyes flit from me to Jack, and I wonder how much of her is in there. Part of me wishes she’s all there, able to listen to me and know that I still love her. But another part knows how awful it would be to be trapped inside your own body.

      “He’s my neighbor,” I go on. “And his sister is my friend…I guess. I don’t really feel like I have any friends.” I feel Jack’s eyes on me, but for some reason, it doesn’t stop me. I’m talking to my grandma like usual, telling her almost everything going on in my life. “The people I’m staying with are nice too. They’re good people and want to help. It’s not home though, and I miss my bed and my room and our Sunday night dinners at the plaza.” I take my grandma’s hand. Her skin is cold and clammy. “Everything is taken care of. Mr. Cooper’s a bit of a creep, but he’s a good lawyer. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Jack brings over two chairs and sits by me while I talk to my grandma.

      “There are mountains,” I go on. “And a lake. The whole town looks like something on a postcard. We even get snow in the winter. It’s pretty, but it’s not home.” A stab of pain gets me, and it’s like my chest cracked open. I can’t contain my tears any longer. “I’m so sorry, Mimi,” I sob. “If I had come home sooner or called to check on you… I’m sorry.” I fall forward, face in my hands. “I’m so sorry.”

      Mimi feebly reaches forward, fingers swiping across the back of my hand. I look up as she takes my hand, eyes meeting hers. She gives me a shaky nod, then shifts her gaze to Jack. She extends her other hand to him. He bristles but holds out his arm. Mimi brings his hand to mine, putting it on top.

      She tries to say something, but all that comes out is incoherent gibberish. I close my eyes and look away, not able to handle it.

      “Yes,” Jack says, and I turn, thinking he’s talking to me. “I’ll take care of her.”

      He’s talking to Mimi, and she’s holding up her hand, pointing at Jack and then me. He squeezes my hand and shifts back in his seat.

      We stay through lunch, leaving only when the nurse says it’s time to let my grandma lay down and rest. I give her a hug goodbye and promise to come back.

      “We will come back,” Jack says, talking to both my grandma and me. “I’ll take you here whenever you want, Nora. I promise.”

      I hug Mimi one more time and then leave. Bright sunlight pours down on us. I spent the first six years of my life in Greendale and don’t remember much other than the road to the graveyard and the Mexican restaurant my parents liked so much. Mimi and I would go there for tacos after visiting the graves.

      “Jack,” I say once we’re back in the Jeep. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

      He pushes my hair back, and his hand drops to my shoulder. I soak up as much warmth from his skin as I could. “I know. But I did.”
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* * *

      “Were you born in Greendale?” Jack dips a chip in salsa.

      “Yeah. I lived here until my parents died, then I went to L.A. to live with my grandma.”

      “Your dad’s from here too, right?”

      “Right. I think his parents still live here.”

      Jack’s hand freezes in midair, chip inches from his mouth. “What?”

      “My other grandparents still live here. Maybe.”

      He lowers the chip, brown eyes filling with concern and confusion. “Then why—” He cuts off when the waitress comes back to take our order.

      “They hate me,” I explain after the waitress leaves. “They’re super religious. I was born out of wedlock and not baptized, so I’m pretty much Rosemary’s baby. Doesn’t help that my birthday is on Halloween.”

      Jack blinks. “Are you being serious?”

      “I wish I weren’t. They won’t talk to me. The last time I saw them was the funeral. They blamed me for my dad’s death and yelled at me in Spanish the whole time. My dad spoke Spanish to me a lot at home, so I understood most of what they were saying.”

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “Tell me about it. So even if they offered to take me in, I’d rather be on the streets than with them.”

      “I don’t blame you. Wait, your birthday is really on Halloween? That’s not far away.”

      “Don’t say anything to your sister. I don’t want to celebrate.”

      I expect Jack to object and say I need to do something to celebrate. Instead, he nods. “I won’t. Halloween isn’t that big here, but people use it as an excuse to party. Just wait until Christmas.” He rolls his eyes. “The town goes crazy. There are contests and everything. The decorations will start going up soon.”

      “I love Halloween. I meant it when I said I loved creepy things. I have a morbid fascination with ghosts and spirits.”

      “Ghosts?” Amusement plays on his face, lighting up his eyes.

      “What? You don’t believe?”

      “No, and you’ll need hard proof to convince me.”

      I pick up another chip, dip it in the salsa and take a bite. “There’s a surprising number of haunted places in L.A.,” I say when I’m done chewing. “I’ve seen some unexplainable stuff.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t special effects?”

      “Positive. My grandma was really into paranormal stuff too. That’s actually how she got started in interior design.”

      “How are the two connected in any way?”

      “She used to feng shui people’s houses. You know, get the positive energy flowing and deflect the negative crap.”

      Jack half smiles, raising his eyebrows. “Only in L.A. Do you believe in that stuff too?”

      “To an extent, but I don’t believe in luck. You make your own luck, and no amount of crystals or precariously positioned mirrors can stop bad things from happening.”

      “I agree.”

      “So, there are no infamous hauntings around Dale Hollow?”

      “There’s an abandoned cabin in the woods a few miles from the lake that is supposedly haunted. People came up the mountain looking for gold and starved to death. Nothing too interesting. And they never found gold.”

      “Have you ever been there?”

      “To the cabin? Yeah. Though there are a few cabins along the lake and up the side of the mountain. None of them look to be from the early 1900s, if you ask me.”

      “Where’s your sense of imagination?” I tease.

      “Buried under logic.”

      “That’s no fun.”

      He chuckles. “Fine. Show me a ghost, and I’ll believe you. You seem good at ditching school, maybe you can try sneaking out at night and we can go to that cabin.”

      “Just to clarify,” I start, feeling the heat rising inside me again. “Are we going to the cabin in the middle of the night to look for ghosts?”

      I think the same heat hits Jack. Our food comes at that moment, saving him from answering. Talking to Jack is so easy. I’m fighting my attraction to him, but it’s like chatting with an old friend. I feel comfortable around him. We talk about nothing in particular as we eat, stealing glances at each other, diverting our eyes as soon as the other notices.

      The waitress brings us the bill, then stares at Jack for a few seconds. “Sorry,” she says. “But you look so familiar. I just can’t place you.” Her eyes go to his jacket. “You’re from Dale Hollow?”

      Jack’s brown eyes widen and his face pales. “Yeah,” he says gruffly and takes the bill, averting his eyes.

      The waitress shakes her head. “It’s like it’s right here.” She taps her forehead. “But I can’t remember. Jack,” she says quietly, reading his name. “I know I know you,” she mutters and walks away.

      “Did you hook up with the waitress?” I joke. “She’s a bit of a cougar, but still good looking. Though I thought you swung on the other side of the age spectrum.”

      Jack balls his fists. “It’s not fucking funny.”

      I slink back. “I didn’t mean it like that…that me and you…that w-we.” Blood rushes to my cheeks. “Sorry.”

      Jack’s fists are still clenched and he’s staring at the center of the table. An awkward minute passes.

      “You’re Jack Harrington, aren’t you?” The waitress comes back over, but she’s not alone. The manager is with her, and they’re both looking at Jack in awe. “You’re the guy who stopped a mass school shooting.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      They look at me like I’m a hero, like I deserve their praise and admiration. Like I want it. The noise of the restaurant fills my head. It’s loud, chaotic. The walls start to close in and panic rises in my chest. The sounds blur together into one constant buzz.

      “Jack?” Nora’s voice cuts through the static and everything falls back into place. She slides her hand across the table and touches my fingers.

      “Yes,” I say. “I am.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” the manager says in a heavy accent. He shakes my hand and tells me the meal is on them, that they’d never make a hero pay.

      There’s that word again.

      It couldn’t be further from the truth.

      I’m no different than Jason.

      I’m also a murderer.

      My mind goes into autopilot. I nod and say thank you. Give them what they want to feed their notion of what a good person—what a hero—should be. When they leave, Nora stands. She doesn’t say anything, just holds out her hand for me to take. The moment her small, delicate fingers wrap around my paw of a hand, I relax.

      Then, I recoil.

      I shouldn’t touch her. She puts up a tough front, but I can see Nora for what she really is: innocent and pure. I was wrong before. The world shit on her, but she didn’t shit on the world. Bad things happened, and she wasn’t the cause.

      “Jack,” she repeats, this time sternly, and holds out her hand again. She shuffles her feet and pushes her shoulders back. It’s a small gesture, one most people wouldn’t even notice. But I get it. She’s not going to take no for an answer.

      She takes my hand and I give her my heart.

      “Let’s go,” she whispers, curling her fingers around mine. We go through the parking lot, across the street, and down one block. I don’t ask Nora where we’re going. I don’t care. I’m with her, and she’s with me, and right now, that’s all that matters.

      A thick treeline gives way to a cast iron fence surrounding a graveyard. It’s eerily beautiful, filled will large trees and wildflowers. We go through a maze of graves dated a hundred years ago and sit on a stone bench that looks just as old.

      “I’ve always thought it was pretty here.” Nora looks around us. “It’s peaceful and pretty, even though we’re on top of dead bodies.”

      Air fills my lungs. I swallow. Exhale. Nora squeezes my hand. “Is it haunted?”

      A small smile creeps across her face. “No. That’s a common misconception, though. Graveyards are often holy or sacred. Spirits can’t linger. Zombies or vampires though…”

      “You believe in them?”

      “Oh yeah. Unicorns and fairies too.” She gently nudges me, then reaches into her purse, pulling out her iPod. She hands me one earbud and puts the other in, scooting closer. She loops her arm around mine and rests her head on my shoulder.

      “Landslide” by Fleetwood Mac plays and we sit there together, not talking, not moving. Not thinking. Just listening to the music. I close my eyes, and when the song ends, I turn to Nora.

      “I’m not a hero.”

      She straightens up and pulls the earbud from her ear.

      “My sophomore year, my best friend was responsible for a school shooting.” The words spill from my mouth, hurting on the way out and bringing relief once they’re finally gone.

      “Is that how you got this?” Her fingers sweep over the scar on my side.

      “Yes.”

      Nora shivers. She holds onto me, waiting, not sure if she wants to hear the rest. My eyes close again and I tip my head up, watching a puffy white cloud move across the sun.

      “There was an assembly. It was the second to last day of school, and it was all bullshit, you know? Just awards and nobody giving a shit about actual school anymore. Jason wasn’t there. We’d talked about skipping, so I thought that’s what he was doing. I was pissed he didn’t tell me. I’d skip with him. We don’t get service in the gym, so I left so I could send him a text, giving him hell for ditching without me. Something just felt…off. When I heard the first shot, I thought he was in danger. Not that he was the one…the one doing the shooting.”

      Nora tightens her hold on me, and if only she knew how much she’s holding me together right now. Images from that day flash before me.

      “I’ll never forget that feeling.” I take in a shaky breath. “When I saw Jason holding the gun. Two bodies were on the ground yards from him. I never knew just how much people can bleed. Then he looked at me and it was like nothing was there. His eyes were empty.” I blink, and the metallic smell of blood fills my nostrils. I turn my head, breathing in the scent of Nora’s hair, calmed by the sweet smell of her shampoo. I don’t smell blood anymore. I don’t hear the screams.

      “Jack,” she breathes. “I don’t know what to say other than I hate you went through it. I wish I could take it away.”

      “Me too.” I breathe deep and wrap my arm around Nora, crushing her breasts into me. “He had three guns. Two pistols and a rifle. He’d already blocked off the exits on the opposite side of the gym. He was going to open fire on the people at the assembly. It’d be like shooting fish in a barrel. He wanted to kill them all.” I run my fingers through Nora’s hair, needing to have something tangible in my hands. “I tackled him. Knocked one pistol from his hands. And he shot me with the other.”

      Nora flattens her hand over the bullet wound. Her fingers are cold, and the coolness against my flesh is welcome. It’s reminding me that I’m alive. That I’m not bleeding.

      “To this day I can’t decide what hurt more. Actually getting shot or the look on Jason’s face when he pulled the trigger. There was no remorse. No hesitation. We’d been friends since preschool. I picked up the gun he dropped, and it was loaded.”

      I stop, throat thickening. I’ve never told this to anyone. Not the police. It didn’t matter. The dead can’t come back to life.

      “I could have stopped him then, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to shoot him.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I should have.” The shame I’ve carried over the last year presses down on me. It’s been suffocating, making every day feel like I’m running underwater against an invisible current that’s pushing back against me. “I should have because he shot and killed someone else in front of me.”

      Nora’s body tenses. She swallows hard but doesn’t move away. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

      “I do,” I admit for the first time. “It was a teacher. She was new and young, and I watched her die. I had a loaded gun in my hand and just stood there.” My hands are trembling. I press them against Nora’s back to stop the shaking. “Then he went toward the gym. My sister was in there. My friends. Hundreds of other innocent people sitting on the bleachers. They wouldn’t have been able to get away fast enough.”

      The scene plays out before me, no matter how hard I try to stay in the present. I’m transported back, and the burning pain in my side radiates through me.

      I clasp my hand to my side, trying to stop the bleeding. My heart races, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I yell at myself to calm the fuck down. Freaking out will only make my heart beat faster, spewing more blood onto the gray and white tile floor.

      “Jason!” I yell, voice fading. Down the hall, people are screaming. Teachers shouting for students to take cover and call 911.

      Jason whirls around, M9 in hand. The rifle is strapped over his chest, and I see the extra ammo on his belt. He came here to murder us all.

      “Why are you doing this? This isn’t you. Stop!”

      Jason looks into my eyes. He shakes his head and raises the gun. He shoots and misses. Narrowly. I stagger forward, raising the gun in my hand. “Stop,” I beg him. He shakes his head and steps back, another foot closer to the gym. Veronica is in there. I’ll die before I let anyone hurt my little sister.

      “Don’t make me do this!” Everything fades then. I pull the hammer back on the gun. My fingers are slick with my own blood that’s dripping down my hip and cascading to the floor. Panic fuels my every move, making me act. I have to keep my sister safe. I can’t let Jason go in there and kill another person. I move closer, terror closing in on my heart. With one shot, Jason could end me. He already shot me once. Tried to do it again. There’s nothing stopping him.

      He turns and reaches for the gym door. His hand is on the metal pull. I aim, barrel pointed to the middle of Jason’s back. I’m a good shot, having grown up with a police officer for a father. He taught me how to shoot and how to properly handle a gun. I have a steady hand. I rarely miss.

      At the last second, I move my aim and shoot Jason in the shoulder. The pistol falls from his hand, and he drops to his knees, but it isn’t over yet.

      “Jack?” Nora’s sweet voice breaks through the nightmare.

      “I shot him,” I tell her. “But he didn’t die then. He turned his gun on himself. Put it in his mouth and pulled the trigger, but the shot wasn’t fatal.”

      Nora gasps. “Oh my God.”

      I’m shaking all over now, and Nora slides her arms around my waist. “He died of blood loss before he could get to the hospital.”

      “You didn’t kill him,” she says slowly, and I don’t know how she’s so perceptive.

      “If I hadn’t shot him, he wouldn’t have bled out.”

      “You don’t know that. I’ve never seen someone with that…with that sort of injury, but I think it’s safe to say a head wound like that is lethal from the blood loss alone.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You stopped him, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      “Then you are a hero, even though you don’t think you deserve to be called one.”

      The clouds move away from the sun, and Nora and I sit there in silence for a moment. My arms are around her, holding her against me. But she’s the one holding me, keeping me from going back there and getting stuck in the bloody hallway.

      Usually, the scene repeats. Sometimes, it plays out differently and I wrestle Jason to the ground and hold him there until the police come. No one would be dead then, and we’d know why Jason snapped. Other times, it progresses, and he gets in and kills everyone but me.

      Right now, I’m sitting in a hundred-year-old graveyard with a girl who’s been through hell too. A girl who’s seen blood and loss and felt the pain of her still-beating heart being ripped from her chest.

      A girl I think I’m falling for.

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?” she asks softly.

      “I liked the way you looked at me,” I confess.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t know who I was or what I did. You looked at me like I was a normal person.”

      She cups my face in her hands. “What about now? Am I looking at you any differently?”

      I search her eyes, fighting with myself to keep from kissing her. “No.”

      “I’m not going to, and I’m glad you told me.”

      “Me too.” I turn my head, knowing if I keep looking at her, if I keep my mouth that close to hers, I will kiss her. “No one else knows that I hesitated.”

      “Hesitation is a negative term. I don’t think not rushing to shoot your best friend is a bad thing.”

      “I guess.” I look out at the graves. “Is this where your mom is?”

      Nora nods. I stand and take her hand, and we slowly walk through the grass, going to the back of the cemetery. Nora slows when her parents’ graves come into sight. We stop a few feet from them, and I feel like an ass for unloading all my issues onto Nora. We came here to visit her parents' grave on her mom’s birthday, for fuck’s sake

      Nora pulls her hand from mine and goes to the stone. I hang back, not sure what I should do. Give her space? Comfort her? I’ve never been good in these situations. But I know one thing for sure: how I feel about Nora.

      I spent the last year feeling trapped inside a living nightmare. When I’m with her, I feel like I’m falling, but I also feel free.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “You were right.” The screen door snaps shut behind me, and I walk across the porch. “You do take terrible notes.”

      “Told you.” I asked Jack if I could look through his notes, making sure I was caught up enough for the new math class. He takes his math notebook, stealing a glance behind me.  The windows are open, but Stephanie is busy making dinner in the kitchen, and Doug has yet to come home from work.

      “Your notes are terrible, but the sketches in there are amazing.”

      Jack looks down, a bit of color coming to his cheeks. I think he forgot they were in there. “I like to draw.”

      “You’re good. Those are impressive just for pencil sketches you did during class. They’re really emotional.”

      Jack shrugs. “I guess. Did everything go okay?”

      “Everything go okay?”

      I nod. “I said I had a stomach ache and needed to lay down after school, just in case it gets brought up. What about you? They let you practice?”

      “Yeah. I told the coach I felt better. Honestly, I don’t think he really cares as long as I’m there.”

      “You are kind of the star of the show.”

      “The show?” He smirks. “Have you ever seen a football game?”

      I raise an eyebrow, trying to look offended. The smirk is still on Jack’s face, and it’s doing bad things to me. “Oh yeah. I went to a Lakers game last year.”

      The smirk turns into a real smile now. “The Lakers. Really?”

      I laugh. “Kidding. Well, not about going to the game. But I know they’re a basketball team. But to answer your question, no. I haven’t really watched a full football game. I’ve seen them on TV in passing if that counts.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “You have a home game on Friday, right?”

      “I do.” Jack comes closer.

      “Then I’ll come watch.”

      “I’d like that.”

      I motion to the porch swing. “Want to sit?”

      “Yeah.”

      We move to the swing, sitting close together. I tuck my legs up under myself, bent knees resting against Jack’s legs. He pushes off the porch with his feet, gently swinging us. People move along the sidewalk jogging or walking dogs. With the mountains behind us, I feel like we’re in a Hallmark movie.

      With Jack next to me, I feel like I might get a happy ending.

      “Hey, kids.” Stephanie steps onto the porch. I straighten my legs and sit up, separating myself from Jack. “How are you, Jack?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” he replies politely. “How are you?”

      “Busy as always, but good as well. How are your parents? We live right next door, but I hardly get a chance to chat.”

      Jack shrugs. “They’re good.”

      “Dinner will be ready soon,” she tells me.

      I don’t meet her eyes. “Okay.”

      “It was nice seeing you, Jack.” Stephanie goes back into the house. Jack waits a minute, then slips his arm around me.

      “Do things still feel weird?” he asks.

      “They’ve graduated from weird and moved onto awkward. She’s trying to help, I’m sure.”

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “I just don’t see why they’d care about me.”

      “I don’t see why they wouldn’t.” Jack’s brown eyes flash. “You’re one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met.”

      “You must not have met many people.”

      Jack’s eyes glimmer. “Maybe not.”

      He wraps his other arm around me and I look up, lips close to his. My heart skips a beat and my stomach flutters. I want him to kiss me. He brings his head down, pressing his forehead against mine. My fingers go to the scar on his side, right above his hip. I carefully circle it, feeling my pulse increase. He runs his fingers through my hair and then sits back.

      “I should go.” He untangles himself from me.

      “Right. Thanks again, Jack. For everything.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I grab a bag full of cookies and a blanket, then head outside to the treehouse. The sun is setting, and the misty rain from this morning left a chill in the air. Jack’s bedroom light is on, glowing behind closed blinds. I stare at it, hoping to catch him walking by. A minute passes without seeing him, so I settle inside the treehouse, wrapping myself up in the blanket, reading and eating.

      Two chapters later, Charlie barks. I swing my legs over the edge and peer down. Jack is outside with the dog, throwing a tennis ball across the yard.

      “Hey,” I call, feeling all fluttery inside.

      “Hey.” Jack throws the ball one more time, puts Charlie inside, and comes over, hopping the five-foot fence. He pauses, looking at the Kellers’ house, and hurries across the lawn and up the ladder without being seen. The Kellers like Jack—they like his whole family—but I’m not sure how they’d feel about us sitting up here together in the near-dark. My grandma would never have allowed it, and I almost feel guilty for violating her rules.

      Almost.

      “Are you reading a dirty romance?” He grins, and we move to the other side of the treehouse where we’re out of sight.

      “Kind of. It’s a paranormal romance and there are dirty scenes.”

      “Really?” Jack wasn’t expecting that.

      “Yeah. Have you heard of the show True Blood? It’s the series that it's based on. It’s really good.” I set the Kindle down and pull the blanket over Jack.  He’s only wearing a T-shirt and jeans. “Aren’t you freezing without a coat?”

      “Not yet. I wasn’t planning on staying outside long. You’re kind of distracting, Nora.”

      “Should I be sorry?”

      “No.” He turns to me, dark eyes meeting mine. A chill goes down my spine and a mixture of desire and nerves run rampant through me. “You’re shivering.” He slides one arm around me, bringing me to him. The warmth of his body feels so good, but the closeness only makes me tremble more. I move into his embrace, and he pulls the blanket around us both. “Better?”

      “Much.”

      “I see why you come out here,” he says softly after a few minutes pass. We’ve been sitting in silence, but it’s anything but awkward.

      “It’s peaceful. And cozy now that I cleared out all the spiders.”

      “Spiders don’t bother me. Growing up hiking in the woods and the mountains made me used to them, I guess. But bees.” He shakes his head. “If I see one, I’m running.”

      I laugh and put my palm to his, aligning our fingers. “I don’t mind bugs as long as they’re not on me. Or near me. Or inside.”

      “But you don’t mind them,” he teases.

      “Nope.”

      “So that spider above your head isn’t bothering you?”

      “Funny.”

      “I’m not joking. It’s dangling from a web two inches above us.”

      “Kill it!” I squeal and duck forward, burying myself deeper in Jack’s arms. He laughs and falls back, bringing me with him. His hands slip from my arms to my back, and I hook a leg over his. “Was there really a spider?”

      “No.” He pulls the blanket over us. “But if I knew this is what scaring you with spiders gets me, I would have done it sooner.”

      I’m glad for the fading light. He can’t see the blush his words brought to my cheeks. I close my eyes, breathing him in. I don’t know how long we lay there, but the next time I look outside the treehouse, it’s dark. Stars dot the sky and the mountains stretch to the clouds, big and black and blending into the clouds.

      Jack trails his fingers up and down my arm, relaxing me further. The air around us is cold, but the heat from Jack’s body keeps me warm. In any other setting, laying on the wood floor of this treehouse would be uncomfortable. But right now, there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

      “Are you cold?”

      I tip my head up to look into his eyes. “If it wasn’t for you, I would be. What about you? You’re the one without a jacket.”

      “I’m fine. Guess I’m hot enough for the both of us.” He wiggles his eyebrows and laughs.

      “I like hearing you laugh.”

      “I like laughing.”

      “Am I wrong to think you haven’t laughed much lately?”

      He stiffens. “No.”

      “I’m glad I can make you smile.” I lick my lips, mind going to everything else I can make him do. Heart in my throat, I slide my hand over his stomach, feeling every ridge of muscle. I find his scar and move my face closer to his. Jack’s lips part and the moonlight reflects the desperation in his eyes.

      “Nora,” he groans, fingers digging into my skin. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re sixteen. The same age as my sister.”

      “I’m older than her by almost a year.”

      “You’re still sixteen.”

      “Only for a few more weeks. You want to, don’t you?”

      He turns his head, unable to tell me no. Shakily, I slide my hand down so that my fingers push past the waist of his jeans. I’ve been kissed more than once, but I’ve never gone further than that. Becca was experienced and told me all about it.

      Still, the thought of getting naked with Jack scares me as much as it exhilarates me. I want to make him feel. I want to make him happy.

      “I want to,” I whisper, feeling the spark bust into a wildfire.

      “Stop,” he growls and sits up. “Not now. Not here.”

      He doesn’t have to explain it for me to understand. Things won’t end with a kiss. I take my hand from his side and interlock our fingers again. I move up and lean against the wall, looking through the cut-out window at the stars.

      He tightens the grip on my hand. “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep going like there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Because there has to be. I’m scared of the dark, and the only way to get back to the light is to keep going. Even when the light is fading, and things seem impossible. You just keep going.”

      “Don’t you ever want to give up?”

      I’m nothing but honest. I don’t need to hold up a front around Jack. “Yes. Especially lately. But what good would that do? My grandma used to tell me ‘you can’t lose if you’re trying’, and I never really got it before. I guess it’s kinda like losing a battle but not the war, and the only person you’re truly at war with is yourself.”

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Mimi had a unique way of looking at the world. She was tough. The strongest person I’ve ever known. My grandpa died like a year and a half before my mom. She lost her husband and then her daughter so close together. And then had to take in a six-year-old.”

      “You’re tough too.”

      “So are you.”

      Jack shakes his head. “No. I’m not.”

      “What you did was so brave.”

      “Being brave and being tough are different. The toughness comes after you did that brave thing. And I…I’ve given up.” He trains his eyes on mine, airing his vulnerabilities. “I didn’t see the point in trying to find the light again.”

      “Do you see the point now?”

      “I see you.” Jack’s brow furrows, jaw tensing. He’s fighting against his emotions, and I want him to lose. I want him to give in to me, even though I shouldn’t.

      I can’t help it.

      “You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met before.” His words come out slowly as if he doesn’t want to admit it but can’t help the truth from slipping from his lips.

      “Neither are you.”

      He lets go of my hand and cups my cheek. “Fuck it,” he mutters to himself and tips his head down. He’s going to kiss me. My heart leaps out of my chest and the warmth spreads through me. I part my lips, moving to him. He wraps his other arm around me, hand landing on the small of my back. With a gentle push, he brings me to him.

      And then we kiss.

      The heat inside me explodes, going off all around me like brightly-colored fireworks. The stars swirl and time stops. Jack kisses me harder than anyone ever has before, and if we weren’t sitting down already, my knees would have weakened and given out.

      “Nora!” Stephanie shouts from inside the house. Jack and I freeze. “Nora, it’s time to come in.”

      I pull away from Jack, heart racing.

      “Ohh-okay,” I sputter, out of breath. I inhale, finding my voice. “I’ll be right in!”

      “She doesn’t know I’m up here.” Jack gives me a devilish grin. “No one can see us.”

      “Not back here.” I bite my lip and turn back to Jack. We kiss again, and this time he pulls me forward. I get on his lap, straddling him. His hands go under my shirt, and the roughness of his palms against my soft flesh makes me shiver.

      He makes me feel things I’ve never felt before.

      The back porch light turns on, spilling into the tree house. “Nora?” Stephanie calls again. Jack and I break apart once more, and I push him down. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah. Just trying to finish this chapter.”

      “Finish it inside, honey. It’s late.”

      “Okay. I’ll be right in.” I let out a breath and put my lips to Jack’s once more. It’s a quick kiss, and not enough to satisfy either of us. “I should go in before she comes out.”

      “Yeah. I’ll hang back. Give you a minute to get her distracted. Then I’ll leave.”

      “I wish I could come back out.”

      “Me too.”

      I gather my things and climb down the ladder and steal a glance back at the treehouse. I can’t see Jack, but I know he’s there. Suddenly, the dim light at the end of my tunnel bursts into a supernova.
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      I never should have kissed Nora. It’s one thing to long for the forbidden fruit, to crave what it might taste like once you finally sink your teeth in.

      It’s another to know just how good it is.

      And Nora is the sweetest thing I’ve ever had.

      If I could go back to that day, I’d tell myself not to do it. I’d tell myself to stay away, because one kiss is never enough, and the moment her lips touched mine was the beginning of the end. I’d tell myself she’s dangerous. Risky. Addictive.

      And I’d tell myself how it’s been over a month since I gave into my yearning for her, and the kisses we steal when no one is looking are just as good as the first. I don’t know what to consider this thing we have going on between us. She’s not my girlfriend, but she’s more than a friend. We don’t hang out just the two of us, but we’re always looking for ways to be together.

      Our time together is fleeting. I was busy with football—we made it to semifinals—and Nora filled her schedule with anything and everything she could. Staying busy kept her mind off of things, she told me, and I watched in awe as she dealt with her grief in the complete opposite way I do, making Nora the most productive pissed-off, grieving person on the planet.

      Mrs. Freeman and her caseworker told her it wasn’t a healthy way to cope, that she was going to reach a breaking point and was putting too much stress on herself. They didn’t get it, but I did. She was desperately clinging to her old habits, making them a bit extreme without realizing it. Her grandma ran a tight ship and made sure Nora was doing everything she could to get into a damn good school. Plus, we were coming up to the holidays, and facing them without her grandma was harder than Nora was willing to admit.

      When my alarm goes off that Monday morning, I get up without hitting snooze. Getting up in the mornings used to be one of the hardest things I’d do all day. When I’d finally fall asleep at night, I’d have to get up just a couple of hours later. Well, if I was lucky to get that much sleep.

      Ever since Nora laid in bed next to me—even before we kissed—I’ve been sleeping better. I’d still rather not get up early but knowing that Nora is often up and outside listening to music in the morning is all the motivation I need.

      It’s mid-November, and the air coming down from the mountains is cold. Nora isn’t outside, and the disappointment of not seeing her makes me want to crawl back under the covers. Instead, I get dressed and drag my ass downstairs. I’m the first one up this morning, and I have eggs and bacon on the stovetop by the time Mom comes down.

      “Good morning, Jackie. You’re cooking?”

      “Yeah. Remember those breakfast burritos I used to make every morning?”

      “How could I forget? You ate one every morning for a year straight. Is that what you’re making now?”

      I flip a piece of bacon in the skillet. “Yeah. It sounded good.”

      “It does.” Mom stops in the middle of the kitchen, looking at me like I just came home after a semester away at college. Though I suppose the reality was worse. Physically, I was here the whole time, but I was just a shell of my former self.

      Once the food is done cooking, I get myself a plate and sit at the table. Dad and Veronica are up now, and Veronica gets herself a small portion of eggs and one piece of bacon. She gets caught up in the diets along with Mom, though she has nothing to lose. Veronica is tall and thin, nothing but knees and elbows, and gaining a few pounds could do her some good.

      I finish breakfast and go outside, needing to get out there before Veronica. Nora is on the porch again, face up to the sun as she listens to music. She’s wearing a black dress with combat boots, and her hair is hanging straight down her back.

      She smiles when she sees me, getting up and hurrying over. I take her hand, pulling her around my Jeep. It’s parked on the street, giving us a bit of cover. We’re out of direct line of sight, but still visible if anyone looked hard enough. Without a moment to lose, I take her by the waist and put my lips to hers. Nora’s arms hook around my neck and she kisses me back just as hard as I kissed her.

      A car drives by, but I don’t care. I don’t stop. Neither does Nora. We weren’t able to get any time together this weekend, and two days without her lips on mine is two too many. She slides one hand down and around my back, pulling me to her. I step forward, pinning her between the Jeep and my body.

      “There’s no chance we can skip school again, is there?” she pants. “I want to do this all day.”

      “Me too,” I grunt, pressing myself against her. I’ve learned an unwelcome lesson in self-control since I first kissed her. “But we’d do more than just kiss.”

      Nora sucks in a breath and her eyes widen. Then she smiles and kisses me again. I close my eyes and melt into her. She is the light at the end of my tunnel. Kissing isn’t enough, and I don’t care if I’m being greedy. I want all of Nora.

      “Charlie!” Veronica’s voice rings out from the porch. “Jack! Charlie’s headed for the road!”

      Nora and I break apart. Another car is coming down the road, and I know Charlie is going to run out to greet me. I jump away from Nora and barrel around the front of the Jeep, catching Charlie at the last second. We both go down, and the base of my palm scrapes along the pavement.

      “Oh my God.” Nora rounds the Jeep and crouches down, slipping her hands under Charlie’s collar. “That was too close.”

      “I’m going to fucking kill my sister.” I stand, and it hits me how close Charlie came to getting run over. Nora has a death grip on his collar, but it still worries me he’s going to pull away and get hit.

      “You’re bleeding.” Nora looks at my hand. The pain is pushed to the back of my mind, not a concern when I’m worried about my dog.

      “I’ll be fine.” I take Charlie from her, and she grabs my hand, inspecting the injury.

      “You have gravel stuck in it. Let me wash it for you. You have to take Charlie in any way.”

      “Yeah.”

      Keeping a tight hold on my dog, I head back into the house, seething when Veronica walks by. She gives me a guilty smile and says she’s sorry, but I ignore her.

      “I’ll be right there,” Nora tells her and comes into the house with me. We go into the kitchen and I give Charlie a treat before going to the sink. Nora turns on the water and holds up my hand, inspecting the wound in the light.

      “Blood doesn’t bother you?”

      “No,” she answers. “I like gross things as well as creepy. Though this isn’t really gross.” She brings my hand closer. “But it might hurt to get the gravel out.”

      “I have a high pain tolerance.”

      Nora carefully washes my hand with soap and water. Bloody water swirls down the drain, and I’m hit with the memory of showering for the first time after getting shot.

      “Jack?” Nora turns off the water and wraps my hand in a towel. “I’m right here. Talk to me.”

      “Blood doesn’t bother me,” I mumble. “But just then, seeing it go down the drain reminded me of taking a shower after I got shot. Some of it was my blood. Some of it was Jason’s. I tried to stop him from bleeding to death.” My vision starts to blur, and my chest tightens. “It’s like I’m there all over again. All I can see is blood. All I hear are the screams. Even now.”

      “Look at me.” She steps closer. “There’s only me. No blood. No screaming. Just me and you.”

      I exhale, and my heart rate slows. “Just me and you.”

      “I don’t know much about PTSD,” she says gently. “But I know it’s terrible.”

      “It is. I can’t escape it.”

      “Yes, you can,” she says with such determination I almost believe her. “There’s always light, Jack. Sometimes it’s hard to see, but it’s there. You’ll find it.”

      “I think I already did.” My heart is in my throat and my stomach flutters. I’ve never felt this way around anyone before. Whatever Nora is doing to me…I don’t want her to stop.

      The floorboards creak and we both turn, seeing Mom come into the kitchen. Her eyes are misty, but she hides it with a smile. “I thought I heard voices. Hello, Nora. How are you, dear?”

      “I’m good, thanks. And you?”

      “Running late for work, as usual.” Mom’s eyes focus on my hand. “What happened?”

      “Veronica let Charlie out. I had to dive to get him before he got hit by a car.” I unwrap my hand and inspect the damage. My skin is torn, but it’s not deep. It’ll make playing football a bitch, though. Mom gets me a bandage, smiling and stealing glances at Nora.

      “Have a good day,” Mom says, and walks us to the door. “And thank you, Nora.”

      “Uh, you’re welcome,” Nora replies, unsure what Mom’s talking about. She catches my eye and winks, and I get it. Mom was listening to us the whole time.
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* * *

      “You have some nerve.” Alice Bloom puts her hand on her hip, narrowing her eyes the moment Nora and I stop in the hall near her locker. She drills her gaze into Nora, then looks up at me, batting her lashes and smiling.

      “What are you talking about?” Nora pulls her heavy backpack up on her shoulder. She’s stuffed it so full of books it looks like it’s gonna burst.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Alice shifts her gaze back and forth from me to Nora. “I saw you two this morning.”

      Fuck. “Yeah, we ride to school together.” I take the heavy bag from Nora and force myself to stay calm. “She’s my neighbor.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me.” Alice’s nostrils flare and she stares daggers at Nora. “We have a girl code, and you had to go whore around. I should have known you’d be a slut. You could do so much better than this piece of washed up L.A. trash, Jack.”

      “Shut the fuck up.” My voice rings out louder than I anticipated, but I’ll be damned before someone insults Nora. God forbid anyone hurt her.

      Alice is taken aback by the venom in my voice, but she recovers quickly. “You just proved it.”

      Veronica, having heard me swearing, is on her way over. “Proved what?”

      Alice bites her lip and smiles. “Nora is fucking your brother.” She holds her hand up, giving a little wave with her fingers as she walks away. “Have fun, kids.”

      Nora looks up at me, shaking her head. “We’re not—I’m not—we aren’t fucking.”

      Veronica’s brow is furrowed, and she turns her head down, staring at the floor. She’s always been possessive of her friends, having accused me in the past of flirting with them.  In her defense, a few have used her in an attempt to get to me. Little did they know hurting my sister was a one-way ticket to get on my shit-list.

      “It’s okay if you are.” Veronica looks me in the eye. “I really don’t care.”

      “But we’re not,” Nora tries to assure her. “I promise.”

      “You don’t have to lie.” Veronica makes a face. “I’m not stupid, guys. I know Nora went into your room the first time she slept over.”

      I blink, staring at Veronica. “You never said anything.”

      “It wasn’t my business.”

      A new respect forms for my sister. “Thanks.”

      “Besides…you seem happier now. I assume it’s because you two are…you know.”

      “I’m a virgin,” Nora admits.

      “Really?” Veronica makes a face.

      “Yes.”

      I run my hand over the back of my neck and look away. As if the thought of spreading Nora’s legs and burying my cock in her tight pussy wasn’t tempting enough before.

      “Me too,” Veronica says quietly. “Alice always makes fun of me for it.”

      “She’s a bitch. My mom had me when she was sixteen, and I don’t want to make the same mistake.”

      Nora’s words are a much-needed slap to the face. She’s innocent. Pure. Yeah, she’s going through hell, but she’s still going. She’ll get out. There’s no need to drag her down and burn with me.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “You were right about Christmas.” I look at the paper snowflakes hanging from the ceiling in the hallway at school. It’s the end of the day, and Veronica and I are walking out to the parking lot with Jack. “I feel like I’m in Whoville from The Grinch.”

      “Yeah,” he mumbles. The darkness is back in his eyes, and I wonder if he had a flashback today. Being in the same school where everything happened has to be so hard.

      “It gets worse after Thanksgiving.” Veronica rolls her eyes. “There are contests for best decorations. With categories. I’m so glad Mom and Dad don’t partake. People get ruthless.”

      I laugh. “Over Christmas decorations?”

      “Oh, they take this seriously. Jack, remember that year when people’s nativity scenes went missing?” She looks at her brother, but he doesn’t respond. His mind is somewhere else, and I reach for his hand. The moment my skin touches his, he jerks away. Veronica gives me a quizzical look. I give her a small shrug, letting her know I don’t know what’s going on either, though I have a guess.

      Jack’s quiet on the drive home, and he doesn’t unbuckle when we’re parked in front of his house. He turns, facing me, but doesn’t look in my eyes.

      “Can we talk?”

      “I’m gonna go inside.” Veronica gathers her things. “See you later, Nora.”

      “What’s going on?” I reach for Jack’s hand. He doesn’t move away this time, but he doesn’t flip his palm over and lace our fingers like usual.

      “We need to stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      He pulls his hand back. “Whatever we’re doing. It needs to stop.”

      The floor goes out from under me and I’m falling, down, down, down. “Why?”

      “Come on, Nora. You know why.”

      “No, no I don’t.” Panic rises in my chest. “You were fine this morning until…until I said I wanted to wait. Is this because I’m a virgin?”

      “No.” He inhales and shakes his head. “Well, kind of. You’re too good—”

      “Just stop.” My heart pounds, and suddenly, I’m hot. Sweat breaks out between my breasts and my cheeks are burning. “I’m too much of a good girl all of the sudden?”

      “No.” He lifts his gaze, looking at me for the first time since this morning. “You’re too good for me. We’ve both been through hell, but you rose from the ashes. I…I don’t want to make you go down in flames. So we have to stop.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit, and you know it.” I grab my backpack and get out of the car. I don’t look back as I cross the yard. I don’t slow when I hear Jack open and close the driver’s side door. I hurry up the steps to the Kellers’ front porch, trying to hold onto my anger. Who does Jack think he is? I can make my own decisions, thank you very much.

      I throw open the front door and come face to face with Stephanie and boxes upon boxes of Christmas decorations. She’s putting together an artificial tree, and a memory of decorating with Mimi hits me like a knife to the heart.

      “Hi, honey. How was school?”

      My bag falls to the floor with a heavy thud. Tears fill my eyes and I clutch my chest, overcome with hurt. Jack was wrong. I didn’t rise out of hell. I’m still there, and without him, I’m trapped in the dark.

      “Nora?” Stephanie drops the top of the tree and rushes over. “Oh, honey.”

      I break down the moment her arms go around me. I miss my mom and dad. I miss Mimi. I’m an orphan, and once I graduate school, I’ll have to leave here.

      I have no one.

      No place to go.

      I’ll be homeless.

      I’ll be alone.

      It’s too much, and everything comes crashing to the surface.

      “It’s all right, honey.” Stephanie sinks to the ground with me. “It’s gonna be all right.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and suck in a sob. Crying doesn’t solve anything. Mimi’s words ring in my head. She tried to make me tough, and if she saw me sitting here in a puddle of tears, she’d click her tongue and shake her head.

      Let yourself be sad. Let yourself feel. But don’t wallow in it. That pain you feel, that ache in your heart you think is going to bring on the night and keep the sun from rising? Crying isn’t going to make it go away. But you know what can? Getting up and doing something about it.

      I take in a breath and wipe my eyes. The tree is behind us, and I look at it, hating Christmas and missing it at the same time.

      “You should fluff the tree one layer at a time.”

      Stephanie turns, glancing at the tree. “Yeah? I always do it all at once.”

      “You could, I guess, but it seems to look better when you do it one at a time. You can lean over and really get the inside.” I push myself up, take off my shoes, and step over a box of silver ornaments. “Are you adding ribbon?”

      I can feel Stephanie’s eyes on me. When she doesn’t respond, I turn away from the tree. “What’s going on, hun?”

      “Christmas was always a busy time.” My voice wavers. “I loved it because I got to help my grandma with her clients’ trees.”

      “People pay interior decorators to put up their trees?”

      “Oh yeah. And the rest of their seasonal decor as well. My favorite thing was to fluff the trees and add the ribbon.” I crouch down and start gently separating the branches. “It could take hours. Some of the trees we did were over sixteen feet tall.”

      Stephanie comes over, and her hand lands on my shoulder. She’s going to tell me to stop, to sit down and talk about my feelings or some crap like that. “I don’t have ribbon, but we could go get some.”

      I stop fluffing the tree and stand, looking into Stephanie’s eyes. For the first time, she gets me. “Let me see your ornaments first. Maybe we could do a theme.”

      Stephanie opens the boxes, showing me her Christmas haul. She has a lot to work with.

      “You know.” She pulls out a nutcracker. “I’ve always wanted to participate in best-styled tree contest but can’t decorate to save my life. Maybe this year we could?”

      “I’d like that. Is that another tree?” I point to a large box buried under garland.

      “Yes, it’s a ten-footer I got to put in the back sunroom. I got it on sale last year, got it home, and realized none of the lights work. Doug tried fixing it, but there’s something wrong with the wires and it won’t light up. I can’t return it.” She frowns and shakes her head. “Maybe we’ll find another on sale after this season. Those suckers are expensive, but I’ve always wanted to take advantage of that cathedral ceiling.”

      “You still can. All we need are manicure scissors, some new string lights, and a couple of hours to get the broken lights off.”

      Stephanie smiles. “What are we waiting for?”
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* * *

      Veronica comes to get me the next morning for school. It’s cold today, and I sit inside waiting. I watch her cross the lawn, heart sinking when I see Jack go right to the Jeep. He was serious about not seeing me anymore.

      “Holy crap.” Veronica looks past me into the living room. “That tree is gorgeous!”

      “Thanks.” I step aside to let her in to admire it.

      “Wait, you did this?”

      “I did grow up with a celebrity interior designer, you know.”

      Stephanie comes down the stairs, face lighting up when she sees the tree. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

      “It’s like something from a magazine! Can I take a picture? My mom would love this.”

      “Go ahead. Nora put in hours on that tree. It deserves all the recognition in the world.”

      “Hours?” Veronica raises her eyebrows. “We spend like twenty minutes doing our tree.” She snaps a few photos. “But this is seriously gorgeous!”

      “I really like the peppermint theme.” I stand back, admiring my own work. Mimi would be proud, I think. “And we have another one to put up tonight. The theme is blue and silver and it’s going to be amazing.”

      “It will, but you girls better hurry and not be late for school.” Stephanie checks the time on her phone. Veronica and I head out the door, and Jack starts the Jeep when he sees us. I hesitate, not sure if I should sit in the front or not. Deciding it would be too obvious to Veronica that something is off, I get in.

      “Hey.”

      Jack grips the steering wheel. “Hi.”

      If it wasn’t for Veronica’s excited chatter about the upcoming dance, the short drive to school would be filled with awkward silence.

      “You really should go.” We get out of the Jeep and walk through the parking lot. Jack lags behind.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I’m going with Marcus, Nancy is going with Ryan, and Alice is going with her boyfriend Troy, of course. Troy’s friend Greg just broke up with his girlfriend and needs a date. He might have talked to me and asked to see if you’d say yes before he asks you. It will totally be a friends only thing, I promise.”

      I look behind me at Jack. As much as I’d love to go a dance, I wouldn’t expect him to. And I wasn’t planning on going with anyone else. He wasn’t my boyfriend, but only because we couldn’t tell anyone about us. Or so I thought. But since he wants nothing to do with me now, I have no reason not to go.

      “Yeah. I’ll go with Greg.”

      Veronica squeals with excitement. “It’s going to be so much fun! We need to go dress shopping like yesterday. There’s a dress store in Greendale that’s to die for, but my mom is being so lame and doesn’t want to drive all the way there.”

      I want to turn around and look at Jack again. I keep my eyes focused on the building in front of me. “Stephanie and I are going to Greendale on Saturday.”

      “No way! But, uh, why?”

      “To see my grandma. You can come with if you don’t mind coming with us to the nursing home first. Or maybe second. That way I can show Mimi a picture of the dress I got.”

      It’s a good thing this girl doesn’t play poker. I can see her abhorrence over hanging out at a nursing home clear as day. “No, I don’t mind at all.” We step into the school. “This is going to be so much fun! Shopping this weekend, Thanksgiving after that, and then the dance!”

      “Yeah, Thanksgiving.” The ache in my heart is back, and I wish Jack were behind me. He’d understand without me having to say a thing. Thanksgiving without Mimi is going to be terrible.
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* * *

      Dress shopping with Veronica was fun. I felt like a normal seventeen-year-old girl for the first time in way too long. My dress is ice blue with a sweetheart neckline, an open back, and lots of sparkles.

      Having Veronica with me eased the pain of seeing Mimi deteriorate before my eyes. There’s more to Veronica than she lets on. The initial shock of hanging out inside the nursing home wore off, and she was funny and caring, trying to joke around and ease the tension.

      She invited me over for dinner after shopping, and I almost said no. I don’t want to see Jack in such close quarters. I try telling her I’m tired, but after she insists, there’s no way to get out of it without being obvious. I go inside the Kellers’ house first, putting my dress in the closet and changing out of my heels and jeans into leggings and flats.

      Jack and Charlie are walking down the street when I go down the front porch steps. I slow, gauging the distance between us. We’re going to reach the same destination at the same time, and it’s going to be super awkward. We make eye contact and I whirl around, intent on acting like I forgot something.

      “Nora.” Hearing him say my name sends a rush through me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you coming over?”

      “Yes.” I go back down the steps. “Veronica invited me over for dinner. Is that okay? Or do I need to stop that too?” It’s a cheap shot, and I took it.

      “No.” He walks to the sidewalk connecting to his porch. Charlie pulls on his leash, tail wagging. I’m mad at Jack, hurt by the ease at which he avoids me. But I can’t ignore the dog.

      “Hey, buddy.” I crouch down, letting Charlie sniff me and move in for a cuddle. I stand, and Jack and I stand there.

      “I miss you.” His voice is strained and quiet, and he can’t look at me as he talks.

      “I miss you, too.” My heart speeds up. “Can we at least be friends?”

      “No. I don’t want to be friends with you.”

      “Oh, well, uh…”

      He grabs my wrist and pulls me to him. I stumble and my hands land on his chest. His heart is racing. “I want to be more than friends, and we shouldn’t. I’m no good for you.”

      “Shouldn't I be the one to determine that?”

      “You don’t know what you’re getting into.” He takes a step back, and though he’s only a foot away, it feels like there are oceans between us.
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      I didn’t realize how far out of the darkness Nora brought me until I let go. The moment I walked away, I went spiraling backward into the pit, and the darkness closed in. The nightmares started again, and insomnia hit me harder than it had in a long time. The only thing that kept me going was telling myself I did the right thing.

      The doorbell rings, and I get up from bed to close my door. The winter formal is tonight, and Nora is coming over to wait for her date with Veronica. Knowing some other guy is going to put his hands on Nora makes me jealous. But hey, I gave that up. Ten or so minutes pass and then the doorbell rings again. That must be the girls’ dates. They’re riding with Alice and her boyfriend. I know because Veronica wouldn’t shut up about it all week.

      Happy chatter fills the downstairs, echoing up the hall. I turn on music, setting my playlist to shuffle. “Wildflowers” by Tom Petty comes on and I ball my fist. I bring my arm back and go for the wall but change my aim at the last minute and hit my mattress instead. I shut off the music and turn on the TV, falling back into bed. I got maybe an hour’s worth of sleep last night, and exhaustion hits me hard.

      By the time I wake up, the house is quiet, as it will be the rest of the night. Mom is chaperoning the dance, and once it’s over, she and Dad are going to a bed and breakfast for the rest of the weekend to celebrate their anniversary like they do every year. Only, they didn’t go last year. They didn’t do much of anything last year.

      Mom left money on the counter for me for food, along with a note saying, ‘I love you!’ I let Charlie out and he runs to the back of the yard, looking at the treehouse. He barks and wags his tail. Nora is at the dance. There’s no way she’s sitting up there in the cold. I step out into the yard anyway, following Charlie’s line of sight, squinting in the dark.

      She is there.

      Moonlight reflects off the rhinestones on her dress. The wind blows the soft blue fabric around her feet. I blink, not sure this isn’t a dream. She sniffles, and I realize she’s crying.

      “Nora?” I rush through the yard.

      “Jack?” She quickly wipes her eyes and grabs a rung on the ladder. I climb the Kellers’ fence and she makes her way down. The Kellers’ house is dark. Veronica left over an hour ago, and Nora is sitting in the treehouse with only a thin shawl around her shoulders. Something is wrong.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better.” She pulls the shawl tighter around herself. Her hair is loosely pulled back away from her face, fastened in a series of curls to the back of her head. The gems on her dress shimmer under the starlight and the hem swirls around her feet. She’s breathtaking.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “I got ditched.”

      “Why the hell would anyone ditch you? Your date did see you, right? How could he ditch you then?” I shake myself, and rage takes over. “That fucker. Next time I see him—”

      Nora reaches for my hand, and I realize my fingers are curled into a fist. “It’s okay.”

      “Your fingers are like ice.” I wrap her hand in mine.

      “Yeah. I’m a little cold.”

      “Come inside.”

      “Are you sure you want me to?”

      Her words hurt, and I feel guilty. “Yes. Please come in?”

      She sniffles again and nods. We go through the gate and then around to the back door of my house. Now that we’re inside, I see that she’s shivering head to toe. I bring her into the living room, wrap her in a blanket, and motion to the couch. Every fiber of my being wants to hold her, comfort her, and warm her up.

      I sit on the opposite end of the couch. “What happened?”

      Nora pulls the blanket around her shoulders and folds her legs up, making herself as small as possible. It’s causing me pain to sit here and watch her shiver. I can’t hold out much longer.

      “Troy and Greg brought alcohol. They wanted to spike the punch, but if they couldn’t, they were still going to drink it. Their dates too. And then drive to the after-party.” She stops, teeth chattering. “So I told your dad.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes fall shut and a fat tear rolls down her cheek. “I told you my parents died in a car crash. But I didn’t tell you that the person who hit us was a nineteen-year-old girl who was drunk. All the time, I wish someone would have stopped her. If one of her friends said something…took her keys…told her parents… Greg’s mom took him home, and Alice and Troy wouldn’t talk to me. Your dad almost didn’t let Veronica go. She had no idea Troy and Greg were bringing alcohol. She and Nancy were just as surprised as me. But I couldn’t risk anyone’s life. Not mine, not Veronica’s, not even bitch-face Alice. Or the people they could hit.”

      My resolve crumbles and I take Nora in my arms. Her skin is cold and covered with goosebumps. I hold her as tightly as I can and cover us both with the blanket.

      “How long were you outside? You’re freezing!”

      “I don’t know. A while. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      I run my hands up and down her arms. “Inside?”

      “The house is locked, and my key is in my overnight bag…which is in the car that left without me. Stephanie and Doug got a call from a kid they used to foster. I didn’t get all the details, but I think he was arrested. They won’t be home until later tomorrow. They still think I’m staying with your sister at Alice’s house. They’re already upset, so why upset them more? Though they will probably wonder why I don’t have pictures from the dance.”

      “Do you still want to go?”

      “No. I never really wanted to go.”

      “You told me you like dances.”

      Nora slips her arms around me, and things start to feel right again. “I do, but there was only one person I wanted to go with. But he doesn’t like dances, and for a while I wasn’t sure if he even liked me anymore.”

      “Yeah, well, he was a stupid jerk and is sorry. And he does like you. A lot.” I grip Nora’s waist. “I am sorry, Nora. I was stupid, and I thought I was doing you a favor. I’m so fucked up and you’re so…so perfect. I didn’t want to bring you down.”

      “I’m far from perfect. I’m barely holding it together. And without you…”

      I kiss her hard, falling back onto the couch. Nora comes with me, moving on top.

      “You really were stupid for not wanting to do that anymore.” She runs a hand through my hair and kisses me again.

      “I was a total idiot.” I put my lips to hers. “And I should have taken you to the dance.”

      “I didn’t expect you to. I know why you don’t want to go back there.”

      Memories of tackling Jason flash before me. The bullet wound tingles on my side. Hell came to earth that day, taking lives and shattering everything we held dear. It shook us all to the core, reminding us how fleeting our time is here on earth. How in an instant, life can be taken. And how it can be saved.

      I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve been thanked. By mothers, crying over the thought of their child being shot. By friends, for keeping them safe. By teachers. My sister. My parents. The mayor of this town. The governor of California. I even got a signed letter from the President.

      Jason’s mother.

      I kept her son from becoming a mass murderer.

      It’s funny, how I still think of him every once in a while. He was the first person I’d go to for advice, even though nine times out of ten, his advice was total shit and I wouldn’t take it. There was something about hearing him rattle off terrible plans that got me thinking straight.

      We’ll never know what really happened that day. He left no note. No reason. The only explanation we got was speculation that the medication he took for ADHD had a random and severe side effect.

      Living is hard. Life is short. I don’t want to suffer anymore. I’m alive. It’s time I start acting like it.

      “Let’s go.” I sit up, keeping Nora in my arms.

      “Where?”

      “The dance.”

      She doesn’t say anything as she fights against her emotions. “We don’t have to.”

      “I know. I want to.”

      Nora fiddles with a button on my flannel. “Don’t take me just because you feel bad.”

      “I’m not. I want to take you to show you off.” I smirk. “You’ll be the most beautiful girl there.”

      She laughs. “I guess I could do you a favor and be your arm candy.”

      “I’ll owe you.” I pull the blanket up to her chin. “You’re still shivering. Hang on a second.” I get up and go into my parents’ room, finding a heated blanket folded under their bed. I plug it in, turn the heat up as high as it can go, and tuck it around Nora. “You could get hypothermia being out in the cold too long.”

      “I think I’ll be okay.” She settles back on the couch, carefully moving the blankets so they don’t catch on the gems on her dress. “What are you going to wear?” She looks me up and down. “It’s a formal dance.”

      “I have a suit. My cousin got married over the summer and I was part of the wedding party. She had us buy the suits, and I thought it was stupid, but now I’m glad.”

      Nora smiles. “I might steal your jacket.”

      I put my arm around her. “You can steal anything you want.”
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* * *

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Nora stops on the sidewalk in front of the school.

      “Yes.” I tighten my grip on her hand, turning to face her. A cold wind blows, and snowflakes begin to fall. Nora’s eyes light up and she looks to the sky.

      “It’s snowing.”

      She’s wearing my suit jacket, and I take her in my arms. We stand there for a moment, watching the silent snow fall around us. Not caring if anyone sees us, I bend my head down and kiss her. Nora shivers, but I don’t think it’s from the cold.

      “Let’s go in.”

      I take her hand again and walk into the school. She gives me my jacket back once we’re in the lobby. Mr. Levine is standing outside the gym, staring at his phone with a look of amusement on his face. Seeming annoyed to hear latecomers, he takes his time tearing his attention away from whatever he’s watching.

      “Jack,” he sputters. “What are you doing here? I mean, it’s nice to see you. And you too, Ms. Fisher.” He doesn’t ask for tickets; I’m sure he knows I don’t have one. With a smile, he waves us through. “Have fun at the dance.”

      Nora gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. My pulse quickens the farther we get down the hall. This is where it happened. This is where I shot Jason.

      “It’s just me and you,” Nora whispers.

      I blink, and the memories fade. Instead of blood and brain matter splattered on the wall, there are glittery snowflakes. Bass from the music thumps behind the closed doors, and a few people stand outside, talking on their way into the bathroom.

      Nora is my light in the dark, and all I need to push through. I open the door to the gym and step inside. The theme is the same every year—Winter Wonderland—and the dance committee takes their shit seriously. The place is decked out, transforming the space into something almost magical.

      An upbeat song plays, and I look out at the sea of people, dancing and having fun. The last dance I went to, Jason and I doubled dated with the McAllister twins. They were a year ahead of us, and we thought we were badass for not only going with twins, but older twins.

      “Want to dance?” Nora grabs my other hand and pulls me forward.

      “Yeah. But I should warn you, I’m not the best dancer.”

      “I am. Follow my lead.” We move to the back of the dance floor, and the song ends. “Crystal” by Stevie Nicks comes on next, and Nora’s face lights up.

      “No way.”

      “If I told you I planned this, would it get me bonus points?”

      Nora laughs. “Totally. This is one of my top favorite songs.”

      “Well, then I planned it.”

      I look into her eyes, heart fluttering, and take her by the waist. Nora clasps her hands around my neck and we step in together, moving in time to the music. Everything fades away.

      Just me and you.

      How it should be from this day on. I spin Nora around and catch a couple people staring. Dale Hollow isn’t a small enough town for everyone to know everyone, yet most recognize me. And I think it’s safe to say the majority of students at this dance are surprised to see me here.

      My sister included.

      “Crystal” ends and another slow song starts. I pull Nora in, resting my forehead against hers. Nora slides her hand from my shoulder to my side, slipping her fingers inside my jacket. I’m getting so wrapped up in her, being at a school dance starts to slip my mind. I part my lips to kiss her when Alex weaves his way through the crowd.

      “Well, shit! It really is you.”

      I lean away from Nora but don’t let go. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “Talon said he saw you and I didn’t believe him. Now I owe him twenty bucks, thanks a lot, asshole.”

      “I’m not sorry about that.” I laugh, then turn my gaze to Nora for a second. “Have you two met before?” Nora shakes her head, and I introduce her to Alex and his girlfriend, Heather.

      “Is that a real pearl necklace?” Heather asks Nora.

      She reaches up, touching the pearls. “Yes, it was my grandma’s.”

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      Alex gives me a look. “Maybe you can give her another later.”

      Heather doesn’t get the innuendo. “Why would Jack give her another pearl necklace?”

      Nora stifles a laugh.

      “Did you guys just get here? I didn’t see you earlier.” Alex puts his arm around Heather.

      “Yeah, about five minutes ago.”

      “I like being fashionably late.” Nora lets her hands fall from my shoulder, settling around my waist.

      Alex winks. “Sure, you do.”

      “Come on, babe.” Heather tugs on Alex’s hand. “We’re on our way to get something to drink. I’ve been dancing my ass off. It was nice meeting you, Nora. And it’s nice seeing you out again, Jack.”

      As soon as they leave, someone else marches up. I’ve always gotten along pretty well with my sister. She can be a brat from time to time but overall, we should consider ourselves lucky to be so close in age and get along as well as we do.

      But right now, the sight of her pisses me the fuck off.

      “Hey, guys!” She has a big smile on her face. Her date, Marcus, is at her side, and Nancy is a ways behind, curiously watching. “I had no idea you’d be here. You’re here as just friends, right?”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Veronica recoils from my words. “What?”

      “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

      My sister swallows hard. She knows what’s coming. “Okay.” She tells Marcus she’s going to use the bathroom and walks out of the gym with me. Nora actually does go into the bathroom, giving me a few minutes to talk to Veronica.

      “You left Nora,” I start.

      “What was I supposed to do?”

      “I don’t know, how about not ditch her? She didn’t have a key to her house and if I hadn’t taken Charlie out when I did, I wouldn’t have seen her. She was sitting outside shivering and crying.”

      Veronica casts her eyes down. “She told us she was going home, and she left. I thought that’s where she went. And everyone else was leaving, and the night was already ruined. Greg’s parents made him come home, and Troy was only allowed to come because Alice spent a grand on her dress. He’s so grounded after this. And Dad almost didn’t let me come, and Nancy and I aren’t allowed to go to Alice’s after this and have to go back to her house instead. Mom’s been all over me this whole dance too, watching like a hawk. Marcus and I had no idea that Troy and Greg brought alcohol. Dad wouldn’t let me drive with them, so Marcus and I ended up driving together in his mom’s minivan and not the Escalade. A minivan. I made him park at the back of the lot so no one would see us.”

      I blink, at a loss for words. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “I don’t see why she had to say anything. I mean, if she didn’t want to drink, then like, don’t drink.”

      “You don’t get it, do you? It’s not about her drinking or not drinking. It’s about everyone else.”

      “I do get it, and I’m saying is why ruin the fun for everyone else?”

      I throw up my hands. “Because they planned on drinking and driving. That’s how her parents died. They were hit by a nineteen-year-old drunk driver. Nora was in the car. She watched them die and got hurt herself. Is that enough of a reason?”

      “Oh my God. I didn’t know. I didn’t think—”

      “No shit, you didn’t think. You’re a shitty friend. You’ll be lucky if she still talks to you because if you did that to me, I’d want to fucking punch you.” I turn and walk away, so pissed I need to leave before I say something I’ll regret.

      “Jack, wait.”

      “Forget it. I’ll take her home. Have fun with your friends. They seem like real winners.”

      I go around the corner to wait for Nora. She’s standing in the threshold of the girls’ bathroom and comes down the hall the moment she sees me. I pull her to me and kiss her hard. We stumble forward, and I press Nora’s back against the wall, hand going to the slit in her dress. I feel my way up her thigh.

      Heels click on the tile, and we break apart just in time for a group of girls to rush into the bathroom.

      “Want to dance for a few more songs then get out of here?” She runs her hands along my back.

      “Yeah, if that’s what you want.”

      “I’m hoping I didn’t miss the ‘Cupid Shuffle.’”

      I raise an eyebrow. “The what?”

      Nora laughs. “It’s a dance. If it comes on, I’ll show you.” She takes my hand and leads me in. Mom is waiting by the doors, a big smile on her face. I pull my hand from Nora’s before she has a chance to see.

      “Jackie,” she says and grabs me away from Nora and hugs me. “I was told you were here and didn’t believe it.” She holds onto my shoulders and leans back. “You look so handsome. And Nora.” Mom lets go of me and wraps her arms around Nora. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

      “Um, you’re welcome.” Nora’s voice is muffled in my mom’s hair.

      “Mom, you’re squeezing her.”

      “Oh, sorry dear. I’m in shock. Good shock, but shock.” Mom reaches into her purse and gets out her phone. She’s going to take at least a dozen pictures, which is actually fine. Nora gets her phone out as well and hands it to my mom so she can have some for herself. “What made you decide to come, Jackie?”

      “I needed a new date,” Nora answers for me. “You heard what happened to mine, right?”

      “Right, and you did the right thing. I’m proud of you.” She has us pose for pictures and asks me to pick up Veronica in the morning from Nancy’s house. Then she tells Nora to have fun and not stay up too late before ushering us back into the dance.

      “She has no idea my asshole sister ditched you.” I take Nora’s hand and lead her back onto the dance floor.

      “And the Kellers have no idea I’m not going to Alice’s house tonight.”

      We stop under a canopy of white mesh and blue string lights. If she’s suggesting what I think she is, there will be no stopping me. I run my eyes over her, feeling desperate and greedy. I want her. All of her. I want to open up completely and give myself to her, and I want to be her first. Her only.

      If I open up completely, there’s a good chance I will swallow her whole.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      There’s still over two hours left of the dance, but Jack and I are already leaving. Having skipped dinner, we’re hungry. Jack takes off his jacket before we get to the lobby and drapes it over my shoulders. He opens the door for me, and I stop, inhaling sharply.

      “Oh my God. It’s beautiful.” There’s a thin layer of snow covering the parking lot and clinging to the trees.

      “Wait until you see the mountains. It’s ten times better than this.”

      Big snowflakes slowly float down. I step into the cold air and hold out my hand. “It’s like we’re in a snow globe.”

      Jack grins, and his eyes glimmer in the yellow light reflecting off the snow. “I want to show you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a surprise. You have to wait.” He grabs me by the waist and kisses me, then picks me up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You don’t want to walk through snow in those shoes, trust me.”

      I hold onto his neck. “Good point. Open-toed shoes in the rain is bad enough.”

      He carries me to the Jeep, pretending to slip and making me laugh—and cling to him tighter. We eat at Jimmy’s and then take off again, going on whatever adventure Jack has in mind. The snow is still coming down, and I can’t stop staring. I’ve seen snow before, and I’ve been through some pretty cold days in L.A., but there’s something about tonight that makes everything magical.

      Jack doesn’t tell me where we’re going. He puts his hand on my thigh, and I watch the snow-covered landscape pass us by. We turn off the road that leads to the lake, but we don’t stop there. Jack keeps driving, and I get a little nervous the Jeep might slip on the slick roads as we go uphill, not stopping until we’re pulled over on a small patch of snowy gravel.

      “I know it’s cold,” he starts and shuts off the Jeep. “It’ll only take a minute. The snow here is much better than the snow in the school parking lot.” He gets out and comes around, dragging his foot along the ground to clear a path for me to follow.

      The air is shockingly cold up here. My breath leaves, forming a cloud around me. I stare down the mountain, heart in my throat.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Jack moves behind me, taking me in his arms. The warmth of his body feels good against me. We’re high above the lake, and I watch snowflakes slowly float down, disappearing the moment they kiss the water. The world has gone silent, and if it wasn’t for the cold, I could stay here all night. I lean back into Jack’s arms. The wind picks up and blows snow in my face.

      “Are you getting cold?” Jack runs his hands down my arms.

      “A little.”

      “We should go.”

      “Yeah.

      Neither of us moves though, and we stay there for another few minutes, admiring the beauty in nature. We’re both cold when we get back into the Jeep, and I hold my hands up to the heater vents to warm my fingers.

      Christmas lights reflect off the snow on our street, brightening the dark houses. Charlie comes running as soon as we’re in the house, tail wagging so hard his whole butt wiggles.

      “Sorry, boy.” Jack gets down to the dog’s level. “I didn’t bring you back a burger. Though you’re getting fat. You don’t need it.” Charlie flops over for a belly rub. “You wanna go outside? There’s snow.”

      Charlie jumps up at the word ‘outside,’ and Jack takes him out. I use the bathroom and pull bobby pins from my hair, letting it down. I comb the curls out with my fingers the best I can and take off Jack’s suit jacket.

      A rush of cold air hits me when he comes in from outside, brushing snow from Charlie’s fur. Butterflies flutter in my stomach when I see him, and the weight of what he did for me hits me hard.

      “Jack?”

      He takes his shoes off, striding across the kitchen. “Nora?”

      I smile, liking the way my name sounds coming from his lips. “Thank you for tonight. It was so much more than I expected.”

      “It was for me too.”

      Our arms go around each other, and he kisses me. My heart lurches in my chest. I’ve never felt this strongly about someone before. I’ve never felt anything like this at all. Jack is a world of firsts for me, a dark force hurtling through the night. One I should stay away from…one I can’t resist. His hands go to the laces on the back of my dress, and I know there’s one more first he’s about to be.

      He carries me up to his room, and in a tangle of flesh, I lose myself in Jack. And in that moment, I feel like I’m exactly where I’m meant to be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jack pulls my hair to the side and kisses my neck. We’re still in his bed. We’re still naked.

      “Are you tired?”

      My eyes are closed, and I don’t intend on moving from this spot, but I’m too exhilarated to sleep. “No. But I am kinda hungry even though we ate not that long ago.”

      “Me too.” His lips go to my neck again.

      “Want to order a pizza? Pepperoni pizza and breadsticks sound so good right now.”

      Jack nuzzles his face against me, sucking at my flesh. “Sex and pizza, God, I love you, Nora.”

      I freeze. He said—he didn’t mean—no, he couldn’t have. Realizing what he said, Jack sits up. But instead of pretending like he didn’t say anything, he looks right into my eyes.

      “I really do. I love you. Maybe I shouldn’t, maybe it’s wrong, but it’s how I feel and no matter how hard I try, I don’t want anyone else but you. I’ve been denying it for so long, but there’s no way around it. I’m in love with you.”

      He has his heart on his sleeve, dark eyes clouded with emotion.

      “I love you, too.”

      He lays down and I rest my head on his chest, gently circling his scar with my finger.

      “Things are dark. When I’m with you, everything is better. You make me happy. You’re the light, and when I’m not with you, everything goes black. It’s selfish, I know. But I don’t care. I need you. I want you.”

      “You can have me.”

      Jack’s eyes glimmer and he gives me a smirk. “I just did.”

      I bite my lip and smile back. “Yeah. You did.”

      “Are you sore?”

      “Yes, but I like it.”

      “Lay down,” he urges. “Rest and I’ll get the food.”

      “Actually, I was hoping to take a shower.” My heart pounds. I just lost my virginity to this boy, yet I still feel shy. “With you.”

      “I like your plan better.” Jack gets out of bed, standing straight and tall. He’s completely naked and I let myself look him over. It’s the first time anyone has been naked in front of me. He extends his arm and I take his big hand. He leads me to the bathroom and turns on the water.

      Exhaustion hits me when we get out of the shower. Jack gives me a white T-shirt and a pair of boxers to wear. He orders pizza and we lounge around on the couch while we wait. With the glowing lights of the Christmas tree behind us and Home Alone playing on the TV, things almost seem normal.

      I eat two pieces of pizza and Jack eats the rest. I don’t know where he puts it; the boy is all muscle. I start to doze off, wrapped in Jack’s arms on the couch. In an attempt to steal my crust from the pizza box, Charlie knocks over our empty drinks from the coffee table, and the pizza box falls upside down on the area rug. It startles me, and we get up to clean up the mess. Jack lets Charlie get away with half a piece of crust, though, pretending he wasn’t able to stop the dog. There is something so hot about a guy who loves his dog.

      “You don’t have to clean it all up tonight,” Jack says.

      “It’s a habit.” I gather up all the trash and throw it away. “Mimi liked things neat and orderly. They kinda had to be. Clients would come to the house sometimes. It was like her showcase.” I grab my shoes and purse and put them on the bench by the front door. “Doing this stuff makes me feel like she’s still around. It’s stupid, I know.”

      “It’s not stupid.” He strides over and wraps his arms around me. “Want to go to bed?”

      “Yeah. I’m tired. Are you?”

      “I’ve been tired for over a year.”

      I take his hand, leading him upstairs. “Let’s sleep.”

      And we do. We fall asleep quickly and sleep soundly for six straight hours until Jack starts twitching in his sleep. I wake up, feeling a little groggy. I know exactly where I am the moment my eyes open, and all I want to do is snuggle back into Jack’s arms and go back to sleep.

      “Jack,” I whisper, seeing the strain on his face. “You’re having a nightmare.” I gently shake him, and his eyes fly open. He looks around the room, and I know he’s seeing things that aren’t really there.

      “Jack.” Not knowing what else to do, I put my lips to his. His body relaxes. “It’s just me and you.”

      His heart is racing. “Just me and you.” He pulls me to him. “I had the same nightmare again. But this time you were there. You were inside the gym. I couldn’t save you.”

      “I’m not inside the gym. I’m right here. In your bed, wearing your clothes because we had sex.”

      His eyes flit to mine. My words register, and he brings himself back to the here and now. “Yeah. We did.” He exhales heavily and brushes my hair back. I rest my forehead on his, hand on his chest. His pulse begins to slow, and my heart hurts for him. I hate how he gets stuck, how he relives the same nightmare over and over.

      I hate that it’s not just a nightmare.

      It really happened.

      I get up to use the bathroom and come back to find Jack sitting up, looking out the window. The early morning sun is muted by gray clouds, and more snow gently falls down to earth. I get in bed behind him, snaking my arms around his waist and kissing his neck. We fall back together, and the kisses quickly turn into something more.

      “Jack,” I pant, bringing a bare leg over his. “Do you have condoms?”

      “Yeah.”

      I swallow hard, feeling a bit embarrassed. “Can we use one?”

      “Of course.” He reaches into his nightstand and roots around. We didn’t use one before, and he didn’t pull out. We were caught up in the moment, and I didn’t even think about it at the time.

      “Sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “My friend Becca says guys like it better without. But I don’t want to get pregnant like my mom did in high school.”

      “I don’t want you to get pregnant either.” He puts the condom on and moves back on top of me. “Last night was the first time I did it without one, actually.” He makes a face. “Shit. Now I’m sorry to bring up my past…past whatever.”

      I curl my legs around him. “I never once thought you were a virgin too.”

      “Good. Because I’m far from it. Shit. I shouldn’t have said that either.”

      I laugh, and he bends his head down. “It’s fine. You’re mine now.”

      “Yes,” he growls. “I am.”

      We curl up together once we’re finished. Jack is still tired, and I could fall back asleep and not wake up for half a day. I run my fingers through his hair, trying to relax him. His breathing slows, letting me know he’s asleep. I kiss him gently and am almost asleep too when I think I hear a door open and close downstairs. I open my eyes and listen. The house is quiet.

      Then Charlie gets up and trots out of the room. The moment I hear someone walk up the stairs, I know it’s too late.

      “Jack!” Veronica calls as she trudges up the stairs. “It’s just me. I don’t want to freak you out or anything. I had Nancy’s sister drop me off on her way to—”

      Veronica stops in the threshold of Jack’s room. He sits up, and the sheets fall away. I snatch them back up, covering my breasts.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Jack glares at his sister, then grabs the comforter off the floor, covering me.

      Veronica rapidly blinks, as if she’s trying to make sense of what she’s seeing. “I, uh, I came home early and, uh…uh…” She looks at me and then Jack, and then makes a face. “Are you two still going to try and convince me you’re just friends now?”

      Jack continues to glare at her, and I slowly slink back down into the covers. “There’s no point in trying anymore.”

      Veronica wrinkles her nose. “Seriously, Jack. Close your freaking door.”

      Jack shrugs. “No one was home. Be glad you didn’t come home a few minutes ago.”

      “Ew.” She recoils and steps back. “I’ll be in my room. With loud music playing.” She steps away, and her door slams closed a moment later.

      I turn to Jack. “Are we in trouble?”

      “No.” He slips his arms around me. “I think she meant it when she said she’d be okay if we were together. She’ll be jealous, but she won’t say anything.”

      I relax against him. “Should I go talk to her?”

      “Do you really want to?”

      “Not at all.” We lay back in bed and he straightens out the blankets over us. Despite the shock of getting walked in on, I’m tired and fall asleep within minutes. The next time I wake I have a mini panic attack that it’s afternoon and the Kellers will be looking for me. I texted Stephanie throughout the dance and promised to call in the morning. What if it’s not morning anymore?

      Jack is still sound asleep, and I carefully move my arm out from underneath him, not wanting to wake him. I pull the blankets up over his shoulders. Jack sleeps on his stomach, with his face pressed into his pillow. I find the boxers and T-shirt I was wearing before and put them on. Away from his body heat, I shiver. Is it too invasive to go into his closet and find a sweatshirt?

      Lucky for me, I don’t have to. There are two piles of laundry on his floor, and I take a guess to which one is the clean pile. I pull a sweatshirt over my head and go downstairs to find my phone.

      Veronica’s door is open, and I slow as I pass. She’s not in there, and since Charlie isn’t lying in bed with Jack, I take that to mean he’s downstairs with Veronica. I have to talk to her eventually. Might as well be now.

      “Hey.” She turns when I come down the stairs, looking away from the TV.

      “Hi,”I reply.

      “I got your overnight bag. It’s by the door.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Stephanie called.”

      My heart drops. “How long ago?”

      “Maybe half an hour ago. I picked up for you.”

      “Uh, thanks.”

      “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell her you were naked and in bed with my brother.” Veronica rolls her eyes. “Sorry. That was petty. I told her you were still sleeping, and we had fun at the dance. She wanted to let you know they wouldn’t be home until this afternoon.”

      “Thank God.” I pick up my phone from the end table.

      “I guess I’m back to being the only virgin in my group of friends. Well, if you still want to be friends with me. Jack was right. What I did was shitty. I’m sorry, Nora. I shouldn’t have left with them. Alice is a royal bitch and I just…I just want to be part of the cool kids. Saying it out loud makes me realize how much of a giant twat waffle I am.” She sighs and reaches for the Oreos in front of her. “I’ve been eating my feelings all morning.”

      “It’s hard standing up to your friends.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “It didn’t seem hard for you.”

      “They’re not my friends.”

      Veronica looks away, and I know she’s taking that to mean she’s not my friend either. I move around the couch and perch on the edge.

      “But you are.”

      “You still want to be friends with me?” Her eyes widen with hope. It’s weird, how her eyes are a light shade of blue and Jack’s are dark brown.

      “Yeah.” I reach for an Oreo.

      “Even after what I…what I did?”

      “What you did was shitty, and you need to learn how to stand up for yourself or people will continue to walk all over you.”

      “I’m sorry you missed dinner and part of the dance.”

      “Thanks. Don’t beat yourself up over it, okay? I don’t really care about that stuff.”

      “Jack told me you were crying.”

      I look away. “I was, but not over a stupid dance.”

      “Oh.” She sits up, scooting over. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know about the accident.”

      A chill comes over me at the thought of the car crash. We were on our way home from seeing a live-action Beauty and the Beast play. I loved it. Mom loved it. Dad said there was too much singing, but he loved it because his girls did.

      And then we got hit.

      I lost consciousness on the way to the hospital, and the memory of waking up with my grandma at my bedside, tears streaming down her face still haunts me.

      “I know you didn’t.” My voice catches, and I shove the Oreo in my mouth to keep from talking. I’d give anything to have my family back. Mom. Dad. Mimi.

      “So.” Veronica opens a bag of chips. She wasn’t kidding about eating her feelings. “Normally friends talk after sex, especially when it’s your first time. But since your first time was with my brother, spare the details. Actually, no. I don’t think I can talk about it. I don’t want to risk a visual.”

      Her words make me chuckle, and my heart swells at the thought of Jack. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      Veronica cringes and I laugh. “He’s happy with you. When you guys went through that weird few weeks of hardly talking, he went back to his old self. My parents almost didn’t go on their anniversary trip because of it.”

      “Oh, I was worried about that.” And now I understand why Mrs. Harrington was thanking me. Not so she could get away for a night, but for making Jack happy. “He makes me happy too.”

      Veronica narrows her eyes. “Was that a sex reference?”

      “It wasn’t, but I can make it one. He’s good in that aspect too.”

      She gags. “You’re having fun with this, aren’t you?”

      “More than I thought I would.” I look down at my phone, checking the time. It’s only eight in the morning, and I’m already thinking about bedtime. “I should call Stephanie and go back upstairs.”

      “I’m surprised Jack is still asleep. He doesn’t sleep in very often.”

      I twist my phone around in my hands. “He has nightmares about that day. He doesn’t sleep well because of it.”

      Veronica’s brows pinch together. She acts like she’s always annoyed with Jack, but I can see how much she cares about him. At least we have that in common. “I didn’t know that.”

      “He worries about you a lot too. He said knowing you were in the gym helped spur him into action.”

      She tips her head down and wraps her arms around herself. “I didn’t know that either. He never talks about it. Not to Mom or Dad…I don’t even think he talked much to the therapist. I’m glad he talks to you.”

      “Me too.”
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      I cannot get enough of Nora.

      If I thought tasting the forbidden fruit was bad, I was mistaken. Eating the whole damn thing awakened an insatiable hunger inside of me. Lucky for me, it did the same to Nora. She has so much to learn and I’m an eager teacher.

      Things feel right when we’re together. My life was more than just manageable; I was starting to be happy—really happy—again. Being with Nora eased the pain of my past, and made it possible to get through tough times, like Christmas. We spent every possible moment together, sneaking off whenever we could to have sex. My math grade was slipping, and it didn’t take much convincing to get my parents and the Kellers to agree it would make sense for Nora to tutor me. Every Tuesday and Thursday, we get together and ‘study’ for an hour and a half. A majority of the time is spent naked tangled up together, but Nora does make sure we go over the lessons.

      My phone buzzes, and I pause the video game I’m playing to see who’s texting me. One condition of Nora having her phone is letting Stephanie or Doug go through it anytime they want. We’re careful with what we say, never putting anything in writing that proves we crossed the line. We text throughout the day, using our own little code.

      Alex texted me the moment school was canceled this morning asking if I wanted to meet him and some buddies to ride snowmobiles along the mountains. He’s texting me now to say they’re done snowmobiling because Talon sank his in four feet of water when he tried to ride across a retaining pond fast enough to ‘beat cracking the ice.’ Part of me wishes I was there to see that. I haven’t wanted to hang out with my friends in a long fucking time.

      A picture of Talon’s sled comes through next, and I laugh. Talon is such an idiot sometimes. It’s funny to sit back and watch the stupid shit he pulls. I set my phone down only to pick it up again. A bunch of people from school are getting together at Talon’s house. His older brother is home and bought booze. Alex says I should go and bring Nora.

      Now I really do want to go. We’d be able to get alone time in for sure, but there’s no way the Kellers would go for it. They give Nora a decent amount of freedom but are strict on where she goes and who she’s with. She’s allowed to come here—to hang out with Veronica of course—because my dad’s the sheriff, Stephanie has known my mom for years, and because we’re right next door.

      Though even if she somehow got Stephanie and Doug to give her their blessing and take off, Nora wouldn’t want to. I know how she feels about being around anyone underage who’s drinking.

      Charlie barks when the doorbell rings, and I go back to playing my game. A minute later, someone opens my door. It’s almost like I can feel her before I can see her, and I jump off my bed and rush across the room. I take Nora in my arms, stealing a glance down the hall to make sure the coast is clear.

      Then we kiss.

      “What are you doing here?” I take her wrists in my hand and bring them over her head. “Not that I’m not happy to see you.” I bite at the flesh on her neck.

      “It’s Tuesday. We always go over math on Tuesdays.”

      “It’s a snow day. We don’t have school.”

      “We always study on Tuesdays, and the roads are clear now. We totally could have gone to school with a two-hour delay.”

      I honestly can’t tell if she’s being serious or not. If she is, studying can wait. If she isn’t…I smirk and grab her ass, lifting her up and throwing her down on my bed.

      “Jack!” She laughs and pretends to fight me off. “We really do need to study.”

      “Oh, I’m studying all right.”

      Nora moans as I kiss her neck, and she folds her legs around me. I get lost in her fast and don’t hear Mom coming up the stairs until it’s too late. I see her shadow out of the corner of my eye and roll off Nora, falling to the floor. Nora sits up, smoothing out her hair. I grab the first school book I can grab and flip it open.

      Mom’s carrying a laundry basket filled with folded clothes and makes a bee-line for Veronica’s room. You can see right into my room when you come off the landing. There’s no way she didn’t see us.

      “The book is upside down,” Nora whispers.

      I nod and turn it over, silently waiting for the judge and jury to come in. It takes Mom a minute, and when she does, the laundry basket is empty. Maybe she really was headed to Veronica’s room in the first place and didn’t see us. Veronica woke up with a high fever, distracting Mom. Ever since she was a baby, Veronica’s fever would go from bad to worse in what seemed like seconds flat. Mom’s been taking her temperature every half-hour.

      “Ew, Jack, it stinks in here,” Mom says as soon as she steps into my room. Her eyes go to the pile of laundry on my floor beside my bed. “That could be why.”

      I shrug. “I don’t think it’s that bad.”

      Mom sets the laundry basket down. “Load it up, bring it down, and I’ll wash it for you. And why don’t you kids come downstairs while you study? Don’t subject Nora to your room until you clean it.”

      “I'll clean it later,” I grumble.

      “And get your bathroom too.” Mom picks up a dirty plate and two empty Coke cans from my dresser. “Do you even know the last time it was cleaned?”

      “Not that long ago,” I answer, though it’s a complete lie. I have no fucking clue.

      “I stopped cleaning that years ago,” Mom tells Nora. “You know how teenage boys are. The things they do in there…cleaning the toilet gave me nightmares.”

      Did she just—no, no way—really? “Seriously, Mom?”

      Mom smiles and starts to walk out of the room. “Come downstairs. I’ll make you a snack.”

      Nora turns to me once she’s gone. “Did she just tell me she doesn’t clean your bathroom because you jerk off into the toilet?” My lack of response makes Nora burst out laughing. “I am so glad I’m a female and can get off wherever I want.”

      “You…”

      “Yes. I do have needs.”

      I groan. “I’m thinking about it now. Fuck. We better go downstairs.”

      “Do you need to use the bathroom first?” She runs her hand through her hair and makes a kissy-face. “Take a picture for the spank bank.”

      “Hilarious.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I know. I’m killing you with my jokes.”

      “Don’t give up your dream of being an engineer to pursue stand-up comedy.”

      Nora cringes. “I already sent Mrs. Freeman an email telling her I’ve made a drastic change in my career choice.”

      I go to the bed and extend my hand to bring Nora to her feet. She takes it and pulls me down onto the bed. I fall on top of her, of course, settling between her legs.

      “You have no idea how much I want you right now, Jack Harrington.” Her fingers curl into my back. “It’s been four days since I’ve felt your cock inside me and I miss it.”

      “Do you like torturing me?”

      She bucks her hips and softly moans. “Yes. I know you’ll take out your frustrations on me later.”

      “You are so fucking hot.” I roll over, bringing her with me. “If we don’t go downstairs now, I won’t be able to resist you much longer.”

      Nora gives me a devilish smile. “Who says I want you to?”

      “In that case, I must give you what you want.” I flip her back over and pin her hands above her head, pressing them down into the mattress. She squirms beneath me and moans when I kiss her.

      “Jack!” Mom calls from downstairs. “Do you want Pizza Rolls or taquitos?”

      “Shit,” I mumble, pulling myself away from Nora. “Both,” I call back to Mom.

      “We really need to go downstairs now, don’t we?” Nora plays with the hem of my shirt.

      “Yeah.”

      Her hands drop, feeling my erection. “You can’t go down like this.” She moves to the floor, kneeling between my legs. She tugs at the waist of the athletic pants I’m wearing, and I help her pull them down just enough to get to the goods. My door is open. My mom is downstairs. Veronica is in the next room.

      Everything that says we shouldn’t, makes me want to do it more.

      My pulse quickens watching Nora spread my legs and move in. Her delicate fingers wrap around my cock, and I melt into her touch.

      “We can be fast, right?” She puts her other hand on my waist and looks up at me.

      “Yeah,” I pant. I’m so wound up it won’t take long. She takes me in her mouth and my eyes fall shut as the pleasure goes through me. I run my hand through her ponytail, wrapping it around my hand as I steal glances down at her. She moves faster and knows exactly what to do to push me over the edge. She cups my balls and swirls her tongue around the tip of my cock.

      I squeeze my hand into a fist as I come, pulling her hair harder than I meant to. Nora swallows and wipes her mouth, rocking back onto the balls of her feet. I yank my pants up and fall back on the bed.

      “Better?” She moves next to me. My heart is still beating fast and the pleasure from the orgasm is still tingling through me.

      “Much.”

      “Good. I look forward to you returning the favor later.”

      “I love you, Nora.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We wait another minute or two and then go downstairs. Turns out, Nora was serious about studying. She drills me, writes out a practice test, and then badgers me about applying to something more than the community college here in town. She doesn’t want to accept that I have no big aspirations like she does. Not anymore, at least. I used to want to be a doctor. Then I realized how much work went into it, and how my grades weren’t good enough to get into med school and I gave that up. My next choice was football but getting shot and missing a season foiled my plans. Dad decided for me that law enforcement was the way to go. I showed promise to make a great cop, he reminded me all the time. I acted bravely and did the right thing. I saved lives. I did all the things police officers do.

      Only, I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to pull the trigger, and I sure as hell don’t want to put myself in the position of being the one who has to do it. I don’t want to be responsible for the safety of others when I can hardly take care of myself. I don’t want to get called to scenes of carnage. To be the one who has to question a terrified sixteen-year-old boy minutes after he woke from surgery. And I don’t want to be the one who tells him his best friend is dead, thanks to him, and it’s for the best.

      I’m thankful for everything law enforcement does for us. What they did for me after the shooting. My dad used his position to keep records safe and was able to keep me out of the media as much as possible. I’m fucking grateful. But I still don’t want to be a cop.

      Almost dying makes you realize how easily you take your life for granted. I never worried about college or what I’d do after I graduate, thinking I had time to figure it all out. I know now the more time you think you have to figure your shit out, the more complicated it actually gets.

      Though now I am thinking about it again. Before, it seemed impossible to plan for the future when I was dubious about getting through the day. I’m still not sure what I’ll do, but I know my future includes Nora, and she’s all I need to keep going.

      Veronica comes into the kitchen, hunched over and squinting from the light.

      “Oh, honey!” Mom exclaims and goes to her. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      “I need Tylenol. My head is killing me. And my ears hurt. Oh, hey, Nora.”

      “Hey. I hope you feel better.” Nora closes the math book, thank God.

      Mom presses her hand to Veronica’s forehead. “You just took Tylenol an hour ago. I can’t give you more.” She grabs the thermometer and frowns when she sees the temp. “Your fever is going up. I think you need to go to the doctor.”

      Veronica sits at the table across from me, and I debate on telling her to go into a different room or not. I don’t want to get sick. Mom calls the doctor and isn’t able to get Veronica an appointment.

      “Come on, kiddo. I’m taking you to urgent care.”

      “Now?” Veronica picks her head up off the table. “I don’t have makeup on.”

      Nora, Mom, and I collectively stare at Veronica for a second in disbelief. Mom gets her coat and holds it out.

      “You have a fever of one-oh-three and a migraine. I’m guessing it’s a bad ear infection again. Now is not the time to worry about makeup. Get in the car now or I’ll make Jack carry you out.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I will?” Nora kicks me under the table. “I mean, I will. You need medical attention, sis.”

      “Fine,” Veronica huffs.

      Mom kisses the top of my head on her way out. “I’m proud of you, Jackie. It’s probably best you see Nora home.”

      “She totally saw us,” Nora says once the door closes. “Are you going to see me home now?”

      I flash her a grin. “Not until after I return the favor.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Does it lose its appeal?” Nora’s standing by the window, wearing only her panties and my T-shirt.

      “Does what lose its appeal?” I admire her ass, feeling turned on all over again. What I’m looking at never will.

      “The snow. It’s still magical to me. I never realized how sparkly snow can be.” She turns away from the window, and my eyes go right to her erect nipples, visible through the white fabric of my shirt. Yep, I’m ready for round two.

      “You know how much I love glitter,” I say and Nora laughs.

      “So, you’re used to it?”

      “I guess. We don’t get this much snow that often. I don’t remember the last time we had a snow day this late in January—or ever—to be honest. It’s been a weird winter. But no, I don’t think it loses its appeal.”

      “Good.” She looks back out at the snow for another minute then lays in bed next to me. “I do miss the sun. Being bundled up all the time is kind of annoying.”

      “I like it better when you’re not bundled up too. I miss seeing you in all those short dresses. It was hard enough keeping my hands to myself then. Now I don’t have to.” I snake my arms around her.

      “Are you tired? I can rub your back until you fall asleep.”

      “No, but I’ll take you up on the offer to have my back rubbed.” I pull the blankets up around us, and the familiar sound of the garage doors opening echoes through my walls. Part of my room is above the garage and being able to hear the big doors open and close is a blessing at times.

      Like now.

      “Shit.” I sit up and throw the covers back.

      “What?”

      I turn to Nora. “Someone’s home.”
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      “What?” I repeat though I heard Jack clear as day.

      “That sound. It’s the garage door opening.”

      “Your mom’s back already?”

      Jack searches in the tangle of blankets for our clothes. “I guess.” He finds my pants on the floor and throws them to me. They’re inside out and I frantically turn them. Jack is naked and looks around in a panic for his clothes. His mom was right about his room being a mess. He grabs the first pair of boxers he sees on the ground and puts them on.

      I yank my pants up and scan the room. “I can’t find my bra.” I pull the sheet back. “Where did you take it off?”

      “Fuck. I don’t remember. Downstairs?”

      We both freeze and look at each other in horror. Then Jack shakes his head. “No. You have underwear back on already. I took those off first. So it’s here. I think. Shit.”

      I drop to my knees and look under the bed. I find one of my socks and my shirt on the floor by the door.

      “Jack?” Mr. Harrington’s voice echoes up the stairs. “Are you awake?”

      “Yeah.” We continue to look for the damn bra. It’s nowhere to be seen and I’m convinced it’s disappeared into the same black hole socks fall into. Jack shakes his head, giving up. “Just put your shirt on?”

      “It’s way too cold to not wear a bra.”

      “Wearing your shirt and no bra is better than no shirt and no bra.”

      “This is true.” I pull the T-shirt over her head and the tension leaves Jack for a split second as he takes in the sight of my bare breasts. We’re in full-on crisis mode here, but I can’t help but love the power I have over him in this aspect. As soon as my shirt is on, he blinks and looks for my bra again. “Socks, I need socks. I only have one of mine.”

      “Top drawer on the nightstand behind you.”

      Jack pulls on his T-shirt and tries to tame his hair. It’s always messy, but he needs to get rid of the evidence of having spent a decent amount of time with his head between my legs.

      “Have you spoken to your mother?” Mr. Harrington asks, voice getting louder as he comes up the stairs.

      “Go,” I whisper and motion to the hall. “Stall him.”

      Jack nods and leaves the room. “No, why? Is everything okay?”

      I smooth out his sheets and toss the navy blue comforter over his bed.

      “Veronica is being admitted to the hospital.”

      I momentarily stop fixing the bed at his words. Veronica did look sick.

      “Is she okay?” There’s panic in Jack’s voice.

      Mr. Harrington is on the landing now, and I throw Jack’s pillows back on his bed and grab two books and a notebook from his backpack, which is open on the floor. This is one time I’m glad he lacks organizational skills. “She will be. It’s preventative, given her history. Once she gets some IV fluids, she’ll feel much better. Do you know where she keeps her stuff? She gave me a rather extensive list of things to bring to the hospital.”

      He takes a step forward, forcing Jack to move back. He looks right past him and spots me sitting on Jack’s bed.

      “Hi, Mr. Harrington.” I look up from a book and smile, pencil in my hand.

      His eyes flit from Jack to me and back again. “What are you doing?”

      “Math,” Jack blurts. “Studying math.”

      “In your room?”

      “All my stuff is up here.”

      Mr. Harrington isn’t buying it. An awkward few seconds tick by before he speaks. “Get an overnight bag ready for your sister while I pack your mother’s things.” He pulls a list from his pocket. “This is what she asked for. Maybe Nora can help you. She’s Veronica’s friend, after all.”

      I get off the bed, bringing my hair over my chest to cover up my nipples. “I’m sure I can. I did help Veronica reorganize her room over Christmas break.”

      Jack lets out a breath as soon as Dad goes back downstairs. “Do you really know where her stuff is?”

      “I should. Well, assuming she hasn’t moved anything and kept her room clean. If she takes after you, I’m out of luck.” Jack hands me the list. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “I feel confident saying yes. Not to make it sound like it’s not a big deal, but this happens almost every time she gets sick. It has to do with her being born prematurely and her immune system being weak or something like that.”

      We gather the stuff on her list, putting it all into a duffle bag. Mr. Harrington is waiting for us by the door.

      “I’m going to take this to the hospital and go back to work. I won’t be home until late tonight. Are you okay on your own for dinner?”

      “I can feed myself, Dad.”

      “Actually,” I start, “Stephanie always makes something. You can join us. I can quiz you over the math homework again.”

      “Stephanie and Doug will be there?” Mr. Harrington asks.

      “Yes. Stephanie is home now in case you want to talk to her. I’m positive she won’t mind though. She always makes too much food anyway.”

      Mr. Harrington considers it for a minute. “Okay. Don’t stay out too late. You have school tomorrow,” he says to Jack.

      “I know.”

      “Grab your stuff. I’ll give you a ride over.”

      “We’re going next door,” Jack says slowly.

      “The sidewalk has a good foot and a half of snow on it. Actually, grab a shovel and clear it. I’ll walk Nora to the door and make sure Stephanie really doesn’t mind you staying for dinner.”

      Shit. He’s not going to let us be alone. “I’ll grab my coat.”

      My shoes are uncomfortably tight since I have Jack’s socks on. Good thing we’re not going far. Mr. Harrington opens the door for me and motions to his squad car.

      “Ever been inside a cop car?”

      “Once.”

      He wasn’t expecting that. “Why?”

      “Our school put on a fundraiser for the LAPD, and a few officers came to hang out with us while we were raising money. Everyone took turns taking selfies in the back, pretending they were arrested for something.”

      “Oh. That’s very…very considerate of you.”

      I get in the passenger seat. “A good and bad thing about private schools in L.A. is most of the parents have money but no time. They’d donate to make themselves feel better without having to set foot inside the building.”

      Mr. Harrington backs out of their driveway. “You’re a good kid, Nora, and I have to say I’m impressed with your perseverance considering all you’ve gone through.”

      I feel awkward like I always do when people compliment me, and it’s amplified knowing that Mr. Harrington most likely is aware Jack and I had sex not even twenty minutes ago.

      We’re at the Kellers’ not even thirty seconds later, and I step in my footprints from earlier to avoid getting snow in my boots. Shoveling snow away is a weird concept for me and I didn’t even think of it.

      “Hey, Nora.” Stephanie’s in the living room and stands as soon as she sees Mr. Harrington. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” I say and look behind me at Mr. Harrington. My heart is in my throat. He’s going to tell her Jack and I are sleeping together. There’s no other reason for him taking me over here alone. I take my snowy boots off and leave my coat on. It’s way too cold to go braless in a thin T-shirt. “Veronica is sick though. She’s being admitted to the hospital.”

      “Oh no. Is she going to be okay?”

      “She will be,” Mr. Harrington answers. He doesn’t take his shoes off or make a move to come in past the rug in front of the door. “Laura is there with her and I’m going back to the station. Nora invited Jack over for dinner, but I wanted to hear from you before I allow him to come over.”

      “Of course. I have chicken in the crockpot already. We’ll eat in an hour or so when Doug gets home. Do you or Laura need anything?”

      “Make sure Jack leaves by seven. Right after dinner is better. We don’t—” His phone rings, and he cuts off to answer. My heart is still racing as I’m certain he was about to tell Stephanie he doesn’t want Jack and I alone together. “It’s Laura. I gotta take this. Thanks, Stephanie.”

      “Need help with dinner?” I ask Stephanie.

      “No thanks, hun. The beauty of crockpots is it gets it all done at once.”

      “Okay. I’m going to put my PJs on. I’m still not used to the cold.”

      Stephanie laughs but doesn’t say anything more. I hurry to my room and sit on the bed, exhaling heavily. Jack and I almost got caught.

      Twice.

      On the same day.

      It should shake me. It should make me take a step back and realize how careless we’re becoming.

      But all it does is excite me.

      All it does is make me want to push it even further next time.

      If we go down, at least we’ll be together.
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      Nora and I went to visit Veronica in the hospital the next day after school. Nora brought her homework, of course, and I brought her a milkshake from Jimmy’s. Veronica liked my present better. We hung around for a while, waiting with Veronica for the release paperwork to go through so she could get the hell out of there.

      Nora had to leave soon after for a conference call with her caseworker. Stephanie, who works once or twice a week as a nurse at the hospital, was meeting her in the lobby after her shift to take her home. Under the pretense of going to the cafeteria to get food, I walked Nora down. She kissed me when we got in the elevator and slipped her hand inside my pants. It was a ballsy move—in more ways than one—and not one I’d put an end to.

      Yet it’s not Nora. She’s not a risk taker. The rebel in her is sexy as hell, making me want to push the emergency stop on the elevator and fuck her against the wall.

      Nora is light.

      I am dark.

      Am I a fool for thinking she can brighten my life without me darkening hers?

      A funny feeling started growing inside of me on the way home from the hospital, and now that I’m sitting in the house, quiet and alone, it’s only getting stronger.

      We’re too far in to stop now. Even if I could, I don’t want to. I love her even if I shouldn’t, and nothing will change that.

      Feeling restless, I shove all my dirty laundry into a pile to take downstairs. I even strip my bed, balling up the sheets and tossing them into my laundry basket. I carry it all into the laundry room and open the washer. It’s full of clean clothes that look to be a mixture of Mom’s and Veronica’s. The last time I put a load of clean into the dryer—trying to be helpful of course—I shrunk several sweaters. I don’t do anyone else’s laundry but mine now.

      The laundry room is right off the kitchen, and I leave my basket in the doorway. There’s a good chance I’ll forget about it, but I make a mental note to do it later. I’m running out of clean clothes, and those sheets needed to be washed last week.

      I raid the fridge right as Dad comes in with pizza. He asks me to set the table; Mom and Veronica should be home any minute. Ten minutes later, they’re still not home and Dad and I have already devoured half a pizza. We talk sports, taking bets on who’s going to win the Super Bowl.

      He gets a beer from the fridge and comes back to the table. “This is nice.” He cracks open the can. “We don’t talk much anymore. What do you say we hit the range this weekend?”

      I haven’t been to the shooting range since Jason died. I’m not scared of guns. On their own, they don’t trigger me. The feel of a gun in my hand was familiar before that day. I can point, aim, and shoot with no problem. I can still hit the target with deadly accuracy. The smell of gunpowder doesn’t always bother me. The sound of the shots are muffled by earplugs. Sometimes, I can handle it.

      And sometimes I can’t. The lack of control is the most frustrating part and is the reason I shut down.

      Dad and I used to shoot targets two or three times a month if not more. It was a cherished pastime. We’d be together without the pressure of talking, and I know he enjoyed being able to teach me something. I generally enjoyed it too. It was fun, it was done in sport, and I believed it was important to know how to properly handle a gun in case the day came where I needed to know.

      And it did.

      “Yeah,” I say and look up at Dad. “I’d like that.”

      A smile spreads over his face, a big genuine one I haven’t seen in a while. He pats my shoulder and takes a sip of beer. “I like this. Things are getting back to where they should be. You’re headed in the right direction.”

      It’s all because of Nora. I grab another slice of pizza. “They are. Finally.”

      The back door opens and Mom and Veronica come in, tracking snow along with them. Veronica throws a mini fit we started eating without her and doesn’t stop until Dad shows her we didn’t touch her vegetable pizza. She’s always dramatic and it’s amplified when she’s sick. I don’t discredit her feeling like shit, but she milks it for everything she can get. She and Mom join us at the table for pizza, and then Mom gets up to do laundry.

      “I see you almost started your laundry.” Mom steps over my basket of dirty sheets and clothes with her arms full of towels from the dryer.

      “Almost. I didn’t want to shrink your shirts again.”

      “And that’s almost a valid excuse.” Mom laughs and puts the towels on the kitchen counter. “Fold these for me and I’ll do your laundry. It drives me crazy how you don’t separate the colors anyway.”

      “If it’s all in cold, it doesn’t matter though, right?”

      Dad leans forward. “Right. But don’t tell your mother I wash everything together on days when I do laundry.”

      “I won’t tell,” I whisper back just as loud and get up to start folding towels. Veronica’s sitting at the table with her feet up on an empty chair. She’s wearing pajamas and a robe and still looks a bit pale. She catches my eye and smiles. There’s nothing extraordinary about tonight. We’re eating pizza and doing laundry.

      But that dynamic is back, one we all dearly missed.

      Mom reaches into my laundry basket and pulls out my sheets. She shakes them to free them from the clothes stuck in the elastic of the fitted sheet. Socks, boxers, and a T-shirt come out.

      So does Nora’s bra. The one she couldn’t find and left behind. The one I forgot about.

      The blood drains from my face. There’s no way around it. No saying Veronica’s clothes got mixed up in my laundry. She’s flat-chested and Nora’s a full C-cup. At first, I don’t think Mom notices. Or she does and tries to act like she didn’t see it.

      But Dad doesn’t miss anything.

      “What is that?” He stares at the bra like it’s a bomb, seconds from detonating.

      “It’s mine.” Veronica flicks her eyes to me. “Must have gotten mixed up.”

      “Really?” Dad’s voice booms through the kitchen. He grabs the bra, holding it up. “In what world would this fit you?”

      “You don’t have to be such an ass, Dad.” Veronica turns her head down. She knows I’m in deep shit.

      Dad throws the bra on top of the towels I’m folding. “You gonna take this back to her? I’m sure she’s missing it.”

      My throat is thick. I reach for the bra, visions of Nora’s full breasts flashing in my mind. I’d give anything to be preoccupied with them right now. “Who?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me!” Dad brings his fist down on the counter, eyes narrowing. “You know, I thought you two were up to something when I came home yesterday, but I told myself, no, my son wouldn’t be so stupid. Are you sleeping with her?”

      Lying would do me no good. Nora’s bra just fell out of my wadded-up sheets.

      “Yes.”

      Dad shakes his head. “Apparently you are that stupid. How long has this been going on?”

      “A couple of months.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” Dad’s hand flies to his face, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “James,” Mom says, face white. “Calm down.”

      “Calm down? You really think I can calm down? You know what this means!”

      “Let’s talk about it,” Mom urges. “Maybe it’s not as bad as it seems.”

      Dad shakes his head, turning back to me. “How could you have been so stupid?”

      “Jack’s not stupid!” Veronica stands, glaring at our father. “I don’t see what the big deal is. He’s been happy since he’s been with Nora!”

      Dad whirls around. “You knew and didn’t say anything?”

      “Why would I? It’s not like Jack’s some innocent virgin. He’s had girlfriends before.”

      “This is different,” Dad bellows.

      Veronica throws up her hands. “You mean because he actually has a good girlfriend this time who’s not a skanky-ass hoe? No offense, Jack.”

      I shrug, not offended at all. The girls I dated in the past fit her description fairly well. “None taken.”

      “This isn’t funny.” Dad gives her a death-stare before rounding on me. “Nora is a minor. You’re not. The legal age of consent in California is eighteen. What you two have been doing is against the law.”

      “Oh, come on, Dad! She’s seventeen. She knows what she’s doing and it’s not like I’m the only one who wants it.”

      “That doesn’t matter! Don’t you get it? She. Is. A. Minor,” he says each word pointedly. “You are eighteen. Dammit, Jack! You got yourself in deep shit. You need to break up with her.”

      “No,” I spit, the word hurtling through me. “You can’t make me do that.”

      “Yes, I can. Call her right now and tell her it’s over. You’re not allowed to see her anymore.”

      “Fuck you.”

      A vein on Dad’s neck throbs. He comes over, finger in my face. “You better watch yourself, mister. You’re still under my roof, and you have to follow my rules. Nora is a minor. Sex with a minor is a criminal offense.”

      “James,” Mom interjects, jaw set. She points to the table. “Sit. Right now. Both of you.”

      Dad huffs but listens and goes to the table. He crosses his arms, nostrils flaring.

      “Jackie,” Mom starts, tone soft. “I know you and Nora care about each other, but you have to understand the consequences of having a sexual relationship with someone who the law considers a minor when you’re not. I like Nora.” She motions to Dad. “We like Nora. She’s a bright girl who’s been a rather good influence on you—academically. But honey, you can’t keep doing this.”

      “Dammit, Laura, stop sugar-coating it. Nora’s not just the girl next door. She’s the foster kid next door, and if her caseworker found out about the two of you, she might be required to report it and file a report. Do you want to be labeled a sex offender the rest of your life? People see that label and assume the worst. Good luck getting a job after that.”

      “I’m not breaking up with Nora,” I say defiantly. “Consider this my vow of fucking chastity until her birthday then. It’s not illegal to be her friend.”

      “You’re going to stop touching your girlfriend you’ve been having sex with? I was eighteen once and know how your brain works. There is no way the two of you can just be friends.”

      I stand so fast the chair scoots and falls behind me. “You don’t know how my brain works. You have no fucking clue what it’s like to wake up from a nightmare, but it doesn’t stop!”

      “And Nora does?”

      “Yes! She gets me, and I love her. I’m not breaking up with her.”

      “You’re just a kid!” Dad spits. “What do you know about love?”

      “You just got through telling me I’m not a kid and that’s the problem? Convenient how that works, isn’t it?”

      “You are a kid. My kid. And you have to do as I say. Break things off with Nora now.”

      “No.”

      “Break up with her or get out of the house.”

      “Fine,” I say. “I’ll get my own apartment and then I’ll be able to fuck her anytime I want.”

      Dad springs to her feet. “Watch your mouth!”

      “Boys!” Mom yells. “Stop! Both of you, stop it right now and sit back down. No more swearing and no more threats. Veronica, honey, please go upstairs.”

      Veronica nods and scrambles away, hiding behind the wall in the living room to keep listening.

      “You are not kicking my son out of my house,” Mom barks, rounding on Dad. “And Jack, you are not to be alone with Nora. There’s no reason to break up with—”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Laura.” Dad throws his hands up. “All it will take is one slip for them to get caught. Stop making me out to be the bad guy. I’m trying to protect him.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me.” My pulse hammers in my head and my stomach twists. I’m so fucking pissed.

      “You need someone to make decisions for you,” Dad counters. The phone rings, and Mom and Dad both ignore it.

      “We can reach an agreement,” Mom tries. “Jack was right in saying it’s not illegal to be her friend. No one can fault him for being her friend.”

      “You trust him to keep it in his pants around that girl?”

      “Dad,” I scoff. The phone rings again. “Give me some fucking credit.”

      “What did we say about swearing?” Mom turns to me. “Stop it. I’m trying to help you.”

      “And I’m not?” Dad argues. “Typical, Laura. Leave the difficult decisions to me as usual.”

      “That’s not true, James, and you know it!”

      “Guys.” Veronica’s voice comes from the living room.

      “It is true,” Dad goes on. “Just look at this past year. Who’s the one who—”

      “Guys!” Veronica screams, and everyone stops and turns to her. The phone is in her hand and she looks like she’s seen a ghost.

      “What?” Dad snaps.

      Veronica twists the phone in her hands. “Stephanie called.”

      Oh, shit.

      “See!” Dad angrily motions to me. “I warned you. And you didn’t listen!”

      “No,” Veronica says, voice somber. “She didn’t bring that up at all.” Her eyes meet mine and I know it’s much worse. “Nora’s grandma had another stroke. She’s dying.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      I don’t wait for my dad to object. The second after I hear those words, I’m stepping over Charlie and heading out the door.

      She’s dying.

      I jam my feet into my shoes and don’t waste time with a coat.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Dad demands. “I told you not to see her again.”

      I open the door and hear Mom’s voice as I leave the house.

      “She’s about to lose the only family she has left. Now’s not the time, James.”

      The door slams behind me, shutting out their voices. I run through the snow, finding Nora standing in the Kellers’ driveway next to Stephanie’s car. Her arms are wrapped tightly around herself. She’s not crying and doesn’t look sad.

      She looks absolutely terrified.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say and take her in my arms. Her whole body is trembling as if she’d been standing out in the cold again. The front door opens and light from inside the house spills out. I don’t let go of Nora, not caring who sees. Keys jingle as Stephanie and Doug hurry to the car.

      “Hi, Jack.” Stephanie unlocks the car. “Are you coming with us?”

      “Yes.”

      Doug gets in the driver’s side and starts the engine. I get in the back next to Nora. Her eyes are wide, and she moves on autopilot, sitting but not buckling herself in. I reach over and pull the seatbelt over her body, clicking it into place. Doug backs out of the driveway and takes off.

      My phone rings, vibrating in my back pocket. I pull it out and decline an incoming call from home. I’ll deal with whatever consequences are coming my way later. Right now, Nora needs me.

      Her purse is between us. Using my phone for light, I look inside for her iPod and put her playlist on shuffle. I scoot over into the middle seat and give her one of the earbuds. She puts it in and takes my hand. The harder I try not to watch the clock, the worse the sense of urgency builds up inside me. Nora must feel ten times worse.

      The miles pass and minutes turn into an hour. Nora rests her head on my shoulder and closes her eyes. Stephanie tries to make small talk, but the car is too tense, and it feels awkward and forced, which is exactly what it is.

      The parking lot of Meadow Haven is empty save for a few cars I assume belong to the staff. The front doors are locked at this hour, and we ring a bell and wait for someone to come get us. A nurse’s aide takes us to Mimi’s room and the sight of her lying motionless in the bed makes my stomach hurt.

      Nora lets go of my hand and goes to her bedside. I hang back, not sure what to do.

      “Should we go in?” I whisper to Stephanie.

      Her eyes are glossy. “Let’s give her a minute. She knows we’re here.”

      Watching Nora cry and not being able to do anything to ease her pain is one of the worst feelings in the world. She takes Mimi’s hand and talks to her, tears falling freely from her face. The nurse comes back, checks on Mimi and pulls Stephanie aside to talk to her.

      I go into the room and stand behind Nora, hand resting on her shoulder.

      “Do you think she can still hear me?” Nora’s voice is paper thin.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Good.” She brushes Mimi’s hair back. “I told her it’s okay to go. She doesn’t have to suffer anymore. She doesn’t need to worry about me. I’ll be all right.” Nora wipes away her tears. “I have you.”

      Guilt twists inside of me. “Yes. You do. You will always have me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We walk out of the nursing home at three-thirty in the morning. Mimi hung on for hours, listening to Nora read her favorite book. I’ve seen death before. I’ve watched life leave and have seen a body become nothing more than an empty shell.

      Watching it slowly happen over hours is different, and I can’t tell if it was better or worse. I tried to find the peace within the morbidity, to reassure myself ‘she’s in a better place,’ but it all felt like bullshit.

      The sun is coming up when we pull into the Kellers’ driveway. Several times, I thought Nora fell asleep on the drive home. I’d look over, and find her eyes wide open, staring into space. It was her grandma’s wish to be cremated with no funeral. Nora told us Mimi thought funerals were a waste of money and didn’t want to put Nora through the heartache of planning one.

      So this is it. Her ashes will arrive in the weeks to come. Nora boxed up the few personal possessions Mimi had in her room and brought them home.

      “Thanks for coming, Jack.” Stephanie pulls her purse over her shoulder and Doug takes the box from the front seat. “I know how much you two care for each other.”

      Did she know too? “Yeah. I do care about her.”

      Nora gets out of the car and the wind tousles her messy hair. Her brilliant eyes are bloodshot and puffy from crying.

      “We’re going to take this in,” Stephanie says, and she and Doug shuffle forward. “Come in soon and get into bed, okay? You need sleep.” They go inside through the garage, and I realize they’re giving us a few minutes alone on purpose.

      I envelope Nora in an embrace and put my lips to hers, tasting salty tears. Nora throws her arms around me and kisses me hard. The desire I always feel for her surfaces, hot and desperate. I kiss her back even harder. She needs this just as much as I do.

      And she has no idea this might be the last time.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I wake up around two in the afternoon and sit up in bed. Bright sunlight streams through the window, but the world feels dark. I run my hands over my face, feeling like the same scared and angry girl I was when I first came here.

      My phone vibrates from a text. The battery is almost dead, but I don’t feel like getting up to plug it in. Veronica sent me a handful of texts, telling me she’s sorry for my loss and letting me know she’s home again—but not contagious—and can come over with movies and junk food if I want her to.

      The next is from Becca, and I have no idea how she knows. I didn’t text her about Mimi. I read her message twice, making sure I read it right.

      Becca: I just heard about Mimi. OMG, Nora, I’m so sorry.

      Me: Thanks :(

      I send the text and get a response seconds later. The phone is like an appendage for Becca. She always has it on her.

      Becca: She’s in peace now. Probably redecorating Heaven or something

      Her words make me smile and miss her. My life back in L.A. becomes more distant with each passing day.

      Becca: I’m trying to get my mom to bring me over spring break. Please tell me there are five-star hotels in the mountains.

      Me: Keep dreaming. There is a nice motel along the lake. It looks like something Sam and Dean would stay in.

      Becca responds with an eye-rolling emoji. It feels good to talk to her and will be even better to see her, well, if her mom brings her. Becca’s parents aren’t involved at all. She spent a week at my house once and it took them five days to notice she wasn’t home.

      Me: How did you know about Mimi?

      Becca: Some hot guy named Jack sent me a message on Facebook. Total creep if you ask me. He seems pretty obsessed with you ;-)

      I lean back against the pillows, feeling my broken heart start to mend. I got rid of my Facebook account the day before I was put into foster care. I didn’t want my old friends seeing how shitty my life had become.

      Me: I’m pretty obsessed with him too.

      Becca: Why have you not shown me pictures of him before? He’s fucking gorgeous.

      He’s so much more than that. I start to type a reply and my phone dies, forcing me out of bed. My stomach grumbles, reminding me I haven’t eaten since yesterday. I go to the window, looking out at the mountains. Right when I thought I was all right, all the emotion catches up.

      Mom, Dad, and Mimi are all up there without me. Waiting for me. Watching over me and wanting me to live my life.

      “I’m trying,” I whisper.

      Movement catches my eye. Jack’s jogging down the alley with Charlie. Melting snow splashes under his feet, and he looks up, catching my eye. I point to the treehouse and hold up my hands, trying to send him the message of ‘meet me in ten minutes.’

      He nods and cuts through his yard, disappearing into his house. I plug in my phone and get dressed. Stephanie is downstairs in the living room, sipping a cup of coffee while watching TV. She sets her mug down on the coffee table and stands when she sees me.

      “Hey, sweetie. How are you holding up?”

      I’m grateful for her concern. Really, I am. But when I’m sad, I just want to be left alone. Being pitied is awkward.

      “I miss her,” I say quietly. My words trigger a hug from Stephanie. “I’m going to sit outside and read.” I step back and hold up my Kindle. “I want to be alone, and the snow is melting. It might be the last time I see it for a while.”

      “If we’re lucky. Wear your coat. It’s still chilly out even with the sun.”

      “I will.” I pull a blanket off the back of the couch and get something to eat on my way out. My Kindle battery is dead, but I didn’t plan on actually reading anyway.

      Melting snow drips through the open windows and cracks in the treehouse. I find a dry spot to sit and look around, imagining this little place as brand new. It probably wouldn’t take much to get it looking nice again, though my knowledge of construction is next to nothing.

      Squinting from the sun, I look through the door of the treehouse at the mountains. Mentally exhausted, I fell asleep soon after arriving back at the Kellers’ last night, and self-preservation allowed me to sleep through the night. I haven’t been awake long enough to process everything, to let myself feel.

      And what I feel isn’t what I expected.

      “Hey.” The treehouse shakes a bit as Jack climbs the ladder and gets inside. He moves away from the door as fast as possible, going to a damp spot on the floor.

      “Come here,” I tell him, patting the blanket. He eyeballs it then looks out the door as if he’s trying to figure out if anyone will be able to see him or not. He sits and takes my hand but doesn’t kiss me.

      “Were you able to sleep?” he asks.

      “Yeah. You look tired, so I’m guessing you couldn’t.”

      He looks away. “I slept enough. How are you?”

      “I don’t really know. That doesn’t make sense.”

      His arms go around me. “It makes perfect sense.”

      “It’s like I lost her three times.” My voice is small, and the emotions start to surface. “The day I found her was the hardest. Things went from normal to my worst nightmare. I held out hope they’d be able to reverse the brain damage. We’d get that normal back again. When they told me it was permanent and there wasn’t much of Mimi left inside anymore, it was like losing her again. I lost all hope. I lost my home. I had to put my grandma in a nursing home and was taken hours and hours away.”

      “But she was still there.”

      “Right.” I rest my head on Jack’s shoulder. “But it was almost worse. If she was aware of what was going on, she would have hated the rest of her life. She told me before she never wanted to end up that way. Her mother died of dementia and I don’t know how many times she told me if she ever got like that, she’d want me to end her misery.”

      “I agree with her there.”

      “Me too. I felt so guilty every single day. I was here, and she was there. Now she’s not there, and I’m just here. Am I a terrible person for feeling some sort of relief?”

      “No. You’re the furthest thing from a terrible person.”

      “I’d give anything to have her back. Her old self back. Not the version of herself she’d hate. Seeing her sitting there in that wheelchair…” I feel myself start to crumble. Jack kisses me, sealing the cracks in my heart. He takes me in his arms, leaning back against the wall. He’s stiff, and the darkness is back in his eyes.

      I twist in his arms to look into his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You seem tense. What’s going on?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Saying ‘don’t worry about it’ makes me worry even more. Talk to me, Jack. What’s wrong?”

      A line forms between his eyes. “My parents know about us.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “It is a bad thing,” he spits. “They know about us sleeping together. My dad wants me to break up with you.”

      The world spins around me and I’m afraid if I move I’ll topple out of the treehouse and shatter into a million pieces when I hit the cold hard ground. “Why?”

      “You’re a minor. I’m not. He thinks if your caseworker found out she’d be obligated to report it and I could get in trouble.”

      My heart speeds up and panic takes over. I can’t lose Jack. He’s the only person I love who’s left. “We’re so close in age though. And I’m more than competent enough to know what we’re doing.”

      “I agree, but my dad is being an unreasonable asshole over it. And it’s my fault they found out.” His jaw clenches and he looks away. “Remember that bra you couldn’t find? Well, my mom found it.”

      I cover my mouth with my hand. “Oh, shit.”

      “It must have been balled up in the sheets or something. I forgot about it and took the sheets downstairs to the laundry. My mom offered to do my laundry to be nice, and I didn’t think anything of it until it fell out on the floor. In front of my dad.”

      I clutch Jack, afraid if I let go he’ll disappear forever. “What’s going to happen?”

      “Nothing,” he promises. “I’m not breaking up with you. I love you, Nora. I always will. We’ll have to make sure we don’t get caught. My dad’ll make it hard for me to be alone with you but give it a month and he’ll loosen up. He and my mom have never been good about sticking with punishments.”

      “We can still be friends, right? Technically the only thing that can get you in trouble is sex. Should we wait until my birthday?”

      Jack looks appalled I’d even suggest it. Then he sighs and nods. “If we have to wait, we will. Or we can be more careful. I don’t think I can go nine days without touching you let alone nine months.”

      I rest my head on his chest and hear his heart beating just as fast as mine. “You know, the legal age of consent is sixteen in Nevada.”

      “Let’s take a really long road trip there.”

      Some of the tension leaves. “I’ll pack my bag.”

      “I’ll keep the Jeep gassed up. Just tell me when and we’ll go.” He hugs me tighter. “Sorry, Nora. I didn’t want to tell you this so soon after everything that happened yesterday. My dad’s an asshole.”

      It’s easy to agree with Jack and be angry at his father, but I also admire his concern for his son. “He just wants what’s best for you.”

      “You’re seriously defending him?”

      “No, not exactly.” I push my hair back. “I guess not having parents anymore gives me a different perspective, and I don’t mean to pull the orphan card. You’re lucky they care about you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Did you get in a lot of trouble?”

      “My dad wanted to put me on house arrest, but my mom put a stop to it. He’s at work right now, which is how I was able to get away.” He runs his hand over my hair. “Veronica tried to say the bra was hers to keep us out of trouble.”

      “That’s really sweet of her. But no one even came close to believing her, did they?”

      “Not for a second.”

      “The price to pay for having big boobs, I guess.”

      Jack looks down at my breasts. “Fuck, I’m going to miss them if we really do have to wait.”

      Seeing him look at me with such lust makes my desire match his. I want to push away the grief and heartache and fears of being alone and just feel good. Really good. The kind of good making love to Jack brings.

      I bite my lip and look at him, and it’s like he knows my thoughts. We kiss, falling back onto the damp floor of the treehouse. Jack is on top of me, and I widen my legs, feeling him against me.

      “No one can see us up here,” I pant between kisses.

      “They can from certain angles.” Jack bunches up my shirt. I don’t think he cares if anyone can see us. Charlie runs to the fence line and starts barking. Jack and I break apart, and I move to the window, peeking out.

      “Jack?” Mrs. Harrington calls. “Are you out here?”

      “Shit,” Jack mutters. “Stay here. I’ll, uh, I’ll say I was here alone.”

      Mrs. Harrington calls Jack again, and he climbs down from the treehouse. She asks him what he was doing up there, but I don’t hear his response. I wrap the blanket around myself again and stare at the mountains. Mimi isn’t there anymore, but it feels like she’s here. I never bought into the whole ‘they’re in a better place’ crap before, but now I’m seeing some merit in it, and it gives me a sense of peace.

      “Nora?” Stephanie steps onto the back porch a few minutes after Jack left. I move to the door of the treehouse.

      “Yeah?”

      “You have visitors.”

      “I do?” I grab the blanket and my Kindle and climb down, meeting Stephanie on the deck.

      “The Harringtons are here.”

      My heart stops, mind flashing back to what Jack said. I’ve lost everything. Literally everything. I can’t lose him too. He just got through telling me how we need to be more careful and we almost got caught. Again.

      Maybe we should wait until my birthday, because the moment his lips touch mine, all control is gone.

      “If you’re not up for visitors I’ll tell them to leave. Laura brought cookies and wants to give her condolences.”

      I want to ask if Jack is with her, but I bite my tongue. She did say the Harringtons, so it has to be more than just Jack’s mom. Charlie is still at the fence line. I speed walk over to give him a pet before heading into the house.

      Mrs. Harrington, Jack, and Veronica are in the living room. My eyes go to Jack and it dawns on me just how incredibly awkward it is to be in the same room with his mom, who knows we’ve been getting naked together.

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” Mrs. Harrington says and gives me a hug. “If you need anything, you let us know, okay?”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I leave it at that, since saying I need thirty minutes alone with your son won’t go over well. “How are you feeling?” I ask Veronica.

      “Much better. I’m bored.”

      Stephanie laughs. “That’s always a good sign.”

      “Will you be back at school tomorrow?” I pull my hair over my shoulder and twist a strand around my finger.

      “No, I have to stay home and rest for one more day. And then the weekend,” she grumbles. “Are you going back?”

      “Yeah, I don’t want to get behind.”

      Jack blinks. “Really?”

      “There’s no point sitting around feeling sorry for myself. I’m already stressing over the decrease in extracurriculars I’m in from last year.”

      Stephanie’s brows come together in concern. “Take time if you need it, dear.”

      I move my head up and down, then grab a cookie from the plate Mrs. Harrington brought.

      “Do you want to come over and watch a movie?” Veronica asks. “I’m not contagious.”

      Mrs. Harrington shifts on the couch. “I think it’s best to give Nora some time alone. I have to go to the store in a bit anyway.”

      Veronica’s eyes narrow and she looks at Jack. The only reason I can’t hang out with her is because her parents don’t want Jack and I alone together.

      “I’m going to catch up on the work I missed today.” I take another cookie and break it in half. “I got the assignments emailed to me.”

      Mrs. Harrington gently elbows Veronica. “You could learn some initiative from her, you know.”

      “Mom,” Veronica sighs. “I don’t even have my school books here.”

      “Nora brought them to you,” Jack reminds her. “At the hospital.”

      Veronica purses her lips and Mrs. Harrington laughs. “There’s no way out of it now, kid.” She turns her attention back to me. “I’m so sorry again, Nora.”

      The phone rings and Stephanie steps out to answer it. I pick up a plate of cookies and try to stack the second on top. Mrs. Harrington takes it before it falls and follows me into the kitchen. Jack and Veronica are still in the living room. I swallow hard and turn to Mrs. Harrington before she steps out of the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry for getting Jack in trouble. We…I…I didn’t mean to cause problems.”

      Mrs. Harrington’s jaw tenses, but her eyes don’t cloud with anger. “He talks to you, doesn’t he? About that day.”

      “He does.”

      “I thought so. He won’t talk to us about it. Or anyone. He’s more like himself since he met you, and I cannot thank you enough for that.” She looks out into the living room at Jack. “I thought getting the call that my son had been shot was the worst day of my life. As a mother, there is nothing worse than bad things happening to your children. His wound healed, but Jack was never the same. Watching him hurt and struggle every single day and not being able to do a damn thing about it…the worst day repeated.”

      She blinks back tears. “If you have children someday you’ll understand. You’ll do anything to keep them safe and make them happy.”

      I’m not sure what to say back. I’m so far from being a mother I can’t imagine what it feels like to have my own child, but I know the sacrifices my own parents and Mimi went through for me.

      “You make Jack happy,” Mrs. Harrington goes on. “I insist you put an end to sleeping together until you at least graduate. But I’m not going to keep you two apart. You’ve both been through more than anyone your age should. You need each other.” She smiles, wipes her eyes and gives me another hug. Now I see what Jack was talking about when he said his mother was overly emotional. Though I suppose all mothers are like that when it comes to the wellbeing of their children. I look in the living room at Jack.

      Maybe someday we’ll know what it feels like to have children too.
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      I walk outside, blinded by bright sunshine, and find Nora sitting on the porch. She’s wearing the blue dress she knows drives me wild and has her eyes closed and face turned up to the sun. Since she took the ACT and SATs in the spring—and got impressive scores, of course— she relaxed considerably, though she didn’t slow down. When summer rolled around, and I graduated, she filled in her free time with volunteer work and hassling me to apply to a bigger school and change my major from criminal justice to art.

      It’s Monday morning, the second one of the new school year, and I have class half an hour after Veronica and Nora start school, enabling me to give them a ride to school a few times a week. Veronica finally passed her driver's test but doesn’t have a car, and whines about it every chance she gets.

      Nora squints her eyes open at me. “Hey, birthday boy, you’re blocking my sun.”

      I laugh and sit next to her on the porch. “It’s not my birthday I’m looking forward to celebrating. What’s the countdown?”

      “Seventy-one more days until Halloween.”

      I groan. “That’s so fucking far away.”

      “Hey, we’ve made it this far.” Nora loops her arms around me and pulls me in for a kiss.

      “So,” she starts, not letting go just yet. “Brayden got in trouble at school already.”

      “What he’d do?”

      “I’m not really sure. All I know is his dad had a court date that didn’t go well.”

      Around the end of the summer, Brayden came to live with the Kellers. He’s fifteen and has been in and out of the system his whole life. “Poor kid.”

      Nora sighs, shaking her head. Her ability to care for others despite her own shitty situation never fails to impress me. “I know. But it’s your birthday so let's not worry about stuff like that today.” She kisses me again. “I want to give you one of your presents early.”

      “I told you not to get me anything.”

      She smirks. “I didn’t listen. Come inside. Stephanie’s at school with Brayden for a meeting and Doug is already at work. And we don’t have to leave for fifteen minutes.”

      I’m on my feet in an instant, stealing a glance at my house before going in the front door. Since my parents found out about Nora and me, they’ve made it nearly fucking impossible for us to be alone together. If Nora came over to hang out with Veronica, my dad or my mom would walk by our rooms every few minutes.

      Our study sessions the rest of the year happened either at the Kellers’ or at school. The Kellers had strict rules about Nora being alone with boys. I’m not allowed in her room. Ever. If I come over to hang out, we aren’t allowed to turn lights off in the room we’re in, even if we’re watching a movie, and we can’t cover up with the same blanket. They know we’re dating but believe Nora when she says we’re waiting to have sex. I know Nora feels bad lying.

      Since my parents treated me like a criminal, I thought we should just go ahead and act like it. Nora wasn’t keen on my plan. She’s a rule follower by nature and didn’t want me to get in trouble. It’s been hard but being treated like fucking babies is better than not being able to see each other at all. Even though I’ve been cock-blocked by my parents, the last few months haven’t been terrible. We’ve been able to find time alone, not as often as before, but a few times a month at least. Nora made me hang out with my old friends again. She drags me on volunteer assignments and even got me to tour two colleges over the summer. The flashbacks have dwindled, and I’m sleeping through the night most nights.

      I almost feel normal again.

      She shuts and locks the door behind us and hurries up the stairs. I’ve only been in Nora’s room once before this. It’s small, but always neat and tidy with a perfectly made bed.

      “Sit,” she tells me, pushing me down onto her bed. She picks up her phone, setting a timer.

      “Really?” I ask with amusement. “You’re giving me a time limit?”

      “We can’t be in here that long or someone will come looking for you. No pressure or anything, right?” Her hands go to the straps of her dress. “Though I don’t think it’ll be an issue.” She pulls the straps down and the dress cascades to the floor, revealing black lacy lingerie. “Happy birthday, Jack.”

      I grab her and bring her down onto the bed. The timer isn’t going to be an issue at all.
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* * *

      “This is the haunted cabin?” Nora pulls her sunglasses off and tips her head, studying the rundown building several yards off the road from us. “It’s huge.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      Nora looks at me, rolling her eyes. “It really is though. I imagined a shack or something, not this.”

      I reach around and pull a water bottle from my backpack. “It’s the cabin people claim is haunted. I’ve been inside and have never seen a ghost.”

      “But have you brought ghost-hunting equipment?” She takes the water from me.

      “It wouldn’t do any good. There are no ghosts.”

      Lee Jones, the man in charge of the Dale Hollow cleanup program Nora signed us up for, comes to our side. “I’ve been inside, and I have seen a ghost. Granted, I was so high then, I was smelling colors.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s high now,” Nora whispers. Our little group spreads out, collecting trash from along the road. We’ve been doing this every Friday since the beginning of May. I’ve lived in Dale Hollow my whole life and was never aware of the small group of volunteers who go out and clean up the rural roads along the river in the mountains.

      “It’s pretty here.” Nora uses her trash-grabber to pick up a soggy Miller Lite box and sticks it in a garbage bag. “Do you ever look at old places like that cabin and wonder what it was like when it was new?”

      “Not really.”

      “I do, and I wonder what the person who built this place would think if they saw it like this. At the time, this had to be super secluded. I mean, it still is, and we have cars and a road that runs nearby.” She pauses, and the golden light from the setting sun illuminates her face. “The view from the second-story balcony has to be incredible.”

      “Want to take a look?”

      “Is it safe?” Nora walks down the road, gravel crunching underfoot, looking for more trash. We’ve combed our assigned section pretty well already. “I don’t want to fall through the floor or anything.”

      “It’s been years since I’ve been here. Jason and I used to come here.” As soon as I say his name, I get hit with the memory of us riding dirt bikes out here with his older brother. We were young, enjoying simple, carefree fun. What the hell changed?

      Nora takes my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      “It looks like it’s been boarded up since then.” I head toward the house and after a second of hesitation, Nora follows behind.

      The floorboards on the covered porch feel dry and brittle underfoot, and I tread carefully. The two windows on the front are boarded with plywood, and a new lock has been put on the front door. We peer in through cracks in the wood, trying to get a look in the ancient space.

      “Most of the clients Mimi worked with were rich celebrities who had brand-new houses. But sometimes someone would hire her to come up with a plan for an old space. She’d sit down with an architect and they’d come up with ways to reinvent everything. The end results were amazing.”

      “Are you imagining reinventing this place?”

      “I am. This porch is great, but I’d have it wrap around the front of the house where it’s narrower than the rest. And you’d need a couple of wooden rocking chairs.” She moves down, finding another spot to look in. “Is there a loft overlooking a two-story living room?”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty narrow though. It takes you to a room up there. The one with the balcony.”

      She moves off the porch and looks up. “That would be the master bedroom, of course, since it opens to the other balcony. It’d be a perfect place to sit and drink coffee in the morning. And of course, you’d need a big stone fireplace in the living room with the stones going all the way up to the top. Oh, and there would be built-in bookshelves on either side. I imagine them to be white, matching the light gray stone on the fireplace as well as the white cabinets in the kitchen. I like the rustic look but can’t handle all that natural wood. I’d add windows to that wall in the living room. And at least one twelve-foot tree at Christmas.”

      “Don’t forget the million dollars it’ll take to renovate this space.”

      “I’m assuming the new owner is a filthy rich reality TV star or something like that.”

      “If that’s the case, make sure they add a hot tub in the back.”

      “And a fire pit.”

      We go around the house, picking up trash that blew off the road. Buried under dry weeds, we find a for-sale sign.

      Nora’s eyes light up. “See? I told you a movie star will sweep this place right off the market.”

      “Right, because this is prime real estate right here. Have you checked your cell service since we got here?”

      “Going off the grid is hot right now. There are a lot of rich people who are legitimately scared of either zombies or the government spying on them. Maybe both. Are government-owned zombie spies a real thing?”

      I laugh and reach out to brush her hair from her face, stopping at the last second when I remember I’m wearing old work gloves. The rest of our group draws near, and we comb through the sides of the road another time before moving on. We have miles to cover, and I doubt we’ll be able to get it done before sunset.
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* * *

      “I never thought picking up trash would be so tiring.” I stick my key in the deadbolt.

      “I’m sore,” Nora says with a laugh. “That’s pathetic, isn’t it?”

      “Just a little. The offer still stands for you to come running with us.”

      “You and Charlie are in much better shape than me,” she says, and I love how she assumes I meant the dog and not my dad. I prefer to run with only Charlie, though, but I won’t tell my dad. Things have been strained between us since the day he tried to forbid me to see her again. And the fact that Mom refused to back him on forcing me to break up with Nora drove a wedge between them.

      It’s awkward as fuck.

      I open the door and step in, trying not to trip over Charlie as I feel for the light. I flick it on and Nora gasps in shock. My dad is sitting at the kitchen table, apparently waiting for us. Speaking of awkward…

      “Hello, kids.”

      “Dad. Hey. Why were you sitting in the dark?”

      “It’s dark?” He looks at his watch. “There’s no way it’s dark. Because you have a curfew to not be together after dark.”

      “We were picking up trash.”

      “In the dark?”

      “We left before it got dark.” I take off my shoes. Nora stands by the door, not moving. If she could slink out unnoticed, she would. “It’s the strangest thing. The sun continued to set on our way back into town.”

      “Two months,” Dad says slowly. “You have two months until her birthday. Can’t you wait?”

      “We really were picking up trash,” Nora says and digs her phone from her purse. “You can check my call log if you don’t believe me. I called Stephanie when we were finishing, about half an hour ago. We were on Ridge Road. It’s about half an hour away.”

      Dad lowers his eyes to the phone. “I believe you.”

      Nora puts her phone back in her purse. “I’m, uh, I’m gonna go.”

      I turn to her. “You don’t have to.”

      “I think it’s for the best. See you tomorrow. Goodnight, Jack.”

      We don’t even get to kiss goodnight. Fists balled, I face my father. “Why do you have to be such an ass to her?”

      “I’m not an ass to Nora.”

      “Really?” I throw my hands up. “So sitting here in the fucking dark hoping to catch us in the act was a friendly gesture?”

      Dad stands up “When are you going to get it? I’m looking out for you. For both of you!”

      “It’s more than that. You don’t like her for some reason.”

      “That is not true, and you know it. I’ve told you many times I think Nora is a good kid.”

      “Then why do you do this all the fucking time?”

      “You watch your mouth.” Dad holds up his hand, sticking a finger at my face. “You’re still under my roof. You have to abide by my rules. And I do this because you don’t have the best judgment when it comes to that girl. You say you love her, don’t you?”

      “I do love her.”

      “Then why would you want to risk it, huh? You love her and want a future together? How’s that going to work out when you have a charge against you? It’ll make it hard to get a job and provide for your family that way.”

      Your family.

      My family.

      Our family.

      It’s the one thing Nora wants more than anything, even though she won’t admit it.

      “Jack,” Dad says, tone softening. “It’s not fair, I know. Nora isn’t a kid. She’s more mature than a handful of adults I know. But she’s still a minor. Two more months is nothing compared to a lifetime of having a criminal record. The second she turns eighteen, I’ll back off. Though I still think you should wait. Having a baby can feel like a prison sentence, you know.” He looks up and smiles, trying to lighten the mood. “Nora’s worked very hard to get where she is. If she got pregnant, it would put a halt to all her plans. And I can’t preach waiting until marriage to have sex. Your mother and I didn’t, and I don’t want to be a hypocrite. Just be smart about it and use protection. You know how all that works, right?”

      And the awkwardness just got worse. I crouch down to pet Charlie, trying to decide if I should tell my dad I’ve been having sex since I was fifteen and haven’t gotten anyone pregnant yet.

      “Yes, I know how it all works.”

      “Pulling out isn’t birth control. That’s how we got your sister.”

      Just when I thought things couldn’t get more awkward. “I could have lived my whole life not knowing that.” I shudder.

      “Your mother and I love you. What happened with Jason…” He lets out a breath and rubs the back of his neck. “It was hard on us all. We want what’s best for you. And Nora.” His hand falls and he sits back down with a sigh. “I don’t want to fight, Jack. I’m not the bad guy here, and someday you’ll understand.”

      “Someday.”

      “Hungry?”

      I take Charlie’s collar off and scratch his neck. He prefers Nora’s long nails, but his back legs still twitch when I itch the right spot. “Starving.”

      “Want to go to Jimmy’s?”

      “Give me five to shower and change?”

      Dad smiles. “Sounds good.”

      I put Charlie’s collar back on and go upstairs. Nancy is spending the night, and she and Veronica dash away from Veronica’s bedroom door when I come up the stairs. Most of Nora’s and my friends know about us. Ignoring them, I go into my room and get into the shower. Dad’s words echo in my mind, and as much as I try to push them away, they start to nag at me.

      All I want out of life is to make Nora happy. She’s everything to me. The reason I get up in the morning. She brought me out of the dark and keeps me warm in the sun. If I ever did anything to hurt her, to darken her bright sky even one shade, I’d never forgive myself.

      Dad said one truth I cannot ignore: I don’t have the best judgment when it comes to Nora.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I sit in the treehouse, feet hanging over the edge. Tom Petty plays on my iPod, drowning out the sounds of the morning. I lay back, looking at the clouds and roll the pearls on my grandmother’s necklace between my fingers. I focus on the lyrics of “You Wreck Me” and try not to think.

      I fail.

      Today is Mom’s birthday. Stephanie was going to take me to Greendale to visit her grave, but last night Brayden tried to punch Doug, missed, hit a wall, and broke his hand. They spent a few hours at the ER last night and are dealing with social services now. Stephanie already called me out for school, and I suppose I could go. But all I want to do right now is lay here and not think.

      The treehouse shakes, and I look over to see Jack climb the ladder. He sits next to me without saying a word, putting his arm around me. My heart is heavy today, making me feel alone without a real family all over again.

      “She would have liked you,” I whisper to Jack, pulling my headphones off.

      “Who?”

      “Mimi.” I close my eyes, trying to remember her voice. Lately, when I think of her, my mind goes to her final moments. She’d hate to be remembered like that. “And she’d tell me how Mom would approve and how we remind her of my parents or something. Minus the whole teenage pregnancy part.”

      “I know I would have liked them too. They had to be pretty awesome to raise a badass chick like you.”

      I lean on Jack, so grateful he’s here. And then I realize that he shouldn’t be here. “Don’t you have class?”

      “Technically. But so do you.”

      “I planned to take today off days ago.”

      “I know.” He slides to the ladder and jumps down. “So let’s go.”

      “We can’t just leave.” I wrap my headphone cord around my iPod and shove it in my pocket.

      “Like that’s ever stopped us before?” He flashes a grin and holds out his hand. I climb down and take it, following him to his Jeep where he opens the passenger side door for me. A bouquet of yellow lilies sits on the seat.

      I turn to Jack. “You remembered?”

      “You’re not the only one who planned to take today off days ago.”

      My eyes fill with tears. “Dammit, Jack. You’re making me cry.”

      His arms fold around me. “I love you, Nora. Let’s go.”
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* * *

      I circle my finger around the scar on Jack’s side, trailing my finger across his stomach and up over his chest. We got back into town with time to spare, and we put that rare hour alone to good use.

      The rough skin on Jack’s palm slides over the naked flesh on my back as he pulls me down against him. We just had sex, and he’s half-asleep. My phone buzzes and I reach over Jack to grab my purse from the floor. It’s Stephanie. Shit.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Oh good, you’re okay.”

      I sit up. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “There was a home invasion on Jefferson Street this afternoon. We just heard about it on the radio. Jefferson is only a few blocks away and you’re home alone.”

      “Was anyone hurt?”

      Jack opens his eyes, looking at me in question. I pull the phone away from my ear and put it on speakerphone.

      “No, thank God. According to the news it was done by a man dressed in all black wearing a ski mask. He was armed and got away with several hundred dollar’s worth of jewelry. The homeowners walked in on the break-in taking place.”

      “That’s terrifying. There are no leads?”

      “Not any reported on the news. Are the Harringtons home? Doug thinks I’m overreacting, but the thought of you being home alone today is freaking me out.”

      “Uh,” I start. “Let me go look out the window.” I cringe and act like I’m walking through the house. “I see Jack’s Jeep in the street. Do you want me to go over? I can have him try to get a hold of his dad and find out more details.”

      “That would make me feel a lot better. And I’m sorry, honey, about today.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, and it really is. “How did things go with Brayden today?”

      “As good as they could have. I’ll tell you more about it later. We’ve been waiting to see people most of the day.”

      “Sounds exhausting.”

      “It is. Though I feel better now that I know you’re safe.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I assure her. “I’ll just make Jack hang around until you’re home.”

      “It goes without saying but be responsible.”

      Jack makes a face and motions to his naked body. I swat at him, trying hard not to laugh. “I will.”

      “Bye, Nora.”

      “Bye.”

      I hang up and snuggle up next to Jack. “Now we have a reason to stay together. You need to keep me safe.”

      “I will,” he promises. “Always.”

      We get dressed and I make Jack’s bed while he calls his dad. Veronica comes home soon after, and the three of us watch TV the rest of the afternoon until the Kellers get back. Jack walks me home.

      Things are tense with Brayden when I get into the house, so I go upstairs to shower and change, and then text Becca. She hasn’t sent me a picture of Binx in a while and I’m really missing my fat cat tonight. She replies a few minutes later with a picture of Binx looking very unamused in his pumpkin Halloween costume.

      I hang out in my room for another half-hour, then get driven downstairs by hunger. Brayden’s coming up the steps as I go down and goes out of his way to shoulder bump me. I grit my teeth and ignore it. For now.

      “Did the mail come?” I ask when I see Stephanie in the kitchen.

      “Yes, and hun, it’s way too early to hear anything from college,” she tells me. “You’ll get in to at least one of your top choices. Try not to worry.”

      “It’s hard not to.” My stomach twists thinking about it. “Where I get in determines where I’ll live after this. If I don’t get into a good school, then I won’t have a good home.”

      Stephanie looks at Doug, smiling. He smiles back and gives her a tiny nod. Something is going on between them, and it’s not the reaction I expected after confessing I’m worried about where I’ll live next year.

      “We were going to wait,” Stephanie starts. Doug’s by her side with his arm around her shoulders. “Things have been so crazy lately there hasn’t been a good time. And there probably won’t be a good time.” Her smile grows. “We want to adopt you.”

      I blink. So many emotions go through me. Too many. I shut down to keep from being overloaded. “Why?”

      “We love you.”

      “But I’ll be eighteen in two weeks.”

      “That doesn’t make a difference to us,” Doug says. “You’re never too old to need a family. We want to be yours.”
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* * *

      I walk outside Halloween morning, basking in the bright sun shining down on me. A cool breeze came down from the mountains overnight, giving the air just enough chill to make today feel all the more festive and creepy.

      Jack is already standing by the Jeep. He’s holding a small wrapped box and smiles when he sees me. He throws his arms around me, lifting me off the ground and pins me between himself and the Jeep. We kiss, and for the first time, don’t care who sees.

      “Happy birthday, babe. Finally.”

      “Finally.” I kiss him again, taking his lip between my teeth. “I was so tempted last night to knock on your door at a minute past midnight.”

      “I was up then thinking about you. I almost did come over. Then I remembered you guys have an alarm system now.”

      “Stupid technology.”

      After two more break-ins, and Brayden trying to sneak out in the middle of the night, the Kellers got an alarm system installed. I know the code to disarm it at night, but the Kellers would know.

      “We have tonight,” I remind Jack.

      “We do. And I’ll have an empty house.” He lets go of my legs. Once my feet are on the ground, I grab him by his belt buckle and bring his hips to mine.

      “How’d you manage that?”

      “My dad’s working all night. He thinks whoever is behind the break-ins is going to take advantage of people opening their doors to strangers tonight and will size up the best houses to hit and see who’s home. The guy’s only hitting empty houses, so it seems like everything is planned well in advance. And my mom and Veronica are going with my aunt and my cousins to the Halloween fest downtown before trick or treating.”

      “How much time will we have?”

      Jack kisses the nape of my neck, fully knowing how irresistible I find it. “Enough.”

      The Harringtons’ front door opens, and snaps shut. Jack’s dad steps onto the porch.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Jack mumbles through gritted teeth. He doesn’t let me go and instead tightens his grip on me. I look over Jack’s shoulder at Mr. Harrington. He’s dressed for work and is holding a to-go mug of coffee.

      “Happy birthday, Nora,” he calls and gets into his squad car. Jack and I watch him drive away, taking off quickly down the street.

      “He kept his word about backing off once you turned eighteen. I wasn’t sure if he actually would.” Jack kisses me again and then turns to grab my present. I tear off the paper, revealing a little black box—the kind that jewelry comes in. I can feel Jack’s eyes on me as I open it.

      “It’s beautiful.” A smile comes to my face and I gently touch a tiny glass rose. It hangs on a delicate silver chain.

      “It’s the rose from Beauty and the Beast. I had my cousin who works at Disneyland send it to me. And,” he pauses, pulling something from his back pocket. “There’s a musical of it playing in Greendale in April. If you don’t want to go, I understand. But I remember you said you wanted to, and you helped me do things I never thought I’d do again. I want to do the same for you.”

      I’m not an emotional person. I don’t cry easily at things like this. But I’m looking at Jack with tears in my eyes. Right now, I feel like things are finally going right.

      For both of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “How’d you do on your finals?” Nora asks, glancing over her shoulder. I just walked into the Kellers’ house, and Nora and Stephanie are preoccupied decorating their Christmas tree. Their fifth Christmas tree, I should say, and the second one in the living room. The yearly decoration judging is coming up soon, and they think four full-sized trees isn’t going to cut it. They have one in the sunroom, one in the dining room, one at the top of the stairs, and now two in the living room. It’s crazy, but it’s Nora. So I love it.

      “All right,” I say, admiring Nora while I take my shoes off. She’s wearing black leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. Her hair is in a messy braid over her shoulder, and she doesn’t have a bit of makeup on.

      She’s fucking gorgeous.

      Nora steps back from the Christmas tree and shakes her head. “I’m not crazy about the way the ribbon looks. I’d rather cut it into three-foot sections and work it down in a very slight diagonal pattern.”

      Stephanie nods. “Yeah, as much as I don’t want to undo what we did, I totally agree.” She meets my eyes and smiles. “I’ll take it off. You two can go talk.” She wiggles her eyebrows at Nora, who laughs in response. We’ve been doing a lot of talking lately. Both the real kind and the nonverbal naked kind, though I know that’s not what Stephanie’s referring to.

      Nora needs the distraction and extra support right now. Christmas is still hard for her, and this is the first year her grandma is gone—really gone. But like the strong woman she is, Nora has readjusted everything around her and embraced her new normal.

      The girl knows what she wants and goes for it. And she wants to be happy. I like to think I’ve had a hand in helping her get there.

      “What about your math final?” Nora gets off the step ladder and comes to me. I give her a quick kiss, holding my hand behind my back.

      “I knew the material, thanks to a rather annoyingly persistent tutor.”

      She smiles and slides her hand under my jacket. “Take this off. Stay a while.”

      “I will.” I bring my hand out from behind my back. “As long as you take the mail for me. The truck pulled up right as I walked over. You got a few things.” It takes a lot of effort not to lose my shit right now. I’m so fucking in love with this girl, and so incredibly proud of her.

      “Oh my God.” Nora takes the mail, body tensing. “Two. I got two.”

      “Two of what, honey?” Stephanie pulls glittery silver ribbon from the tree.

      “Big envelopes.” The excitement on her face disappears and she thrusts the envelopes forward. “Open them for me. I’m too scared.”

      I take her shaking hand in mine and lead her to the couch. “You got in, babe. They wouldn’t send the big envelopes if you didn’t.”

      “He’s right.” Stephanie sits on Nora’s other side. “I’m so proud of you!”

      “Guys, chill. Don’t celebrate yet. There’s still a chance it’s a no.”

      “Just open it.” I push the envelopes back into her hands. “You’ll see.”

      Nora bites her lip, moving her head up and down. “Should I wait for Doug?”

      Stephanie wrinkles her nose. “Nah. I’m too anxious. Rip ‘em open, hun!”

      “Okay.” She inhales and looks at the two envelopes. One is from Berkeley and the other from Greendale University. She goes for the one from GU first. “Yep, I got accepted into Greendale. That’s good. In case the other is a no, I have a good backup plan.” She sets her acceptance letter on the coffee table. Her hands shake ever so slightly as she tears into the second envelope.

      I’m positive she got in. She has to. Nora is the smartest person I know. Her eyes flit over the letter, and a few seconds pass. And she’s not smiling. She lowers the letter and closes her eyes as she exhales.

      “I got in.”

      Stephanie cheers and I plant a big kiss on Nora’s lips. “I knew you’d get in,” I tell her. Nora blinks a few times and smiles.

      “I prepared myself for the worst. I got in.” Her smile widens. “I got into Berkeley.”

      Stephanie hugs her. “Mimi would be so proud,” she whispers. “I think she’s watching right now, pouring herself a gin and tonic and raising her glass to you.”

      Nora closes her eyes, a gesture I’ve come to learn is her way of stopping tears from springing to her eyes. She doesn’t like to cry. “I think so too. With my mom and dad.”

      “You’ve worked so hard for this. We need to celebrate. Jack, do you want to go out to dinner with us?” She checks the time on her phone. “Doug and Bray should be home soon. Where do you want to go, hun? Your choice.”

      “Jimmy’s. I’ve grown kind of fond of that place and their greasy cheeseburgers.”

      “Jimmy’s it is. I’ll text Doug and let him know.”

      Nora reads over her letter and admission packet from Berkeley three times. Then her face pales and she looks up at me.

      “We’re going to be so far apart.”

      “I’ll come see you on the weekends. Every weekend. I promise.”

      “I don’t want to be away from you.”

      “I don’t want to be away from you either,” I tell her. “But we’ll make things work. There’s no way I’d get into UC Berkeley, but there are other schools around it, and I’ve always liked the Bay Area.”

      Her face lights up. “Yeah, there are a ton of good schools around there. Even if we were just an hour apart is better than you being here and me being there. It’s like a seven-hour drive.”

      Stephanie gets up to start taking the rest of the ribbon off the tree. Nora leans on me, hand going to my side, gently resting over my scar.

      “Whatever happens, we’ll make it work,” I tell her.

      “Promise?”

      “Promise. Read me the acceptance letter again?”

      The smile is back on her face. “I can do that.”

      “Oh shit,” Stephanie mutters under her breath.

      Nora stops reading and looks up. “What’s wrong?”

      Stephanie shakes her head as she types out a response to whatever text she got. “Brayden got into another fight.” She sighs. “I’m going to have to call Brent again.”

      At this point, even I’m familiar with Brent, the social worker assigned to Brayden’s case. Stephanie leaves the room and Nora sets her acceptance letter down. Brayden is technically her foster brother, and while he’s expected to go back to his father as soon as the court allows it, she cares about him.

      The kid has some serious anger issues and doesn’t respect authority of any kind. I haven’t said anything to Nora, but my dad told me kids like Brayden end up in jail. He’s seen it before. Nora, like the Kellers, believes it’s not too late for him though and isn’t giving up.

      Nora changes into a curve-hugging sweater dress and pulls half her hair up into a clip. We watch TV while waiting for Doug and Brayden to get home. And as soon as they do, I wish they hadn’t. Brayden is in a rage, yelling and trying to shove Doug away. Looking defeated, Doug takes his shoes and coat off and goes into the bathroom.

      “Hey,” Nora says gently. Most of the time, Brayden calms down around her. I think it’s because he has a crush on her, not that I blame the kid, and realized the angry ‘tough guy’ persona he puts on for everyone else is extremely off-putting for Nora. “I heard you had a rough day.”

      “What would you know about it, you dumb bitch?” he sneers.

      “Don’t call her that,” I snap.

      Brayden picks up a glass ornament from off the tree. “What are you gonna do ‘bout it, murderer?”

      His words send a jolt through me, and if it wasn’t for Nora’s hand on my thigh, I’d jump up.

      “Shut up!” Nora yells, and Stephanie comes rushing down the stairs.

      “What?” Brayden quips, rolling the ornament between his hands. “You don’t like knowing your fuck-buddy shot someone?”

      “That’s enough.” I get to my feet, fingers balled into fists.

      “Jack.” Nora grabs my arm and gets up. I turn away from Brayden to look at her, and the moment I’m distracted, Brayden throws the ornament at me. He misses. I move my hand at the last second, blocking it from hitting Nora in the face. It shatters when it hits the floor. Blind rage takes over. He almost hurt Nora.

      “Brayden!” Stephanie shrieks.

      I step in front of Nora, keeping her out of his line of fire in case the little asshole throws more ornaments. Doug rushes back into the living room, and all hell breaks out. Brayden kicks the Christmas tree and his foot gets caught in a section of ribbon. The whole tree wobbles dangerously when he yanks his foot back. He grabs another decoration and hurtles it at me. Doug grabs Brayden’s arms and takes him to the floor.

      “Murderer!” Brayden shouts at me. Nora takes my hand and leads me out of the living room and into the sunroom. She closes the door and shakes her head.

      “I’m so sorry, Jack.”

      “I don’t blame you.” My heart is racing, and I’m pissed. But I don’t feel triggered. I let out a breath and put my hands on Nora’s shoulders. “You got into Berkeley. Let’s focus on that.”

      The sunroom is at the back of the Kellers’ house and has wall-to-wall windows as well as skylights. All the glass on the walls lets the cold in, and Nora shivers. I try to keep her warm, folding my arms around hers.

      “I ran into my old boss today,” I tell Nora. “He said he’d give me my job back if I wanted it.” I worked at the only sporting goods store in Dale Hollow before I got shot. Jason worked there too. I never went back. “I told him I do. I need to save up as much as I can before next year. I meant it when I said I want to find a place near you.”

      “Maybe we could get a place together eventually.”

      I pull her hair over her shoulder, tracing her collarbone across her chest. “I’d like that.”

      “Nora?” Stephanie calls and comes into the room. “Are you guys okay?”

      “Yeah,” she answers. “What about you?”

      Stephanie replies with a strained smile. “I will be. Bray smashed his cast. We have to take him to the hospital, and his caseworker is meeting us there.” Stephanie looks away, eyes filling with tears. “Then he’s going to be admitted for a psych eval.”

      “Is he going to come back?”

      “Probably not for a while. We’ll see what the doctors say, but I’m pretty sure he’ll be placed in a residential facility for treatment. He’s getting too violent to be in the house. How he does in there depends on when and where he’ll go when he gets out.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      Stephanie sighs. “We probably won’t be home until late tonight, so we have to take a raincheck on dinner.”

      “I’ll take you,” I tell Nora. “You can’t talk about greasy burgers and expect me not to get one.”

      Nora half smiles. “Burgers do sound good.”
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* * *

      “Mrs. Harrington?” Nora asks, standing from the table. It’s eight-thirty and she and Veronica have been studying for a final since we got back from dinner. The Kellers are still at the hospital with Brayden.

      “Call me Laura,” my mom tells her.

      “Oh, okay. Laura. Stephanie wants to talk to you.” She hands my mom her phone and goes back to the table, putting her head in her hands.

      “Tired?” I ask. I’ve been in my room playing video games while the girls study and came down ten minutes ago to get something to eat. While Nora studies, I should say. Veronica’s been scrolling through her Facebook feed the whole time I’ve been down here.

      “Yes.” She sits up and rolls her neck. “And history puts me to sleep on its own. I’ve read this same page three times and don’t know what it says.”

      “Take a break.”

      “No. I need to get this done. And then go to bed early. I don’t test well when I’m tired.”

      “You always test well no matter what.”

      “No, I don’t. I study well and know the material.” She uncaps a highlighter and blinks rapidly, trying to keep herself awake. I eat a few more cookies, stuffing myself until I feel sickly full.

      Mom comes over to the table and takes Veronica’s phone from her hands and gives Nora hers back.

      “Stephanie told me what’s going on. They won’t be home until after midnight,” she starts and pulls out a chair. “With the break-ins, she doesn’t want you home alone. And since you have school in the morning, you’re going to stay with us tonight.”

      “Yay! A sleepover!” Veronica exclaims.

      “No.” Mom shuts her down fast. “Not a sleepover.” Her eyes go to me. “For either of you.”

      I roll my eyes and Nora looks a little uncomfortable. “I have to go get my stuff.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer. “So you’re not alone.”

      “You can take the trash out,” Mom tells me. “Tomorrow is garbage day. I’ll go over with Nora. You stay here with your sister.”

      Nora yawns when she gets up, leaving the house with Mom. Veronica closes her books and gets her phone from the counter.

      “Are you really going to apply to schools in the Bay Area?” she asks me, not looking up from her phone.

      “Yeah. Nora already has a list going for me.” I pull the bag out of the kitchen garbage.

      “And you’re going to live together?”

      “Ideally. It’ll depend where I end up, I guess.”

      “Are you going to ask her to marry you?”

      I stop, looking up at my sister. The thought of proposing to Nora never crossed my mind. I knew we’d be together, and that’s all that mattered. “Not anytime soon.”

      “But you are going to ask her?”

      Now that I’m thinking about it, it’s all I want to do. “Yes.”

      Veronica makes a weird little squeaking noise like she always does when she’s excited. “She has her grandmother’s ring. I’ve seen it before. It’s huge! How are you going to ask her? When will you? At graduation? Do you think she’ll say yes?”

      “Chill. It’s not happening for a while, and I wouldn’t ask if I thought she’d say no.”

      “Tell me before you ask!”

      “Sure,” I say, though there’s no way I’d tell her. Veronica would blab.

      “It’s pretty much perfect. Nora is like my best friend now, and she’s your girlfriend. I always thought I’d hate you dating my friends, but I like this. And I like how you’re you again,” she adds softly.

      “I do too.” I tie the garbage bag and take it outside, throwing it in the big can and rolling it to the alley behind our house. Charlie comes with, and I throw the ball for him until Nora comes back. She still looks tired, and though she hasn’t said anything, she’s worrying about Brayden.

      She and Veronica go upstairs, and Nora gets into the shower. I sit in my room, thinking about her all wet, warm, and naked. It gets me hot and bothered to the point of needing to shower myself.

      Once I’m out and dressed, Mom knocks on my door. She’s carrying an empty laundry basket and eyes the piles on my floor. I’ve tried keeping my shit neater but fell back to old habits.

      “Tonight,” Mom starts and sets the basket on my bed. “You stay in your room and Nora stays in with Veronica. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Thank you. I can keep pretending you’re saving yourself for marriage that way.” She winks and nudges a pile of laundry. “Clean your room before rats start living in your dirty laundry.”

      “They already do. That’s why I keep the dirty plates here. They have to eat.”

      Mom shakes her head. “You’re going to be in for a rude awakening when you get your own place. And if you and Nora do move in together, I don’t think she’ll take too kindly to the way you ‘clean.’” She winks. “How’s that for motivation?”

      She shuts my door, and I get up, filling the basket with laundry. Nora is going to hate living with me. I strip my sheets and put on fresh ones, then take the full basket downstairs to the laundry room. Nora is in the kitchen, dressed in candy cane-patterned PJ pants and a tank top.

      “Are you going to bed?” I ask her, watching her pack up her bag for tomorrow.

      “Yeah. Well, kind of. I’m going to take my history book up with me and read until I fall asleep. I know we had a good reason to go out tonight, but I should have waited until the weekend to celebrate.”

      “You’ll be fine, babe.”

      “Getting complacent makes you sloppy.”

      I’ve heard her say that little phrase before. Mimi used to tell it to her, and Nora took everything her grandma said to heart, to the extreme, after she died. I held my tongue before and am struggling right now. Nora looks absolutely exhausted.

      I throw my laundry in the washing machine and go to Nora. I take the book from her hands. “Go to bed. Get some sleep before I come get you later.”

      “Jack, your mom’s home and your dad will be later tonight.”

      I shrug. “We’ve snuck off together before. We won’t get caught.”

      She takes her book back. “We better not.”
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* * *

      Dad gets home from work around eleven-thirty. Charlie gets up and paws at the door, wanting to go down and greet him. I open the door to let him out and peer into Veronica’s room. She’s fast asleep, and Nora is sitting on the floor using her phone as a flashlight so she can keep studying. She yawns and her head dips forward.

      I’m about to go in and tell her to go the sleep when the floorboards at the bottom of the stairs creak. Wanting to save us both a lot of trouble, I go into my room and get into bed, pretending to be asleep. Charlie jumps back on the bed, laying across me, and I hear Dad gently tell Nora to stop studying and go to sleep.

      Charlie weasels his way up and under the covers with me. I pet him while I wait for Dad to go to bed and end up falling asleep myself. I wake at two AM. The house is quiet, and Charlie moved to the foot of the bed.

      I tiptoe into Veronica’s room and put my hand on Nora’s shoulder. Her eyes flutter open and she smiles when she sees me. She’s half asleep but gets out of bed and shuffles into my room. We fall into bed together. I spoon myself around her, getting turned on instantly from my cock rubbing against her ass. I move her hair to the side and kiss the nape of her neck.

      Nora softly moans and wiggles against me before rolling over. “Jack?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s just go to sleep. I’m tired.”

      “Really?”

      Her eyes are closed. “Really.”

      “Okay,” I say and try to talk down my dick.

      “Thanks.” She slides her hand over my chest and bends her knee up, moving closer. I shift my weight, and her leg bumps into my cock. “Are you hard?” she whispers.

      “I’m in bed with you. How can I not be?”

      A small smile plays on her lips and she brings her hand down, fingers sweeping over my dick. “It turns me on to know you want me.”

      “I want you every second of every day.”

      “Kiss me.”

      I obey and start with her lips, making my way to the side of her neck. She takes my hand and pushes it inside her pajama pants. She’s so fucking wet. I groan and slip a finger inside her.

      Nora lays back, widening her legs as I finger her. I go right for her G-spot, alternating between rubbing and tapping, bringing her to the brink of an orgasm in no time. Her breathing quickens, and she puts both hands on my head and pushes me down. She’s so far from the shy virgin she was a year ago.

      Her legs go over my shoulders and she balls the sheets in her hands. I spread her wide and dive in, licking her wet pussy. She tastes so fucking good. I get to work, not stopping until she’s writhing against my face, moaning into the pillow she bent up over her head.

      On a high from coming, she grabs my arms and brings me forward, falling between her legs. She yanks my boxers down, welcoming my cock between her thighs. I put my lips on her neck, sucking her skin hard. Nora grabs my ass, fingers curling into my flesh and bucks her hips. The tip of my dick rubs against her. I could come like this if she keeps it up.

      “Fuck me, Jack,” she moans.

      Blindly, I feel for the condom I stashed under my pillow. I can’t get it on fast enough. Nora takes hold of my cock and guides me to her pussy. I thrust inside, greedy and impatient, groaning when I feel her tightness around me. I move fast, pushing deeper and deeper with each thrust. Nora puts her hands on my hips, stopping me. She moves me off her and shoves me onto the mattress.

      Then she climbs on top.

      She holds my hands above my head and rocks her hips. Slow. Steady. I have no fucking idea how she has so much self-control. I twist my wrists, breaking free from her hold, and grab onto her waist. I slit my eyes open just enough to look at her, to look at this beautiful girl on top of me, lips parted, messy hair swaying around her face.

      The girl I love.

      Nora pitches forward, breasts in my face, moaning a little too loudly as she comes. I kiss her to shut her up, but only a moment later, she’s the one trying to keep me quiet. I come hard, feeling it throughout every part in my body.

      She falls to the mattress next to me, panting.

      “We’re good at that.” She pushes her hair back and reaches for the sheets.

      “We’re really fucking good at that.”

      Nora falls asleep only minutes after we clean up and get under the covers. I hold her, feeling more than I ever thought I was capable of feeling. She’s my first long-term girlfriend—I fully intend on having her be my last—and everything with her gets better and better every time. My friends give me shit for being pussy whipped, saying I’m limiting myself by only fucking one chick.

      They don’t get it.

      They don’t get how Nora is everything to me. How much I fucking love her. How I died the day I shot Jason, forced to walk around with the living. How every day was a reminder of that. Until Nora brought me back to life.

      I don’t mean to fall asleep, but I do. And I sleep soundly until someone knocks on my door at six AM.
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      “Shit,” Jack mutters, sitting up. My eyes flutter open and it takes me a second to realize what’s going on. I’m in Jack’s bed, comfy, warm and still so tired. We had sex—really good sex—last night, and I crashed.

      Then I realize the sun is up, and suddenly, being in Jack’s bed is a bad thing.

      “Stay here.” Jack’s voice is thick with sleep. He gets out of bed and throws the covers over me, like that would be enough to hide me. Someone knocks on the door and I hunker down. Please be enough to hide me. Jack grabs the doorknob and slowly turns it, pulling his door back a few inches.

      “Nora’s alarm keeps going off.” It’s Veronica, thank God.

      “Turn it off,” Jack says back.

      “I can’t. It’s an app that makes you answer a math question to shut it off. Is she still sleeping?”

      “Not anymore.” I sit up and guiltily look at Veronica. She crosses the room and gives me the phone.

      “Why do you get up so early and why do you have to solve a math question?”

      “It’s not that early, and it makes me sit up and open my eyes instead of blindly hitting snooze.” I take the phone, read the algebra question and solve it in two seconds. “No wonder you’re always running late,” I tease.

      Veronica isn’t amused. She rubs her temples and sighs. “I could have slept for another half-hour. And you two can thank me later. Mom gets up in like ten minutes.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep in here.” I move my gaze to Jack, smiling. “It was supposed to be a booty call.”

      Jack smiles back. “I wore you out.”

      “You guys are disgusting.” Veronica shakes her head. “We’re getting Starbucks on the way to school today. Jack’s buying. Consider it payment for my silence.”

      “Starbucks isn’t on the way to school. It’s five minutes past school. We’ll have to leave even earlier to go.” Jack moves away from the door and gets back into bed. It’s so tempting to lay down with him. “Come get me when it’s time to leave.”

      I follow Veronica out of Jack’s room, going back to hers. She closes the door then flops onto her bed. I unzip my overnight bag and pull out fresh clothes.

      “If I never see you two in bed together, it’ll be too soon.” Veronica looks at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “Sorry. I really did intend on coming back in.”

      “At least I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Good. We tried being quiet.”

      Veronica shakes her head. “Gross.” She sits up, pulling a pink stuffed hippo into her lap. “Does it hurt?” Her eyes go to Hippy the Hippo. “The first time?”

      “A little.”

      “Did you bleed?”

      “Yes. Not a lot though.” I pull my makeup from my bag “Are you going to sleep with Marcus?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know where we stand relationship-wise. Things seemed fine, then I told him I didn’t want to have sex and it hasn’t been the same since.”

      I sit next to her. “If you don’t want to, then don’t.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she mumbles.

      “I was set on waiting until after I graduated to have sex. I didn’t—I still don’t—want to get pregnant like my mom did.”

      “Do you regret not waiting?”

      “No,” I say honestly. “Because I love Jack. You don’t love Marcus, do you?”

      She shakes her head and picks at Hippy’s tag. The words have faded over the years, and the end is frayed. Veronica will never admit it and will deny it if I brought it up, but I think she had feelings for Jason. One-sided feelings, of course. From the little I know about Jason, he and Jack were close, and he’d never cross his best friend by dating his sister.

      Now, I’ve seen the way Veronica looks at Jack’s friend Alex. Like Jack, Alex is tall and muscular. Unlike Jack, he’s loud and likes being the center of attention. Alex and Jack have been friends since childhood, and I don’t think Alex would go so far as bat an eye at Jack’s sister. He respects Jack too much. Like he should.

      Alex was in the gym that day.

      “I don’t want to be the only virgin in college next year.”

      “That’s a silly reason to have sex with someone you don’t want to. And I’m positive you won’t be the only virgin in college.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, it’ll be me and the other losers.”

      “Then be a loser.”

      She looks up. “Why would I want that?”

      “If being a loser means being true to yourself, why would you want to be anything else? If the last year and a half has taught me anything, it’s that labels are just that…labels. You put labels on the outside of things, and what’s on the outside isn’t always the same as what’s in. And come on, you’re talking to the girl who uses math to wake herself up in the morning. Can I be a bigger loser?”

      “You are a pretty big one. Thanks, Nora.”

      “Don’t worry about what others think. Easier said than done, I know.” I put my hand on hers. “I’m gonna take a shower now.”

      “Good.” She wrinkles her nose. “You smell like Jack and it’s grossing me out.”
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* * *

      “It feels good to be on break,” I say, snuggling closer to Jack. It’s Friday night and I ditched my plans to see a movie with Veronica and Nancy to steal a few hours alone with Jack.

      “Please tell me you’re going to turn off that stupid math alarm.”

      “I’ll set it for two hours later. Gotta keep my brain sharp.”

      He laughs and puts his lips to my neck, kissing his way down to my collarbone. I open my eyes and turn over, reaching for him.

      “We have another hour before we need to leave.” Jack slides his hand along my bare ass. “I want to fuck you again.”

      “You always want to fuck me.” I take his hand and move it between my thighs.

      “That is true.” His fingers sweep over my clit, still sensitive from the orgasm that rocked me not long ago. I moan softly and widen my legs. “You are so fucking hot,” Jack groans, finding me wet already. I put my hands on his head and shove him down. He moves under the covers and I lay back.

      Something thumps downstairs. I think. Maybe? The sheets are rustling, and I’m distracted. There’s no way Jack’s family is home. Veronica and Nancy are at the movie I’m supposed to be at, Mrs. Harrington is at her sister's house for wine night, and Mr. Harrington is at work. We have the house to ourselves.

      Jack spreads my legs, face hovering above me. His warm breath against me is tantalizing, and since we had sex maybe half an hour ago, he moves with more patience than before. Slow. Teasing. Winding me up so tight I’ll be the desperate one.

      And then I hear it again. Charlie, who’s been sleeping on the floor, looks up. We’re home alone but still closed the bedroom door. I look through the dark, watching Charlie turn his head.

      “Jack,” I whisper. “I think someone’s home.”

      “We have the house to ourselves, babe.” He kisses the inside of my thigh. The same thumping echoes up the stairs, sounding like someone is jiggling the front door. Charlie springs to his feet.

      “Charlie hears it too.”

      Jack moves off of me, holding his breath. “Fuck. You’re right. Maybe my dad stopped by for something.” Silently, he gets out of bed and puts on boxers and then pajama pants. I scramble for my clothes, finding my yoga pants at the foot of the bed. “I’ll go down. Just uh…uh…pretend you’re not here?”

      I can’t find my underwear but don’t waste time looking. I shove my legs in my pants and pick up one of Jack’s sweatshirts off the ground in case I need to make a run for it. Jack’s almost to the door when Charlie growls. A second later, glass shatters.

      Jack grabs Charlie, keeping him from barking.

      “Maybe your dad bumped into something and it broke?” I whisper.

      Jack shakes his head. “Stay here.”

      “Jack, no!” I grab his wrist when he makes a move for the door. “Lock the door and call 911.”

      He keeps moving toward the door.

      “Please! Don’t leave me!”

      My words make him pause. “I’ll never leave you. Call. I’ll lock the door.”

      My hands tremble and I enter the wrong passcode on my phone. Twice. Jack brings Charlie onto the bed and cradles him against his chest, holding his muzzle with one hand to prevent him from barking and giving us away.

      Finally, I open my phone and call 911. I sit next to Jack, hating how loud my breathing is.

      “911. What is the location of your emergency?”

      Jack lives next to me, but I can’t think of his address. “Crescent Street. Eight-oh, uh…”

      “Eight-oh-five,” Jack whispers.

      “Eight-oh-five Crescent Street. Someone is breaking in.”

      Charlie tries to jump out of Jack’s arms. He growls and Jack stands, turning the dog away from the door. The 911 operator tells me a squad car is nearby and will be here in less than five minutes. Every second feels like a minute. Five minutes will take an eternity. She tells me to stay on the line, and I go to Jack and Charlie, trying my best to keep the dog calm and quiet.

      If the person breaking in is the same one who’s been terrorizing the city since the fall, he’s armed. If we can stay up here unnoticed we will probably be safe.

      Probably.

      A minute passes. My heart is still racing, and my hands are still shaking. We can hear the person downstairs, knocking things over. Jack’s eyes are wide, and he looks pissed, not scared out of his mind like me. His jaw is tense, and his stomach is getting scratched to hell from Charlie’s claws. He’s a big dog, but Jack holds him like he weighs nothing at all.

      I look at the timer from the phone call. It’s been two and a half minutes. The guy clomps around, and the distinct sound of glass ornaments breaking echoes up the stairs.

      And then the floorboards on the steps creak.

      I look at Jack, eyes wide with terror. Charlie freaks out, pulling his head from Jack’s hand and barks.

      Shit.

      I inhale but get no oxygen. Jack lets Charlie go and the dog runs to the door, barking like crazy. The 911 operator says something else, but I can’t hear her over the dog.

      Jack grabs my arm, moving me into the small bathroom. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he promises, stepping back with balled fists.

      “No. Jack, no!”

      I drop the phone and it clatters into the sink. Charlie jumps at the door, barking like mad. Whoever’s on the outside tries the knob. Finding it locked, they step back and kick. The guy kicks again, caving in the door. It flies open, swinging back into the wall. He’s holding a gun and it’s pointed at Charlie.

      Jack lunges, grabbing the guy’s wrist. He hits him hard in the face and Charlie leaps through the air, biting the guy’s thigh. A shot is fired, and I scream, terrified Jack got hurt. Dust falls from the ceiling and Jack throws another punch. The guy stumbles back and the gun falls to the ground. Charlie shakes his head, tearing the guy’s flesh. He’s wearing a black ski mask under a black hooded sweatshirt.

      Jack kicks him hard in the chest and the guy tumbles backward down the stairs. Jack picks up the gun and goes after him. Paralyzed by fear, I force myself to breathe and go after him.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going? Stop. Right fucking now!” Jack yells over Charlie’s barking.

      I grip the railing. My legs almost go out from under me as I hurry down the stairs. The guy’s on the ground, blood dripping from his nose and soaking the mask. His arms are in the air. Charlie stands in front of Jack, fur on end and teeth bared. The burglar looks from the dog to Jack.

      The fear in his eyes is palpable. He knows he’s fucked.

      “Move and I’ll shoot!” Jack takes a step closer. His eyes are glazed over while at the same time he’s hyper-focused. Blue and red lights flash outside the house. The police are here. The guy puts his hands back in the air. Jack doesn’t back down. Doesn’t lower the gun. He stares at the guy with a look I’ve never seen on him before. It’s a mixture of hate and regret. Of heartache and rage.

      Footsteps come from the front of the house. Mr. Harrington runs in, gun raised. Jack doesn’t take his eyes off the guy on the floor.

      “Don’t move,” Mr. Harrington tells the burglar. “It’s okay, Jack. I got him. Good work.”

      But Jack doesn’t lower his arm. He doesn’t look away.

      “Put down the gun, Jack.”

      Jack pulls the hammer back on the gun and points it at the guy. “I can’t let you do this, Jason.”

      Jason? I inch closer, careful not to sneak up on Jack. He called the guy Jason. I’m sure of it.

      “Jack! Drop it.” Mr. Harrington’s eyes flit to me. “Stand back, Nora.”

      Two more officers move into the house, unsure where to point their weapons. Jack’s holding the gun, but they know it’s their boss’s son. And poor Charlie doesn’t know what to think. He growls at everyone but won’t leave Jack.

      “Don’t make me do this,” Jack says hoarsely, pointing the gun in his face. It’s then I realize if Jack’s mind took him back to the day he shot Jason, he’s going to pull the trigger again. I don’t want him to have to live with that. I won’t let him.

      “Jack,” I say firmly and step into his line of sight.

      “Nora, stop!” Mr. Harrington yells. He signals for the other officers to keep their guns aimed at the burglar.

      “He won’t hurt me.”

      “He doesn’t know what’s going on right now. Stop. Nora, now!”

      I shake my head and move in front of Jack. “Jason isn’t here. It’s just me and you,” I say softly and reach for him, cupping his face. “Me and you.”

      Jack blinks and looks away from the guy on the ground. “Me and you,” he repeats. Then he steps back, realizing what just happened. He lowers the gun and takes the magazine out. His dad takes the gun and another officer cuffs the burglar.

      “Are you okay?” Jack asks me. “Did he hurt you? Did I hurt you?”

      “I’m fine. You saved me. And Charlie.”

      Jack’s heart is racing. “I was so sure he was Jason. But he’s not.”

      I pull Jack to me. “Don’t worry about that right now.”

      His brow furrows and he lets his head fall against mine. “I thought he was going to hurt you. Whoever he is. I can’t lose you, Nora.”

      “You won’t.”

      Another officer pulls us aside while Mr. Harrington assesses the damage to his house. Charlie, who has blood staining the fur around his mouth, sits next to Jack. We give our statement—there’s not much to tell—and then wait for Jack’s dad to come talk to us. Staying out of the way, and keeping Charlie calm, we go into the formal dining room. Jack sits and puts his head in his hands.

      I pull out a chair next to him, heart still beating rapidly. The chaos and noise continue around us.

      “Jack? Are you okay?”

      He looks up, blinking. “No. I’m not. There’s something wrong with me.”

      “There is nothing wrong with you.”

      “Nora, come on. You can’t pretend that didn’t happen.”

      “I’m not pretending.”

      He sighs heavily. “I thought I was done with the dark.”

      “I’ll be your light. We’ll get through this. The tunnel is dark and twisty right now, but I’m not going to let go of your hand. I promise. We’ll find that light together.”

      “You shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

      “I will deal with anything for you.” I intend for my words to reassure him, but they seem to do the opposite.
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* * *

      “How’s Jack?” Stephanie pours hot water into a coffee mug.

      “He says he’s tired and doesn’t want to talk.” I sit at the island counter and Stephanie slides a cup of tea my way. “He’s taking it hard. He hasn’t had a flashback in so long. I don’t know what to do to help him.”

      “You are helping him just by being there.” She adds sugar to her tea and leans on the counter. “We’ve had several kids here with PTSD. It’s a dark, confusing disorder that doesn’t always follow a pattern or give warning signs before it rears its ugly head. What happened tonight was extremely traumatic. To both of you. It’s no wonder it triggered something.”

      “I said something similar.” I turn, looking over my shoulder. Doug is over at the Harringtons, helping board up the broken window and put things back in order. Jack is on the couch, and Charlie’s been running around our house sniffing everything. With a sigh, I get up and find a rag under the kitchen sink to use to wash the blood out of Charlie’s fur. Stephanie helps, and we get him almost clean. His fur is more white than gold and the stain is set in. I’d trim the red fur out if I didn’t think Jack would care. The last thing he needs right now is his dog getting a hack job haircut.

      “Can Jack stay the night?” I ask Stephanie.

      She thinks about it for a moment. “It’s not appropriate. You’re still in high school.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Though considering all that happened tonight, he can stay on the couch.”

      “Thanks.” I drink a few sips of tea then go back to the living room, cuddling up with Jack. It takes only twenty minutes of me running my fingers through his hair for Jack to fall asleep. And almost the same moment he does, both his parents and Doug come through the door.

      Mrs. Harrington’s eyes are still wet with tears. She’s been crying since she got to the house, making me recall her words about how much it hurts to see Jack struggle and not be able to do a damn thing about it.

      “He’s asleep,” I whisper, pulling the blanket over his shoulders. Jack’s head is in my lap, face turned in toward my stomach.

      “It’s been a long night,” Mr. Harrington says. “For us all. It’s time to go.”

      “He can stay so we don’t have to wake him up.”

      “I think you two have had enough alone time tonight.” Mr. Harrington’s eyes narrow ever so slightly. “Haven’t you?”

      “Nora will stay in her room.” Stephanie glances at me. “And I’ll most likely be up. There’s no way I’ll fall asleep easily after all this.”

      Doug motions to his recliner. “I fall asleep in that chair almost every night. I wouldn’t mind sleeping down here tonight.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that,” Mrs. Harrington says, and her husband glares at her.

      “Jack does not need to stay the night at his girlfriend’s house. Jack,” Mr. Harrington says loudly. “It’s time to go home, son.”

      Jack stirs, fighting to open his eyes. He’s exhausted and needs to rest. Without nightmares, I should add.

      “What’s going on?” Jack asks, looking around the crowded room.

      “Everything is fine,” Mrs. Harrington tells him. “It’s late. We’re all rattled and tired. Time to go home.”

      Jack looks into my eyes. “Turn your alarm on as soon as I leave?”

      “We will.”

      Jack kisses me goodnight and I walk him to the door. Big, fluffy snowflakes are falling from the sky. Any other night, I would have stopped to admire it. But tonight, the air just gives me a chill.

      “Nora,” Mr. Harrington says as he goes out the door. “I never got a chance to tell you congrats on getting into UC Berkeley. That’s quite a feat.”

      “Thanks. It is,” I say, and it hits me. Hard. So hard it almost knocks me off my feet. Jack needs me. Berkeley is hours away.

      Jack promised he wouldn’t leave me.

      There’s no way I’m leaving him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Nora’s sitting at the foot of my bed when I wake up. I tossed and turned all night, replaying everything in my mind. I can’t make sense of it. I know what happened. I know the guy breaking in wasn't Jason.

      Jason is dead.

      So why am I stuck in an endless loop of remembering and feeling every single fucking thing I did that day? I know I’m not there. I know it’s not possible. Yet it feels so fucking real.

      “Hey,” Nora says softly and puts her Kindle down. She’s wearing leggings and a sweater. Her hair is pulled over her shoulder in a messy braid and she looks as tired as I feel. I sit up only to pull her back down with me, throwing the blankets over both of us.

      “What time is it?” I mumble.

      “Around nine.”

      “Have you been here long?”

      “Like an hour. I couldn’t sleep, and I was worried about you. I didn’t think you’d sleep well either.”

      “I didn’t.” The last time I looked at the time, it was going on seven. I got just over two hours of sleep. No wonder I feel like shit.

      “Go back to sleep.” She faces me, pushing my hair back. “I’ll stay here.”

      I close my eyes, feeling anger rise inside me. I’m not mad at Nora. I’m mad she’s here taking care of me like a sick puppy. It’d be different if I had the flu or something I’d get better from. But this…whatever the hell is wrong with me…I’m not going to get better. It’s been years and I’m still having flashbacks. Still getting stuck in the past. Reliving the worst moments of my life over and over.

      Nora brings her face to mine and we kiss. She’s light and she’s warmth. She’s everything good in this world, and I don’t know why someone like her, someone who’s been through her own personal hell and came out swinging, wants anything to do with someone like me.

      She trails her hands down my chest, slipping one inside my boxers. I’m not hard, though it won’t take long. Nora has a way with me. Her long fingers brush over my dick to the inside of my thigh.

      “Nora,” I groan, cock growing hard in her hand. “What are you doing?”

      “I’d think you’d know a hand-job by now.”

      “Yeah.” I pause, rolling from my side onto my back. “I mean why.”

      “You sleep better after you come.” She kisses me and continues to jerk me off. Once I’m close to coming, she moves her head down and takes my cock in her mouth, swirling her tongue around the tip. I look down under the sheets, watching her lips slide up and down my cock as I come. Nora swallows, wipes her mouth, then moves back up to me. She pulls my head onto her chest and runs her hands through my hair, trying to get me to go back to sleep.

      I close my eyes and do my best to relax, but I can’t turn off my fucking mind. Nora is too good for me. She deserves better than this. It’s almost Christmas and she just got into Berkeley. She shouldn’t have to deal with the mess that comes with me.

      What happened last night was more than a flashback, and there’s no way I can tell Nora. I didn’t just think it was Jason under the mask.

      I wanted it to be Jason.
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* * *

      “Oh, this one’s pretty!” Nora’s gloved hand is in mine. It’s been three days since the break-in and we’re walking through a row of ice sculptures set up for judging in Dale Hollow’s town square.

      The guy took a plea deal and confessed to all the break-ins since fall. He was booked and is behind bars, but Nora was still rattled. Every little noise at night makes her jump. Her fears are normal. They’ll subside with time. She’s not going to have flashbacks and freak the fuck out like me.

      The Kellers upped their security system, and Stephanie and Nora are going to the animal shelter after Christmas to look for a dog. The guy admitted he avoided houses with dogs and thought Charlie was out of the house at the time of the break-in. He tried the front door first and waited. When he didn’t hear barking, he broke in. If Charlie had been downstairs…

      I exhale, breath clouding around me. I need to stop thinking about it. The guy got in and got caught. It was a ‘blessing in disguise’ as my dad called it, pissing off my mom.

      “Yeah, it is,” I agree. Nora holds up her ticket, then puts her hand back down.

      “I need to see the rest before I can vote.”

      “Good idea. I’ll vote for whatever you choose.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I don’t know why I didn’t come to this last year.”

      “Because it’s lame?”

      “This is not lame. I feel like I’m in a Hallmark movie!”

      “Exactly. Lame.”

      Nora laughs, and twinkling Christmas lights overhead sparkle in her eyes. She’s so beautiful, so full of light and life. I’m the opposite, and I don’t want to hold her back. The thought that I’m no good for her has been digging at me ever since I pointed the gun at the burglar’s face and wanted to pull the trigger.

      This whole time I’ve been thinking the darkness fell on me the day Jason died. It encompassed me and trapped me, and I couldn’t get out until I met Nora. Now I’m starting to think I’ve been wrong the whole time.

      Maybe I haven’t been in the dark. Maybe I am the dark.

      “Wow. This one isn’t as pretty but look at that detail!” Nora leans in, inspecting some sort of Celtic design carved into the block of ice. “This one might be second on my list.”

      “You said that five sculptures ago.”

      Nora wrinkles her nose, looking so damn adorable. We spend a few more minutes looking at the sculptures before we cast our votes. Then we move on to the snowmen. Finally, half an hour later, we’re both getting cold and walk back to my Jeep.

      “Veronica wants to know if we want to meet her and David at Jimmy’s.” She takes off her gloves and looks down at her phone.

      “David?”

      “Yeah. A new guy. I don’t mind going if you do. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m always hungry.”

      “Great. I’ll tell her we’ll meet her there.” She texts Veronica back. “Have you looked over your schedule for next semester yet?”

      “Not really. I have class on the same days as last, except my Tuesday and Thursday classes start an hour later.”

      “You won’t be able to take us to school.”

      “I still can.”

      She shakes her head. “No, don’t get up early when you don’t have to. Stephanie and I are going to take a little trip to L.A. probably in the spring to get my stuff out of storage. There’s a lot in there I’ll be able to take with me to college. Including my Prius.”

      “I forgot you had a car.”

      “I almost did too. I’ve been eighteen for almost two months now and I really want my stuff. And I have money now.”

      “Oh yeah, you do. What are you going to do with it?”

      “Save it. It sounds like a lot since I had nothing before, but I know how fast it’ll go once I have bills. It’ll be nice to have that in my savings account once I graduate. And between the scholarships and the money Mimi put aside for college for me, my student loans will be minimal.” She looks out the window at the stars. “Thank you, Mimi,” she whispers.

      Jimmy’s is busy, and we park in the back of the lot. The pavement is icy, and I hold Nora’s arm to keep her from slipping. Veronica and her date already have a table, and my sister waves like an idiot when she sees Nora. No wonder she can’t keep a boyfriend.

      “That’s David?” I ask Nora, already not liking the goth-looking kid sitting next to my sister.

      “Don’t judge him yet, Mr. Jock.”

      “I’m not a—okay, I guess I was. But only on the surface.”

      Nora meets my eyes, full lips coming together in a smile. “Exactly.”

      We sit and order, and I drill David with questions, much to Veronica’s chagrin. Having her older brother double-date is probably reason number two guys don’t stick around.

      “I heard you caught the asshole who’s been breaking into houses around here,” David tells me.

      “Yeah.” My skin prickles and my mind starts to check out. When I think of the night of the break-in, things start to merge with the day Jason died. The dark hallway outside my room begins to glow under fluorescent lights. Charlie’s barking turns into unanimous cheering inside the gym. I pull off the mask and see Jason’s face. Dead eyes. Bullet hole blown through his cheek, taking off half his ear. The darkness closes in.

      Nora puts her hand on my thigh. “Yeah, it was the same guy.”

      She’s answering a question, one I didn’t hear asked. Veronica’s eyes cloud with worry. She tries to catch my attention and I do my best to avoid eye contact.

      “We were a bit distracted upstairs.” Nora rubs my leg and scoots over by me. “That’s enough talk about it though,” she says bluntly for my sake. “You’re new to Dale Hollow, right? I’ve only been here for about a year and a half, but I like it.”

      “It’s nice,” David says, and the small talk fades. We eat in silence for a minute, and it’s awkward. Why the fuck did I think having dinner with my sister was a good idea again?

      “Nora,” Veronica starts, stealing a fry from David’s plate. She ordered a salad and regretted it the second everyone else got burgers. “Nancy and I were talking about how much fun it would be if we all went to Greendale University. She applied there too.”

      “Yeah, that would be fun,” Nora agrees to be polite.

      “I know, wouldn’t it? We could get an apartment and everything! And we’d only be like an hour from here, but far enough away from our parents.”

      Nora glances at me. “It would be nice to be within driving distance.”

      I order a plain burger for Charlie on the way out and buy Nora a box of cocoa-dusted truffles from the kids selling chocolate for a school fundraiser.

      “Oh my God.” She takes a bite. “These are amazing! I could eat all of them before we get back to your house.” She grabs another and holds it out for me. “Try it.”

      “That is good,” I say with my mouth full. Nora eats one more then turns the music down.

      “You know, Veronica was right about one thing.”

      “What?”

      “It would be fun to go to Greendale with her and Nancy.”

      I take my eyes off the road to look at Nora. “But you got into Berkeley.”

      “I know I did. But I also go into Greendale. I should consider all my options, you know.”

      “Since I met you, Berkeley has been your dream.”

      “I can change my mind,” she huffs. “I have a home now. Being close to it would be nice.”

      There’s only one reason Nora would consider going anywhere other than Berkeley: me. She knows how fucked in the head I am. She’s my light and I need her. And she knows it.

      But I can’t do that to her.

      I love Nora more than I love myself. My life might be a sinking ship with no chance of patching the hole before dark water swallows me whole, but I won’t make Nora drown with me.

      “You’re not serious.” I hope to God she’s not serious.

      “I don’t know.” She puts another truffle in her mouth and reaches over, hand landing on my thigh. “Greendale University is a nice school. It’s smaller so I might get more one-on-one time in class. It has its benefits, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, but not when you compare it to fucking Berkeley. Nora, stop being stupid.”

      She takes her hand back. “I’m not being stupid. I can do what I want, Jack.”

      “I know,” I say softly. “Sorry. I don’t want to see you throw everything you’ve worked so hard for away.”

      “I won’t.” She smiles and puts her hand on my thigh again, fingers inching toward my dick.

      And she won’t. I won’t allow it. If it comes to it, I’ll stop things before Nora makes a mistake she’ll regret for the rest of her life. Letting go of Nora will send me back into infinite darkness, but I’d rather die a hundred times over before I see Nora destroy her future.

      I’m not worth it. She might now see it now, but she will in time. Picking me over Berkeley is a huge fucking mistake. I can’t offer her a future when I can’t even see one for myself.

      One day she’ll thank me for it.

      I grip the steering wheel tight, pain crushing my chest. I won’t let Nora destroy everything she’s worked for. Even if it means breaking both our hearts. I take my eyes off the road for a second to look at Nora.

      I love her enough to let her go.

      And I will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Four years later…

      “You can’t avoid them forever.” Becca pours vodka into the copper drink mixer.

      “I’m not avoiding them.” Binx twists around my ankles, purring and trying to butter me up to give him more food. “I’m avoiding the town.”

      “What’s wrong with the town?” Liam takes the bottle of grenadine Becca’s struggling to open and twists the lid with ease. “I thought you said it was nice.”

      “It is nice.” Becca dumps in the syrup without measuring. “It’s who’s in the town she’s avoiding.” Her eyebrows go up and she puts the lid on the mixer.

      “Oh.” Liam gets three cocktail glasses from the cabinet and zeroes in on me, interest piqued. “This is about him isn’t it? Your ex?”

      I pick up Binx. “Not entirely. My time in Dale Hollow wasn’t the best and going back will bring up a lot of memories.”

      “Of your ex?” Liam purses his lips. “You guys are so secretive about him. It makes me want to know details.”

      “There’s not much to tell.” I sit on the couch, stroking Binx’s sleek fur, which is streaked with gray. “He was my first love, first guy I slept with…you get it. And then he broke up with me out of nowhere.”

      “Sounds like an asshole.” It’s the thing Liam is supposed to say, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. And as much as I wish I could hate Jack, I can’t. He’s not an asshole. He has his own issues, and for years I tried to figure them out, to see what I was missing to make him tell me he doesn’t love me anymore.

      Becca pours our drinks, adding only a splash of alcohol to mine. She knows the real reason I don’t like to drink, and she’s quick to defend me to our friends who like to call out how lame I am.

      Liam sips the cocktail. “This is good, Becs. Sweet, but good.”

      “Thanks. It’s my specialty.” Becca sits on the couch next to me, reaching for Binx. He jumps away. “Traitor. Don’t forget who took care of you for three years.”

      “I don’t see the issue about going home though.” Liam peers over the top of his glass at me. “That was four years ago.”

      “It took Nora a while to get over it,” Becca says softly. Other than Stephanie, she’s the only person who knows just how much Jack meant to me. And how much I thought I meant to him. I’ve been friends with Liam since the middle of my sophomore year, and he knows most of my history. But not all.

      “First loves are bitches like that.” Liam shakes his head and takes a drink. “You know the best way to get over your ex is to sleep with his best friend. It worked for me.”

      Jack’s best friend is dead.

      “And how’s that working out for you?” Becca asks dryly.

      “He turned out to be a manipulative asshole, but it got me over David. And under Paul.”

      Becca drains her drink. “You’re an even bigger man whore than me.”

      “That’s saying something.” Liam raises his glass. “But back to our Nora here…go home, honey. Take a break for once. And if you see your no-good ex, act like it takes you a minute to recall who he is. Your life is so fabulous you don’t have time for past drama.”

      “He might not be there anymore.” Becca picks up the remote and turns on the TV. “It would be a total crisis averted and you’ll get some relaxing time with the people who are technically your parents and have been begging you to come home the moment you stepped foot on campus.”

      “I know.” I tuck my legs under myself and sip my drink. I do feel bad for coming up with reasons not to go back to Dale Hollow for the summer over the last four years. Most were legitimate reasons, like studying abroad freshman year, taking summer classes, and then working through the summers to help pay for the apartment Becca and I got together.

      I have no excuse now since I graduated a few days ago. Stephanie and Doug were here for the ceremony, of course, but could only stay for the weekend since they had work. Stephanie and I have become very close, talking nearly every day. She gave me the space I needed after Jack broke my heart and knew coming back to Dale Hollow would be hard.

      Then I started my second year here and everyone expected me to be over the heartache. He was my high school boyfriend, after all. It wasn’t real love or anything. I was much too young to know what actual heartbreak felt like.

      I worried as much as I hurt. Something had to happen to Jack, I was sure of it. Without me, did his flashbacks come back? Was he able to sleep through the night? Why wouldn’t he call me back when I tried to see if he was okay?

      Maybe I gave myself too much credit.

      Maybe nothing happened.

      Maybe Jack really did stop loving me.

      “Text her back,” Becca tells me. “And tell her you’ll pack your bag in the morning.”

      “I will.”

      Becca grabs my phone from the coffee table. “Now.”

      “Fine.”

      She stares at me. “I mean it. Now. Or you’ll chicken out.”

      I unlock my phone and open Stephanie’s text from earlier, asking me if I made up my mind about coming home yet. Becca peers over my shoulder, making sure I write out an actual response. She knows me too well.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I close my eyes, listening to the click of my turn signal. Everything looks exactly the same as the day I left Dale Hollow. Taking a breath, I open my eyes and watch for the traffic light to turn green.

      Crystal by Stevie Nicks comes on the radio as I turn onto Crescent Street, like some sort of sick joke played by the universe. I shut the music off altogether and slow in front of the Kellers’ house. My house. It stopped feeling like home the day Jack looked me in the eye and told me he didn’t love me.

      My eyes immediately go to the Harringtons’ house. The Jeep isn’t parked out front, and I don’t see Charlie running around the yard. Maybe Jack has moved on.

      Wherever he is, I hope he’s happy.

      Stephanie runs out of the house the second I put the Prius in park. I smile when I see her, momentarily letting go of my heartache.

      “Welcome home.” She throws her arms around me, squeezing me in a tight hug. “How was the drive?”

      “Long, but all right. Traffic wasn’t that bad, actually.”

      “That’s good. Are you hungry? Doug’s on his way home now. If you’re not too tired I thought we could go to Jimmy’s.”

      “Is it still the cool hangout?”

      “It’ll always be the cool hangout.”

      “Then yeah, let’s go. A cheeseburger, fries, and a strawberry milkshake sound good right now.”

      Stephanie beams and opens the back hatch. We take my suitcases inside, and the moment I walk through the front door, I’m hit with a sense of familiarity. I’ve been home for Thanksgiving and Christmas a few times in the last four years, but it’s always quick trips, and always on the years the Harringtons go out of town for the holidays. Doug picks me up at the airport, takes me home, and I’m gone again as soon as possible. I plan my flights to arrive at night and leave early in the morning, making it almost as if I’m not really here. This is the first time I drove all the way from school and am staying for more than three days.

      A large framed photo of Stephanie, Doug, and I at graduation hangs in the living room. I’m smiling in the photo and look happy. And I was. I am. It might have taken me years to get over Jack—if I’m even over it at all—but my life is good, and I’ve made the most of what I’d been given.

      “I’m going to change,” I tell Stephanie, and lug my suitcase up the stairs. My old room has housed a few kids over the last four years. It’s relatively the same, with a new bedspread and a few new nicks in the walls. I take off my leggings and T-shirt, trading it for a short blue dress and heels. I comb my messy hair and put on makeup, then go downstairs to talk to Stephanie.

      Even though I saw her only weeks ago at graduation, she fills me in on everything going on in the town but doesn’t say anything about our next-door neighbors. Maybe nothing is going on with them. Maybe she doesn’t bring it up on purpose.

      I don’t ask. I don’t want to know, even though I do.

      I lean back on the couch and yawn. Stephanie worries I’m tired—and I am from the eight-hour drive—and insists we order takeout from Jimmy’s instead and have Doug pick it up on the way home. I think that sounds like a great idea.

      I forgot how much I missed eating together as a family, even when it is diner food brought home in doggie bags. Our old routine kicks in without anyone prompting it. Stephanie and I clear the table and we all retire to the living room, looking through Netflix for something to watch.

      Around midnight, Stephanie turns off the TV, ending our streak of binging Sons of Anarchy, and says we should go to bed. I shower and put on PJs, getting into the small twin bed. I’m tired but know sleep won’t come easily tonight. Deciding not to get frustrated by tossing and turning all night, I open a book on my Kindle and read until I fall asleep.

      Jack haunts my dreams. I wake at dawn, unsure of exactly how the dream unfolded, but craving the feel of his lips against mine. I pull the blankets over my head and try to go back to sleep. It’s been four years. Four fucking years. I should be over this by now. I shouldn’t remember the way he tastes. The way he feels. The way he smells. I shouldn’t remember every little thing. What the hell is wrong with me?

      Giving up on sleep, I get up and head downstairs to make coffee.

      “Morning, hun,” Stephanie says when she walks into the kitchen about half an hour later. “Have you been up for a while?”

      “Yeah. It’s a habit from school, I guess.” I force a smile and pour myself a second cup of coffee.

      “It must feel so good to be done now, right?”

      “Oh, for sure. But now the fun part comes where I get to find a full-time job.”

      Stephanie laughs and gets herself coffee as well. “Did you hear anything more from the place you interned at this spring?”

      “Jeff—my boss—loved me. He said he’d hire me in a heartbeat if anything opens up. But I can apply to be an intern again.”

      “And do the same thing but get paid a hell of a lot less,” Stephanie says, shaking her head.

      “Pretty much. I do like that company though. And I was thinking maybe I should get my master’s sooner than later anyway. It could help in the long run. So being an intern with fewer hours—and less responsibility—would be a good thing.”

      “That is a smart idea, and I agree with getting your degree now. It’s hard to go back once you’ve taken time off.”

      I grab creamer from the fridge and take it to my mug of coffee. “And I plan to apply to start in the spring, so I can put in more hours at the coffee shop before starting class again.”

      “Or you could move back here and save money on rent,” Stephanie suggests casually. “I saw a ‘now hiring’ sign at Starbucks just the other day, so if you wanted to keep working, you could.” She takes the creamer from me and shrugs. “Just a thought. I know how expensive it is to live in that area.”

      “Yeah,” I say and bring my coffee to my lips. It would be a good idea, and Becca’s been hinting that she wants to go back to L.A. and try her hand at acting again. Over the last four years, she’s gone back and forth from acting, going to cosmetology school, and wanting to be a first-grade teacher. “The cost of living is lower here, that’s for sure.”

      “And it would be nice to have you around before you get a job God knows where and take off halfway across the country.”

      “I’m staying somewhere warm, don’t worry. I won’t end up on the east coast or anything.”

      “Speaking of warm, do you want to go to the farmers’ market with me before it gets too hot out? It’s going to be a brutal summer.”

      “Yeah, I’d like to go. Is that booth with the cinnamon rolls still there?”

      “It’s the most popular one.”

      “I’ll get ready then.”

      Stephanie yawns. “Take your time, dear. I’m in no rush.”

      I take my coffee upstairs with me, drinking it as I curl my hair and put on makeup. Wishing I packed more, I sort through my clothes and settle on a multicolored floral skirt and a black crop top, changing out of the loungewear I’d put on earlier.

      We walk the few blocks it takes to get to Dale Hollow’s downtown square and go straight for the cinnamon rolls. I go over to a stand with fresh flowers while Stephanie talks to one of Doug’s co-workers. I spot a bouquet of yellow lilies, heart softening. Only Jack knows the significance of the lilies.

      “Nora? Is that you?”

      I hesitate, not recognizing the voice.

      “It’s me, Alice.”

      Turning, I see Alice Bloom’s smiling face. She’s put on a bit of weight since our senior year, and her long blonde hair is now short and brown. “It is you! We weren’t sure.” Her smile is genuine, and she looks me up and down. “You look amazing! You went back to L.A., didn’t you? You look like you came from L.A.”

      “No, I didn’t go back. It’s, uh, nice to see you again.”

      Alice waves her hand in the air. “You don’t have to pretend. I was terrible to you in high school and I’m sorry.”

      I’m taken aback by her words and don’t quite know what to say in response. “It was a long time ago, but thanks.”

      “Apologizing to you has been on my list for a while now, but I never knew how to get ahold of you. We all thought you went back to Hollywood.” She turns, waving over to girls who are hiding behind a display of melons. “Nancy! Veronica! We were right. It is Nora!”

      Nancy steps around the stand and greets me with a smile. Veronica apprehensively follows behind. I lost touch with Veronica before our senior year was even over. I stopped going over to her house. I stopped hanging out with her after school. Eventually, we stopped talking altogether.

      “Hey, Nora.” She’s never been good at hiding her emotions, and right now she looks as uncomfortable as I feel. “You look great.”

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      “How have you been?” She pulls her arms in over her chest. Alice notices the flowers behind me and points to a bunch of roses, saying something to Nancy.

      “Good. You?”

      “Good too.” She smiles again, then rolls her eyes. “What are we doing? This is awkward as fuck.”

      “Yeah,” I agree with a laugh. “It is.”

      Veronica steps forward and hugs me. “It’s good to see you, Nora. I’ve missed you. Really.”

      “I missed you too,” I tell her. And I have.

      “I’m guessing you graduated,” Veronica starts, readjusting her purse over her shoulder. “Does that mean you’re moving back here?”

      “I did, and no. I’m back for a while before I start my master’s.”

      “You did go to Berkeley, right?”

      “Yeah. I have a degree in civil engineering. What about you?”

      “I have one year left at GU. I switched my major to nursing.”

      “You’d make a good nurse.”

      “I hope so,” she says with a laugh. “I am so ready to be done with school. Props to you for going back for your master’s right away.”

      Alice and Nancy join us, and Alice is holding the yellow lilies I wanted. “Sorry,” she says and brings the lilies to her face. “I’m a sucker for these. My fiancé always gets them for me. We’re getting married in June.”

      “Congrats,” I tell her, eyeballing the little flower stand behind her. There are no more lilies left.

      “You should come to my bachelorette party!” Alice’s eyes widen with excitement. “It’s Saturday and it would be so fun to have you!”

      “Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll be able to make it. Stephanie and I have plans. I’m not in town very long anyway.”

      “If you change your mind, I’d love to have you.” She looks at Veronica, beaming. “We’d love to have you. We’re going to be family soon, after all.”

      The smile on Veronica’s face is one of the fakest I’ve seen. “I planned the whole thing,” she says, fake smile still plastered on her face. “It should be fun.”

      Alice brings the lilies to her nose once more, and my mind whirls, trying to piece I together. “Think about it,” Alice goes on. “The more, the merrier to help celebrate me becoming Mrs. Alice Harrington!”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      I open the balcony door and step outside. The morning air is still, warm, and quiet. Just the way I like it. I put my hands on the railing and look out at the mountains for a moment before turning around.

      “Ready?”

      Charlie, who’s still sprawled out on the bed, opens his eyes but doesn’t move.

      “You’re getting fat. Sorry to be blunt, but you are.”

      He stretches and groans, ignoring me as I put on my shoes. I make it downstairs before he drags his lazy ass out of bed. I feed him then check my email, making a mental list—that I’ll forget as the day goes on—of all the shit I need to do before the wedding.

      I agreed to make the chuppah before seeing Alice’s list of demands: rustic but elegant, a silk top, with the wedding date carved along the top along with the vows—in Hebrew. She sent the vows in English, and I have no idea if the English-to-Hebrew translator I found on Google is correct.

      I read over an email from my boss, interested by the proposal’s minimal description. Mermaid zombies will be fun to work with. An idea will come to me as I run, like it usually does, and today I’ll detour to the lake for some underwater inspiration.

      I stick my cordless headphones in my ears and head out. Now that he ate, Charlie’s ready to run. He’s seven now, and it pains me to see him start to slow. I crouch down, letting him lick my face.

      “We’ll take it easy today, all right, buddy?”

      Taking a deep breath, we head out. Charlie follows behind, then sprints ahead, and then goes off the trail, emerging later covered in mud. It’s been so dry this season I have no idea how he found anything other than dusty dirt. Leave it to this dog to roll in mud in the middle of a drought.

      I slow once the trees thin, walking the rest of the way to the lake for Charlie’s sake. He jumps in, lapping up the cool water. I sit on a rock, tipping my head up to the breeze coming off the mountain.

      The beach is filling with people fast, and Charlie looks across the water at them. He comes back to the shore and shakes, spraying me with water.

      “Thanks, Char.” I shake my head and flick water from my face, though really, it felt good. I’m half tempted to take off my shoes and jump in myself. Instead, I get up and walk along the water’s edge, thinking about how to draw the zombie mermaids without looking lame or hokey.

      Not wanting to face responsibilities today, Charlie and I take the long way home. I’m hot and sweaty and Charlie is a filthy mess by the time we reach the yard. He slowed down about a mile ago and perks up when he sees someone on the porch.

      I pick up my pace to a jog, snickering when he puts his muddy paws on Veronica’s pink shorts.

      “Charlie! Look what you did! Ew, you stink. Jack, get him!”

      “Come here,” I say, stifling a laugh. Charlie turns and his tail whacks Veronica’s legs. She huffs and brushes the dirt from her clothes. “Hey, sis. Want a hug?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “You smell worse than Charlie.”

      I pull my shirt off and use it to mop up the sweat from my face. “What are you doing here?”

      “Can’t I come visit my big brother?”

      “You never come visit.”

      “I brought you leftovers from last night. You should have come. Mom and Aunt Lucy drank too much wine and made up songs. Complete with choreography.”

      “That would have been fun to see.”

      She shakes her head. “It was embarrassing. I recorded it, of course.”

      I unlock the front door. “You’ll have to show me.”

      Veronica follows me in, and I grab Charlie before he goes to the living room to nap on the gray area rug in front of the fireplace. Realizing wiping him off with rags is a futile point, I take him into the mudroom and put him in the dog wash.

      “This turned out really nice.” Veronica leans against the door frame, watching me scrub the mud from Charlie’s fur.

      “Thanks. It took long enough.”

      “Are you going to come home anytime soon?”

      “This is home.” I rinse out the shampoo and grab a towel to dry off Charlie. I stand back and let him shake first.

      “You know what I mean. To Mom and Dad’s.”

      “Probably not.”

      Veronica doesn’t like my response. “But we haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “You’re seeing me now.” I toss the damp towel inside the tub. “And I’ll see everyone else in June. And I mean everyone.”

      “Oh right. The wedding. How’s the chuppah coming?”

      “All right, I think. I’m still working on carving the vows into it. I had to translate them first.”

      “Alice let you read her vows before the ceremony?”

      “She had to if she wanted them carved into the wood.”

      “Right.” We go into the kitchen.

      “The vows are right there if you want to read them. They’re lame. I think she ripped them from song lyrics.” I motion to a paper on the table. My stomach grumbles and I go right to the Tupperware full of enchiladas Veronica brought. I stick them in the microwave and down a glass of water.

      “I was thinking of taking the bookshelf from your old room and putting it the back of my closet like a shoe shelf.”

      “Okay?” I grab a fork and look curiously at my sister. “And you’re telling me because?”

      “I need you to help me move it. It’s heavy.”

      “Have Dad help you. And it’s not that heavy. It has those felt-things on the bottom so you can push it easily on the floor.”

      “I already tried moving it and almost knocked it over. Can’t you come help me? Please?”

      “Why do you want me to come home?” The microwave beeps. I flip the enchiladas and stick them in for another few seconds.

      “I told you. I miss you and I need help moving the bookshelf from your old room.”

      “You mean that one?” I use my fork to point to it.

      “Dammit,” Veronica mutters under her breath. “When did you take it?”

      “Last year. So, your attempt at moving it is bullshit. Why don’t you tell me what you’re up to?”

      “Fine.” She lets out a breath and looks up like she’s about to deliver bad news. “Nora is back.”

      My heart momentarily stops beating. That is bad news. Very bad news. My mind jumps back, and this time the flashback is welcome. We’re standing on the mountain, watching snow float down to the lake so still and smooth its surface looks like a sheet of glass. My arms are around her. We’re both freezing. And neither one wants to move.

      The microwave beeps again, pulling me from my trance. It’s easy to get lost in thought about Nora.

      “How do you know?” I finally ask, taking the food to the table.

      “I saw her this morning at the farmers’ market. She looks good. Really good.”

      Pain spreads across my chest. Pain, and guilt. There’s nothing I regret more than the lie I told Nora four years ago. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and I pulled the trigger on my best friend.

      I don’t love you anymore.

      She laughed after I said it, thinking it was a joke. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes when I said it again, and I’ll never forgive myself for the pain I caused. I shot Jason for the greater good. I broke up with Nora for her own good.

      She never got angry. Never demanded an explanation or told me she hated me. What happened instead was worse. I watched from afar, seeing the hurt I caused. She stopped hanging out with Veronica. Stopped going outside. I never saw her in the treehouse again.

      I broke my own heart letting her go, but I couldn’t live with myself knowing I dimmed her light. She was supposed to be better off without me.

      “That’s good.” My voice threatens to catch in my throat, giving away how raw the pain is even after all this time. I’m able to fool my sister, but Charlie, who’s been busy rubbing on the couch, tips his head in my direction.

      “She told me she just graduated.”

      “Yeah?”

      “From Berkeley. With a degree in civil engineering. And she’s getting her master’s degree now.”

      Hearing she did go to Berkeley after all should make me happy. It doesn’t. It only furthers the ache in my chest, reminding me how fucking selfish I am. I still want her. Still miss her. Still long to have her in my bed, feeling her slender body against mine.

      “So, are you going to swing by the house?”

      “No,” I say, and the heaviness in my chest starts to spread through my whole body. “There’s no point. It’s too late now.”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I grasp the last rung on the ladder only to pull my hand back right away. A splinter of wood wedged its way under my fingernail and hurts like a bitch. Cursing, I climb the rest of the way and sit inside the treehouse to dig it out.

      The treehouse was in need of some repairs four years ago, and the elements haven’t been kind. It’s rickety and smells like mold. Still, it offers comfort. I set the signed book Becca got me for my birthday two years ago down near the door and use the broom to knock down cobwebs. It takes a few minutes before I feel it’s clean enough to sit inside.

      I take my old spot in the doorway, feet dangling over the edge. Free time isn’t something I’ve experienced lately. Between interning, class, and working at the coffee shop, I’ve hardly had time for a social life. Becca took advantage of the time I did have. The last four years didn’t turn out the way I thought they would, but I can’t say it was all complete shit.

      The first two years…yeah. Those were complete shit. I woke up every day unsure how I’d go on. A broken heart can’t beat. And you can’t live without your heart.

      But I’m alive.

      I close my eyes and lean back, tipping my head up to the sun. True to form, I didn’t sleep well last night. Pair that with getting up early to go to the farmers’ market and then running into my old friends, and it’s already been a long fucking day and it’s only three o’clock in the afternoon.

      I pick up my book and try to read. After reading the first page three times and not being able to recall a single thing that was said, I put the book down and lay back, folding my arms over my face to shield out the sun.

      Practicing the breathing exercises I learned in yoga, I inhale and exhale slowly while imagining myself at home with Becca. We’re getting ready to go out for the night to that trashy bar Becca loves so much. Hell, I’ll even sing karaoke with her.

      Anything to get me away from here, away from my invasive, traitorous thoughts.

      A dog barks, startling me. It’s close by, and I sit up fast, blinking in the bright sunlight. A golden retriever stands along the fence line, tail wagging. He stares at me and barks again. Like a deer in headlights, I freeze.

      It’s Charlie.

      I look down at him, heart in my throat. He looks the same as he did the last time I saw him and expects me to come down and pet him. Just like the last time.

      “Charlie,” someone calls, and I know that voice immediately. I scramble back out of sight, pressing my body up against a moldy side of the treehouse to stay out of sight.

      “Come here, Charlie,” Jack calls again. “What are you—” He cuts off and I can feel his eyes on me. I squeeze mine shut and hold my breath. He knows I’m up here. I could be mature and come down, tell him hi and say congrats on the engagement. Or I could continue to hide, peeking at him through a crack in the slats of the treehouse.

      I choose the latter.

      My breath catches when I see him. He’s aged well over the years and is more muscular than before. Dark stubble covers his jaw but instead of hiding his features, it enhances them. His dark hair is cut shorter than before, and I swear he’s grown several inches.

      Seeing him for the first time in four years does all sorts of things to me. Bad things. Memories of his body on mine come rushing back, and I long to brighten the darkness in his eyes. The ache in my heart I’ve tried so hard to bury surfaces, causing a lump to form in my throat.

      Jack’s eyes linger, brow furrowing. His lips part as if he’s about to say something, then he shakes his head and turns away. I let out a breath of relief.

      Coming back was a mistake. A big mistake.
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* * *

      “This is really good!” Doug sticks his fork into his bowl of pasta. “If I’d known you’d turn into such a good cook, I’d have bribed you to come back sooner.”

      “Hey, now!” Stephanie swats him with the back of her hand. “I’m a decent cook.”

      “Decent,” Doug repeats, winking at me.

      I laugh and take another bite of my food. Offering to cook dinner served two purposes: it was the least I could do for the people who loved me enough to adopt me weeks before I turned eighteen, and it kept me busy.

      “I missed eating home cooked meals,” I start, looking at Stephanie, “because they were good. I had to teach myself how to cook, and following recipes isn’t hard.”

      Doug playfully glares at Stephanie. “Except when you try to substitute ingredients all the time.”

      “I guess it takes a degree in engineering to follow a recipe then.” Stephanie winks at me. “I’m still so proud, hun. I friended a handful of people I can’t stand on Facebook just so they’ll see that photo of you at graduation.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Social media at its finest.”

      “Right?” Doug rolls his eyes. “I never bought into all that internet crap.”

      Stephanie shoots him a look. “Half the time, you’re logged into my Facebook account so you can check in on people.”

      “Busted,” I say and we all laugh. “So, is anything else new around here?”

      “Oh! Yes, there is, actually. I’ve been keeping up with jogging in the mornings and walking at night,” Stephanie starts. “And I’ve noticed some weird things in the neighborhood. Starting with the Amazon house.”

      “Don’t get started on this again.” Doug shakes his head, acting annoyed but I can see the glimmer in his eyes. It took me a while to see the total commitment they have toward each other. I spent my first years with them trying not to get attached, which meant overlooking pretty much all of their redeeming qualities. Blind devotion is one of them and taking in foster children year after year can’t be easy on a person, let alone a marriage.

      “Get started on what?” I take another bite of pasta.

      “I’m pretty the Amazon house is a front for a meth lab, and those weird Johnson twins might have murdered their parents.”

      “Ask her for evidence,” Doug says dryly.

      “I don’t have any—yet.” Stephanie points at him with her fork. “But I’ve been gathering intel all spring.”

      “Why do you think there’s a drug house and murdering twins a block away?” I ask with amusement.

      “There’s a house on Randal Street that’s had a big Amazon box on their porch for three months now. They got other deliveries and brought them inside, but not this box. It’s still there, even after it got rained on. And I never see anyone go in or out of the house, except at night when I’m walking before bed. The blinds are always drawn, and they hardly keep up with their lawn.”

      “Solid proof of a meth lab, if you ask me,” Doug teases.

      I laugh. “And the twins?”

      “They’re just weird to begin with.” Stephanie reaches for her water glass. “They’re always together, are in their late thirties and still live at home. And I haven’t seen their mother in at least two months.”

      “Naturally, that means murder.” Doug nudges Stephanie with his elbow.

      “It could be. I’m only in the beginning of my investigation.”

      Doug leans forward and puts his hand over his mouth, pretending to whisper. “She needs a hobby.”

      “Walking is my hobby. Nora, come with me tonight and you’ll see.” She turns to Doug. “She’ll agree with me.”

      “I’ll go. I’m very curious about all this,” I say.

      Stephanie fills me in on the rest of the details, including a few pictures she was able to take while running in the morning. I help clear the table and then head out with Stephanie while Doug cleans the kitchen. We go down the block and stop in front of the Amazon house under the pretense that I need to tie my shoe.

      “See!” Stephanie whisper-yells. “The box is still there.”

      “It is weird,” I agree.

      “It’s a drop-off box. It has to be.”

      I look at it, then sweep my eyes over the house. If Stephanie hadn’t pointed it out, I wouldn’t have noticed anything odd. The landscaping isn’t impressive—like the neighbor’s—but it doesn’t look like a backdrop for The Walking Dead or anything.

      “Maybe they leave it there for an outside cat or something.”

      Stephanie purses her lips. “Stop being logical, Nora.” We both laugh and start walking again. “But that does make sense.”

      “Unless the cat-box is a cover for the drug drop-off box.”

      “Ah-ha! That’s even more likely.”

      We pause at a crosswalk, and the sound of dog tags jingling makes me instinctively turn around to see who’s coming up behind us. Charlie, who’s running beside Jack, takes off when he sees me. He’s not on a leash and bounds ahead, ignoring Jack’s commands.

      I crouch down, embracing the dog. His tail wags hard, wiggling his whole body, and he jumps up at my face to lick me. I hold onto his collar, afraid he’ll take off across the street.

      “Charlie. Hey, buddy.” He leans into me when I scratch him under his chin, then gets excited again and almost pushes me over. Jack draws near, and I feel him before I see him. Jack reaches down to grab Charlie and his warm skin brushes against mine. Everything comes rushing back, and suddenly I have to remind myself to breathe.

      “Sorry.” Jack pulls Charlie back. “He’s usually better. I guess he got excited to see you.”

      I swallow my pounding heart and stand up. Jack is a foot from me, and I can feel the heat radiating from his body. Sweat drips down his bare chest. I was right about him putting on pounds of muscle since the last time I saw him. My eyes trail over the ridges of muscles on his abdomen, following the trail of hair that leads to his big cock I remember all too well.

      Blinking rapidly, I look away and shake my head. “It’s okay. I’m surprised he remembered me.” My gaze goes back to him on its own accord.

      “You’re hard to forget.” Jack’s eyes sear into mine. It’s too intimate. We used to look at each other that way, but the time has come and gone.

      Stephanie steps up to my side and takes my hand, giving it a squeeze. “I’m going to head home,” she says quietly. “It’s nice to see you again, Jack.”

      “Yeah, you too,” he mumbles and clips a leather leash to Charlie’s collar. The awkwardness increases with each step Stephanie takes, leaving me standing here on the corner with Jack.

      He shuffles his feet. “Your hair is different.”

      I subconsciously reach up and touch the ends. “I got highlights.”

      “It looks nice.”

      “Thanks.”  I bite my lip and look away, racking my brain for a reason to turn around and run. All I’m coming up with now is the urge to kiss him. Or slap him. I’d like to do both, actually, and the way Jack is staring at me makes me think he’s fighting the same battle but only wants to kiss me.

      “So,” Jack starts, and my eyes go to the scar on his side. “How are you?” He cringes at the forced awkwardness in his own words.

      “Good.” My one-word reply causes his eyes to narrow, the same way they did years ago when he tried to cover up his emotions. I hate that I still remember the little things. “And you?”

      “Good too. I’ve been keeping busy.”

      “With the wedding?” The words leave my mouth before I have a chance to think about it. Heat rushes to my cheeks, and the anger I felt earlier is back. I left so much behind because he hurt me, and now he’s moving on with his life like it’s nothing at all.

      His brown eyes widen. “You heard about that?”

      “Of course. I ran into your sister and Alice.”

      “Oh, right. It’s all she talks about. Veronica’s having fun being the unofficial wedding planner.”

      I inhale and look at the mountains behind us. It’s been four years. I do not care anymore. I do not care. I do not…I’ve always been a terrible liar. “I guess I should tell you congrats, then.”

      Jack raises an eyebrow. “For what?”

      “The wedding.”

      “Huh?”

      “Aren’t you marrying Alice?”

      Abhorrence takes over his face. “Why would I do that?”

      I blink, trying to piece things together. “So, you two aren’t engaged?”

      “Fuck no. She’s marrying my cousin.” His lips pull into that famous smirk, the one I used to find so irresistible. I ignore the relief washing over me. “You really thought I’d marry Alice?”

      “Yeah. I guess. I mean, I don’t know you anymore.”

      My words wipe the amusement off his face. He casts his gaze down to Charlie. The darkness is back in his eyes, and it hurts to see him like this. It’s not my place to care for him.

      “I’ll let you get going,” he says after a beat passes between us. “Though I think we’re going in the same direction.”

      “Yeah.” I pull my arms in around myself. Charlie nudges my hand with his nose, forcing me to pet him. “I didn’t see him in the yard before. It worried me a little.”

      “I don’t live with my parents anymore.” A small smile comes back to his face. “I bought the house on Ridge Road.”

      “You live in the haunted cabin in the woods?”

      “I do, though it’s not haunted. The scariest thing I found was black mold in the bathroom during the remodeling.”

      “You renovated the whole thing?”

      “Yeah. I did most of it myself. It’s not done, and it’s taken me years. Turns out you were right about me hating law enforcement. Being creative suits me more, and the house is like one giant—and expensive—art project. You…you should come see it.” He looks into my eyes, hopeful, and inches closer. I want to surrender to him and feel like things are okay again, if even for one night.

      But I can’t.

      “I don’t think so.” I close my eyes and turn away.

      “Nora,” he breathes and hearing him say my name sends jolts of electricity through me.

      “You broke my heart,” I say before he has a chance to talk. “You broke up with me twice, and it got harder each time. I can’t go down this road again.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “That doesn’t change the past.”

      “I know.” He looks me in the eye. “Believe me, I know. I’ve spent the last four years regretting everything I did, Nora. I was young and stupid and didn’t know how to handle shit. I thought I was doing you a favor.”

      “Breaking my heart was a favor?” I throw my hands up. “Gee, thanks for that.”

      He drops his gaze to the ground, jaw tensing. “You were going to give up Berkeley for me. I couldn’t let you do that. I knew how much you wanted to go and wouldn’t let myself get in the way.”

      “College ends, Jack. You go and then you leave. But family…family doesn’t end. I wanted you more than I wanted anything. I wanted us. I thought we had a future. I thought we’d be together and would start our own family someday.” Tears spring to my eyes, fueling my anger. I hate crying and I hate airing my vulnerabilities, but I never felt vulnerable around Jack.

      “I thought…” he starts only to stop and shake his head. He exhales and looks into my eyes again. “I thought you’d be happier with someone else. Someone who wouldn’t be a burden.”

      “You were never a burden,” I whisper. “Never. I loved you. All of you.”

      His eyes glaze over, and he stiffens. I let out a shaky breath. Suddenly, Jack moves in, cupping my face with both his hands. He tips his head in, resting his forehead against mine. I put my hands on top of his and lose the battle I’m fighting against my own heart.

      Tears spill from my eyes. “I loved you so much,” I tell him.

      “I loved you too. I still do. I want to make things right, Nora.”

      I move his hands off my face, missing his touch instantly. “Then let me go.”
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      Sometimes you fuck up and there’s no second chance. You have to live with your mistakes. That’s life. You have to deal with the shit of your bad choices and there’s no way around it.

      That’s where I am now. Sitting alone in this big, empty house with no one but Charlie to keep me company. The quiet loneliness gets to me from time to time, but I’ve been able to deal.

      But now knowing how deeply I hurt Nora…

      I push off the balcony and go into my bedroom. I shouldn’t have told her I loved her. Suffering in agonizing unrequited love was supposed to be my cross to bear. She wasn’t supposed to cry when she saw me and knowing that the sight of me brings up such strong emotion in her makes me wish I could go back and tell my eighteen-year-old self to stay away from her because the only thing I can bring this girl is heartache.

      There’s a selfish part of me that wants to go to her, kiss her, and remind her of everything we used to have. I replay everything in my head over and over. The way she looked at me. The relief in her eyes when I told her I wasn’t getting married. The things she said.

      She wanted me. She wanted a family.

      I put my head in my hands, rubbing my temples. A headache is coming, and I need to sleep before it turns into a migraine. I fall back into bed and pull the covers over my shoulders. It’s three in the morning, and I haven’t been able to sleep.

      After coming home from my parents’, I spent four and a half hours drawing heart-eating mermaids. Drawing relaxes me, both digitally and on paper. Being able to channel my fucked-up mind into something profitable is nice too.

      Charlie jumps up in bed and weasels his way under the covers until his head is resting on my chest.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I tell him. “I’m not going back.”

      He lets out a small whimper.

      “No. She told me to leave her alone. I did enough damage already. The least I can do is listen.”

      Charlie nudges me, licking me right in the face.

      “Stop being so optimistic. It’s annoying.” I shake my head and sigh. “She said loved. Past tense. You heard her.” I scratch Charlie’s ears and he grumbles, falling asleep. I close my eyes and visions of Nora flash before me.

      I lied: the house is haunted. Not by ghosts, but by memories.
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* * *

      Sweat drips down my brow and I wipe it away with the back of my hand. It’s hotter than hell out today, breaking a record for this part of California this early in the summer. It’s too hot for Charlie to be out, and probably too hot for me too.

      Yet, I’m out here running. Dry earth pounds under my feet and I keep pushing myself, hoping to rid my mind of her with each stride. It doesn’t work, and by the time I get to the lake, I feel sick from the heat. I slow, drink the rest of my water, and stop along the shore. This time I do cool off in the water, resting just enough to keep me from passing out from heatstroke.

      I’m sweating profusely again when I get home, and I take time to make sure I cool down slowly and not get muscle cramps. Then I crash on the living room floor, resting my feet on the cool stone of the fireplace. Charlie is on the couch, sprawled out and panting.

      “Sorry, buddy. I didn’t think we’d need air conditioning. It’s never this fucking hot here. It’ll cool off soon enough.”

      I’m too lazy to go upstairs and lay under the ceiling fan in my bedroom. Too lazy and too sweaty to lay in bed. I need to shower. Running in this heat after getting only a few hours of poor quality sleep was a terrible idea, and I’m paying the price for it now. I start to feel sick and know I need to get my ass up and eat. But I really don’t want to move.

      My phone rings, forcing me up. Mom is calling. Assuming she’s going to tell me Nora is home, I let it go to voicemail, opening the fridge for something to eat instead. I’m halfway through my sandwich when she calls again.

      Deciding not to delay the inevitable, I answer.

      “Hey, Jackie,” she says. “Are you busy?”

      “Not particularly. Why?”

      “I got a new display for the store and it delivered here instead of the shop, and it’s too heavy for me to load into my car myself. Dad’s at work and I need to get the new shelves to the store today while Mark is there.”

      I hesitate. Veronica tried the same shit on me yesterday. But Mom has been upgrading her store lately. “I’ll take a shower then come over.”

      “Thanks, Jackie.”

      I’ve given up telling her to stop calling me that. I finish eating then go upstairs and shower. Charlie rides shotgun on the way over, sticking his head out the window the entire way.

      I ran into Nora yesterday. Yeah, she lives next door, but the chances of coming face-to-face with her again have to be low. Still, I look at the Kellers’ house before I get out, remembering all those times before school when I’d find Nora sitting on the porch steps, eyes closed with her face turned up to the sun.

      My chest tightens, and I kill the engine and get out, taking hold of Charlie’s leash just in case he decides to be stupid and run away again. There is a large box on my parents’ porch. At least Mom wasn’t lying. I pick it up—it really is too heavy for her to carry—and take it in through the garage, sticking it in the backseat of her car.

      The cool air feels so fucking refreshing when we step inside. Veronica is at the kitchen table, finishing a smoothie. She’s dressed with her hair done, which is out of character for her. It’s not even ten AM yet and she’s on summer vacation.

      “Hey.” She looks up from her phone for half a second. “And hi, Charlie.” He sticks his nose in her lap, demanding attention. “I saw you yesterday, goof.” She sets the phone down to pet him. “You act like you haven’t seen me in ages.”

      “He’s not that lucky.” I go right to the fridge, even though I ate before I came.

      “Shut up.” She pets Charlie and then gets up to fill his empty water bowl. “Did you see Nora?” she asks quietly.

      “I saw her.”

      “Did you talk to her?”

      “Yeah.” I take a box of leftover pizza to the table.

      “And?” Veronica sloshes water all over the floor and grabs a towel from the counter to wipe it up.

      “There’s nothing to tell. So stop bringing it up.”

      “Then why do you sound so annoyed?”

      “Because I am,” I say a little too loudly. “She doesn’t want anything to do with me, okay?”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do. She fucking told me to leave her alone.”

      Veronica’s eyes wide. “Oh. Shit. I’m…I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head, not hungry anymore. “Just drop it, okay?”

      “Okay.” She throws the towel into the laundry room and sits at the table. “She doesn’t have a boyfriend. I saw her this morning and asked.”

      “What part of drop it don’t you understand?”

      “Just thought you should know.” She gets her purse from the coat closet. “I’m going to the lake with the girls. I saw Alex there yesterday, and I bet he’ll be there again today. Want to come?”

      “No. I have to work.”

      “What are you working on now?”

      “Zombie mermaids. Plus a couple logos.”

      “You have the coolest job. And you get to work from home. It’s not fair.”

      “I put in my time,” I say, reminding her of the shitty job I worked for several years while in school and then after I graduated, designing ads for asshole clients at a marketing firm. It was so far from the dark digital art I did as a hobby, and for once I got a little lucky when a small publisher reached out and asked if I ever did cover design. I took a chance and quit my job, and barely got by for half a year. Then the small publisher got bought out by a bigger one, and instead of firing me and replacing me with an existing digital artist, they put me on full-time.

      “Can I bring Charlie?’ Veronica asks before she walks out the door. “There was a cute guy at the lake yesterday with a black lab. It would be a good way to start a conversation.”

      “It’s too hot for him to be outside, and you are not pimping out my dog.”

      “I’m not pimping him out, I’m using him to pimp myself out.”

      “And that’s better?”

      She makes a face and rolls her eyes. “Fine. I can get a better tan if I’m not dealing with a dog anyway.” Her face softens, and she takes her hand off the doorknob. “I’m really sorry, Jack. I want you to be happy, and I thought maybe she…I’m sorry.”

      It’s easy to fault my sister with being immature. She hasn’t changed much since graduating high school, though I’m not sure I have either. But she cares and is the only person who knows both sides to the story. She was friends with Nora too.

      “I’m all right.”

      Veronica nods. “Sure. If you change your mind, I’ll be at the lake all day.”

      “Okay. I’ll text you if I do.” I lean back, picking pepperonis off the pizza to give to Charlie. Mom comes downstairs in a whirlwind, rushing around to get to work on time. Running late is one of the few traits she passed down to Veronica.

      “Hey, Jackie.” She comes over and kisses the top my head. “Thanks for coming over and putting the shelf in my car. I feel like a wimp for not being able to lift it. Ronnie and I even tried picking it up together.”

      “No problem.”

      “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “You didn’t. I was already up and ran five miles before you called.”

      “It’s too hot to be running. You’re going to get overheated.”

      “I’m fine, Mom. And I’m gonna hang out here and enjoy your air conditioning for a while, so coming over isn’t a big deal.”

      “Good idea. Who would have thought you’d need AC at your place?”

      “Yeah, it’s weird. The heat won’t last much longer though.”

      “Let’s hope not. Dad said the heat is making people irritable. They’ve been busy with petty cases all week.”

      I close the pizza box and push it to the middle of the table, out of Charlie’s reach. “My laptop is in the car. I need to get it before it melts.” I follow Mom out, and she hugs me goodbye. I’m only half an hour away, but I don’t come here often. I like the solitude of my cabin, and work keeps me busy. I’m not happy, but what I told Veronica is true. I am all right, and when I think about it, I can see how I’ve grown over the last four years.

      I’ve lost the love of my life, but I’m alive. I’m trying to act like it. She taught me that. It took a long time for me, but I make a point to be grateful for what I have. My life. My health. My art. Charlie. A roof over my head and a family that just won’t give up on me, no matter how annoying their persistence is.

      I crack the windows in the Jeep, hoping it’ll help to keep it cool and grab my computer. I’m walking up the sidewalk to go inside when Nora comes out of her house. She freezes, then sidesteps back toward the porch.

      “Nora,” I start, angling my body to hers. “Wait.”

      She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t turn and run either. I cross the yard, stopping a foot from her. Gold streaks her dark hair, hanging in loose waves around her pretty face. She’s not wearing makeup—or a bra, and it’s killing me to keep my eyes off the slight outline of her nipples through her pale pink tank top. Nora was always well endowed, but I’m certain her breasts are bigger.

      “Yeah?” She pulls her hair over her shoulder.

      I swallow hard and look into her eyes. The pain is back, deep in my chest. I embrace it, feel it, knowing it’s there by my own doing. “I’m not going to invite you over or even ask you to sit and talk with me. I just want to tell you I’m sorry.”

      “I will.”

      “You will what?”

      “Sit and talk with you.”

      “Really?” I wasn’t expecting that.

      “Yeah. It’d be nice to catch up.” She motions behind her. “Want to sit on the porch?”

      “In this heat?”

      Nora laughs, and fuck, I’ve missed that sound. “It’s not that hot, you know.”

      “Hey, it is for us mountain folk. I didn’t put an air conditioning unit in the cabin because I didn’t think I’d need it. I’m hanging out over here for Charlie’s sake.”

      She smiles again. “For Charlie?”

      “Yeah. Just him. The heat doesn’t bother me at all,” I say sarcastically, making her laugh again.

      “I told Stephanie to turn the air off.” She turns, walking back up the steps of her porch. “It’s such a waste of energy.”

      “Spoken like a true Berkeley grad.”

      “Hey now,” she says playfully. “Actually, that stereotype is pretty accurate.” We sit on the porch swing, keeping a careful distance between each other. “It’s really not bad in the shade.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “So,” she starts, pushing off the porch with her feet. “You didn’t get a degree in criminal justice?”

      “Nope. I switched to art and narrowed it down to graphic design by the time I graduated.”

      “I’m glad. It suits you.” She blinks and looks away. “Or it did.”

      “It does.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I design and create book covers for a publisher.”

      Her green eyes widen. “Really?”

      “Yeah, and I do other stuff on the side. Mostly to stay busy. I like to build things and have been getting into wood carving lately. Kinda random, I know. Turns out I’m good with my hands.”

      “I could have told you that,” she says with a cheeky grin. Is she flirting with me?

      “What about you?”

      She pushes the swing back once more then brings her feet up. “I have a degree in civil engineering, and just completed an internship in design and construction.”

      “Sounds like a bit of Mimi rubbed off on you after all.”

      She smiles. “It did for sure, though instead of making things pretty, we focus on making them safe.” Her gaze goes to my side. “I was actually working on a project centered on school safety in case of a shooting.”

      “That’s a good thing to work on.”

      She nods. “It was pretty important to me. I hope to intern with the same company again while I go for my master’s next year.”

      “They’ll hire you in a heartbeat once you’re done.”

      “I can only hope. They don’t have room for a full-time employee right now.” She wrinkles her nose. “But that’s okay. Graduate school can be intense.”

      “I’m guessing you have a place there, right?”

      “Yeah. I have an apartment with Becca. And Binx.”

      “He must like being back with you.”

      “Yes, but I think he misses how much Becca overfed him.”

      “Did Becca get into Berkeley?”

      “No, she took a few classes at a community college nearby for a while. It was close enough living together made sense.”

      That was supposed to be us, sharing a home and both going to school. She rakes her fingers through her hair. “How did you end up in the haunted cabin?”

      “It got put up for an auction two and a half years ago. There was a rumor going around about a corporation buying it and the property around Ridge Road to open up another ski resort, but something fell through with the zoning at the last minute. I was the only one who bid on it.”

      “That’s incredible. But…why?”

      I shrug. “It’s quiet and lets me be the social recluse everyone expected me to become.” I meant it as a joke, but it fell flat. Nora’s brows come together.

      “Jack.” She speaks my name with such emotion, turning to face me. Her hand lands on top of mine, and I flip mine over and lace our fingers. “I never—”

      “I know. You were the only one who’d look at me and see a normal person.”

      “You are a normal person.”

      I tighten my grip on her hand. “I never told you this before.” I look away, thinking telling her is a bad idea.

      “Told me what?”

      “I used to think I had this…this darkness inside of me. I thought it came over me after Jason died, but that day the guy broke into the house I realized it was inside me the whole time. I didn’t break up with you just so you’d go to Berkeley. I broke up with you because I didn’t want to make your world dark too. You were my light at the end of the tunnel, and I couldn’t risk dimming you in any way.”

      Her lips part and she squeezes my hand. Her eyes convey everything I’m feeling inside, and I want nothing more than to kiss her and forget the world.

      “That’s not how darkness works,” she says softly. “If the light is on in the hallway and you open the door to the dark room, the darkness doesn’t come out. The light goes in. It fills the dark spaces. You wouldn’t have—” She cuts off suddenly, closing her eyes for a beat the way she does when she’s trying not to cry. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For doing what you thought was best. I like to imagine it wasn’t easy for you either.”

      “It wasn’t, and don’t thank me. I messed up and I’d give anything to go back and make things right. I’ve missed you every single day for the last four years.” I take my hand from hers and cup her face.

      “I’ve missed you too,” she whispers. “But we can’t go back.”

      “I know.” I move my head back and look into her eyes. “I know,” I repeat, and she gets it. A tear rolls down her cheek. I brush it away. My heart speeds up and I lean in slowly. Nora doesn’t move away. Her eyes close and her tongue slips out ever so slightly, wetting her lips.

      And then she jerks her head back. “We shouldn’t.”

      “We shouldn’t have done most of the things we did.”

      She smiles with tears in her eyes. “Yeah, that is true.”

      I run my hand through her hair. “I guess I’ll go. Thanks for, uh, talking to me.”

      “It was nice. Maybe we can do it again.”

      It takes effort to keep from physically cringing. Nora just put me in the friend zone. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      She puts her hand on mine, fingers lingering for a moment before standing and going inside. I let out a breath and get up, unable to shake the feeling that Nora was never meant to be mine.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I can’t get in the house fast enough. The door slams behind me and I lean on it, heart in my throat. Every nerve inside me is on fire, every fiber of my being longs to turn around and go to Jack.

      I miss his touch. I miss his lips on mine. I miss his body on top of me, and I miss the tight feel of his cock inside me. I miss him.

      Surrendering to him would be easy. It would be fun and very enjoyable…for the time being. But then what? I’ll go back up north, and he’ll stay here. The pain I’ve tried to bury will resurface and I’ll have to get over him all over again.

      And I don’t want to do that.

      I want to enjoy my life. I want to get a job and leave my mark on the world. I’m supposed to change the world after all, not let it change me.

      Stephanie’s voice echoes through the house. I pull myself together and find her in the sunroom talking on the phone. All the windows are open, and the overhead fan is on high.

      “Call me anytime, it’s never a problem, I promise.” She pauses while the person on the other end of the phone talks. “All right. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Is everything okay?” I ask and enter the room once she hangs up the phone.

      “It will be. A friend took in her first foster and is having a rough time.” Stephanie frowns. “The girl was sexually abused by her stepfather. Sometimes, children don’t know how to handle their pain and act out. Melissa, my friend, is having a hard time dealing with the situation.”

      “That’s so sad. The poor kid. And I feel for your friend.”

      “I was her mentor before she got approved to foster. She and her husband are wonderful, caring people who will provide a safe and supportive home, but I had the feeling the whole time she was hoping to adopt the first kid they took in. You hear about the bad but there’s always this hope in the back of your mind things will be different for you because you can love this kid.”

      “Is the stepdad in jail?” I ask.

      “Not yet. The trial got pushed back.”

      “It’s terrible, isn’t it?” I sit on the couch next to Stephanie. “Get caught smoking pot in a state where it’s not legal and you get locked up for years and years. But you do something so damaging to a child and you’re free until things finally go to trial.”

      “It’s messed up, and it’s not right. It kinda makes me want to become a vigilante and kick some scumbag ass in the middle of the night.”

      “That’s not a bad idea, actually.”

      “You do it for me. You’d look better in a tight leather suit than me.” She pats my hand. “We both know the world isn’t fair. The best we can do is take care of these children while we can and pray assholes like that get their ass pounded in jail.”

      “Multiple times. And throw in a shanking or two.”

      Stephanie nods. “At least two.” Her phone vibrates from a text. “That’s Melissa again. Oh, she wants me to come over.”

      “Go,” I say, knowing the only reason she wouldn’t is because I’m here. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”

      She pats my knee. “I know. We love you, Nora.”

      “I love you guys, too.” And I do. Stephanie and Doug have filled a weird role in my life. They’re not my parents, and they don’t try to be. But they’re too much like parents to be my friends. It took until my second semester my freshman year to come to the realization they don’t need a label.

      Foster parents.

      Guardians.

      Adoptive parents.

      Family.

      In the end, what they are doesn’t matter. It’s who they are that count.

      “Well, I’m going to head to the grocery store now then, so I’ll have something to feed you and Doug for dinner. You’re welcome to join if you want, but I won’t be offended if you don’t tag along.”

      “I don’t feel like putting on a bra,” I admit.

      “I understand completely.” She stands, stretching her arms over her head. “Do you want to go to lunch later?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Stephanie leaves through the garage, and I go to the front to lock the door. The fear diminished after the break-in, but the paranoia never did. I keep the doors locked at all times.

      I shoot the deadbolt into place and consider shutting the front windows. It would take minimal effort to push through the screen. When I go to the window in the living room, I see Jack’s black computer case on the porch.

      I go out to get it, hoping the thing didn’t get fried in the heat. It was sitting in the shade, thankfully. I reach for the door and hesitate. He probably needs this. He does graphic design for work, after all, and there’s a good chance he won’t come back over.

      Drop off the computer and leave, I chant over and over in my head. I take in a breath and think back to the hours and hours of meditation and yoga I did at Berkeley and center my chakras. I can do this.

      I knock, and the moment Jack answers the door, my resolve begins to crumble.

      “Nora?”

      “You…you…uh, you left your computer.”

      “Right. I did. Thanks.” He steps aside, holding Charlie back. “I’m sorry if I crossed a line back there.”

      “You didn’t.” I come in the house and hold out my hand for Charlie. “Well maybe…no, you didn’t. I did. Or didn’t.” I shake my head, annoyed with how flustered I’m becoming. Jack takes his computer from me and sets it down by his feet. I haven’t been inside the Harringtons’ house since before Jack and I broke up. It’s almost the exact same.

      “What?” Jack shuts the door behind me, and the quiet closes in on me. The gentle hum of the air conditioner fills the space around us.

      “I don’t even know. You didn’t cross a line. I freaked out, and I never freak out.” A painting on the opposite wall catches my eye. It’s dark and detailed, and I’m immediately drawn in. “Is that one of yours?”

      “Yeah.” Jack follows my gaze.

      “It’s incredible.” I step out of my flip flops and cross the foyer. “That’s the lake, right?”

      He half-smiles. “You’re the only one who got it that fast, you know.”

      I can only nod in response. I’m the only one who got it that fast because I’m the only one who stood on the overhang and looked down at the lake with Jack.

      “It’s really good,” I tell him.

      “Thanks. It’s the ‘most appropriate’ painting I’ve done so far, according to my mom.”

      “What else have you done?” I look around the house.

      “Nothing in here. I could, uh, show you the last cover I did. I mean, if you want to see it.”

      “Yeah,” I say, ignoring the voice inside of me screaming to get out of the house. “I would like that.”

      We sit on the couch and Jack unzips his computer case. He opens his laptop and brings up his saved documents.

      “This is one of my favorites,” he starts, showing me an incredibly detailed digital drawing of a female warrior in front of a dragon. “It took hours to get the shading right on that dragon.”

      “That’s amazing!”

      “Thanks. And if you want to tell me ‘I told you so’, go ahead.”

      I turn, finding my face close to his. It’s familiar and safe and I want to move closer. I take a moment to study his features, remembering the way I felt the first time I really looked into his deep, brown eyes.

      He’s grown over the last few years, maturing from the teenage boy I fell in love with to a man I don’t know anymore. His hair is cut shorter and neater than before, and the five o’clock shadow lining his jaw emphasizes how handsome he already is.

      “I told you so.” I lean back, resting my head on the couch. “How’d your dad take the news you were switching to art?”

      “He told me I’d never make any money and would regret not being able to get a ‘real’ job after I graduate. So very supportive, of course.”

      “Sounds like it.” I look at thumbnail images on the computer and see one that catches my eye. I point to it. “What’s that one?”

      “It’s just a drawing. Not a cover or anything cool.”

      I lean in, subsequently getting closer to Jack. “Is it a rose?”

      “Yeah.” Reluctantly, Jack clicks on the thumbnail, bringing up the digital painting. It is a rose and looks just like the little hand painted, glass rose he gave me for my eighteenth birthday. Only this one is wrapped in thorns and dripping with blood.

      “Now you can see why my mom thinks most of my art is inappropriate,” he tries to joke.

      “I like it. It is dark yet beautiful. And so detailed. Did you draw this by hand?”

      “Most of it. Some of it’s stock images that I drew over or used for reference.”

      I reach up, fingers touching my collarbone out of habit. I still wear the rose necklace from time to time. Jack closes his laptop and puts it on the coffee table.

      Silence falls between us, and just like before, it’s not awkward even though everything about this situation says it should be. We were strangers, then friends, then lovers. Now we’re strangers again.

      “You look good, Nora,” he says softly. “If I haven’t told you already.”

      “Thanks. You do too.” I smile and reach for his face. “I like this.” A shiver runs through me at the feel of his stubble-covered jaw under my palm. “You look all grown up.”

      He gives me a half-smile. “I don’t feel like it.”

      “I don’t either. I suppose we never will, right?”

      He puts his hand on top of mine, curling his fingers and bringing my hand to his lips. “Probably not.”

      My body reacts on its own accord. Heat flashes through me and I cannot find the strength to move away. It’s easy to fall back into old habits. I haven’t decided if Jack is a bad one or not.

      He trails his fingers over the back of my hand, up my arm, and around to the small of my back. I bristle, wresting both the urge to push him away and to pull him close.

      “I know what you said.” He lowers his head down to mine, and his gruff voice sends waves of desire through me. I want to feel him in every way possible, like I did before. Physically, mentally, emotionally. I never knew one person could make me feel so much, and I never knew how much my heart was capable of feeling until I met him.

      No one has come close since, and I’ve been working hard to deny the fact no one else ever will. It’s Jack. It’s always been Jack.

      His lips part. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t let you go.”

      “Jack.” My voice comes out strained. I’m weak and only he can make me stronger…or he’ll ultimately be the death of me.

      “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      I open my mouth and inhale. The words die in my throat. I close my eyes and turn my head up, lips meeting his. We kiss, and it’s like the last four years never happened. I wrap my arms around his neck and move up onto my knees. Jack’s hands settle on my waist, urging me on top of him until I’m straddling his lap.

      He kisses me like his life depends on it, and I kiss him back just as hard. He moves his lips from my mouth to my neck, finding the spot at the base that drives me crazy. He pulls my hair to the side, teeth nipping my skin. I arch my back and reach for the hem of his shirt, balling it in my fists. Jack leans back, raising his arms so I can lift his shirt over his head.

      It falls to the floor and I run my hands over his muscular chest, not stopping until I feel the scar from the bullet wound under my fingers. We kiss again, and I feel Jack’s cock harden against me. Holding me to him, Jack stands and slides his hands down to my ass. We can’t stop kissing, and he stumbles up the stairs with me in his arms.

      The door to his old room is closed, and I blindly reach behind me for the knob. Finally, I find it and open the door. A blast of cool air hits us and Jack steps in, going right to the bed. We fall down together with Jack between my legs.

      I pop the button on his jeans and pull down the zipper, reaching inside for his cock. I caress the wet tip and slide my hand down, wrapping my fingers around his shaft. Jack groans, then moves away just enough so I can take his pants all the way off.

      My tank top comes off next, followed by my shorts and panties. My heart races and I long for Jack with everything inside of me. He kisses me harder than ever before and then stops, resting his forehead against mine.

      “I still love you, Nora,” he whispers, and then kisses me again. He doesn’t give me a chance to say it back because he knows I won’t.

      I can’t.
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      I’ve been with Nora more times than I can count, yet I felt a shock of nerves rush through me when she pulled my shirt over my head. It’s like my first time all over again, and I wish it could be. A new beginning and a new end.

      With Nora.

      Her fingers press into my back and her legs curl around me. I grab a handful of her hair and pull her head to the side, exposing her neck. Nothing ever felt more natural than making love to Nora and pleasing her is second nature. I remember all the little things that drove her crazy and made her squirm with pleasure beneath me.

      I trail my tongue along her neck, stopping at the nape. I kiss, suck, and bite. Nora groans and brings her hands down to my waist. I put my mouth back on hers and move to her side, facing in. Nora bends her leg up over me, and I grab the back of her thigh, slowly inching my fingers toward her ass.

      She splays her fingers over my cheek and takes my bottom lip between her teeth. I squeeze her ass and move my hand around to the inside of her thigh. Nora widens her legs, giving me access to her pussy. I circle the entrance with my fingers, already feeling her heat. It ignites the fire inside of me, burning bright and hot. The light came back the moment she kissed me, and I vow right then and there to do everything I possibly can to win her back.

      I push my tongue into her mouth as I sweep my fingers over her clit. Nora inhales sharply, muscles tensing for a split second. She’s so fucking wet, and if I wasn’t already kissing her, I’d bury my face between her legs and lick up every drop she gives me.

      Nora moves her hand from my face to my arm, squeezing my bicep and digging her nails into my flesh. I kiss her slowly and slide my finger along her pussy even slower.

      Tantalizing.

      Teasing.

      It’s been so long since I touched her, I want to enjoy every fucking minute of it. And it’s been so long since she’s had my touch. I want her to remember just how good it is, how she’ll never get the same satisfaction from anyone else.

      I put my fingers over her clit again, moving them in small, slow circles. She’s getting wetter by the second, and I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out.

      “I want you,” she pants, and I plunge a finger inside of her, going right for her g-spot. I didn’t forget for one second how she likes to be touched. I know exactly what to do to make her come, to feel her pussy contract around my fingers as the first of many orgasms rolls through her.

      I curl a finger in, alternating between tapping and rubbing her sweet spot. Soft and slow. And then faster and faster until Nora stops kissing me, mouth falling open in pleasure. I push another finger in, then spread her wetness from inside her pussy to her clit. Nora’s fingers press into my arm harder, and I know she’s close to coming.

      Her breathing quickens, and she arches her back, pressing her pussy onto my hand. I simultaneously rub her g-spot and clit slowly, knowing how desperate she is to feel the release.

      “Jack,” she moans, and I’m so fucking hard right now, hearing her say my name might do me in. I kiss her again and speed up my movements until I feel her pussy tighten around my fingers, wetness spilling onto the sheets. Her nails bite into my flesh, leaving little half-moon prints that will turn me on all over again when I see them later. Her entire body goes rigid for a moment, followed by a shudder. Fuck, I missed watching her come.

      Wasting no time, I pull my hand back and run my fingernails down her thigh. Nora quivers, eyes squeezed shut, body still reacting from the orgasm. I bring my hand up her leg, over her hip, and along the curve of her side. I repeat the motion, enjoying the fuck out of the reaction it gets from Nora.

      Still reeling, she squirms against me, trying to catch her breath. Once she does, she brings her hands down and wraps her slender fingers around my cock. She puts her thumb on the tip, slowly moving it in a circle, spreading the pre-cum down my shaft. My eyes fall shut and I melt into her. I want to lay back and watch Nora go to work, making me come in seconds flat.

      But I’m not done with her yet.

      I slit my eyes open and look down at my cock wrapped in her hands. I groan, let myself enjoy her touch for a moment longer, and then grab both of her wrists and move her hands over her head.

      Nora gives me a wicked smile and then bites her lip as she lays back. We’ve done this before. She knows where things are going. But she has no idea how hard I’m going to make her come. Again.

      I start with her lips like I always do and make my descent down. I kiss her neck, her collarbone, her breasts. I take one in my hand and put my mouth over the other. Fuck, I’ve missed this. Her pert nipple presses against the roughness on my palm, and I flick the other with my tongue.

      Tearing myself away from her perfect tits, I kiss my way down her stomach, moving back on the bed until I’m kneeling on the floor. I grab Nora’s ankles and yank her down, bringing her pussy to my mouth. This time, I start right away, too eager to taste her sweet pussy again to draw it out for her and subsequently me.

      I spread her wide, hooking her legs over my shoulders, and dive in with my lips parted. I run my tongue around her pussy, circling her clit before I cup my mouth around it and gently suck. Nora cries out and her hands land on my head. One takes a fistful of hair. She’s pulling hard without realizing it and fuck, the pain turns me on even more than I already am.

      I slip my hands under her ass, angling her hips up, and brush a finger over her asshole. The muscles in her thighs quiver and she tightens her grip on my hair. I give her everything I have, rapidly flicking her clit with my tongue.

      She comes hard, harder than before, pushing my head away with her hands but holding me there with her legs tightly wrapped around my neck. Her pussy contracts wildly, and I know I won’t be able to hold out much longer.

      Panting, Nora weakly brings me to her. I grab her under her arms and bring her back up in bed, resting her head on a pillow. Her cheeks are rosy, and her breasts rise and fall as she sucks in air. It’s hot as hell and my cock throbs against her stomach, begging to push inside her tight pussy.

      Trying to give her a moment to recover, I bury my head in her breasts and rake my nails up and down her arm. Once she catches her breath, she takes my hand and moves it away, pushing me down onto the mattress. She gets to her knees and gathers her hair to one side, twisting it in an attempt to keep it in place.

      Hovering above me, she licks her lips, and then goes down, holding my cock in her hand first, pumping it up and down, hand slippery from pre-cum. Then she takes my cock in her mouth.

      “Fuck,” I moan, watching her full, pink lips slide up and down. She sucks hard, swirling her tongue around the tip. She remembers what drives me crazy too.

      Knowing I’m going to come if she keeps my dick in her mouth any longer, I move her back onto the bed and get on top. She bends her knees and bucks her hips, rubbing herself against me.

      I kiss her, tasting both myself and her pussy on her lips. Nora grips me tight and I push my cock inside. Fuck, she’s tight. She lets out a loud moan, and I thrust in and out. Hard. Fast. Desperate. She clings to me as I come, and we both fall back on the mattress, panting.

      I hold myself there, cock buried inside of her, forehead resting against hers. Nora rakes her fingers down my back one more time and then her hands fall to the bed. She lets out a breath and opens her eyes, looking right into mine. I pull out and lay down on my back, pulling her onto my chest. Nora slides her hand across my torso to my side, finger circling the scar.

      “We’re good at that.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “We’re really good at that.” My arms are wrapped around her, and I turn my head to kiss her once more. A faint smile is on her lips, and she closes her eyes, snuggling in closer.

      If only Nora could slip back into my life this easily.

      “Can you get me a towel or something?” she asks quietly.

      “Yeah.” I was so caught up in her I didn’t think about it, and this is only the second time I’ve ever come inside Nora. We were always so careful before. I pry myself away from her and grab a towel from the bathroom, taking it to Nora. She cleans up what she can, and carefully gets out of bed to go to the bathroom. When she closes the door, I lay back, heart still racing.

      Instead of getting dressed when she comes into the room, Nora climbs back into bed, laying close next to me. I spoon my body around hers. Being together again feels so fucking right.

      Nora shivers, and I pull the folded blanket from the foot of the bed and spread it over both of us.

      “I like this,” I say quietly, kissing her neck. God help me, I just can’t keep my hands off her. “I want to do it again.”

      “Me too.”

      “Then we should.”

      Her body tenses. “We can’t.”

      “Why, Nora?”

      She faces me. “It’s not that easy.”

      “It can be.”

      “I don’t know. Things are complicated now.” She laces her fingers through mine, holding my hand close to her chest.

      “Life is complicated.” I bury my face in her neck. “What I feel for you isn’t.”

      The air conditioner kicks on. There’s a vent right above the bed and cold air blows down on us. Nora moves closer, pressing her bare ass against my dick. It won’t take much to turn me on again.

      “Do you still have flashbacks?” Nora’s voice is gentle, caring but not judgmental.

      “I haven’t in a while.”

      “What changed?”

      “I started going to a PTSD support group. And moving into the cabin. The solitude forced me to come face to face with my demons and being away in the quiet was a lot more calming than I expected. Sounds lame, I know.”

      “No, it doesn’t. There is peace in nature, and sometimes the noise of the world around us deafens us to hearing what we need.”

      “I didn’t realize being around people worsened things until I stopped being around them. There was a constant pressure and I was always waiting for them to bring up Jason.”

      Nora circles her thumb over my palm. “Do you still have the nightmares?”

      “Yes. Peaceful sleep is still a foreign concept to me.”

      “I should bring you my salt lamp and set up a diffuser in your room with lavender oil at night.”

      “All I hear is you being in my room at night.” I squeeze her, ticking her sides. Nora laughs and tries to squirm away. I hold onto her, ticking her again.

      “Jack!” she squeals and pushes me away. “Stop.”

      I move on top of her. “Stop what? This?”

      “Yes!” She laughs, bending her legs up. Our eyes meet and suddenly my heart is racing again. She drags her fingers up the back of my thighs and lifts her head off the pillow to kiss me. Getting lost in Nora is easy to do. It’s even easier when it’s the first time in years. The same goes for her, and neither of us hears the door open and close, or someone walk up the stairs.

      Veronica lets out a strangled scream of shock and disgust. I’m naked on top of Nora, and if it wasn’t for the blanket, my sister would have just gotten a full view of my ass. I turn, seeing Veronica cover her eyes and try to blindly walk into her room.

      “Sorry, sorry!” She smacks into the wall. Nora grabs the blanket and pulls it down over us. “I’m not looking,” Veronica says and finally gets into her room. The door shuts and I look back at Nora.

      “Just like old times,” I say.

      Nora shakes her head, smiling. “Almost. We should get dressed.”

      “Yeah. We should.”

      I take one more lingering look down at her, memorizing everything about this moment. Keeping the blanket over her body, I get up and put on my boxers, then find Nora’s clothes. We dress in silence and sit back on the bed together.

      “I didn’t notice your room is different.” Nora looks around at the newly painted pastel green walls.

      “My mom is eager for grandkids. She’d take the bed out and put in a crib if my dad would allow her.”

      Nora gathers her hair in her hands, twisting it over her shoulder. “Were you with someone before that made her think she’d get grandkids?”

      “Only you, but she wasn’t hinting for me to knock you up in high school or anything.”

      She looks at me in question.

      “I haven’t dated or even hooked up with anyone else. I tried,” I tell her. “But no one compared to you. I didn’t want anyone to compare to you because I didn’t want anyone but you.”

      “Jack,” she breathes.

      I put my hand on the back of her head and pull her in, bringing her lips to mine.

      “Seriously?” Veronica’s voice comes from the hall. “You have your own house, Jack.”

      “It was too far.” I move away from Nora. “We couldn’t wait that long.”

      “Gross.” Veronica peer around me. “Hi, Nora.”

      “Hey,” Nora says.

      “It’s nice to see you guys together again. I mean not in that way, but I think you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Nora says, not saying that we are far from together. Even though I was just inside her, it still feels like there are mountains between us. “I should go. Stephanie and I are going out for lunch.”

      I give Veronica a look, trying to get her to go the fuck away. She stands in the doorway, curious, and I know she misses Nora. They were friends too, and Nora was the only one in Veronica’s group who didn’t judge everyone around her.

      “What happened to the lake?” I ask.

      “It was too crowded, and the sand got so hot it burned to walk on.”

      Nora chuckles. “You mountain folk really don’t handle heat well.”

      “It hasn’t been this hot in ten years,” I tell her.

      “I like the heat.”

      “I remember.” I put my hand on her thigh, losing the mental battle of Keep My Hands Off Nora I was playing with myself. “You like short dresses.”

      “I do. They’re comfy.”

      “Yeah…comfy.” I grin and Nora blushes. Not from embarrassment, but at the thought of fucking each other again.

      “Well.” Veronica pushes off the wall. “I’m gonna shower. I can still feel sand in my hair. See you later, Nora.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you will.” Nora stands. “I really should go and see if Stephanie is back from the store.”

      I get to my feet and pull the yellow quilt off the bed to toss in the laundry.

      “Isn’t your mom going to wonder why the top blanket from the unused guest room is in the laundry?” Nora raises an eyebrow.

      “Probably. I’ll say Charlie brought a bone up here and got slobber all over it or something. He’s done it before.”

      “I haven’t seen your Mom yet.” Nora untwists a strap on her tank top. “I always liked her.”

      “She’s easier to get along with than my dad, that’s for sure.” I walk Nora outside, picking my shirt up from the floor in the living room.

      “Are you going to be here later?” she asks when we get to the porch.

      “How much later?”

      “A few hours, maybe.”

      “Charlie likes the air conditioning, so we’ll stay for a while,” I say, and she smiles at me. “What?”

      “I think it’s cute the way you take care of Charlie.”

      “He’s a damn good dog.”

      “He is.” Her eyes go to the living room window. Charlie is looking out at us, tail wagging. “But I asked if you’d be here because I think we should talk about what happened.”

      My stomach drops. There’s nothing to talk about. We made love. After years of missing each other, of dealing with the daily agony of a yearning heart, she’s back and we’re together.

      But not to her.

      I thought the pain would subside if I could have her one more time, but it only made it worse. Reminding me of what we had—of what I threw away—was like rubbing salt in a wound that’s been slowly bleeding for the last four years.
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      “Hey, hun.” Stephanie unloads a bag of groceries onto the counter. I look down at myself, quickly making sure my clothes are on right, and go in. “Did you go out for a walk? Your cheeks are flushed.”

      Shit. “Yeah. A walk. It’s hot out.”

      “It is. Be careful in this heat.”

      Stephanie sets a bottle of orange juice on the counter. “I see Jack is visiting next door. Have you talked to him again?”

      “Yeah. Today, actually.” We did talk, amongst other things.

      “How’s talking to him again? I know how hard the break up was, and how much you’ve avoided him.”

      “I haven’t avoided him.”

      Stephanie gives me a look that says she knows I’m full of bullshit.

      “Okay, fine, maybe I have a little.” I reach into the reusable cloth bag for a bunch of bananas. “And it’s…it’s weird.”

      “A good weird or a bad weird?”

      I put the bananas in the fruit basket on the island counter. “I’m not sure yet.” The type of weird we just experienced was a good weird. A very good weird. “It took me a long time to get over him, and now that he’s back…it’s like it’s undoing the progress I made.”

      “Do you want to be over him?”

      “I don’t know.” I pull apples from the shopping bag next and take them to the sink to wash before I put them away. “Yes. I do.” I turn on the water. “Honestly, I just want to be happy.”

      “Does Jack make you happy?”

      I sigh. “I don’t know either. He used to.” I stick an apple under the water, scrubbing it with my hand. My relationship with Stephanie flip flops from motherly to friendly, which is weird enough on its own. It’s not something I’m able to explain very well to others. She came into my life when I was at the crossroad to adulthood, at a point where I needed support and guidance but not the full discipline of a mother. Sometimes she feels more like that mother figure, and other times she’s more like the cool aunt I can tell anything to. Right now, she’s a mixture of the two.

      “It doesn’t matter, right?” I grab another apple. “I’m going back to school and who knows, maybe I’ll meet a cute guy at work, whenever I get a job. Engineering is still very male-dominated, so the chances of meeting a young, single guy are high.”

      Stephanie puts a carton of eggs into the fridge. “Higher than your chances of meeting a cute, single guy at school?” She gives me a look, and her silence says more than words. I never talked about a guy I liked. Never mentioned a boyfriend.

      Because I didn’t have one.

      Jack wasn’t the only person who couldn’t move on. I tried, really, I did. I went out with Becca and even let her set me up on a few dates. Most of the dates were terrible, but a few guys were more than decent. Kind. Smart. Interested in more than hooking up. I went on three dates with a guy named Phillip.

      The first was a double date with Becca and her boyfriend at the time, the second was to dinner and a movie, and the third was to a New Year’s Eve party. It was one of the rare occasions I had anything to drink and underestimated the effect one cocktail would have on me.

      Drunk, I decided to finally try out Liam and Becca’s advice to sleep with someone else as a way to finally get over Jack. Phillip took me back to his place and we started making out. I called him Jack twice, but for the sake of getting some, he let it slide. Things heated up and he went to finger me. My period had started without me realizing it, and the sight of blood on his fingers made him throw up.

      We never went on a fourth date.

      Stephanie and I put the rest of the groceries away and then go out for lunch. Jack’s Jeep is still parked in front of the Harringtons’ house when we arrive back after eating. The hope it brings should clue me in on the feelings I want to deny. I shouldn’t have slept with him. Too much time has passed to pick up where we left off and sleeping with him is only going to complicate things more than they already are.

      Stephanie leaves to go to her friend Melissa’s house, helping her with the difficult foster child situation. I shower, then sit on my bed and text Becca.

      Me: I did something really stupid

      Like usually, she answers right away.

      Becca: How stupid?

      Me: I-need-to-call-you stupid.

      Becca: Are you in jail?

      Me: Yes, they let you keep your phones so you can text in jail. Are you free?

      A call comes through from Becca two seconds after I sent the last text.

      “What did you do?” She cuts to the chase.

      I flop back on my pillows. “I slept with Jack.”

      “Oh, wow. How was it?”

      “Really, really good. But I shouldn’t have done it, right?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve slept with a handful of my exes. It’s convenient and familiar, but we both knew it didn’t mean anything to us. Did sleeping with Jack mean something to you?”

      I bring my hand to my forehead and close my eyes. Jack’s face is right there on the surface of my memories. “I don’t know. It did to him. He told me he still loves me.”

      “What the fuck? Really?”

      “Yeah. He said he never stopped, and oh my God, Becs, what do I do?”

      “I can’t answer that for you,” she says gently. “But I think the fact you hooked up with him already and haven’t slept with anyone over the course of getting your fucking degree says something.”

      Her words hit a nerve, and I know she’s right. “I think you were onto something about him being familiar.”

      “Sure. That’s all he is to you. Familiar,” she says sarcastically. “How’s everything else there?”

      “Pretty much the same, actually. I got invited to the high school mean girl’s bachelorette party. Don’t worry, I’m not going.”

      “It could be fun.”

      “If you were with me, I’d consider it. How’s everything at home?”

      “Good. Binx likes getting the extra treats I give him. Liam and I are double dating tonight.”

      “Ohhh, sounds fun.”

      “I hope so. Ray’s been hinting he wants to take things to the next level and I just don’t know…I don’t love him like you love Jack.”

      “Real subtle there, Becs.”

      “Damn, I was hoping you’d agree. But I don’t. Ray’s a nice guy. He has a job and a house…it makes sense to date him. But that crazy passion isn’t there. I’m not sure if I should wait it out or break up with him now.”

      “I am the last person who should give relationship advice,” I start. “You’re talking to the girl who spent years getting over her ex only to sleep with him twenty-four hours after seeing him for the first time again. I like Ray. He is nice, but if you don’t feel it, you don’t, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “Right. Just like if you do feel it…”

      “Hah-hah. No.”

      “What’s so bad about admitting you still have feelings for him?”

      I shake my head, forgetting she can’t see me. “I guess nothing, but I don’t.”

      “If you say so. I’m headed out for a run. I’m here if you need me. Miss you!”

      “Miss you too. Bye, Becs.”

      I hang up, thinking about what was said. There isn’t anything wrong with getting involved with Jack again. It’s everything that comes after. He broke my heart. Twice. What’s stopping him from doing it again?
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* * *

      “Hey, Nora!”

      I look up from the mailbox, squinting in the late afternoon sun. “Veronica, hi.” I tuck the mail under my arm and walk down the sidewalk to the Harringtons’ house. Veronica is sitting on the ground in the yard, painting a birdhouse. “Sorry for earlier. It was a little awkward.”

      “More than a little,” she teases and sets her paintbrush down. “It’s okay. I always liked you and Jack together. I was so mad at him after he broke up with you. I love my brother, but he can be a real dumbass sometimes, and breaking up with you is the dumbest thing he ever did. He was miserable, by the way.”

      I bite my lip. “How miserable?”

      “Very.”

      “I was too.”

      “He went home to use his other computer or something. I assume that’s why you’re here.”

      “Actually no. I thought I’d say hi.”

      “Oh. Well, hi.” She picks up her paintbrush again to add another coat of pink paint to the birdhouse. There’s another one in a bag next to her, unpainted.

      “Need help?” I ask.

      “That’d be great if you don’t mind. There’s a bird nest on the patio where I like to lay out, and they’re shitting everywhere. I feel bad moving it, so I’m hoping they’ll see this and want to move on their own.”

      “Good idea.” I spread out a sheet of newspaper and sit on the ground. “How have you been?”

      “Good. I’m still single, but I’m not a virgin anymore.”

      I laugh. “I feel like I should congratulate you or something.”

      “Or something.” Veronica makes a face. “It’s an event I wish to forget. I expected my first time to be epic and romantic, but I quickly figured out it doesn’t always happen like that.”

      “Right.” My first time was epic and romantic. Everything about Jack back then was epic and romantic. I dip my paintbrush in pink paint. “How’s school?”

      “I actually really like it. Once I switched majors, I got serious. It’s like a part of you finally rubbed off on me.”

      We laugh, and guilt starts to creep in. I always liked Veronica. She was my first friend here, and I was always able to trust her. After Jack broke up with me, being around her was too painful. She reminded me of Jack and going to her house to hang out was out of the question. I suppose I could have made more of an effort, but at the time it was all I could do not to fall completely apart.

      We talk and catch up as we finish the birdhouses. Veronica is meeting up with her friends later to see a movie and asks if I want to go. I politely decline but tell her I’d like to chat again at least once before I head back to Berkeley.

      I try to relax and lounge around the house but start to feel restless. It’s dinner time anyway so I change into a dress, grab my keys, and drive into town. Along with getting something to eat, I figure I can look through the shops downtown to kill time. There are a handful of cute boutiques, including Mrs. Harrington’s store, and Becca’s birthday is coming up. I’m sure I can find something for her there. I take the first free spot to park, not minding walking a block or two in the heat.

      I slow when I near a pet store, tempted to go in and blow my money on cat treats and toys for Binx. Deciding he already has enough, I step forward, only to stop again. Jack and Charlie come out of the store and we almost collide.

      I extend a hand to Charlie and meet Jack’s eyes. We recently fucked, cuddled, and almost fucked again before being walked in on by his sister. This should be awkward. I should want to turn and run and pretend I didn’t see him.

      But I don’t.

      “Hey.” Jack readjusts the big bag of dog food he’s carrying under his arm. “You’re either stalking me or someone is trying to tell us something.”

      My heart swells inside of me, and the sight of his hair, still messy from sex, turns me on all over again. “I’m stalking you.”

      “I knew it.”

      “I was actually on my way to your cabin to break your legs so you can’t run away, and demand you draw me a picture.”

      He grins. “Funny. I was going to do the same to you. I need someone with engineering knowledge to draw up a house plan.”

      I smile back. “I guess we could put our Misery plans aside and just help each other.”

      “That is a possibility. Though I do like the idea of kidnapping you and tying you up in my bed.”

      A woman exits the store and gives Jack a funny look. We step away from the doors and into the shade.

      “Shopping for Binx?”

      “I thought about it, but he doesn’t need anything.”

      Jack smiles and looks down at the shopping bag hanging from his wrist. “Neither does Charlie. So, were you out shopping for yourself?”

      “I guess. I got bored sitting in the house. Bored and hungry. Stephanie talked about a new restaurant down here that sounded good. I can’t remember what’s it’s called, but it serves pizza and has twenty-five different types of beer on tap.”

      “It is good. The pizza at least, I don’t drink very often.”

      “Neither do I. And I don’t like beer anyway.”

      Jack shifts his weight. “I’m hungry too. Do you want to get a pizza together?”

      “Yes,” I answer before I have a chance to think about it. I just got through telling myself sleeping with him was a mistake. “What about Charlie?”

      “I can drop him off at my mom’s store. He likes to hang out in the office.”

      “That’s perfect because I wanted to stop in there anyway. Becca’s birthday is coming up and I need to find her a present. Do you want me to take Charlie?”

      “Sure. I’m parked across the street and will run the food over.”

      I take Charlie’s leash and wrap it tightly around my wrist, watching Jack go to the crosswalk. I crouch down and scratch Charlie behind the ears.

      “Hey, Charlie boy. I don’t know what I’m getting myself into,” I sigh. “And don’t tell anyone, but I still care about your dad. A lot. I more than care about him, if I’m being honest. But I still think getting involved again is a bad idea.”

      “Whatcha talking about?” Jack asks when he comes back over.

      “You.”

      Jack smiles. “I figured so. Charlie likes you. He has good taste.” He holds out his arm, and I loop mine through his.

      “Are you still dying from the heat?”

      “I’m surprised I’m not dead already. It’s hot for Charlie. Don’t judge me when I carry him across the pavement. It’s hotter than the cement sidewalk.”

      “I am judging you. In a good way. I told you when I first met you I thought it was cute how much you love that dog.”

      “He’s my buddy.”

      Jack was serious about carrying Charlie across the hot pavement. The large dog gives me a look equivalent to rolling his eyes. We go down another block to get to his mom’s store. She’s behind the register ringing up a customer and looks annoyed at the sight of Charlie. Then she sees me.

      “Hey, Mom,” Jack says as soon as the customer turns to leave. She stops to pet Charlie and he eats it up. “Look who I found.”

      Mrs. Harrington’s hair is darker and shorter than the last time I saw her, and she has lost a good amount of weight. The annoyance disappears completely, and Mrs. Harrington looks from Jack to me and back a few times.

      “It’s Nora,” Jack finally says, not sure if his mom recognizes me. I added highlights to my hair, but it doesn’t make me look that different. “From next door, remember?”

      Mrs. Harrington blinks away her shock. “Of course, I remember. I’m a little stunned. Oh honey, you look fabulous!” She comes around the counter and hugs me. “I remember when my breasts were that high and firm. Then I breastfed two kids.”

      “And she’s just as weird and awkward as ever,” Jack mumbles. I smile. I always liked the blunt honestly from his mom.

      “How are you? What are you doing back in town?”

      “I’m good,” I answer. “I graduated and am home visiting for a bit before I attempt to get my master’s degree.”

      “And you two…”

      Jack bends down to pet Charlie. “We just ran into each other.”

      “Must be fate.” Mrs. Harrington wiggles her eyebrows. “Unless you’re seeing someone, Nora. Then it wouldn’t be. Or maybe it still could be.”

      “I’m not seeing anyone.”

      “Well, look at that. Jack isn’t either.”

      “Mom.” Jack shakes his head. “We want to grab something to eat. Can Charlie hang out here for an hour?”

      “Of course! Take your time. It’s been a slow day today and I could use some canine company. No one wants to go out in this weather. It’s unbearable!”

      “Don’t let him get into anything.”

      “I know how to take care of a dog, Jack.” Mrs. Harrington rolls her eyes, reminding me of Veronica. Now I know where she gets it from. “It’s good to see you, Nora. How long are you in town?”

      “A few more days.”

      “I hope to see you again. Have fun at dinner.”

      “Thanks. And it’s good to see you too. The store looks great.”

      Jack puts his hand on the small of my back, ushering me out of the store. Mrs. Harrington notices, and her eyes light up. She thanked me more than once for making Jack happy.

      “She’s so embarrassing,” Jack says when we get a few yards away from the store.

      “Nah. I like her. And I do have nice tits.”

      Jack laughs. “You really do.” Apprehensively, he holds my hand. Butterflies take flight when his skin touches mine, and the feeling of his fingers laced with mine sends a jolt of familiarity through me.

      I shouldn’t encourage this. Like I told Charlie, nothing good will come out of getting involved with Jack. I’m going to count to three and take my hand from his. One…two…three.

      Dammit.

      Jack squeezes my hand and turns his head, eyes meeting mine. They’re clear and shining today, reminding me of the boy I knew in the height of our relationship.

      We get into the restaurant, and since it’s just the two of us, are seated quickly.

      “Do you still like pepperoni pizza?” he asks.

      “I do. It’s been a while since I had one.”

      Jack raises an eyebrow. “It’s been a while since you had pizza?”

      “A pepperoni pizza. I don’t eat meat much anymore. Most of my friends at school don’t either.”

      “Did you like school?” he asks carefully, fully aware his question brings up the fact there is distance between us.

      “Yes. Living in the dorm wasn’t fun, but once Becca and I got a place together, things changed. I got my best friend and my cat back. What about you?”

      He shrugs. “It was all right. Once I moved out, things got better too.”

      The waitress comes and takes our order. I look at Jack. My heart hurts with longing for him. Silence falls between us, and part of me wants it to be awkward. Because right now, things are too good to be true. My phone rings, and it looks like my wish for awkward is about to come true.

      “It’s Stephanie,” I tell Jack. “I have to answer.” And I have to tell her I’m sitting at a table with Jack.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      I put my phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hey, I’m just now leaving Melissa’s. Sorry it took so long.”

      “It’s fine. How’d everything go?”

      “It’s a hot mess over there. I was right about her wanting to adopt this girl off the bat.” She sighs. “What’d you do all day?”

      “Nothing really. Just relaxed, which was nice.”

      “That does sound nice, and I’m glad you took some time off for yourself. Do you want me to pick you up anything for dinner?”

      “No, that’s all right. I’m, uh, out to dinner right now.”

      “Oh, with friends?”

      “Yes, with Jack.”

      Stephanie hesitates. “I’m glad you’re able to be civil with him.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’ll let you go. I don’t want to interrupt your date any longer.”

      “It’s not a—” I cut off at the last second.

      “Bye, hun.”

      “Bye.” I hang up and put my phone back in my purse. I look at Jack, and the butterfly feeling comes back, despite my attempts to stomp them down.

      “What else did you do besides school?” he asks.

      “I worked at a coffee shop on campus, and I actually got really into yoga. You look like you work out a lot.”

      He nods. “I haven’t been to the gym much lately, but I do run every day.”

      “I hate running.”

      Jack smiles. “I remember.”

      God, he’s so gorgeous when he smiles. It’s comfortable talking to him, and we feel just like old friends as that stupid saying goes. Jack isn’t an old friend. He’s my ex-boyfriend who broke my heart into a million pieces.

      What the hell am I doing?

      “What kind of job do you want?” he asks.

      “Honestly, I’ll take whatever I can get.” I wrinkle my nose. “Less than twenty percent of civil engineers are women, so I think I’m already limited.”

      “Doesn’t that make you more likely to get a job?”

      “If I were a male entering a female-dominated field, yes. But not the other way around.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “I know, right? Don’t get me started on it. I’ll go on and on for ages and spending four years in one of the most liberal parts of the country has made me a professional ranter on this subject.”

      “What about in a perfect world?”

      I answer with no hesitation. “I’d be a manager and oversee projects. I want to be in charge.”

      “You’d be good at it.”

      “I hope so. Really, I just want to be taken seriously.”

      “I think it’s cool you’re doing something not a lot of other women do. I stand by what I said years ago. You’re the toughest person I know.”

      We talk about school and the different kinds of jobs I can do with my degree, and Jack pays for the bill, leaving me to wonder if we’re on a date. If we are, does it matter?

      “Do you want to come over?” Jack asks when we pause at the crosswalk near his mom’s store. “You said you wanted to talk, right?”

      “Yeah. I do.” I look at him, fighting against myself. All I want to do is kiss him right now. “And yeah, I’ll come over.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The last time I was on Ridge Road, Jack and I were crazy in love. As we stood outside the dilapidated cabin, I thought we’d be together forever. The landscape hasn’t changed much, and the road to get to the cabin is still gravel, making you feel like you’re miles and miles from civilization.

      The road winds through its way up the top of a hill, and my breath catches in my chest when the cabin comes into view. It’s a world different than the boarded up, run-down house from our youth.

      I park next to Jack and get out of my car, eyes going to the mountains around us. Soft wind rustles the trees surrounding the cabin, and the sound of birds chirping fills the air. The sun is starting to set behind the mountains, partially covered by dark clouds.

      It’s beautiful.

      No wonder Jack found peace up here. Charlie jumps out of the Jeep and runs around, excited to be home. He races to the front door, and the first thing I notice is the porch. It wraps around the front of the house, just like I said it should.

      Jack grabs the big bag of dog food from inside his car and slowly walks up the stone path leading to the porch. My eyes are wide, and my heart is in my throat. There are wooden rocking chairs on either side of the front door.

      He fishes his keys from his pocket and unlocks the door, standing aside to let me in first.

      “Jack,” I breathe, looking around. “It’s beautiful.” We’re in a small foyer, with an office to one side and the dining room to the other. Jack’s computer sits on a large wooden desk, and the rest of the office is cluttered with drawings, notebooks, stacks of paper, and a few canvases. A large live edge wooden table fills the dining area, with mismatching wooden chairs made from various types of natural wood.

      “It’s a work in progress.”

      I take off my shoes and go through the foyer, entering the two-story living room. The wall across from me is all windows, offering a breathtaking view of the mountains. And then I notice the fireplace. Gray stone stretches to the ceiling, and white built-in bookshelves have been added to both sides.

      Slowly, I turn, eyes going to the kitchen. The cabinets are white, and the backsplash matches the gray and white stone fireplace.

      “You…you…” My words die in my throat. I blink rapidly, looking over everything again. “You remembered.”

      “I did.” He sets the dog food on the island counter in the kitchen. “They were good ideas.”

      A shiver runs down my spine and all I can do is nod in response. I look around the cabin again. There isn’t much decor in here, but the renovations Jack has done are gorgeous.

      “The balcony off my bedroom is a nice place to drink your morning coffee,” he says, stepping closer. “You were right about that too.”

      I spin around, eyes going to the stairs. Jack holds out his arm, motioning for me to go up. Working hard not to think about anything at all, I admire the beauty of the old house.  The loft is narrow—like Jack said it was—and leads to the bedrooms upstairs. The largest has been turned into the master, with double doors opening to the balcony. The bed is unmade, and images of Jack sleeping alone night after night flash before me, and tear at my heart.

      “I haven’t done much up here.” Jack unlocks the doors and steps onto the balcony. The wind blows through, cool and welcoming. “And the bathrooms are terrifying. There are two: one up here with the shower and another downstairs. The upstairs had carpet in it.”

      “That is terrifying.”

      “I pulled it up and found mold, but also the original tile flooring. It’s not much better, but at least it’s not carpet, right?”

      “Right.” I go to the edge of the balcony and put my hands on the thick wooden rail. “Did you find out the history of the house?”

      “I did.” He moves behind me, sliding his arms around my waist. I lean into him. “It was built in 1956, was foreclosed in the early 2000s, and has been empty ever since. The property is zoned residential, which turned off a lot of buyers. Lucky for me.”

      “Yes. I can’t get over how beautiful it is. And how you did this by yourself.”

      He lowers his lips to the back of my neck. My eyes close and my knees threaten to buckle.

      “Jack,” I groan and spin around in his arms. “I think we should talk.”

      “Oh.” His arms go slack around me. “Right.” He goes into his bedroom, perching on the edge of the bed. “What do you want to talk about?”

      I don’t trust myself to get in bed with Jack and not surrender to him. I stay by the balcony doors. “I don’t know.”

      He massages the back of his neck, flashing me his famous grin. “You want to talk but don’t know what you want to talk about?”

      “Pretty much.” I bring my hair over my shoulder and look at the mountains. Clouds gather overhead, and the wind blows again, carrying on it the faint smell of rain. I know what I need to say, but don’t want to say it. I like being here with Jack, feeling like things neatly fell back into place.

      But they’re not.

      I flick my eyes to Jack, then back to the mountains. “We can’t pretend like we can go back and pick up where we left off. A lot of things have happened since high school. I’ve changed. You’ve changed.”

      “I know.” Jack gets up and goes to me. “It’s been a long time, and I’d give anything to go back and spend the years with you. I still love you.”

      “But you don’t know me anymore. Just like I don’t know you.”

      “I haven’t changed that much, and neither have you. We’re still the same in more ways than not, but if it makes you feel better…” he holds out his hand to shake. “Hi. I’m Jack. The guy you had sex with this morning.”

      I can’t help but smile and put my hand in his. “And I’m Nora. Nice to meet you.”

      He closes the distance between us, hands going to my waist again. “I wish we could pretend like the last four years didn’t happen, but we can’t. I know we can’t. I’ve missed you, Nora, so fucking much. Now that you’re back I don’t want to let go. We’re meant to be together. I will do whatever it takes to prove it to you.”

      “Jack,” I whisper and close my eyes. My hands go to his chest.

      “You loved me before.” He tips his head down, and I can feel his heart racing. “I gave up everything because I thought it was best for you. I’ll give up everything again to do what’s best for us.”

      “It’s not that I don’t love you,” I start, voice tight with emotion.

      “Tell me you do.”

      “I can’t.”

      He takes my face in his hands and kisses me. “Then tell me what you want.”

      I’m trembling head to toe. I haven’t felt more vulnerable than I do in this moment. I part my lips and inhale. The words are right there on the tip of my tongue and I’m terrified to say it.

      But I’m even more terrified not to. Jack is right. I loved him before and I haven’t stopped. I can’t go on pretending.

      “You. I want you.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Nora slides her hand up my chest and cups my cheek. “I want you.”

      “I’m right here. You can have me.”

      “For how long, Jack? How long will I have you this time before you push me away again?” Her eyes close, long lashes coming together. “I lost everyone. And then I lost you, but it was worse. They were gone, and you were still here and every day I woke up feeling like I wasn’t enough for you. And I worried about you all the time, thinking of you waking up alone after a nightmare, or worse, and you were waking with somebody else.” She looks into my eyes, and the pain mirrored back at me is almost enough to stop my heart. “I can’t do this again.”

      She pulls out of my arms and goes onto the balcony, gripping the railing. The wind picks up, blowing her hair around her face. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and lightning flashes from the mountaintops.

      I stand back, not sure what to do. My brow furrows, and it’s hard to breathe. I was so wrapped up in thinking I was toxic and Nora was better off without me I never thought about everything she’d lost.

      Her parents.

      Her home.

      Her friends.

      Mimi.

      I was the last thread holding her life together. I thought letting her go would set her free to find someone better, someone who’d shine as brightly as she did.

      I hurt her in the worst way possible.

      Rooted to the spot, I stand there, watching her with an ache in my heart so painful it might make the damn thing stop beating. Thunder cracks overhead and a gust of wind brings misty rain down on us.

      “Nora,” I start, “I’m sorry for everything. I really thought it was for the best.” I shuffle forward and put my hand on her shoulder.

      She jerks back. “Shut up!” Her eyes squeeze shut and another clap of thunder sounds. “Did you think I was too stupid to make my own decisions? That I couldn’t see a bad thing from a mile away?” She spins, hands going to my shoulders. She shoves me back. “You weren’t bad, Jack! Your life was messy but so was mine. I loved you so damn much, and you…” She stops, eyes narrowed in anger. I’ve never seen this side of Nora, but I know it’s overdue.

      She jabs at my chest again. I step back into the bedroom, walking backward as she comes at me.

      “You took so much from me, and I want it back. So give it back. Give it back to me.”

      “Nora, I—”

      “Shut up, Jack.” She grabs me, but this time her arms go around me, and her lips press against mine. I pick her up by the waist and her legs fasten around me. I step forward, pinning her against the wall. “Give it back,” she pants before kissing me again, tongue pushing past my lips. Her dress is hiked up around her middle, and the passion in her kisses, in the way she drags her nails over my back, does me in.

      I spin around, throwing Nora onto the bed. She grabs me and flips me over, moving on top. My hands settle on her hips, only for her to shove them off and move them above my head. Nora’s straddling me, dress bunched up exposing her black panties. She sits up straight and crosses her arms, balling the hem of her dress in each hand. Looking me right in the eye, she pulls it up and over her head.

      She’s not wearing a bra, and her nipples are hard. I reach for her breasts, and Nora pushes my hands away. She moves down, undoing the button and zipper on my jeans. I lift my ass off the bed so she can pull my pants down. Then she moves back on me, feeling my erection through my boxers.

      I grab her and spin us around, putting Nora between the mattress and myself. I kiss her hard, and Nora kisses me even harder, taking my bottom lip between her teeth. I sit back and take my shirt off, and Nora pulls my boxers down. I move on top of her, and the wet tip of my cock rubs against the smooth flesh of her inner thigh.

      I take a fistful of her hair and pull her head to the side, kissing her neck. Nora softly moans, trailing her hands down my body. She takes hold of my cock, but instead of pumping my shaft, she parts her legs and rubs the tip against her clit.

      I turn my head down, watching her pleasure herself with my cock. It’s a new sensation for me, one that feels fucking amazing. Nora spreads her legs wider and moves my hips to a better position for her. She keeps one hand against my chest, pushing me away, and the other on my cock. It’s like I’m her own personal sex toy and I’m watching something I shouldn’t be.

      It’s fucking hot as hell.

      Her breathing quickens, and she rubs my cock over her clit faster and faster. Careful to keep my hips exactly where she likes them, I kiss Nora, and only a moment later, she’s coming. I reach down and grab her wrist, pulling her fingers off my cock, and push it inside of her. She’s in the middle of an orgasm, and her pussy tightens around my cock the second I enter her.

      I’ve never felt anything like it.

      Nora cries out loudly, and I fuck her hard, pushing my cock in as far as it will go. She’s overcome by pleasure. I slow my movements and kiss her, allowing her time to recover. A few seconds is all Nora needs.

      She shoves me away again, pushing me down onto the mattress and climbs on top, guiding my cock inside. My hands go to her breasts, feeling them bounce with each thrust. She rides me hard, not stopping until she comes for the second time.

      I’m doing everything I can to keep from coming. She’s so fucking hot. Nora falls forward, breasts in my face. I flip her over, knowing she needs a moment to rest, but cave in my attempts to fuck her slow.

      I circle my hips, moaning as I come closer and closer to coming. Nora picks her head off the pillow and bites the skin on my shoulder. There’s nothing I can do to stop from coming now. My balls tighten, and I bury my cock deep inside Nora. My mouth falls open as the orgasm hits me. I have every intention of pulling out, but as the cum shoots from me, I lose control over my body.

      A moan escapes my lips, and the orgasm rolls through every part of me. My head falls against her, and I pull out, a little too late. My dick pulses against her thigh and the last of my cum wets her flesh.

      Thunder booms and the rain falls in sheets. The balcony doors sway in the wind, and Nora and I cling to each other, breathless. I roll to the side, pulling Nora to me. She’s panting, and her heart is racing.

      I don’t think I could form a coherent sentence right now if I tried. Instead, I move Nora’s hair off her face, gently kiss her lips, and hold her as tight as I possibly can.

      Misty rain blows in through the open doors. I should get up to close them, but I can’t for the life of me move away from Nora. She grabs the blankets twisted at the foot of the bed and pulls it over us.

      I run my fingers up and down her side. Thunder rattles the house, and Charlie comes running. He dives next to Nora, burying his head against her back. She reaches over and pets him, then covers him with the blanket.

      My eyes fall shut and I pray this moment never ends. The love of my life. My dog. Me. All together. Everything is perfect, and it terrifies me.

      “This is nice.” Nora’s voice is soft and dreamy like she’s drifting to sleep. “No one is going to walk in on us.”

      “It’s really nice.”

      The wind blows hard, slamming the doors shut. Nora jumps, clinging to me on instinct. I turn, wrapping my body around hers. With the doors closed, the storm outside is quieted.

      “We can’t go back.” My voice shatters the silence around us. “But we can start over.”

      A beat passes and Nora doesn’t respond. She flattens her hand across my chest, right over my heart.

      “I want to. I really do.”

      “Then we should.”

      She pushes herself up on the mattress. Lightning flashes outside, illuminating her face for a brief moment.

      “I know you feel it too,” I tell her. “I can see it in your eyes. You never were a good liar, Nora.”

      She meets my eyes. “I’m not lying. Just don’t make me say it.”

      “I won’t. But I will tell you every day until you’re ready. I love you.”

      She smiles. “I know.”

      “Did we just have a Han and Leia moment?”

      “I think so, your Worshipfulness.”

      There is absolutely no way I am letting this woman go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Nora?” I whisper, not sure if she’s asleep or not. We’ve been lying in bed together, listening to the storm, for what I guess was twenty minutes. “I think your phone is ringing.”

      It’s too dark to see her face, but judging by the slow way she rolls over, she was asleep. “Oh. I should get it. It’s probably Stephanie or Doug. What time is it?”

      “I’m not sure.” I pull the blanket back and get out of bed. “I’ll get your phone for you.”

      “Thanks. I need to use your scary bathroom.”

      “Don’t scream.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I turn on my bedside light and take one more look at Nora before leaving the room. Charlie follows, rushing ahead to wait by his food bowl.

      “Hungry, buddy?” I pick up the bowl and take it to the counter. Along with kibble, I give him chunks of raw meat and supplements. His joints are getting bad with age. “Here ya go.” I set the bowl down and pat his head. “Things feel right, don’t they?”

      Charlie’s too busy eating to respond…not that he would since he’s a dog. But the one-sided conversations help me think, and I’m fully aware how crazy that makes me sound. I turn on the overhead light in the living room, finding Nora’s purse in the foyer. I grab it by the straps and go back upstairs. Nora is wearing my T-shirt and is standing by the balcony doors. She has opened one a bit and is looking out.

      The floorboards creak all over the place in this house, making it damn near impossible to sneak up on anyone. Nora turns, smiling when she sees me.

      “Do you always walk around naked?”

      “Yeah. I still get the occasional ghost-hunter up here, so I thought I’d give them a show when they peek inside the windows.”

      Nora laughs and shuts the door. “I miss sitting on the Kellers’ porch during storms. I have nowhere to sit and watch them at the apartment, not that it storms very often, anyway.”

      “We can sit on the porch if you’d like. I’ll even put on pants.”

      “I guess I should too.”

      I smirk. “You look much better without them.”

      Nora wiggles her eyebrows and raises her arms, showing off her exposed bare ass. Then she comes back to the bed, sticking her feet under the covers. I hand her her purse and sit next to her.

      “I have a missed call from home. I’m sure they’re wondering where I am.” She calls the Kellers back and brings the phone to her ear. “Hey Doug.” She pauses. “Yeah, I’m safe from the storm. I’m at Jack’s.” Another pause. I put my hand on her thigh and slide it down. “Uh, I don’t know. I think I’ll stay the night here if that’s okay.” Nora looks at me and cringes, knowing she basically told Doug she’s staying here to have sex with her ex. “Yeah, I know. I still feel like I should ask. Okay. Love you too, bye.”

      “Awkward?”

      “Just a little. I’ve never brought up staying the night with a guy before.”

      “You lived away for four years. I’m sure they assumed, even if you didn’t.”

      “That’s what Doug basically said. I’ve been living on my own and can make my own decisions.”

      “You can, and there’s one more you still need to make.”

      Nora looks down, and her hair falls in her face. She tosses her phone back into her purse and shakes her head. “I don’t know.” She pushes her hair back, turning to me. “I like this. I like you. But that doesn’t mean we should.”

      “I don’t know how it doesn’t.”

      The sadness is back in her eyes, changing her appearance from the badass girl I know to a lover, scorned. She’s both, and it’s mine and only my fault she’s the latter.

      “I don’t know if I can be in a relationship with you again.” She says each word carefully. “I think I’ll always be waiting for the other shoe to drop, for times to get tough and you to shut me out.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I want to believe you. I really do.”

      “I will prove it,” I promise. Lightning flashes followed a second later by a crackling of thunder. Downstairs, Charlie freaks out, jumping away from his bowl so fast he knocks into it. His nails scratch on the tile and he runs up the stairs.

      “You don’t like thunder, do you?” Nora asks, lifting up the blanket for him to hide under. He won’t stay covered up for long; he gets too hot. “I feel bad wanting to sit on the porch now.”

      “If I turn on the TV and give him something to chew, he’ll be fine. He startles easier now than he did before. I think his hearing is going.”

      “Poor baby.” Nora strokes his head. “How old is he?”

      “Seven. His birthday was April third.”

      “Did you have a party?”

      I give her a look. “No, but I did buy him a cake.”

      “You are so cute.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” I get up and go to my dresser, finding PJ pants for Nora and myself. “My mom isn’t so thrilled. She thinks I’m going to be one of those people who only have dogs and no children.”

      I put on my pants and toss the second pair to Nora.

      “Do you want kids?” she asks.

      “I do. I always thought I’d end up married with a kid or two. What about you?”

      “Yes. I imagined graduating, getting married, and popping out a baby a year or so after starting my dream job, of course.”

      I straighten up, debating if I should tell her I wanted to propose after her first year of college. We should be the ones planning our wedding right now.

      “Someday,” she adds with a shrug, looking back at the windows. “The air has cooled down a lot out there.”

      “It has.” I grab a blanket from the closet. We go downstairs, and Nora looks at the various drawings I have strewn about my office while I fill one of Charlie’s rubber chew toys with peanut butter.

      Once outside, I pull the two rocking chairs next to each other. We sit, covered up with the blanket. Nora takes my hand. We don’t talk, but so much is said between us.

      Instead of phasing out like I expected, the storm intensifies. Wind blows the rain under the cover of the porch, and we retreat inside, going into the living room.

      “How would you decorate this room?” I ask, sitting on the couch next to Charlie. He abandoned his chewy and is anxiously watching the rain roll down the large windows. Nora considers for a moment and then smiles. She says she’s not into design like her grandma, but I know part of her rubbed off on Nora. And more importantly, Nora feels close to her grandma when she channels that part of her.

      “This is a big room and needs different sections for seating. I’d go with more of a structured look to the furniture and decor because I think too much rustic-cabin gives off a heavy vibe.” She moves in front of the windows. “I’d put two chairs here with a small table in between, a large, rectangular coffee table lined up with the TV over the fireplace—though to be honest, I’m not a big fan of TVs over fireplaces.”

      “Where else would they go?”

      “You’d have to get a smaller one and put it on the shelf next to it.”

      “A smaller TV? Really?”

      “Yeah. But if we’re going for function over fashion, the TV can stay. I’ll get to style the bookshelves that way.” She smiles. “And either one large sectional there, or two couches.”

      A loud boom of thunder echoes overhead, shaking the house. Almost immediately after, the power goes off. Darkness falls, and the only thing to be heard is the pouring rain.
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      “Jack?” I blink rapidly, trying to get my eyes to adjust. It’s pitch black, and with the clouds covering the moon and stars, there’s nothing for them to adjust to.

      “I’ll come to you.”

      I hold out my arm, listening to him move off the couch. His fingers find mine and he wraps them around my wrist, leading me back to the couch.

      “Stay here.”

      I sit, feeling Charlie’s fur brush my arm. He weasels his way into my lap. Jack walks into the kitchen, where he finds his phone and uses it as a flashlight. I watch him go to the fireplace, and in no time at all, he has a fire going. Light and warmth fill the room.

      “That was impressive,” I say when he joins me.

      “Not really. It has a gas start.” He puts his arm around me.

      “Oh, I thought maybe you gained some mad woodsman skills living out here alone.”

      “Well, I have, but I didn’t want to rub it in. We both know it would earn me way more cool points and it wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Please. Like you could ever be cooler than me.”

      “I told you I buy Charlie a birthday cake, but what I didn’t tell you is I sing him happy birthday before he eats it. I’m the coolest.”

      I laugh, folding my legs up against him. “How is it possible for you to be insanely hot and incredibly adorable at the same time?”

      “I’m very talented.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Yeah you are.”

      The fire cracks and pops. “It’s going to get hot in here,” Jack says. “Once the rain lets up I can open the windows.”

      “Do you leave them open at night?”

      “Only if I’m down here. Which I usually am. When I can’t sleep, I draw or make manipulations on the computer. I have a feeling I’m going to sleep well tonight.”

      “Me too.”

      Jack combs my hair with his fingers, and I stare into the fire. So many times I imagined myself back in Jack’s arms, feeling just as much in love as we were before. I would have given anything to be exactly where I am, and now that I’m here, I’m terrified.

      Because when things seem too good to be true, they usually are.

      I lay there, wrapped in the arms of my first love, the man I want to be my last love, and wish more than anything this moment will last. It’s going to tear my heart open all over again when I go back to my apartment. A weird emptiness fell over me the day I graduated. Working toward my degree kept me busy. It gave me a goal to strive for. A purpose.

      I’ve accomplished it, and while I am relieved and proud, it made it harder to ignore the void in my heart. School didn’t fill it, but put a temporary patch over the wound, pulling the edges together just enough to keep me going.

      Jack fills the void. He mends all the cracks and stitches up the little tears. I needed him before I wanted him, and the moment he walked into my life I knew there would never be another. I’m going to miss him so fucking much.

      But I don’t have to.

      Jack said it perfectly: we can’t go back, but we can start over. Slowly. Carefully. Acting like we’re in a brand-new relationship and we’re just getting to know each other. In ways we are, but in more ways, we already know each other like lovers do.

      I sit up, sliding my hand from Jack’s waist to his shoulders, and look into his deep eyes. There’s so much I want to say to him. I love him. I want to try again. I want just you and me.

      Charlie gets up, pacing back and forth and then goes to the back door. He hits a bell hanging from a string from the knob.

      “Is he ringing that bell on purpose?” I ask.

      “Yeah. It means he has to go out. Charlie,” he calls to the dog. “It’s raining. Just wait, buddy.”

      Charlie rings the bell again. And again.

      “He does usually go out after he eats.” Jack gets up and goes to the back door leading to the patio. “It’s raining,” he tells Charlie. “Go out and get back in fast, okay?”

      Charlie wags his tail and darts outside as soon as the door opens. Firelight casts long shadows throughout the house. I shake out the blanket we had on the porch and lazily fold it. It’s getting warm in here already.

      When Jack goes outside, I assume he’s cooling off. Then thunder crackles and I hear him shout Charlie’s name. I spring to my feet, heart in my throat, and race to the patio. I can’t see much in the dark, and I walk into a table not even two yards out onto the patio.

      “Charlie!” Jack calls again. “Get back here!”

      I hold my hands out in front of me, blinking the rain out of my eyes. I move slow, getting drenched by the second. It’s dark and stormy, and it’s almost bear season in the mountains. The thought of a bear going after Charlie makes panic rise inside of me, making it hard to breathe.

      I trip over something and fall, scraping my palms on the rough stone of the patio. Whatever I walked into falls to the ground with a clank. Thunder rumbles overhead again, quieter than the last.

      Something big draws near and a wet nose presses against my cheek.

      “Charlie?” I extend my hand and grab him by the collar.

      “Nora?” Jack’s shadow is overhead. “What are you doing?” He helps me to my feet and ushers Charlie inside.

      “I was going to help you look for Charlie. I thought he ran away, and I was scared.”

      Jack closes the door behind me. We’re both wet from the rain and chilled from the wind.

      “I love that dog,” I say, and look into Jack’s eyes. “Just like I love you.”

      Jack’s eyes widen, and he stares at me, unblinking. “Are you sure? About me and not Charlie, I mean.”

      I laugh. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I never stopped loving you, Jack. I’m scared of getting hurt again. But the thought of not even trying scares me even more.”

      He looks at me, almost in disbelief, then pulls me into an embrace. We stand there, dripping wet, cold, and shivering, but in love.

      “I promise you, Nora, I will love you every single day for the rest of my life. All I’ve ever wanted was to make you happy.”

      Tears form in the corners of my eyes, and this time, I don’t try and force them away. “I want to make you happy, too.”

      “You do. Without even doing anything, you do.” He kisses me, and I shiver. “Are you cold?”

      “Yeah. Wet hair always makes me cold.”

      “I’ll get dry clothes. Sit by the fire and stay warm.” We break apart and he calls Charlie upstairs with him so he can towel him off. I sit with my back to the fire, shaking water drops from my hair. I change into a white T-shirt and boxers and cuddle up with Jack on the couch.

      “Tired?” he asks when I yawn.

      “Yeah. It’s been an eventful day.”

      “It has.”

      I smooth back his damp hair. “I’ve never had sex twice in one day before. I didn’t realize it would be so exhausting. I’ve only been with you, remember?”

      “Oh, I remember. I’m the luckiest guy in the world to be your first and now your last.”

      “You are pretty lucky. Don’t ever forget it.”

      His lips go to mine. “I won’t.”
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      Nora is still nestled in my arms when I wake. The storm gave way to a clear sky, and bright light streams through the balcony doors. Charlie is at the foot of the bed, stretched out and taking up too much room. I stretch my legs out around him, and he groans when I disturb him.

      The power came on at some point while we were sleeping, made evident by the time displayed on the satellite box under the TV on my dresser. It’s not yet eight AM, which is early by my standards. I’m not sure what time we went to bed last night, but I know it wasn’t all that late. I fell asleep quickly and slept soundly with Nora by my side.

      She’s back in my life, and this time I’m not going to fuck up. There’s only so many times she can forgive me, and it was one too many the first time.

      Maybe I am selfish.

      Maybe the darkness if finally taking over. Or maybe I finally gave in to it.

      Either way, I don’t care. I want Nora. Need her. Love her more than life itself. I thought she’d be better off without me, and I was wrong. I set her free and she came back.

      Because she loves me too.

      I carefully sit up so as not to wake her and slip out of bed and go downstairs to make coffee and let Charlie out. Nora wakes when I come back into the room, opening her eyes with a smile on her face.

      “Morning.”

      “Morning, babe.” I set the mugs of coffee on the dresser. “I thought we could drink it on the balcony.”

      Her eyes go to the doors. “I’d like that.” She stretches and slowly gets out of bed. “I’m going to use the bathroom first.”

      I dry off the chairs on the balcony and bring the coffee out. The storm brought some much-needed rain and brought the temperature back to normal.

      “It’s beautiful out here in the morning.” Nora walks through the balcony doors.

      “So are you.”

      She feels her hair. “I’m in serious need of a hairbrush. And a shower.”

      “We can shower after coffee. Do you want to get breakfast?”

      “At Jimmy’s?”

      I smile. “They have the best French toast.” The balcony is small, with room for only two chairs and one small, round side table. It works, and we talk and laugh, eyes on the horizon.

      Somehow, we end up in bed again once we finish our coffee. Nora’s head is on my chest, and my hands explore her body, making sure I remember every curve. Charlie barks and the sound of a car on the gravel driveway echoes through the open balcony doors.

      “Expecting company?” Nora sits up, looking outside.

      “No.” I get up, striding to the open doors. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. It’s Alice.”

      “Alice? What’s she doing here?”

      “I have no idea. I’m guessing it’s about the chuppah I stupidly agreed to make for her wedding even though I’ve never made one before and I cannot stand her, or my cousin much for that matter.”

      She laughs. “Why did you agree to do it?”

      “It got me out of being part of the wedding party.”

      “I’d probably agree to make one too.” Nora joins me at the balcony.

      “You really thought I’d marry her?”

      Nora gives me a guilty look. “I hoped not, but when she told Veronica she couldn’t wait to be part of the family, that’s what I thought.”

      I shudder. “She’s not as much of a bitch as she used to be, but she’s still Alice Bloom.” I turn, taking Nora’s hand. I hear Alice’s car door shut. She’ll be ringing the doorbell in a few seconds.

      “How did Alice meet your cousin? I thought all the other Harringtons lived in Reno.”

      “They do. We take turns visiting each other for the holidays.”

      Nora nods. “I remember.”

      “The last time they were here, Jay and Alice met at a movie or something, I think.”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah. At least she’s moving back to Reno with him after the wedding. I’ll only have to see her twice a year.” I go down the stairs, missing Nora’s arms around me. Charlie’s at the door, barking before Alice has a chance to knock. He’s not the biggest fan of hers, which is telling.

      “Jack!” she squeals when I open the door. “How are things?” She takes a step in without being invited and notices Nora. “Oh, Nora. I, uh, wasn’t expecting you. Oh my God, did I wake you two up?”

      “We were already up.” I shut the door behind Alice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t sleep last night during the storm. I was worried sick about the chuppah. How is it? Can I see it?”

      “Sure. You could have called, you know.”

      “I was in the area.”

      “The area?” Nora questions.

      “The lake.” Alice presses a smile. “Did you forget where things are around here in your absence?”

      “Guess so. Good thing I have Jack to remind me, right?”

      The chuppah is in the shed right off the back patio, and I haven’t worked on it much lately because of the heat.

      “So,” Alice says to Nora. “Are you two like back together?”

      Nora told me she loves me, but I’m still a bit nervous to hear her answer. Our lives are still in different places. We love each other, but is that enough? I listen hard while pretending not to at the same time.

      “Yes,” Nora says right away. “We are.”

      “So, should I assume you’re bringing a plus one after all, Jack?”

      I have no idea if Nora can come to the wedding. She has a life, hours away. She has an apartment and a job and wants to keep going to school. The tightening in my chest comes back. She was right to say things are complicated. We can’t profess our love and live happily ever after. We’re starting again from the ground up, and things take time.

      “Yeah,” Nora answers for me. “It’s not too late, is it?”

      “No. I don’t give the final head count until June first. I’m sure Veronica told you all about the wedding.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Nora answers. I don’t have to say anything for Nora to know Alice thinks her wedding is the most important thing to happen in Dale Hollow history.

      “Good! Then you know there are a few stipulations for the guests.”

      Nora gives me a what the fuck look and I just roll my eyes. I slide open the door to the patio and let Charlie run out first.

      “Don’t wear white, of course,” Alice continues as we walk to the shed. “Or ivory, or a really pale pink. The wedding colors are ice blue and pistachio, so it would be great if you avoided those too. I don’t want anyone to think you’re in the bridal party or anything. No diamond jewelry, and it’s a good thing you’re not engaged. I want my ring to be the showcase.” She looks at me and then Nora. “You two make a very attractive couple. Try not to out-cute us or anything. I might put you at separate tables to be sure!” She laughs, but she’s completely serious.

      I open the shed and while Alice gushes over the chuppah, Nora and I hang back.

      “Is she for real?” Nora whispers.

      “She takes bridezilla to a whole new level,” I whisper back. “You need to hear all the shit she’s putting her bridesmaids through. I think the worst was telling her sister she had to lose ten pounds if she wants to be in the pictures, and fifteen if she wants to be maid of honor.”

      “It’s sad I’m not surprised.”

      Alice takes a few selfies under the chuppah and then comes back over. “It looks so good, Jack. Will you finish it in time?”

      “Yes. Like I told you the last time you came over to ‘check on it,’ it’s almost done.”

      “Are you having a traditional wedding?” Nora asks, sensing my irritation with Alice.

      “No. Jay isn’t Jewish. The ceremony in non-denominational. My parents aren’t too happy about it, but whatever, right? When it’s love, you do what you got to do.”

      Nora glances at me. “Yeah, you do.”

      I call Charlie back into the house, moving to the front door so Alice will get the hint to leave.

      “Are you coming to the bachelorette party, Nora?” she asks, pausing in the doorway. “It’s going to be so much fun and we’re going to get so wasted. And I’m pretty sure Veronica hired a stripper. I made sure to tell her I didn’t want one so she’d get one to surprise me.”

      “I’m not sure. Going out like that really isn’t my thing.”

      “Partying isn’t your thing?” Alice blinks rapidly, taking it as a personal insult. Then she smiles. “Well, if you change your mind, I’d love if you came. The more, the merrier to celebrate becoming Jack’s cousin-in-law, right?”

      “Right.” Nora smiles back. “Have fun.”

      “I will. Bye, guys!”

      I hold Charlie back and shut the door.

      “Well, I should probably tell your sister she needs to get a stripper ASAP.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think she picked up on it. She’s been stressed over the stupid party for months. She still seeks Alice’s approval.” I shake my head. “Just a few more weeks and it’ll be over.”

      Nora takes my hand, pulling me to her. “Do you have to work today?”

      “I do. And I have the PTSD group this afternoon, which makes me think we should eat breakfast here to make the most of our time.”

      We go upstairs to shower. Nora pulls the white T-shirt over her head and drops it to the floor, looking over her shoulder with a sexy-as-hell grin on her face. I grab her around the waist and toss her on my bed.

      The shower can wait.
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      I park in the driveway and take a minute to smooth out my hair. The walk of shame is foreign to me, and while I don’t really feel shame, coming home in yesterday’s clothes is a little uncomfortable. Doug’s car is gone, but Stephanie’s is here. Knowing the chance of coming in unnoticed and being able to get to my room to change before she sees me is minimal, I suck it up and walk inside.

      Stephanie is in the kitchen, seeing me right away. It’s afternoon, and she’s sitting at the island counter eating a salad.

      “Hey, hun.”

      “Hey.” I take my shoes off and pull my phone from my purse before I hang it up.

      “How was your night?”

      “Really good. I mean, it was fine.” I make a face. “Is this weird?”

      Stephanie laughs and sets her fork down. “You’re making it weirder than it has to be. You’re twenty-two, Nora, and have lived on your own for the last few years. I don’t need to know the nitty-gritty details, but it’s not weird. You’re an adult.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

      “That being said,” Stephanie goes on. Just when I thought I was off the hook… “What are you doing with Jack? Yesterday morning you said it was weird being around him and now you’re spending the night at his place?”

      “I don’t really know.” Thirsty, I go to the cabinet and get a glass. “We talked about it a lot last night, actually. He told me he still loves me and that he’s always loved me.” I fill my glass with water and take a long drink. “He said he thought I’d be happier with someone else, someone who didn’t have PTSD and the hardships that come with it, and he’s missed me every day since.”

      Stephanie waits for me to continue.

      “And I told him I feel the same. As hard as I tried, I never really got over him.”

      “I know you never did,” she says gently. “You and Jack were so close and bonded so tightly over the pain of your pasts. Doug and I were really worried about you for a while there. I knew it would be hard, but after a year, even though you tried to cover up your pain, I could still see it. You were still in love with him. And the other day when you saw him again for the first time, I could see it there too.”

      “It is stupid?” I ask quietly.

      “Is what stupid, honey?”

      “To have loved him all those years.”

      Her face softens. “No. You didn’t obsess, and you didn’t sit around moping. The heart wants what the heart wants, and you have very little control over it.”

      Something Mimi used to say comes to mind, something I never fully understood until now. Hearts are wild beasts, Nora. The sooner you learn that the better. You can’t tame something wild. Doing so puts you in harm’s way, and neither will win in the end. Wild animals aren’t to be caged. They must run free. Find someone to run with you, darling. Not ahead, not behind, but next to you.

      “I tried to forget about him. Becca set me up on countless dates. You know how they always went.” I finish the water and put my cup in the dishwasher. “It feels right being with Jack again. I know we’ve both grown and changed, but deep down we’re still the same.”

      “I think you have your answer then.”

      “I didn’t ask a question.”

      Stephanie smiles. “Not out loud.” She picks up her fork and mixes her salad. “We always liked Jack. Until the breakup, he was good to you. He respected you, and it seems it’s getting harder and harder to find a good man who respects a smart, hardworking woman.”

      “It is, and it’s like we’re going backward with things in that aspect. Women are doing more than ever, and I’m getting off topic again.”

      “It’s easy to do.” She stabs her fork down on pieces of lettuce. “Are you sure this is more than a summer fling?”

      “Yes. The old feelings were always there. You know I don’t believe in destiny or fate since I think you can make your own, but maybe Jack is my person.”

      “Make sure you’re happy and not seeking the comfort of what you used to know.”

      The thought had briefly crossed my mind, that I was falling back into a habit because it was easy. Familiar. Safe. There’s nothing safe about Jack.

      “He makes me happy now.”

      “As long as you’re sure. Have you thought about where this is going to go?”

      “Kind of. I told Jack I want to treat this like new for a while. We were apart for longer than we were together, after all.”

      “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Stephanie takes another bite of her salad.

      “All I got planned so far is a shower, then going next door to tell Veronica she needs to find an emergency stripper for tomorrow night?”

      “Emergency stripper?”

      “I ran into Alice Bloom this morning, and she mentioned how excited she is to have a stripper at her bachelorette party because she knows Veronica got one due to her telling Veronica multiple times that she didn’t want one.”

      Stephanie laughs. “If you need help browsing the image galleries of available male strippers, I’m willing to help.”

      “I might send you pictures for final approval.”

      “I’ll be of assistance.” She winks. “Would you like to invite Jack over for dinner tonight? And if you want to go back to his house after, you can. I’ll miss you, but I’m not too old to remember the feeling of getting back together.”

      “You and Doug broke up?”

      “A bunch of times. We were the Ross and Rachel of our friend group.”

      “What made things stick?”

      “We realized we’re better together.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “It’s going to be fine.” I run my fingers through my wet hair, doing a shitty job of combing it, but getting enough tangles out to put my locks in a braid. “We’ll find something.”

      Veronica paces up and down the living room. “How the hell was I supposed to know her saying she didn’t want a stripper meant she really did? Is that some sort of warped reverse psychology? If it is, she’s going to end up divorced sooner than I think. Don’t tell her I said that.”

      “Veronica, chill.” I open my computer and wait for it to connect to the wifi. Stephanie comes in carrying a bottle of wine and three glasses. She pours maybe a fourth a glass into mine and fills hers and Veronica’s halfway up.

      “Thanks.” Veronica takes her wine and gulps some down.

      “I’m sure you’ll find something.” Stephanie sits next to me on the couch.

      “For tomorrow?” Veronica takes another drink of wine. “Only the fat ugly ones will be left.”

      “Most professional male strippers are attractive,” I try. “I mean, you’ve seen Magic Mike, right?”

      “That’s what Alice will be expecting.” She finishes the wine and sits in an armchair across from me. “She’s going to expect the perfect tall, dark, and handsome guy.”

      “Jack’s tall, dark, and handsome.” Stephanie nudges me.

      “He does look good with his shirt off.”

      “Ew.” Veronica wrinkles her nose. “He’s my brother. Don’t even—no, just no.”

      Stephanie and I laugh. “I’m sure we’ll find someone who fits the bill.” I open a Google search and type in ‘male strippers, Dale Hollow, CA’ and see what pops up. It takes a few seconds of filtering through results to find a link worth clicking on.

      “Ohhh, look at him!” Stephanie leans in. “Hire him! Or him. Or that guy.”

      I turn my computer around to show Veronica. “See, lots of hot guys.”

      “Wow. They are really hot. They look like models.”

      I spin my computer back around. “They do. Too much.”

      Stephanie nods. “Reverse image search ‘em.”

      Five minutes later, we discover all the images used to advertise the strippers are stolen from fitness models’ Instagram accounts.

      “Onto the next site,” I say, and continue my search. I find one of the highest rated ‘professional party dancers’ in the area, but of course he’s booked. The next site we check out has fake images again, and the next has rates so high it’s insane.

      “Oh my God. I’m going to have to hire my brother.” Veronica refills her wine.

      “I don’t think Jack would go for that.”

      Veronica takes a big drink. “I’m already dealing with enough shit from Alice.”

      “I could probably get Doug to do it.” Stephanie winks. “He has a very sexy dad-bod.”

      “I’m about ready to say screw it and let Alice deal. She insisted she didn’t want a stripper over and over and even gave me a list of activities to do and not to do.”

      “She sounds like a bridezilla,” Stephanie says.

      “She’s terrible.” Veronica sighs. “I thought it would be fun planning the wedding and the bachelorette party but she’s sucking the fun out of everything. It makes me want to elope. Well, if I ever get that far in life.”

      She sits by my side, looking as I search for a reputable stripper to hire…if there is such a thing. Half an hour and a handful of phone calls later, we have a stripper booked for tomorrow night.

      “Thanks again for saving my ass,” Veronica says. She just walked out the front door. “You really should come tomorrow. It’ll be fun. Even more so since the sexy cop is going to arrest us all.”

      “Other than you, I don’t like anyone else in the bridal party. Or the bride. I don’t even know anyone other than you, Nancy, and Alice.”

      “That’s all who I know too. Please come! At least check out the stripper you helped hire.”

      “I did put in a lot of work finding the guy.”

      “So, you’ll be there?”

      “Yeah, I’ll stop by.”
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* * *

      “Hey, babe.” Jack takes the porch steps in one stride. The swing sways behind me when I get off to meet Jack. Before any more words can be said, we embrace and kiss.

      “How was the meeting?”

      “I’m not sure how to describe it,” he says honestly. We go back to the swing, sitting with Jack’s arm around my shoulder. “A group of people talking about their shitty pasts is depressing. But it’s good to be around others who understand what it’s like to be stuck in a flashback.”

      “I see why it’s hard to describe.” I inch closer, needing to feel him against me.

      “Once I lost you, I had no one to talk to who didn’t make me feel like I was being judged or pitied. Or worse, acting like they understand like my fucking dad does.”

      “It’s a safe place.”

      “I guess. Most of the guys have been overseas and seen some awful shit. I’m the only one who shot their best friend, though. Sometimes I don’t think I need to go anymore, but I keep going because the guys need the support. And I think it’s still there, deep down. The darkness and the memories. I don’t think it’s possible to get over it. You just learn to deal. Bury it with better memories.”

      “You’re a good person, Jack. Don’t ever forget it.”

      He kisses the side of my head. “I don’t think you’ll let me.”

      “Nope.” I look out at the horizon. We’re about an hour from sunset, and the sky is brilliant shades of gold and orange already. “Thanks for coming to dinner.”

      “This is what normal couples do, right? Have dinner with their girlfriend and her—do you call them your parents?”

      “Legally they are, even though I didn’t change my last name. And it depends on who I’m talking to. Sometimes, I don’t feel like explaining things. Most times. Okay, all the time unless there’s a reason to explain it.”

      “Makes sense. Did you tell them about us?” He takes a section of my hair and plays with the ends.

      “I did.”

      “Do they hate me for breaking up with you?”

      “Are you nervous?” I ask with a smile.

      “Not exactly, but this is a big deal, right? Going with the whole starting over thing, I’m meeting your parents for the first time and want them to like me.”

      “You are nervous, and it’s so cute.”

      He gives me a blank stare. “I don’t do cute.”

      “Well, you did me.”

      He laughs. “You never were good at making jokes.”

      “Speaking of things I’m not good at, I felt bad saying no to Veronica and I’m going to the bachelorette party.”

      “Pushover.”

      “I know,” I laugh. “I won’t stay for the whole thing.”

      Doug pulls into the driveway, and Jack and I go in for dinner. Stephanie and I already made the food, and I set the table before Jack got here. We’re eating in the formal dining room, and since I’ve lived here, I can count the times we had a meal in here on one hand.

      “Should I have dressed up?” Jack asks, and I laugh.

      “I’m wearing yoga pants and a T-shirt.”

      “Have you seen your ass in those things? You’re a fucking ten, Nora. But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      “You’re perfect like that.” Jack’s always been casual in his appearance. Naturally handsome, the no-effort look works for him. His go-to outfit is jeans, a T-shirt, and a button up flannel over it if it’s cold. And it looks good on him.

      “As long as you think so.”

      The four of us sit around the table, and as much as I wanted to deny it, there was a little bit of tension when we first sat down together. Usually laid back and cracking even worse jokes than mine, Doug’s protective side came out, and I’m well aware he looks at Jack and remembers the nights I spent crying myself to sleep. It took through all of dinner and into dessert for things to finally ease up and feel normal.

      “How’s life in the mountains?” Doug asks Jack.

      “Quiet. Which is how I like it, though I can’t imagine I’ll be the only one up there for long.”

      “I agree. I’m surprised the land has been left as is for this long.”

      “It’s kinda sad, isn’t it?” I stick my fork into my salad. “Soon the only natural land we have left will be what’s protected.”

      “It is,” Jacks agrees. “There are a few more acres for sale around me. If I could buy them, I would.”

      “I haven’t been hiking in years,” Stephanie says. “A bear crossed our path once and it freaked me out so much I never went back.”

      “And she got lazy,” Doug teases. “The terrain isn’t easy.”

      “I never hiked the trails in the mountains,” I say. “I always wanted to though.”

      “You should. If you thought the view from the cabin was impressive, wait until you’re actually up at the top looking down,” Jack says.

      I steal a look at Jack, remembering the one and only time I’ve been near the trails. It was after the Winter Formal, the night I lost my virginity to him when we stood in the freezing cold, watching snow fall into the lake.

      I want to do that every year, no matter what.
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      Jack: Having fun?

      Me: I was.

      Jack: What happened?

      Me: We’re at a club…in Martinsville.  And I don’t drink. Except for those tequila shots

      Jack: Club? Hah. You did shots??

      Me: I did one. I want to go home.

      Me: Now two. Shit. I want to go home more now. :-(

      “Nora!” Veronica grabs my arm. “Come dance with me!” She’s been drunk since the sex toy party and has been going strong ever since. I jam my phone into my wristlet and get off the barstool I’ve ‘guarded’ for the last few minutes. It’s funny when I think back to my teen years when Becca and I would fantasize about getting into the hottest L.A. clubs. Once we were finally old enough, we took a long weekend trip to her parents’ just to hit the clubs.

      Becca enjoyed it, but the fun sizzled out fast for me. If I drank, I’d probably enjoy it more, but feeling like I’m not in control freaks me out too much. It’s weird, I know, to have a fear of doing something stupid if I get too drunk, like all my judgment will go out the window.

      Like get behind the wheel and run into a family of three, leaving a young child orphaned.

      Tonight, I have no car. I could still do something irrevocably stupid, but I’m trying to relax. And if I’m going to survive a few more hours with Alice, I need alcohol. I follow Veronica onto the dance floor, dancing for as long as my legs can handle it in heels. It’s hot and crowded in here, and the two shots of tequila hit me harder than I thought. I tell Veronica ‘yes’ when she asks if I want a drink, thinking she’d bring back water.

      Instead, she hands me a cranberry and vodka. I’m so thirsty I take a few gulps. It tastes pretty watered down, so I assume there’s not much alcohol in it anyway. I was wrong, and now I’m drunk. I wobble as I walk away from the dance floor, finding Amber, one of Alice’s sisters, getting cozy with some guy she picked up at the bar. They’re sitting on the same bench in a booth, and I sit opposite them, resting my head on the plastic backing.

      “Is she your friend?” the guy asks Amber.

      Amber starts to nod, then shakes her head. “She’s my sister’s friend. The bride.”

      “You should be her friend.”

      Amber giggles. “Why?”

      “You both are fucking hot.”

      She touches his arm and laughs again. I tip my head, not wanting to get involved in whatever this is, but curious to get a better look at this guy. Dammit. I accidentally made eye contact.

      “What’s your name, beautiful?”

      Beautiful? Is that supposed to charm me? I narrow my eyes. “Charlie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Charlie. Damn girl. I had to pick my jaw up off the floor.”

      I make a face of disgust. He’s sitting there with his arm around Amber and he’s hitting on me?

      “Are you from around here, sexy?”

      “I told you my name was Charlie, not sexy. Not beautiful. And not baby, because you’re probably headed there next.”

      “Whoa, whoa. You’d think you’d like a compliment. Most girls say ‘thank you’ when I tell them they’re sexy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sorry I’m not flattered by being degraded by your generic use of pet names.”

      Amber sighs. “We’re from the next town over. What about you, sexy?”

      I feel my phone vibrating, and it takes me a few tries to get the wristlet off my arm.

      Jack Still want to go home?

      Me: OMG yes. They want to close this place down so I have at least three and a half more hours.

      Jack: No, you don’t

      Me: ??

      Jack: Come outside

      Me: Now?

      Jack: yes

      I zip my clutch up and weave my way through the crowd. A handful of people are standing around the doors smoking, ignoring the signs saying to stay back from the entrance to smoke.

      Jack is outside, leaning against the Jeep. A big smile springs to my face when I see him, and I hurry over.

      “What are you doing?”

      He hugs me. “You said you wanted to go home.”

      “But you came all this way.”

      He shrugs. “I’d go anywhere for you. And Martinsville isn’t that far.”

      Charlie sticks his head out of the open window of the Jeep, whimpering with excitement. Still wrapped in Jack’s arms, I pet him.

      “Jimmy’s is on the way home.” Jack’s hands go to my ass. “Want to pick something up?”

      “So much yes. I’ll tell Veronica I’m leaving with you. I’ll be right back.”

      “All right.”

      I break away from Jack and hurry back into the bar. I use the bathroom and then look through the crowd. My eyes don’t want to seem to adjust in the dark and have to go back to the dance floor before I find her and Nancy dancing.

      “I’m going home,” I say loudly over the music.

      “How?” Veronica asks.

      “Jack is here.”

      “You and Jack are back together?” Nancy leans in, putting her hand on my shoulder.

      “Yeah.”

      “Ohhh, you want to go fuck him. I saw you buy stuff at the sex toy party!”

      Veronica holds up a hand. “Gross. Is Jack really here? Like you’re sure it’s him?”

      I laugh. “Who else would it be?”

      “An imposter.”

      Nancy shakes her head and takes the drink for Veronica’s hands. “You’ve had enough, doll face. Have fun, Nora. And by fun, I mean fuck his brains out.”

      “I plan to.”

      Veronica hugs me goodbye, and I have to push through the crowd to get back to the doors. The guy who was sitting with Amber is on his way out, holding a pack of cigarettes.

      “Hey, sexy.” He wiggles his eyebrows, thinking he’s hilarious.

      “Still not interested.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. Leave me alone.” I push open the door. He follows.

      “Look, I’m just teasing. You’re a hot chick and I’m a good-looking guy. Let’s get a drink and laugh about this.”

      “No.” I step off the sidewalk and into the parking lot.

      “Come on now, sexy.” He keeps following me.

      “No.”

      “Talk to me. That’s all I’m asking.”

      “No,” I say louder.

      Jack rushes over. “What part of no don’t you understand? She’s not interested.”

      “And you think you have a chance?”

      “He’s my boyfriend, loser,” I retort.

      Asshole’s initial reaction is shock, but then he decides to turn the alpha on. “You let your girl out of the house like that? It’s like she’s begging for someone other than you to fuck her tight ass.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      “What are you gonna do about it?”

      “I’ll split your head fucking open right here on this sidewalk.” Jack’s eyes are wide, filled with the same distance and rage I saw in them the night of the break-in. I wrap my fingers around Jack’s arm.

      “Jack,” I say, wobbling on my heels. “Let’s go. Please.”

      He stares at Asshole for another few seconds. His muscles are tense, hands balled into fists, and nostrils flared. He wants to fight him. He wants him to say something else so he has a reason to pummel him. I go around the Jeep and get in the passenger seat.

      “Jack.”

      He shakes himself, breaking free from whatever dark hold was on him. He starts the engine and speeds out of the parking lot. My stomach flip-flops, and I’m not sure it’s from the alcohol or from the shock of nerves seeing the rage back in Jack’s eyes caused. Maybe Jack was right. Maybe there is darkness inside of him.
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* * *

      I’m alone in Jack’s bed when I wake the next morning. Bright sunlight streams through the open balcony doors. I stretch, not wanting to get up, but I feel like I’m dying of thirst. And I need to pee. Bad.

      There’s a bottle of water on the nightstand next to the bed. I twist off the cap and take a drink, then hurry to the bathroom. I fell asleep without taking off my makeup or brushing the curls from my hair and I look frightening. I wash my face and brush my teeth, using the spare toothbrush I used the other night.

      Wearing one of Jack’s T-shirts and my panties, I pad downstairs, finding fresh coffee in the pot and Jack on the patio, working on the chuppah. He’s not wearing a shirt and looks so fucking hot right now.

      I pour myself a cup and go out back. Jack’s back is to me, and I admire the muscles flexing between his shoulders.

      “Morning,” I say, and Jack turns.

      “Morning. How are you feeling?”

      “Better after some sleep. And now coffee.”

      He sets his tools down and comes to me.

      “Don’t mind me. I was enjoying watching you work.”

      Jack smiles. “I’m done, finally. I need to put one more coat of sealer on and then Alice’s dad’s coming to pick it up.”

      We go inside together, and Jack pours himself a cup of coffee. Charlie trots in, taking a bone into the living room.

      “Do you want me to make you breakfast?” Jack asks.

      “I’m not quite hungry yet. But I do need someone to help wash me in the shower.”

      “It doesn’t sound fun at all, but I’ll take one for the team.”

      I take a sip of coffee. “Thank you for your sacrifice, kind sir. And really, Jack, thank you for coming to get me last night.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. You’re my girlfriend, and I love you. It’s second nature to protect you.”

      I remember the rage in his eyes, the readiness in him to start a fight. The way it looked like Jack had checked out and someone else took over entirely. Was he protecting me then too? “I love you, too.”

      “If you feel up to it later, want to go hiking? We can take an easy tail.”

      “I’d love to, but you’ll be shocked to know I left my hiking gear at home.”

      “Because you own so much of it.”

      “Exactly. The only pair of boots I brought wouldn’t last a mile on the rough terrain.”

      “I know.” He pulls something from a shopping bag. “That’s why I got you these. Stephanie told me the sizes.” He hands me a shoebox. “It’s not ideal to hike in brand-new shoes, but it’s better than the alternative.”

      “Jack,” I start, unable to keep from smiling at his thoughtfulness. “Thank you.”

      “You can thank me later.” He smirks.

      I set the shoes and my coffee down, and go to Jack, running my hands up and down his bare chest. “I will thank you, and I have something to use to show just how thankful I am.”

      “What is it?”

      “A vibrating cock ring.”

      He’s not quite sure how to respond. “Why—where did you—did you bring it from home?”

      “No,” I laugh. “I won it last night. There was a sex toy party before the bar but after the stripper.”

      “How did you win a vibrating cock ring?”

      Now it’s my turn to smirk. “I was the best at deep-throating a cucumber.”

      Jack’s eyebrows push together, and then he laughs. “God, I love you, Nora.”
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      “Is that the cabin?” Nora edges closer to the side of the mountain.

      I set a bowl of water on the ground for Charlie and get up, going to her side. “It is. It looks so small from up here, doesn’t it?”

      “I can’t believe we hiked so far. No wonder you’re in such good shape.”

      I laugh and put my arm around her. Throughout the day, I’ve stopped to make sure Nora was faring all right. And every time I suggested we turn around, she pushed forward.

      “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “Yoga helps, but I’m a long distance kinda girl.”

      I know exactly what she’s referring to, yet I flinch. We will be a long-distance couple. She has to go back to her apartment and sort things out…and we haven’t really discussed what there is to be sorted.

      I close the distance between us, and my other hand goes to her waist. Nora turns toward me, and the wind blows her hair around her face. Sunlight is streaming down on us, and we’re standing at the edge of the world.

      The thought of her going back to Berkeley—back to reality—terrifies me. Not because she’ll be hours away, but what if she realizes she doesn’t want this anymore?

      “Are you thirsty?”

      “Yeah,” she says, and we move away from the edge, taking shelter from the sun under a pine tree. I grab two water bottles from my backpack and hand her one. “Are we going to keep going?”

      “Not today. It takes a good twelve hours to hike the whole thing. We don’t have enough daylight to make it to the top and down again.”

      “Have you done it before?”

      “Many times. Coming out here used to be the only way I could find peace.”

      Nora takes a drink and then pours some of her water in Charlie’s now-empty bowl. “Have you seen a bear?”

      “Yeah. If Charlie is with me, it scares the shit out of me. If I’m alone, it’s kinda cool.”

      “What does Charlie do?”

      I pat my old golden on the head. “The first time a bear crossed our path he didn’t know what to do. I think he saw it as a really big dog. We had a stare off, and the people behind us on the trail had bear-spray. They hosed him.”

      “For just staring at you?” Nora frowns. “That’s kinda mean.”

      “I thought the same, though standing only yards from a bear makes you realize how fucking ginormous they are. With big teeth and even bigger claws. And they’re so used to humans around here.”

      “So better safe than sorry.”

      “Right. I respect this was their home first. We’re encroaching on their territory, after all. I haven’t seen any by the cabin, though I am careful not to leave food out.”

      “You’re not far from town, but it’s a totally different world up here.”

      “It is.”

      She smiles. “I like it, and I like how the cabin feels like it’s in the middle of nowhere but isn’t actually that far from civilization.”

      “It’s only a few miles from the lake. I can run there faster than I can drive.”

      Nora narrows her eyes, not believing me. “Oh, right. The road winds all around. You can run straight there.”

      “Exactly.”

      Nora and I sit on the ground, finishing our water and sharing a granola bar. Nora takes a few pictures before we start out descent down the mountain.

      “Do you plan to live in the cabin forever?” she asks. It’s a simple question, yet it’s another that reminds me how far we really are from each other, how we want different things in life.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I considered finishing the renovations and selling since I’m sure I can make three or four times what I paid for it. If it were just me, I’d be fine there, but I do realize it’s not exactly family-friendly.”

      Nora nods, and I can tell she’s thinking. She prefers quiet nights in over going out and likes to spend her free time reading or binging TV shows. Being half an hour from town doesn’t sound terrible, but the drive gets longer in the snow. Ridge Road is one of the last to get plowed, and a four-wheel drive car is a requirement for getting in and out of the driveway in the winter.

      Dale Hollow is growing, with more businesses than ever, but the chances of Nora getting a job actually in town are slim. She’ll have to commute, and since I can work from home, it makes sense for me to relocate wherever she is.

      And I will.

      Without Nora, I needed to find a new way to stop the flashbacks. When things would get dark and the sounds of screaming and gunshots rang out in my head, I’d leave the house and come outside. Surrounded by nothing but nature, the flashbacks would fade.

      Jason couldn’t be in front of me because no one was in front of me.

      “You could always put on an addition,” Nora suggests. “The cabin has good bones and would save you a lot of money over building new.”

      She says ‘you’ instead of ‘we’, and I wonder if maybe, just maybe, she’s coming to the realization that loving me isn’t going to be enough.
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      “I am so glad you suggested this.” I lean back, letting my eyes fall shut. One foot is plunged in warm, bubbly water and the other is being massaged.

      “Doug used to call me high maintenance for getting a pedicure after a day of hiking, but my feet would ache so much.”

      “I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I totally underestimated how sore I’d be.” Jack and I got back to his cabin in the evening. We showered then put my prize to good use, and passed out soon after dinner, sleeping soundly through the night for eleven straight hours.

      I could have stayed in bed all day with him, but Jack needed to work, and I felt a little guilty for not spending much time with Stephanie and Doug, though I suppose that’s the natural order of things. You spend less time with your parents and more with the person you’re going to build your own family with.

      Once home in the morning, Stephanie suggested getting mani/pedis, shopping, and then dinner and a movie later. Doug is joining us for dinner and the movie after he gets off work.

      “You’re walking and climbing at the same time, in a sense. And if you’re sore after a day of hiking, I would probably be dead. You’re in much better shape than me.”

      I laugh. “I thought I was in decent shape until now. I guess I’ll start adding running into my workouts.” I wrinkle my nose. “I do not like running. I don’t see how Jack does it almost every day.”

      “He’s always been a runner, hasn’t he?”

      “Yeah. I used to sneak glimpses of him running in the mornings before school.”

      “You weren’t too good at sneaking. I saw you a few times.” She winks. “That’s okay. Jack’s always been easy on the eyes.”

      “He is.”

      “Have you two talked about what you’re going to do once you go back to school?”

      “Not exactly. I know we need to.”

      “Jack’s able to do his job from home. Would he move to be with you?”

      “I think so,” I say, but really, I’m not sure. The cabin and the woods have become part of his life. The solitude changed everything for him.

      I can’t make him leave.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Look at my beautiful girls.” Doug pulls Stephanie in for a hug and a quick kiss. “How was shopping?”

      “Fun! We found some great sales.” Stephanie adjusts her purse over her shoulder. “Remember you love us when you look at the credit card bill later.”

      “I’m scared to look now.”

      “They were really good sales,” I say. “We couldn’t pass them up.”

      “If the sales were so good, then why is the bill high?” Doug opens the door to the restaurant for us.

      “Because we got a lot of stuff.” I step inside. “And it would have cost at least twice as much off sale.”

      “Such savvy shoppers,” Doug laughs. We’re a few minutes early for our reservation and have to hang out in the busy waiting area before we’re seated. My phone buzzes. I step back into a corner and pull it from my purse. It’s Becca, asking me if I’m still alive.

      Me: Nope. You’re talking to a ghost.

      Becca: Shut up loser. You disappeared on me. I thought maybe you fell off a mountain or something

      Me: Or something…

      Becca: OMG spill. Is this about Jack??

      Me: Yes.

      Becca: TELL ME RIGHT NOW!

      Me: I slept with him a few more times. And I told him I still love him.

      Becca: No fucking way. I don’t believe you.

      I respond with a picture I took of Jack, Charlie, and me on the mountainside. Jack and I are sitting on the ground. I’m between his legs, with my back to his front, and Charlie by our side, looking at the camera with his head cocked.

      Becca: Stop it right now. How fucking adorable.

      I send a heart emoji.

      Becca: but I have so many questions now.

      Me: I’ll call you tonight. I’m at dinner with Steph & Doug

      The hostess calls our name and we get seated at the table.

      “Nora,” Doug starts, “I ran into someone who’s interested in talking to you about a job.”

      “Really?”

      He laughs. “Yes, really. Her name is Karen Young, and she’s taking over the Young Construction business her father used to run once he retires. They’re heading the new shopping center proposed to go up in town. I told her all about my smart daughter who graduated from Berkeley with honors and she wants to meet with you.” He glances at Stephanie. “I know you mentioned going back up north, but it’s something you might want to consider.”

      “Yeah. I’ll talk to her.”

      “You will?” Stephanie asks, eyes wide.

      I unfold the menu. “Yeah. The more I think about it, the more I’m leaning toward staying here.”

      Stephanie’s eyes narrow ever so slightly. “Because of Jack?”

      “He is a reason, but I’ve been thinking about what you said before him, and how it makes sense to live at home for a while to save money. I can apply for jobs and if you can get me an interview at least with Young Construction, I’d be thrilled.”

      Doug smiles. “I’ll let her know you are indeed interested and see what she says.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Of course. You know we’d like to closer to home, but more than anything, we want you to be happy. I don’t know the Youngs well, but I do know their company has been growing fast.

      Doug pulls up the Young Construction website, and we find as much info as we can before our dinner comes. I’m having a great time with Stephanie and Doug, laughing throughout our meal. We lose track of the time and rush over to the movie. Stephanie and I go in to save seats while Doug gets popcorn and drinks.

      I double check to make sure my phone is on silent, then hang my purse from the armrest of my seat. I’ve already seen this movie with Becca, but I don’t say anything to Stephanie and Doug, who were both excited to see it.

      Aiden Shepherd stars in this action film, and Becca is a huge fan. She got to meet him, thanks to her Hollywood producer parents. She got a picture with him and everything and talked about it nonstop for a week. It was three years ago, and she still occasionally makes it her Facebook profile picture.

      The movie starts, and it’s just as good as the first time. I stuffed myself at dinner and still manage to eat half a bowl of buttery popcorn. When the lights turn on at the end, I brush popcorn crumbs off my lap and try my best to clean up the mess.

      I take my phone from my purse on the way to the car and come to a dead stop. I have three missed calls and a dozen texts from Jack.

      Something is wrong.

      I unlock my phone, not sure if I should listen to his message or read his texts first. I can read texts faster than I can listen. I open my texts, heart stopping when I read his words.

      “Oh my God.” My hand flies to my mouth. I read everything again, making sure I read it right because it can’t be right.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Holding Doug’s hand, Stephanie turns around.

      My heart is racing so hard and my nerves prickle so hard I’m dizzy. I look up into Stephanie’s eyes. “The guy who led Jack’s PTSD support group hung himself.”
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      Don’t think.

      Don’t feel.

      I close my eyes and step out into the dark. I keep walking, feeling the pathway beneath my feet give way to grass and weeds. Charlie’s tags jingle. He’s close by, running up ahead and waiting for me to catch up.

      When I open my eyes again, I’m staring into the dark valley below. I sit on the ground and try to steady my breathing.

      Don’t think.

      Don’t feel.

      Wyatt was my friend. He helped me deal with my issues and was the first person after I broke up with Nora who didn’t try to bullshit me into believing shit was going to be all right. That I’d just wake up one day and be cured of the nightmares that plague me and the crippling feelings of that day repeating over and over and over again would go away.

      For two years, I went to that group. Every Thursday, I’d get in my Jeep and drive into the next town to sit around in a circle and bring up the shit all of us worked hard to bury.

      Because of Wyatt.

      He encouraged us. Made us feel normal. Let us know we’re not alone.

      And now he’s gone, life taken by his own hand.

      Charlie comes over, pressing his head against my chest. He knows. He always knows.

      “Thanks, buddy.” I put my arm around him and he lays down with his front paws in my lap. I pet him, and my racing heart starts to slow. We stay like that until the cold from the ground seeps into me and my legs become stiff.

      Charlie perks up when headlights draw near. I grab hold of his collar and get up, ignoring the ache in my calf muscles from sitting still for so long. A car door opens and shuts. Charlie pulls forward, tail wagging. I let go of his collar and he races around the house to Nora.

      “Jack? Are you outside?”

      “Yeah, I’m coming around.”

      Nora’s standing under a pool of light, face illuminated. Her eyebrows are pinched together. “I don’t see you.”

      I round the corner of the house, and as soon as her eyes focus on me, she rushes forward. I didn’t know how much I need her arms around me until they are.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I wrap my arms around her slender body, chin resting on top of her head.

      “Thanks.”

      Her hands slide into mine. “Let’s go inside.”

      The front door is locked, so we have to go around to the back. There’s not a path connecting the driveway to the back, and Nora’s wearing heels. She holds tight to my arm, picking her way carefully over the uneven terrain.

      We sit in the living room, and with Nora on one side and Charlie on another, some of the tension leaves me. I release the hold I put on my emotions, and the realization that Wyatt killed himself hits me hard.

      “I just saw him. He was supposed to be better.”

      “I am so, so sorry, Jack. Is there a service for him?”

      “Family and close friends only.”

      Nora grips my hand. “Do you know why?” she asks softly.

      “He struggled with depression as well, and had a really bad night with flashbacks. His wife found him when she came home from work.”

      “Oh my God. That’s awful.”

      “It is.” I grind my jaw, not able to stop my mind going to Nora being in that situation. I was never suicidal, but there are other ways I can snap. If Wyatt could slip so far back he doesn’t see a way out, what hope is there for the rest of us? He led the fucking group. He was supposed to be the most well-adjusted of us all. I know there is no cure for PTSD. There’s no real ‘getting over it’. You can manage the symptoms and hope to live a normal life.

      “Jack?” Nora whispers, after sitting in silence for several minutes. “What’s going on up there?” Her fingers brush over my forehead. “Talk to me.”

      I swallow hard and nod. “I thought I was getting better too. What if I never can?”

      “You already have.” She pushes up on her knees and straddles me. “Look at everything you’ve built—literally built. You’ve come so far. You might have bad days and even worse nights, but I’ll be here, ready to remind you that it’s just you and me, and the visions aren’t real.”

      I slide my hands up her back and let my eyes fall shut. She’s right. I know she is. Yet the same voice that owns the darkness doesn’t agree. It whispers to me, then pops like a gunshot, so loud my ears ring. I hold Nora tighter.

      “It’s not easy, and it’s not fair.” Her hand goes go her necklace. It’s a strand of pearls that once belonged to her grandmother. She looks up at the ceiling for a moment and then tips her head down to mine. “When it gets dark, look for the stars. Stars can’t shine without the darkness,” she whispers.

      “I still don’t know how you do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep going no matter how hard it gets.”

      “Mimi,” she starts, voice tight with emotion. She takes a moment to recover, blinking back her tears. “She told me if the road is rough you keep walking. Tough times don’t end the journey, you keep going and going, eventually, you’ll find something worth stopping for. I did.”

      “What was it?”

      “You, you dummy,” she says with a smile. She blinks, and a tear rolls down her cheek. “It’s always been you.”
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* * *

      I get out of the shower and towel off, then walk naked from the bathroom to my bedroom to get dressed. Nora is downstairs making breakfast. “Free Fallin’” echoes up the stairs. I pull on boxers and PJ pants and head downstairs. The ache in my heart from losing someone important is still there and will be for a while, but I’m feeling better, and it’s all because of her. I want to keep going.

      I had a nightmare last night. Nora and I were at the winter formal. We were our present selves, but everything looked the same as it did when we were teens. “Crystal” came on—just like it did back then—and I was going to propose to Nora.

      And then Jason came in, opening fire on everyone.

      Nora woke me up before any bullets hit her. The last thing I remember from the dream was using my body as a shield. My heart was racing, and the smell of blood filled my nostrils. She pulled me back, reminding me it wasn’t real.

      She’s real.

      I’m real.

      We’re real.

      Together.

      I don’t know what I’d do without her, and I hope to God I never find out. She makes me a better man. I pause at the bottom of the stairs, watching her dance along to the music as she cooks. She’s wearing one of my button-ups and looks so beautiful.

      “Morning, babe.”

      Nora turns away from the stove, eyes lighting up when she sees me. She’s making scrambled eggs and has bacon cooking in a skillet next to it.

      I stand behind her, slipping my hand under the button-up. Nora leans against me.

      “How are you?” she asks gently.

      “As okay as I can be. Better now.”

      She stands on her toes to kiss me. “Good. We’ll get there. Together.”

      “It smells amazing in here.”

      “I hope it tastes good too. I already made pancakes and stuck them in the oven to stay warm. I’ll do them last next time.”

      “Next time.”

      “I like the sound of that.” She puts her hand over mine, lowering it between her legs. I sweep my fingers over her clit, feeling her heat through the thin material of her panties. She groans, wiggling her ass against my cock.

      “Breakfast is ready,” she breathes, shutting the burners off. “Want to eat and fuck me on the balcony?”

      “In that order?”

      “I am hungry.”

      My lips go to the back of her neck. “You are every man’s dream.”

      She twists in my arms, hooking hers around my neck. “Too bad only one man gets me.”

      I lift her up and set her on the island counter behind us. “It’s so fucking hot to know I’m the only one who’s owned your pussy.” She leans back, spreading her legs.

      “Do you want it now?”

      “Fuck yes.”

      She bites her lip and touches herself. “Make me come, Jack.”

      I go to kiss her, and she stops me, pushing my head down between her legs. I take one of her legs, straighten it out, and trail kisses down the inside of her thigh, putting my mouth over her pussy, warming her with my breath. She lifts her ass off the counter so I can pull her panties down.

      They’re around her ankles when someone knocks on the door.

      “I swear to fucking God, if that’s Alice again,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Maybe she’ll go away if she thinks you’re not home.”

      “Even if she doesn’t, I’m not answering the door.”

      “Works for me.” Nora grabs the collar of my shirt and pulls me back to her. Then whoever is on the porch knocks again. My lips are on Nora’s when someone calls my name.

      Nora tips her head. “Is that—”

      “My mom. Yeah. What the fuck? She’ll go away too.”

      The knocking turns into pounding. “Jack!” Mom calls. “Are you home? Jack! Jack!”

      “She sounds worried.” Nora moves off the counter. “You have to answer.” Her eyes go to my hard cock. The tip sticks out of the top of my waistband. “Do something about that first.”

      “I was going to.”

      The pounding on the door continues, and now my dad calls my name.

      “I’ll get it.” Nora pulls her underwear back up. “Go pay a visit to the toilet like old times.”

      “Really?” I laugh.

      She buttons a few more buttons on the top of my shirt. “I told you I’m never letting that one go.”

      I get a glimpse of her ass as she hurries away, which isn’t helping my situation. I call Charlie and go outside on the patio, flexing my thigh muscles to try and kill the boner. I should have grabbed a handful of ice cubes on my way out. Charlie follows me, and then turns around and runs through the house when he hears the front door open.

      “Traitor,” I mumble and start walking toward the shed. I should open it up and air the small space out. I put on the final coat of sealer yesterday and want to give it a once-over before calling Alice’s dad to tell him to get the fucking thing out of here.

      Thinking about Alice helps shrink my dick. I unlock the shed and pull back the doors, getting hit with a wall of warm, chemical-smelling air. The doors swing open, banging against the sides of the shed.

      I steal a glance behind me, not able to hear anything being said. My dick is back to limp now, and I hurry into the house. Nora is standing awkwardly in the foyer with my parents. She’s holding the sides of my shirt down. It barely covers her supple ass. Dammit. I can’t think about it right now or I’m going to be in the same awkward situation.

      “Jackie!” Mom calls, hand flying to her chest.

      “See, he’s fine.” Nora flicks her eyes to mine, giving me a help me look.

      “What are you guys doing here?” I ask.

      “You didn’t answer your phone and I was worried.” Mom looks at Nora and then at me. “I’ve been calling you since last night.”

      “Oh, shit. My phone is dead. The battery was low and I, uh, forgot to charge it.”

      Dad keeps his eyes on the ground. “You’ve been busy.”

      Nora inches away. “I’m going to put pants on.” She steps back and then jogs up the stairs.

      “You and Nora?” Dad asks. “Again?”

      “Yeah.” Can I tell them to leave?

      Mom raises her eyebrows. “I see that dinner date the other day went well.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “Yeah. It did.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t think about it.”

      Dad blinks, shaking his head to rid himself of the shock. “I can see why.”

      “James,” Mom scolds.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen her, but she has grown up, and I must say you have great taste, son.”

      “Gross, Dad.”

      “Is it serious?” Mom closes the front door. So much for getting them to leave.

      “We’re not getting married tomorrow, but I guess so.”

      Mom beams. “She always made you so happy. You even look happy now!”

      “That’s probably because he just got laid.”

      “You’re really overstepping here, Dad.”

      Dad laughs, and Nora comes back down the stairs, wearing a pair of boxers. She stands next to me, and some of the most awkward seconds of my life tick by.

      “I just made breakfast,” Nora says to break the silence. “There’s plenty if you want some.” She’s offering to be polite, and expects my parents to say no. But she doesn’t know my mother like I do.

      “Sure! I haven’t eaten since last night. I was too busy worrying about my son who wouldn’t call me back.”

      Nora shoots me an apologetic look. I squeeze her ass when no one is looking, eager to get back between her legs.

      “There are pancakes in the oven,” she says, getting plates out of the cabinet. “They’re done. I put them in there to stay warm.”

      We all get a plate and go into the living room to eat since the table is covered in sketches I put together yesterday for a new project. As soon as I step foot into the living room, I cringe. So does Nora.

      Her bra and dress are on the floor, along with all of my clothes from yesterday. We fucked on the couch, and it’s painfully obvious. The four of us can’t fit on the couch anyway. Mom perches on the edge and Dad brings in a chair from the dining room.

      “How have you been, Nora?” Dad asks.

      She finishes chewing a piece of bacon. “Pretty good. I graduated recently and now I’m trying to decide if I should get a job or go right back for my masters.”

      “Where did you end up going to school? You got into a few good ones, right? Doug told me a while ago. It was Berkeley and Brown, if I remember correctly.”

      “Yeah.”

      I turn to her. “You got into Brown?”

      “Yeah, but Berkeley was still my first choice. I figured I’d be a good demographic for the Ivies and applied to Brown and Harvard. A half-Latino foster kid isn’t their typical admission.”

      Mom laughs, eyes going from Nora to me and back again. “I like seeing you two together. Granted, I prefer you properly dressed.”

      “Mom, you came over unannounced to my house.”

      “If your phone was charged it wouldn’t be unannounced.” She looks from me to Nora. “How long are you in town, honey?”

      “I have to go back in a few days, but I’m, uh…” She looks at me. “I’m considering moving back home for a semester or two before grad school. I’d save money on rent, and Stephanie would be thrilled.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      Nora pushes her eggs around her plate. “Yeah. There’s no guarantee I’ll even get into grad school, so trying to find some sort of job here makes the most sense. And rent isn’t cheap, even with a roommate.”

      “Do you think you’ll actually go back if you take a year off?”

      “It’ll probably be harder, but yes. I’ll have more opportunities and get higher pay with my master's in engineering.”

      Nora hadn’t mentioned any of this to me before, and I can’t help but think her sudden change of heart has to do with yesterday. She knows I need her.

      “Jack?” Mom says in a tone that makes me think it’s not the first time she said my name.

      “Yeah?”

      “How’s the chuppah?”

      “Done. Want to see it when you’re done eating?” If I can get them outside maybe they’ll leave.

      “Oh, I’d love to!”

      Nora’s phone rings, silencing the Tom Petty songs playing in the background. She grabs it, staring at the number with a bit of confusion.

      “It’s the place I interned at this past semester. I’m gonna take it, sorry.” She puts the phone to her ear and goes into the office. A minute passes before anyone speaks.

      “It seems like you’ve picked up right where you left off,” Dad says.

      “Kind of. We thought it was better to take things slow.”

      “Slow?” Mom points to the bra on the floor. “That’s slow?”

      “He’s an adult, Laura.” Dad shakes his head.

      “He’s still my son, though maybe this means I’ll have more than a grand-dog in the near future.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “I won’t.” She winks. “Is Nora able to come to the wedding?”

      “She thinks so.” I eat the last piece of bacon on my plate and get up to give Charlie the small portion of eggs I saved for him. I put my plate in the sink and turn to go back into the living room with my parents. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Nora. She’s standing in the threshold of my office, looking down at her phone.

      “Babe?” I stride over. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost. I told you, this place isn’t haunted.”

      She smiles, but her eyes don’t convey humor. “I just got off the phone with Jeff, my boss from my internship.”

      “And?”

      “They want me back as an intern for the rest of the summer.” She looks up into my eyes. “And there might be a position opening in the fall. Someone is having a baby and doesn’t think she’ll come back. If I stay with them for a year, they’ll pay for me to get my masters.”

      “That’s great,” I say, taking my turn at forcing a smile. It is great. Really fucking great. It’s a great opportunity, giving her experience and then possibly a job with a company that’ll pay for her to get her expensive master’s degree. I should be happy. I should celebrate.

      But all I can do is slink back into the darkness.
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* * *

      I turn my head down and rub my eyes. Nora left half an hour ago and I’ve been trying to work. I told her I was all right. That I was upset but dealing and work would be a good distraction.

      I lied.

      All I’ve done is stare at my computer, watching the dark shapes meld into the image of dead bodies, and I’m not even drawing the mermaid zombies. I’m trying to draw the rocks along the shore behind them.

      Rocks.

      Fucking rocks.

      I blink and look back up, forcing myself to take a deep breath. They’re just heaps of browns, grays, and blacks. There is nothing lifelike about them. I need to suck it the fuck up and do my job. I don’t get paid until I turn in a project.

      I add another layer and start working on the reflection of the rocks in the water. I make it fifteen minutes and the rocks are bodies slumped in the hall again. The smell of gunpowder fills the air and I lean back, squeezing my eyes closed.

      It’s not real. It’s not happening. I want so badly to tell myself, but I can’t. I just can’t. My mind is betraying me, yanking me back into the abyss yet again. No matter how hard I look, I cannot see the light.

      My hand goes to my head, fingers pressing hard between my eyes as if it can keep the flashback away. My heart hammers and the screams start to echo around me. My scar starts to itch and burn, and I can feel the blood pouring down my side.

      The pain of being shot.

      The fear of thinking I’m going to bleed to death.

      The agony of knowing I’ll die a slow and painful death while listening to the entire school get slaughtered by my best friend. But this time, I’m not alone. Nora is standing in the hall, calling my name. I open my mouth to tell her to run, but only blood pours out.

      Everything else is exactly how it was that day. Exactly. And I remember it all. There was a bulb out in the light at the end of the hall. Someone flushed a toilet inside the bathroom near the gym when I stepped out, only a second before I saw the gun in Jason’s hand. The teacher he shot in front of me was wearing a long yellow skirt with little daisies along the hem. Her glasses broke in two from the force of the shot. Her blood splattered on a poster behind her. It was navy blue with bold white letters, using elements from the periodic table to spell out Be Ni Ce. The bottom corner was torn and there was a broken pencil on the floor underneath.

      When I get this deep into a flashback, I don’t know if my eyes are opened or closed. I don’t know if it would make a difference. I can’t feel my body except for the pain in my side and the ache in my heart. I don’t know if I’m sitting or standing. All I know is how fucking paralyzing it is to have this endless loop play again and again and again.

      Charlie’s wet nose presses into my hand. On his own, he’s learned when I’m having a flashback and comes to me, trying to pull me out. He jumps up, putting his front paws in my lap. I curl my fingers into his soft fur.

      My vision starts to come back and my ears ring like they did that day from the shots being fired in close range. My throat is thick, and the smell of blood lingers in the air, making me nauseous.

      My heart is still racing, and it will the rest of the day, exhausting me long before night falls. Though when it does, and I lay down to sleep, my mind will start whirling again, throwing guilt and shame at me so I can’t sleep.

      And then I’ll wake up and do it all over again.

      Charlie softly whimpers, and I lean forward, wrapping my arms around the big dog. I exhale, body trembling from the inside out making it impossible for me to stop it. I’m on high alert and can’t just sit here. I get up, striding to the door. It’s too hot to run, and my mind, only half-functioning, tries to come up with ways to cope.

      I know I need to go grocery shopping. That’s as far as I can think ahead. I don’t know what I need to get at the store or remember to grab my reusable bags from the kitchen. Only half aware of what I’m doing, I get my keys and drive.

      I get into town and realize I have no memory of driving here.

      “Fuck,” I mumble and turn into the library parking lot, trying to think back. My mind is blank. I don’t remember if I locked my front door. Or even if I closed it. I don’t remember merging onto the busy road to get into town, and I don’t remember a single stop light.

      I could have hit someone. Caused an accident. Driven off the road. I turn the Jeep off and lean back, eyes falling shut.

      I want to call Nora. I need to hear her voice. But I don’t want to worry her. She went home to get new clothes and to have lunch with Stephanie. Needing to work anyway, I told her I’d call when I was done, but it wouldn’t be for several hours.

      I do need to work.

      Time is money, and I’m not getting paid to freak the fuck out like this.

      The feeling that something bad is about to happen grips me hard, making it hard to breathe and even harder to function. I can’t call Nora, but I need to talk to someone. I haven’t had a flashback of this magnitude in a while, but if I did, I’d call Wyatt.

      But I can’t because he’s fucking dead.

      His own flashbacks got to him.

      He couldn’t take it anymore.

      He couldn’t see the light.

      And now he’s dead.

      My chest tightens even more. I want to go home, but I know I shouldn’t drive. I try to inhale and can’t. The walls are closing in around me and my ears start ringing again. Someone walks across the street, and I catch a glimpse out of the corner of my eye.

      It’s Jason. I see Jason. I should go to him. Stop him. Beat the shit out of him for what he’s about to make me do. I grab onto the steering wheel, fighting against myself. I want to fight him. I want to run away.

      And a very small part of me is screaming to wake the fuck up but I can’t, and I won’t. I’m forever stuck inside this fucking living nightmare, damned to have the worse day of my life drop down on me like a ton of bricks without warning, trapping me under its weight, crushing me until there’s nothing left.

      My phone dings and the sound of the text message coming through startles me. I jerk up, vision fuzzy, and reach for my phone. I blink a few times to focus my eyes before I’m able to read the text. It’s from Nora and let out a deep breath.

      Nora: I love you. Just wanted to remind you :-) I hope you finish your work soon. I was thinking about last night and it made me want you. Now. I might have to ‘pull a Jack’ and pay a visit to the toilet.

      I don’t know how she knew exactly what to say to bring me back to reality. Instead of remembering blood and pain, I’m remembering Nora’s tight pussy around my dick. I’m remembering the taste of her on my lips and the feel of her heart beating against mine.

      I read her text twice and am able to breathe again. I’ll still be on edge the rest of the day—at least—but the panic attack stopped before it started.

      And it’s all thanks to Nora.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, honey.” Stephanie turns off the vacuum when she sees me walk in through the back door. “How’s Jack?”

      “He’s okay. He took the news hard, which I expected. The guy was his friend and mentor and was supposed to be the example, you know? I could tell he felt so hopeless, like he was damned to follow in the same footsteps.”

      “Poor Jack. I hope he knows there is hope.”

      “I tried to tell him. We talked about it last night and this morning he seemed better. Which I hope is the case and he’s not repressing his feelings. He’s always been pretty open with me, but I still feel like he puts on a brave face.”

      “It would be hard, I imagine. Society has painted a funny picture of how men aren’t supposed to express emotion and growing up with his father couldn’t have made it easy.” She lifts her eyebrows. “Don’t get me wrong, James Harrington is a good guy, but he’s not the warmest.”

      “Not at all.

      “The guy was a war veteran?”

      “That’s what Jack told me. He served two tours in the middle east. It’s so sad.”

      “It really is.” She sighs. “On a happier note, Doug texted me not that long ago and said Karen Young is excited you’re interested and would like to talk whenever you’re free. She’s in the office for the rest of the day, so call her and set up a time. If you’re interested, that is.”

      “I am.” I get the info from Stephanie and decide to wait to share the news that I got offered my intern position back. It’s not an actual job, but if they’re going to foot the bill of grad school I shouldn’t complain, right?

      I want to. I want to find reasons not to go back up north. My heart is here, and if I leave it behind again, I don’t think I’ll survive. I sit in the dining room with a notepad open—just in case I need to take notes—and call Karen. I get ahold of her secretary and she’s pleasantly surprised I can meet her in an hour.

      I showered with Jack and my hair air dried in the sun. It won’t take me long to put on makeup, curl my long locks, and borrow a professional looking outfit from Stephanie. I hurry to get ready in time and take a bag of cookies to drop off to Doug once I’m done talking to Karen.

      I text Jack before I leave, just to tell him I love him. He’s working right now and doesn’t text me back. He seemed to be in a good headspace when I left, but I still worry. He’s so hard on himself, and I wish he’d realize he spends more time worrying about being affected by his PTSD than he actually is affected by it.

      He wants to live a normal life and doesn’t see that he already does. Yeah, he prefers the quiet of the forest to being surrounded by people, but if anything, I think that makes him more normal. A lot of people would give up everything to have a job they can do from home and live in a beautiful cabin in the woods, nestled in the foothills of the mountains.

      The office building for Young Construction is in downtown Dale Hollow, two blocks away from Mrs. Harrington’s store. I park across the street and get hit with nerves before I get out. It’s an informal interview. I’m technically not even applying for a job, nor do I know if she has anything open for me.

      For all I know, she’s talking to me as a favor for Doug with no intention of hiring me at all. So why are my hands suddenly trembling? I don’t feel prepared at all. Stephanie’s style is not my own, this is not the ideal purse to pair with dress pants and this black top, and I had to print my resume on regular computer paper instead of resume paper. I didn’t bring my leather folder to keep my resume and references in either.

      I came here for a mini vacation from my hectic life at Berkeley with the intention of relaxing and spending time with my family. Surely Karen will understand, right? I take a glance at myself in the mirror, close my eyes, and channel the relaxation techniques I learned in the years of doing yoga.

      I open my eyes and get out of the car, stepping into warm sunshine. The heat of summer is coming back. The storm brought in a cold front, and while Jack seemed to enjoy it, I love the heat. I take a moment to soak up the sunshine, calmed by its warmth.

      My fingers go to the little glass rose hanging from a delicate silver chain on my neck. I inhale, hold my breath, and slowly let it out as I cross the street and enter the office building.

      The secretary is on the phone, and it sounds like there’s been some sort of mix up with the dates of when construction was supposed to start. She smiles at me and motions to a chair by the front window. I take a seat and look around. Blueprints and framed photos of groundbreaking ceremonies hang on the wall. Mr. Young is front and center in all of them, with his son by his right side and Karen pushed off to the left.

      The secretary hangs up and comes around the desk. “Nora Fisher, right?”

      “Yes,” I say and stand up.

      “I’m Rachel. Nice to meet you. I’ll let Karen know you’re here.” She disappears into a room in the back, and a minute later, Karen comes out. We shake hands, go through the formal introductions, and then go back into her office. She asks me about school, why I chose engineering for a career, and what my plans are for the future. This was supposed to be an informal interview, but it’s feeling very much like the practice ones I did in school.

      Her phone rings in the middle of talking, and she apologizes and answers.

      “No,” she says to the person on the other line. “I think you right-click on it and it brings up the options. Try that.” She waits. “I’m not sure. Let me call you back in a few minutes after I’ve had a chance to look at it.” She hangs up and lets out a sigh. “Sorry. We switched to a new computer program and are still working out the bugs. And the bugs are us trying to figure out how to use it.”

      “What program is it?”

      She turns her computer screen to show me.

      “Oh, we used that in school. It’s great but is a little complicated when you first start out.”

      “You’re familiar?”

      “Very.”

      She smiles. “That is definitely a plus. Well, I have a client meeting in a few minutes, but I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you again.” We get up, moving to the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thank you. It was really nice meeting you.”

      She shakes my hand again and sends me on my way. I leave feeling optimistic with my chances. I get to the car and remember I never got Becca a birthday present. Since Mrs. Harrington was at Jack’s this morning, I assume she has the day off and isn’t working at her store.

      I was wrong.

      “Hi, Nora!” she says excitedly when I walk through the doors. A few other customers are inside, browsing the merchandise. “I must say I like seeing you like this better.” She laughs, and I laugh to keep myself from cringing and running out the door.

      “Yeah, I prefer to be fully dressed when I see my boyfriend’s parents.”

      An old woman turns around, eyeballing me. Mrs. Harrington comes out from behind the counter.

      “We were worried. James heard about Wyatt Henderson,” she says softly. “Does Jack know? I was going to tell him, but he seemed so happy this morning and I didn’t want to put a damper on it.”

      “He does.” Now I understand the Harringtons’ panic. “He found out last night.”

      “You were there?”

      “I got there as soon as he told me.”

      Her eyes get a little glossy. The old woman goes to the counter with several hand-painted signs, and Mrs. Harrington steps away to ring her up. I take the time to look for something for Becca. I settle on a can of loose-leaf tea and a cute pineapple-shaped coffee cup.

      Mrs. Harrington scans my items and gives me a discount before totaling up my purchase. “Thank you, Nora, for being there for him. You’ve always meant to so much to him, and for the longest time I didn’t understand why he broke up with you.” She wraps the coffee cup in paper. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      I smile. “Me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Tired?” Nora wraps her arm around me, pulling me to her chest. My face falls into her breasts, not that I mind. I stretch out on the couch, needing to feel every inch of Nora against me. It reminds me I’m alive. I’m here, even though I don’t feel like I completely am.

      In the months immediately following the shootings, when the flashbacks were the most intense, my sense of self would be off for the rest of the day. I’d pull myself from the flashback, but not feel like I’m totally out of it.

      It’s fucked up feeling like I’m here but not here at the same time. Sometimes it would feel like I was floating above my body, watching my life play out. I wasn’t living. I was hardly surviving. The pain dulled, and I went through the motions day by day.

      And then I met Nora.

      “Kind of.” I’m exhausted. My heart has been racing all day, and I keep looking over my shoulder. Jason has been in the back of my mind, and every movement, every shadow, makes me think he’s standing there, gun pointed. My scar has been burning since the flashback, and I’m working hard to act normal for Nora’s sake. I don’t want to make her worry, and I don’t want her to feel like she has to stay here.

      I don’t want her to leave, but if that’s what she wants, I’ll support it. A long distance relationship will suck ass, but we’ll make it work. I’m not walking away this time.

      “Want to go to bed?” She runs her fingers through my hair. It’s relaxing and feels so good, yet my heart won’t slow the fuck down. I can’t shake the feeling danger is lurking.

      “It’s early.”

      “I don’t mind,” she says, knowing exactly what I was referring to. “You have a TV up there. We can watch a movie and cuddle.”

      I smile. “No chick flicks.”

      “I’m pretty sure The Notebook is on Netflix right now.”

      “For you,” I start, sitting up so I can look into her pretty eyes, “I’ll suffer through it.”

      “There’s also a new documentary about animals around the world.”

      “The one shot in 4K?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I think so. It looks amazing.”

      I sit up, moving my hands to Nora’s waist. “I vote for that one.”

      She smiles. “Me too, actually. You know I’m not much of a fan of those books and movies that make you cry. I never cry, and it makes me feel like something is wrong with me.”

      Nora gets up, picking our dinner dishes up off the coffee table. She came over around dinner time and suggested we go out. Being around people was the last thing I wanted after being on guard all day. I’m still on guard at the house, but it’s not as bad as it would be if I was in a crowded restaurant.

      I help Nora clean up, then let Charlie out once more before going upstairs. I’m worn out. Physically and mentally. Crashing early and sleeping through the night would be fucking amazing, and if Nora wasn’t here it wouldn’t be a possibility.

      Nora brought an overnight bag this time and goes into the bathroom to change into PJs and remove her makeup. I go to the balcony, trying to get my heart to slow the fuck down. It’s times like this I wish I drank, but after trying it a few times, I quickly realized it didn’t work the way I hoped.

      Before I got to the point of passing out in a drunken stupor, my mind wandered and was too far gone to keep in line. The bad thoughts I pushed away came barreling in, storming me with the dark.

      I grip the railing and lean forward, taking in a deep breath of mountain air.

      “Jack?” The door behind me creaks open and Nora slips onto the balcony behind me. She stops next to me and loops her arm through mine. “I love you,” she whispers, resting her head against me. I don’t know how she knows, but she does. She knows I’m barely hanging on right now.

      But I don’t think she knows how much I fucking hate making her deal with it.
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* * *

      I wake with a start, sitting up and opening my eyes wide. My heart is racing, I’m covered in a cold sweat, and the feeling of impending doom presses down on me like a ton of bricks.

      I’m awake, but the nightmare hasn’t stopped. Jason walks in from the balcony, carrying three guns. The rifle and extra ammo are strapped over his chest, and he has a pistol in each hand. He turns his head, looking right into my eyes as he walks past, disappearing through the bedroom door.

      “Jack?” Nora’s voice echoes in my head. She sits up, blinking in the dark. “Jack?” her voice is a distant echo, and her touch hardly registers. I throw the covers back and get out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” Nora asks.

      “I have to stop him.”

      “Stop who?” She scrambles after me.

      “Jason.”

      “Jason isn’t here. Jack, stop!”

      Charlie whines and runs ahead of me. He can sense what’s going on, but nothing is making sense in my mind right now.

      “Jack!” Nora calls again. Her fingers wrap around my arm and I pull away. Doesn’t she understand our lives are in danger?

      “Stay here and be quiet!”

      “Stop, Jack!” She moves in front of me and puts both hands on my shoulders, face in front of mine. “Jason isn’t here! He’s dead! It’s just me, you, and Charlie in the house.”

      I make a move to push forward and she catches my shoulders again, using all her strength to hold me back. Charlie barks and Nora flicks on the switch behind us. Light fills the room.

      Finally, my mind wakes up, joining my body. The nightmare is over. I’m in the house leaning against the wall by the stairs. Nora is in front of me, tears in her eyes.

      “Nora?”

      “I’m here, Jack. I’m here.” The tears fall, rolling down her cheeks. Her hands shake as she apprehensively reaches for me. I pull her close, wrapping her tightly in a hug. Nora tries to stop herself from crying.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, running my hands over her hair.

      “You don’t have to be sorry.”

      “But you’re crying.”

      She sniffles and looks up at me. “I was so scared, and I couldn’t help you.”

      “You did help me.”

      Her arms go around me, and we slide down the wall to the floor. I bring Nora into my lap, burying my head in her hair. I hate seeing the fear in her eyes. Knowing I caused it makes the guilt I carry every damn day intensify.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t really know,” I tell her. “It’s like my mind was still asleep.”

      Nora wipes her eyes and straightens up. “I read that the same part of your brain used for memory is activated when you have flashbacks. So it really is replaying before you.”

      “That’s what it feels like.” I exhale heavily and rest my head against hers. Heavy exhaustion crashes down on me, ten times worse than before. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” Nora runs her hand through my hair. “Do you want to go back to bed?”

      I shake my head. “I won’t be able to sleep.”

      “Okay. We can sit on the balcony instead.”

      “I’d like that.”

      We go to the balcony, sitting together on the lounge chair. Nora covers us with a blanket and we sit there, not talking for a while. I’m sure Nora is tired, and I wish I could be too. It’s a slippery slope when a flashback hits like this and is hard to explain.

      I’d be around people who’d understand next week if I could go to my group. They wouldn’t ask questions or poke or prod when I told them the nightmares came to life again because they’d understand. They wouldn’t ask me why I didn’t ‘just make it stop’ like I have any fucking control over this at all.

      They’d remind me I wasn’t alone in this. We’d talk about our highs and our lows. I’d get to tell them more about Nora, and how much better I am when I’m with her. How she can pull me from the clutches of hell, shedding light on my dark world with just one kiss.

      But I can’t, because Wyatt’s dead.

      He was supposed to be better, and I’m sure every guy in the group is wondering the same thing I am. Is there a ticking time bomb inside of me too?
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “Morning,” I say softly, setting a plate of French toast, scrambles eggs and bacon on the dresser. I didn’t mean to wake Jack, but his eyes opened when I came into the room. He told me he’s on high alert, unable to shut off the part of his brain that tells you if you’re in danger or not.

      We stayed on the balcony for hours last night. I fell asleep snuggled against Jack’s chest, waking at sunset. He was asleep too but woke easily just from me sitting up. We came back into the bedroom, and I tried to stay awake and scratch his back until he fell asleep. I think he fell asleep soon after I did, but I can’t be sure.

      I didn’t get up again until nine-thirty and was able to get out of bed without waking him. Charlie was on Jack’s other side, head pressed against Jack. Some animals are special and can sense things in people without being trained to do so, and Charlie is no exception.

      He knows, and I’m positive Charlie barking last night helped wake Jack up. He wouldn’t leave the bed when I got up in the morning, and his loyalty to Jack pulls on my heart. He’s a damn good dog.

      While breakfast was cooking, I googled PTSD, trying to read everything I could. My freshman year, we covered it in Psych 101 but only briefly. I know there is no getting over PTSD but it can be managed. I’m sure Wyatt’s death is what triggered Jack, and I wish he’d opened up to me yesterday instead of acting like he was okay.

      There’s no shame in not being okay sometimes. I love him. All of him. The good, the bad, and the dark too.

      “Morning,” he replies and sits up. “It’s almost eleven?”

      “Yeah. I suppose I could have made you lunch instead of breakfast, but I know you like bacon.”

      He smiles, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. “I do.”

      I bring the plate and his coffee to the bed and sit next to him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Stupid.”

      “Jack,” I start.

      “Don’t, Nora.” He takes the coffee. I bite my lip and look away, not sure what to say. I can only imagine how it feels, not really knowing the horror it is to live with it.

      “You’re not stupid,” I tell him. He doesn’t respond, and the dynamic between us shifts. I don’t know how to help him, and for the first time, I feel like he doesn’t want my help. Which is exactly why I’m going to keep trying. “How are you feeling?”

      Jack looks at me for half a second. His brown eyes are clouded with anger. It’s easier to feel angry. It’s hard to deal with the raw painful emotions he wished would have faded. I wish it would fade. I wish I could take it all away.

      “Tired.”

      “Do you want to lay back down after you eat?”

      “No,” he says sharply. Then he closes his eyes and sighs. “I won’t be able to sleep. Or I think I won’t. I don’t want to have another nightmare.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      “I know.” He turns to me and I lean in, kissing him gently on the lips. He puts his coffee on the nightstand and takes me in his arms.

      “Does talking about it help?”

      “Sometimes.” He twists a strand of my hair around his fingers. “I want to forget and live a normal life. I hate how mad I am all the time. I had normal.”

      “We’ll find a new normal. We had it before, and we can find it again.”

      “Yeah. We did.” He lets out a breath and I feel him relax. “I love you, Nora, and I don’t want you to feel like you can’t do what you want because of me.”

      “I am doing what I want.”

      He takes my face in his hands, lowering his forehead to mine. “If you want to go back to Berkeley and take the internship, you should. It’ll fucking suck to not be able to kiss you every day, but we’ll make it work.”

      “I know we’ll make it work, but I don’t want to go back.”

      “Why not? It seems like a good opportunity.”

      I twist toward him, hooking my leg over his. “There’s no guarantee they’ll even hire me once the internship is over, and maybe it’s pretentious of me to say, but I don’t want to be an intern. I want to try to get an actual job. I have an actual degree now, after all.”

      “That’s a good reason. But they will pay for you to go back to school.”

      “If I get a job,” I remind him. “And honestly, the thought of going back to school gives me a bit of anxiety.” I look up at him, smiling. “I think you remember I’m a bit Type-A when it comes to academics.”

      “A bit?” His lips pull into a smile. “I very vividly remember you making me study on a snow day. Mostly because my dad almost walked in on us having sex, but also because you were hardcore about math.”

      “I still am. Which is why taking a break is sounding better and better. Being back made me realize how much I miss this place. I have a home here. Stephanie and Doug are my legal parents and would be over the moon happy if I came back here. And there is you. You’re kind of a big deal to me, you know. You always have been.”

      “I know.” His dark eyes meet mine. “As long as your happy, Nora. That’s all I ever wanted, and I don’t want you to sacrifice your full potential for me.”

      He’s been hurting for so long and won’t hesitate to put himself through more pain if he thinks it’ll make my life better. “That’s what love is,” I whisper. “It’s not just a feeling. It’s an action. It’s making sacrifices and putting each other's needs before your own. It’s letting go and welcoming the free fall into the unknown. You have no idea where you’re going to land but you trust it will be a good place because anywhere with the person you love is a good place.”

      Jack strides forward and takes me in his arms. “You are my good place.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to miss this.”

      I pull the covers over us and cuddle up with Nora. “Me too.” Nora rests her head on my chest and traces circles around the scar on my side. “One day without touching you is one too many.”

      “There’s always phone sex,” she says. Nora has to leave tomorrow and go back to work. Her plan is to put in her two-week notice and come back home. Two weeks without her is going to be borderline unbearable.

      It’s late now, and Nora should be sleeping since she has a long drive ahead of her, but we both needed each other one more time. We spent a few hours hanging out at the cabin, then went out in the trails. We stuck to the ones I’m familiar with and got back after dark. We ate dinner, showered, and crashed into bed.

      I smile. “You’ll have to FaceTime me if we’re doing that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Really?”

      She lifts her head up. “Yeah. But I expect to see something on your end too.”

      I kiss the side of her head. It’d be easy to put what happened behind us and pretend I’m over it. I tried to explain it to her like a scab had been scraped off. Blood oozes out fast at first, then slows, and a new scab forms.

      Most of the time, scabs become scars. With PTSD, the last stage never fully happens, and I’m always at risk for having the scab ripped off again.

      And again.

      And again.

      It will happen. Probably without warning. But I won’t have to stop the bleeding alone anymore.

      “You should sleep,” I say, wrapping my arms tightly around her. “You have a lot of driving to do tomorrow.”

      “I know.” I’m tired, and she has to be too. I trail my nails up and down her back, and soon enough, we both drift to sleep for several hours before I wake up, missing Nora already.

      Nora’s facing the balcony, knees slightly bent, pushing her ass against my cock. I spoon myself around her, lips going to the back of her neck. She groans softly, unable to resist being kissed there. It’s her Kryptonite.

      She arches her back, rubbing her ass against my dick. Only wearing panties and a tank top. I sweep my hand down her body, feeling her pert nipples through her thin shirt, and part her legs. She lifts her ass off the bed, letting me strip her, then reaches behind and pushes my boxers off.

      I rub her clit while still kissing her neck. She moves from her side to her back, legs falling wide. I prop myself up, kissing her hard, and then move down. There’s nothing gentle about the way I touch her, and the rough desperation turns Nora on.

      My tongue lashes out against her, tracing her clit. Pleasure shoots through her, making her muscles contract, getting ready for what's to come. I slip a finger inside, going right for her g-spot. I suck and kiss her pussy while fingering her.

      She slits her eyes open and looks down, watching me pleasure her in the moonlight. My movements are fast but deliberate. I open my eyes getting off on her watching. With a growl, I nip at her tender flesh, and the shock of slight pain sends her over the edge.

      “Don’t stop,” she pants, reaching out to take a handful of my hair. “Oh…my…God.” She throws her head back, shuddering from pleasure. Her pussy contracts wildly around my fingers and my mouth is still on her. She tries to squirm away, pushing my head back.

      I pull my hand back and slide both under her ass, bringing her core back to my face. I lift her off the mattress, leaving her powerless to push me away. Relentless, I keep working, licking, sucking, and kissing her sensitive clit until she comes again. Her mouth falls open and she loudly moans. Her entire body reacts, and warmth spills from her.

      I lay her back down. She’s riding high, hardly aware of what’s going on around her. I put a condom on and move between her legs.

      Feebly, she brings an arm around me. I fuck her hard, grunting with each thrust until I come. My cock pulses inside her. Panting hard, I rest my head against her.

      “Sorry to wake you,” I pant.

      “Don’t be. I’ll wake up to that any day.”

      I kiss her forehead. “I needed you one more time before you go.” I pull out and go into the bathroom to throw the condom away. Nora reaches for me when I come back to bed, snuggling close with her head on my shoulder. I wrap her in the blanket, wanting to watch her sleep, soaking up every last second we have together.

      The plan is for her to come back, but for some reason, I have a sinking feeling her departure is permanent.
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      “Binxy boy!” I drop my bag to the ground and crouch down. My old black cat meows and trots over, big belly swinging. He sniffs me, rubs his head against my hand, then hisses. “Thanks. I missed you too.”

      I do smell like dog. And probably sex. Both scents on me are new to him. Yawning, I stand. It’s after midnight, and I’m exhausted from the drive. I left a lot later than I planned and got stuck in traffic.

      “Becca?” I drop my keys in the decorative bowl on the entryway table. Technically, we don’t have an entryway. The door opens into the living room, which connects to the small kitchen and eating area. There are two bedrooms and one bathroom, and after a week of being at the Kellers’ and Jack’s, the apartment seems extra small.

      Becca’s bedroom door is closed, and I have no idea if she’s is there sleeping or not. Some nights she’s in bed by nine. Others, she’s out until three AM. You never know with her. I stand outside her door and send her a text, telling her I’m home. I don’t hear her phone sound from inside her room, so I assume she’s out.

      I drag my bag into my room, thankful Stephanie did all my laundry before I left. I get my stuff put away by the time Becca texts me back, saying she’s out with Liam and will be home soon. Soon could be anywhere from five minutes to another hour, so I reply and tell her I’m going to shower and go to bed.

      Normally, when I’d return after a visit home to Dale Hollow, my bed here in the apartment is so welcome and comfy. But not now. I miss Jack with my whole heart, and I hate how we left things unsettled.

      He asked me to call him when I got into town so he’d know I made the drive okay. We talked not long ago, but our conversation was cut short when he got an email from the publisher, moving up a deadline on one of the covers Jack was working on from the end of the week to tomorrow. He guessed he had at least eight hours of work left to do on it, which makes me appreciate the cover art on books so much more.

      I’m opening at the coffee shop tomorrow, and I’m dreading getting up early. Knowing I need to fall asleep now to avoid feeling dead tired stresses me out, making it harder to fall asleep. I can’t stop thinking about Jack. As much as I feel for him for the sudden tight deadline, knowing he’ll be up most the night and not lying alone in bed is oddly comforting.

      I toss and turn for a while, missing the feel of his body against mine. I’m too tired to be horny at the moment, but I know I’ll be missing the feeling of his hands all over my body and his big cock between my legs soon enough.

      It feels like only seconds passed between falling asleep and my alarm going off. I hit snooze three times, dragging my ass out of bed when the sheer panic of I only have fifteen minutes to get ready hits.

      Becca’s door is open, and I can see her in bed. Sleeping. I narrow my eyes with jealousy. I want to be back in my bed right now. I get dressed, throw my hair into a messy braid, put concealer over the dark circles under my eyes, and head out the door. The good thing about working in a coffee shop is always having coffee readily available in the mornings. And this morning, I’m going to need a lot.

      The day drags on, and I check my phone every chance I get. When I haven’t heard from Jack by ten-thirty, I figure he was up all night and is still asleep. I tell myself the same at noon. When I clock out at two o’clock and still haven’t heard from him, a ball of dread forms in my stomach.

      Not that something necessarily bad happened to him, but he went back to thinking I’m better off without him. If that’s the case, I don’t know who I should be more pissed off with: myself or him.

      I knew what I was getting myself into. I knew the dangers and the risks of loving a man with a dark and harrowed past. Yet there is nothing else I can do with Jack besides love him.

      There’s still a chance he worked all night, crashed, and had to get right back to the computer, painstakingly drawing the incredibly detailed mermaid scales one by one. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt even though deep down, I know I shouldn’t.

      I call as I walk from the coffee shop to the apartment and get his voicemail.

      “Hey,” I say to the machine. “I miss you, and I hope you got everything done on time. Call me when you can. I love you.” After double checking my phone isn’t on silent anymore, I stick it back in my purse and tell myself not to obsessively check. I’ll hear if Jack calls.

      When Jack calls.

      I get back to the apartment and find Becca and Liam lounging on the couch. I change into sleeper shorts and a T-shirt, then join them, binging on vegan cookie dough and last season’s The Bachelor. They ask about Jack and we all gush over him. Now, if only he’d call me back…

      Two episodes later, I get up to use the bathroom and call Jack again. He doesn’t answer, and this time I don’t leave a message. He’s just busy. Maybe working. Maybe sleeping. Or maybe he went hiking. The cell service at the cabin is spotty. On the trails it’s nonexistent.

      “What’s the plan for dinner?” Becca asks. “Ever since Nicole mentioned the new Taco Bar last night, it’s like all I can think about.”

      “Girl, me too.” Liam sets the cookie dough down. “I can try to get us a reservation. It’s not a weekend so we might get lucky.”

      “Nora?” All eyes fall on me.

      “Yeah. I never say no to tacos.”

      Liam’s able to get us a table at six, which doesn’t give us much time to get ready. Liam leaves, needing to go home to shower and change.

      “Do you need to wash your hair?” Becca asks me.

      “No, I did last night. Though I think my braid smells like coffee. I splashed a mocha all over myself today.”

      “I was trying to figure out what that good smell was,” Becca laughs. “I do need to wash my hair. I haven’t in a few days. Or shaved.”

      “Go. You take longer than me to get ready anyway.”

      “Guilty. Hey, can I contour your face?”

      “Please do!” I love when Becca does my makeup. She makes me look flawless.

      “I was kind of thinking about starting a makeup YouTube channel, actually,” she says slowly, unsure of herself. “Is that stupid?”

      “No, not at all. I’ve watched hours of makeup tutorials—and I still never look half as good—but I love them. Lots of people do. And you’re so good at makeup you’d rock it.”

      “Thanks. I’d start it for fun, of course, and just see where it goes. I’ll set a moisturizer out for you to use after you wash your face,” she says and then goes into the bathroom. I lean back on the couch and make it through the end of the current episode before I grab my phone. I’m checking the time, not if I somehow missed another call or text from Jack.

      I didn’t.

      “What’s going on, Jack?” I whisper, closing my eyes. “Just call. Please.”

      My phone rings. What the heck? It’s like I made it happen. I know by the ringtone it’s not Jack. Crystal plays when he calls. I don’t know the number, but I do recognize the area code to be from Dale Hollow. My hands shake, and every bad scenario plays out in my head.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Hi, is Nora available?”

      “This is her.”

      “Hi, Nora, this is Karen Young.”

      I blink, hand flying to my heart. Jack hasn’t been mauled by bears. “Oh, hi. How are you?”

      She laughs. “You sound surprised.”

      “I am a little.”

      “Don’t be. Your resume is very impressive for a new grad and I would love another woman in this workplace, which is why I called.”

      My eyes widen. Is she going to offer me a job?

      “I’m hoping you’ll consider working with Young Construction. We’re a smaller company, but I have big plans for the next year, and I think you’d be a great addition to the team.”

      “Oh, wow,” I say.

      “We have been outsourcing many of our architectural and engineering needs, and it’s time to officially have our own on staff. I have the formal job listing typed up and can email it to you if you’re interested.”

      “Yes,” I say, trying not to sound too eager. “I am very interested.”

      “Great. I will have Rachel send it right over along with some information about salary and benefits. I look forward to hearing back from you, Nora.”

      “Thank you,” I say and hang up, immediately going to my email. In my mind, Rachel had the information already written up and was waiting with the mouse hovering over ‘send’ the entire time Karen was on the phone. Two minutes and no new emails later, I know that wasn’t the case.

      “Holy shit. I got offered a job,” I tell Binx. He’s sleeping by the window and doesn’t open his eyes. My first instinct is to call Jack and tell him the good news. I press his name on my phone and wait.

      My call goes to voicemail after two rings. Did he hang up on me? I stare at the phone. He did by accident. He’s going to call back any minute now.

      Only he doesn’t.

      Not a minute later.

      Not two.

      Or three.

      My email alert sounds on my phone, and I shake myself and open my emails. Rachel sent over the job description. I scan through it, too impatient to read the whole thing. I miss too much and have to go back and scan it again, only to run into the same exact problem.

      Third time’s a charm, and I read through it at a normal speed. I’d be a manager and would start out on the lower end of the pay scale for new grads, but it’s more than what I’d make as an intern. The benefits are good, though, and the health insurance is actually affordable.

      I’m going to accept. I call Karen back and get her voicemail, telling me she’s out of the office and won’t be back until the morning. Before I can call Stephanie, Becca comes out of the bathroom, asking why I didn’t wash my face yet. I need to let the moisturizer sink in before she can do my makeup. I set my phone done, mind whirling, and go into the bathroom to wash my face.

      “I got offered a job in Dale Hollow,” I tell her, rubbing the cream into my skin.

      Becca leans out of her doorway. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “No. Doug arranged an interview for me at a construction company. The owner retired, and his daughter took over. She called while you were in the shower and offered me a job.”

      Becca blinks, and I know she’s sad at the thought of me leaving. Then she smiles. “That’s amazing, Nora. You took the offer, right?”

      “I haven’t yet, but only because the owner is out of the office now.” I frown. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I don’t want to leave you either, but…” She bites her lip. “I’ve been thinking about going back to L.A. My heart is in acting and I want to give it one more shot. My dad’s going to start working for the CW and there will be lots of open doors from there.”

      We stare at each other, realizing we’re both at a crossroad. It’s exciting and sad at the same time.

      “No matter where we end up, we’ll still be friends,” I assure her. “And L.A. is closer to Dale Hollow than Berkeley is.”

      “That’s true.”

      I grab Becca’s makeup bag and sit in our small kitchen, waiting for her. She lays everything out on the counter and starts working on my face.

      Half an hour later, I look amazing. I carefully curl my hair while she gets ready, and by the time Liam gets here, we’re running late.

      And Jack hasn’t called me back. Something terrible happened, one way or another. Either he’s pushing me away again, or something actually happened to him. If I don’t hear from him by the end of the night, I’m calling Veronica to make sure Jack is at least okay.

      The tacos are good, and I enjoy being out with my friends. It’s loud in the restaurant, and I obsessively check my phone. Becca orders a pitcher of margaritas, and when I pour a glass for myself, she calls me out.

      “What the hell is going on? You’re picking at your food, you’ve hardly talked, and now you’re drinking?”

      I bring the drink to my lips and take a few big sips. It’s strawberry, and oh so good. My eyes fall shut, forcing back tears. I take another big drink and look at my friends.

      “History is about to repeat itself.”
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      I’m drunk.

      For the second time in my life, my head swims in a sea of alcohol, and I cannot for the life of me figure out why I haven’t done this more often. I’ve only had half a margarita, and the effects of the alcohol would probably go away if I had something more in my stomach than a few spoonfuls of vegan cookie dough.

      But I don’t want it to.

      “What are you talking about?” Becca’s hazel eyes reflect her concern.

      “Nothing.” I finish my drink and force a smile. “This is really good.” I go to refill my glass and Liam stops me.

      “You don’t drink. This has a lot of tequila in it. Eat something before you get sick.”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” I pick up my spicy ranch taco.

      “I think I’m going to break up with Ray,” Becca says.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Liam sticks a straw in his margarita.

      “Yeah.” Becca nods. “I like him, but there’s no spark.” Her eyes go to me. “I want that crazy, I-still-love-you-four-years-later kind of relationship like you have.” She smiles. “I want a soulmate.”

      I divert my eyes. Jack is my soulmate, but am I his?

      “That’s the dream,” Liam agrees. “When are you going to break the news to him?”

      “I’m not sure. He’s going camping with his brother this weekend, so I’ll probably wait. I don’t want to ruin the trip or anything.”

      “But you could be keeping him from hooking up.”

      “Dammit. Now I don’t know what to do.”

      I trade my taco for a cheese enchilada. The spice was just a little too much for me. I eat half of it and pour myself another margarita. Liam gives me a sideways look but doesn’t say anything. We finish dinner and walk back to the apartment. Jack hasn’t called, no surprise there.

      “Time to fess up,” Becca says the moment I walk through the door. “What the hell is going on, Nora? You’re freaking me out.”

      “Me too.” Liam shuts the door behind him. “What’s wrong? You said history is going to repeat itself.”

      “Jack.” The one word brings up a maelstrom of emotions.

      “What happened?” Becca asks.

      “Every time we get close, he pushes me away, and I think it’s happening again. I can’t go through this.” I break, and Becca throws her arms around me.

      “Come here,” she urges, and we sit on the couch with her on one side and Liam on the other. “Why do you think he’s pushing you away?”

      I wipe my eyes. “He thinks I should intern up here again instead of moving home. I haven’t heard from him all day. I keep thinking of reasons why he hasn’t—”

      “Don’t make excuses for him,” Liam interrupts. “He has commitment issues. You do not want to mess around with guys like that. Trust me.”

      “He does, but he’s not afraid of committing to me. He has issues with me committing to him.”

      “What kind of bullshit baggage does he have?”

      I reach for Becca’s iPad on the coffee table. “Jack’s baggage isn’t bullshit.” I enter his name in a Google search and pull up an article from years ago about the shooting. I give the tablet to Liam.

      “Oh my God,” he says as he reads. “Were you there?”

      “No. It happened at the end of his sophomore year, and I met him the beginning of his senior.”

      “He got shot? And then shot the shooter and saved a gym full of students?”

      “Yes, but the article doesn’t tell you Jason—the shooter—was Jack’s childhood best friend.” The heartbreak catches up to me and my eyes fill with tears again. “He has no idea why Jason did it, or how he was able to pull the trigger on him so easily. He told me Jason looked him right in the eyes and showed no remorse before he shot him.”

      “I can’t even imagine. God, his best friend? I feel sick. I am so sorry.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I love him, and I want to be there for him, but I don’t know if I can survive going through this over and over. How do I help him when he won’t let me in?”

      Becca puts her arm around me, pulling me to her. I crumble and start crying again, heart hurting for Jack more than myself. Someone knocks on the door.

      “Oh, fuck,” Becca says. “Ray said he might stop by and I spaced.” She rests her hand on my back. “Can you tell him now’s not a good time?” she asks Liam.

      “Of course.” Liam gets off the couch and goes to the door. I hear the chain lock swing against the frame. The door is behind me, thank God. I’m not up for seeing Ray right now.

      “I don’t want to give up on him,” I say hoarsely. “Should I go to him?”

      “Becs,” Liam calls.

      Becca twists, looking over her shoulder. “It’s not a good—” She cuts off, and I can feel her body tense. “No, you don’t have to go to him. He came to you.”

      “What?” I sit up, turning so fast I almost fall off the couch. Jack is standing in the doorway, face strained. I stare at him, heart beating so fast it might explode.

      “Nora?” he whispers.

      My hand flies to my mouth and I shake my head, tears streaming down my face. Becca gets up, going to Liam.

      “We’re going to get out of here.” She grabs her shoes and purse and tugs on Liam’s arm. They leave and Jack steps in, closing the door behind him.

      “What are you doing?” I go around the couch, stopping a few feet from him.

      “I came to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “I realized you were right. The light and dark need each other to exist. But I don’t just need you. I love you. With everything inside of me, I love you.”

      Nerves prickle down my spine. “But you pushed me away again.”

      “I know. And as soon as I realized it, I got in the Jeep and drove. I didn’t bring my phone or my wallet that has my license in it, and I got pulled over for speeding. I had to pull the my dad’s a cop card.”

      I sniffle and smile. “I’m sure he loved that.”

      “He’ll bring it up every chance he gets.” Jack takes a tentative step toward me. “Nora, I love you. I don’t want to live a single day without you in my life. I thought letting you go was for your own good, but what good is having half a heart?”

      I’m choking up again, but this time not from sadness. He holds out his hand and I take it. The second our fingers interlace, I feel better. He pulls me to him, holding me tight against his chest. I slip my hand under his shirt, gently feeling his scar.

      “Nora?” He loosens his grip and looks down at me. “Free fall with me?”

      I smile. “Yes.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “So this is Binx.”

      “Isn’t he pretty?”

      I hold my hand out for the cat to rub against. “He’s fat.”

      Nora playfully swats at me. “He might hear you! You’ll hurt his feelings.”

      I laugh. “I can’t even make fun of you because I’ve said the same about Charlie.” We’re in Nora’s bed and just got done having make-up sex. I’m pretty sure her roommates came home halfway through, but we didn’t let that stop us. The door was closed and it’s not like they’d care anyway.

      “Was he in here the whole time?”

      “Probably. He’s pretty quiet and likes to sleep under my bed.” Nora snuggles closer, head resting on my chest. She’s exactly where she’s supposed to be. “What happened?” she asks gently. “After I left.”

      “I missed you like crazy, went for a run, and worked. I was fighting with myself the whole time. Out of all the fights I’ve been in, the ones with myself are the hardest.”

      “You know your own moves.”

      “Yeah, and every time I thought I had it figured out, something else would come up.”

      “How’d you win?”

      I smile. She’s right. I did win this one. “I was up until four-thirty working on the fucking cover. I let Charlie out and looked up at the stars. It hit me: you were right. I passed out, woke up around eleven and left.

      “So you weren’t ignoring my calls?”

      “No. I’d already made it an hour and a half before I realized I didn’t have my phone. Or wallet. Luckily I had cash in the glovebox or I wouldn’t have been able to get gas.” I kiss her forehead. “I had to get to you.”

      “I was so scared you were pushing me away again.”

      “Never again.” I brush her hair back. “I promise.”

      “I believe you.” She pushes herself up and the blankets fall off her breasts. “I have something kind of exciting to tell you.”

      “Really?” Street lights outside illuminate her face. We’re three stories up and the noise from the street below filters in through her open window.

      “I got another job offer.” She bites her lip, smiling. “At Young Construction in Dale Hollow.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Guys, this is Jack. Jack, this is Liam and Becca.”

      “Hi.” Becca smiles. “I feel like I should hate you. Just a little.”

      “That’s fair,” I say. I’m sitting on the couch with Nora. She ordered me a pizza and now is introducing me to her friends.

      “But Nora is happy again, so you get a pass.” Becca looks at Nora. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” Nora smiles. “It is.”

      “Good. We are going to go out for drinks. You two are welcome to join us.”

      “I think we’re good staying here.”

      “That’s what I thought. I guess I’ll see you in the morning?”

      “I’ll still be here,” I answer. “It was nice to meet you guys.” I pick up another slice of pizza once Liam and Becca leave. “Your friends are nice.”

      “They are.” Nora rests her head on my shoulder. “Do you need to use my phone to call and have someone take care of Charlie?”

      “I talked to my dad a few hours ago when I got pulled over, I told him to go get Charlie. But I do want to check on him.”

      Nora laughs and moves Binx away from the pizza box for the third time. He’s worse than Charlie with trying to steal food.

      “What do we do now?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer. “When are you coming back to Dale Hollow?”

      “As soon as I can. I need to talk to my boss at the coffee shop and figure out what to do here. Becca and I pay monthly, so we don’t have to worry about a contract or anything, but I can’t leave her with my portion of the rent.”

      “Right. It sucks being an adult sometimes, doesn’t it?”

      “It really does. I want to go home with you tonight. I miss the cabin.”

      “I do too,” I admit. “Though it is nice seeing how you lived before.”

      “It’s nothing fancy, but it worked.”

      “It’s very you. I like it.” I finish my pizza, wipe off my hands, and take a drink of water. “When you do come back, where are you going to live?”

      “I don’t know. I want to live with you and part of me thinks it’s too soon to move in together but at the same time I’ve loved you since I was sixteen. Do the years apart count against us?”

      “I don’t know either. Maybe…maybe we should stop doing what we think we should do and do what we want this time around.”

      “I like that idea.” She stretches out, yawning. “Are you tired?”

      “Yeah. I can tell you are.”

      “I’m exhausted. I didn’t sleep well last night, and well, you always wear me out.” She smirks. “You didn’t bring the cock ring, did you?”

      I laugh. “I left my phone and wallet but brought the cock ring.”

      “Priorities, Jack.” She laughs too. We put the leftover pizza in the fridge, take a shower, and get into Nora’s bed.

      “I love you, Nora.”

      “I love you too, Jack.”
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* * *

      “Hello, random customer I do not know.” Nora smiles, leaning over the counter for a quick kiss. It’s ten AM and after waking up at five-thirty with Nora—then falling back asleep for another two hours—I had breakfast with Becca, which wasn’t as awkward as I thought it would be. She’s a good friend to Nora, and that’s what matters in the end. I hung around the apartment for a while, staying in Nora’s room watching Netflix on her laptop.

      “Hey, babe. Did you talk to your boss?”

      “Yes,” she says, and I can already tell she got good news by the way her eyes light up. “He can take me off the schedule by the end of the week. I already called Karen and told her I accept her offer.”

      Things are falling into place. Again. How they should be. This time I won’t let them fall apart.

      “That’s great.”

      “Stephanie and Doug are going to be so happy when I tell them.”

      “You haven’t yet?”

      “No, I wanted to get all the details first. It’s more fun that way.”

      I smile. “Yeah, it is.” I order a coffee and sit at a table by the window, waiting for Nora to go on break. She said she takes it around ten, but the exact time varies depending on how busy they are at the time.

      Once she’s able to leave, we go outside. Before Nora eats lunch, she calls Stephanie, putting the call on speaker so I can share in the excitement.

      “Hey, honey,” Stephanie says when she answers. “I was just about to call you.”

      “My psychic powers are working again.” Nora holds the phone between us.

      “Must be, because the Amazon box is gone. They know we’re onto them. Weird, isn’t it? It’s been there for months then disappears days after we investigate.”

      Nora meets my eyes and beams. “We’ll have to check it out next week when I move back home.”

      A couple seconds tick by. “What?”

      “I’m coming back to Dale Hollow. Karen Young offered me a job.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      I can’t quite understand what Stephanie says next, she’s so excited. Nora tells her the details about the job and says she’ll call later when she’s done with work. She hangs up, trading her phone for the salad she packed this morning.

      “You have to leave today, don’t you?” she asks me.

      “Yeah. I have to work.”

      Nora nudges me with her elbow. “And you’re worried about Charlie, right?”

      “Just a little. We’re not apart very often, you know.”

      She laughs and takes a bite of her salad. “Do you think he’ll get along with Binx?”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought of that. “They’ll get used to each other. So, can I take that to mean you’re moving in with me?”

      “It’s what I want. I’ve loved you for so long I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “I don’t either. This week is going to go by slow.”

      “Oh, I know.” She mixes up her salad. “I’m off tomorrow, then work the rest of the week. I’ll try to get most of my packing down way ahead of time. What should I do with my furniture?”

      “What’s yours and what’s Becca’s?”

      “Most is mine and came from Mimi’s house. I don’t want to take the couch and TV stand if she’s going to stay though.”

      “No, I wouldn’t want you to either.”

      “I still have a unit full of her stuff in storage.”

      “In L.A.?”

      She shakes her head. “Here. I went through it all and got rid of a lot of it around the same time Becca and I moved in here. Mimi liked traditional-style, so a lot of the bigger items don’t look dated and can be used for years.”

      “Bring whatever you want. The second you move in, it’s your house too and it needs to feel like it. And we both know I’m not good at decorating.”

      “You do need help.” She smiles. “I’m already excited for Christmas. The place has to look gorgeous with snow.”

      “It does. You might not like it as much when you’re driving to work in the morning. You’ll have to take the Jeep.”

      “Oh, right. My little car doesn’t like snow.”

      I laugh. I’ve been planning on getting a new Jeep in the next year or two. Instead of trading in my old one, maybe we can trade in Nora’s instead. She’ll be my wife by that time anyway, I’m sure of it.

      “You’re lucky you get to work from home.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “The road is one of the last to get plowed.”

      She untwists the cap on her bottle of water. “Maybe it’s because it hasn’t happened yet, but I like the thought of getting snowed in with you.”

      I smirk. “We won’t be bored.”

      “Not at all.”

      The rest of Nora’s break goes by too fast, and I walk her back in and kiss her goodbye. I spend an hour and a half walking around, trying to kill time until Nora gets off work. I end up back at the apartment, planning to sketch out some concepts until Nora’s shift ends.

      Becca is home and opens the door when I knock. Nora gave me her key in case no one was there, which was what I was hoping for.

      “Hey,” she says, stepping aside to let me in. “Did you guys sneak off for a quickie during her break?”

      “I wish.” I start to head into Nora’s room to find paper and a pen.

      “She’s moving back home, isn’t she?”

      I turn. “Yeah. She told you she got a job offer, right?”

      “She did. Does she know when she’s leaving?”

      “As soon as she can.”

      “Oh.” Becca sighs.

      “She wants to talk to you about it later. I know she’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss her too.” She goes into the little kitchen and shakes a bottle of nail polish. “But I’m glad she’s going home. I’ve sat back and watched her deny her feelings for you for over four years. She puts on a strong front and is able to fool almost everyone, including herself. I think we both know her well enough to know even the strongest fronts can’t be held forever.”

      “There’s nothing I’ll ever regret more than those four years without her.”

      Becca gives me a sympathetic look. “She said you were trying to look out for her, so don’t beat yourself up too much.” She tries to open the bottle of nail polish but can’t get the lid to turn. I take it from her and twist it open.

      “Thanks,” she says. “You make her happy. You always have. Back in high school, when Mimi…” She trails off, becoming emotional. “If you could make her happy then, you can make her happy anytime.”

      “It took me a while to figure it out, but yeah. I can. And I will.”
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      I plug my phone in, impatiently looking at the black screen. It’s two AM, and I know Nora is up worrying about me. Unable to pull myself away, Nora and I stayed tangled up together hours longer than we intended. The thought of grabbing my laptop and getting back in the car is tempting even though I’m tired. I’m not able to do all my work from the laptop anyway.

      Drumming my fingers on the nightstand, I keep staring at my phone until it gets enough of a charge to turn on. I send Nora a text instead of calling just in case she is asleep, telling her I’m home safe and am getting in the shower.

      I strip in the bedroom and walk naked to the bathroom, not liking how quiet the house is. I’ve never been in the cabin completely alone before. There is a good chance I’m going to my parents’ after the shower to get Charlie.

      Exhaustion hits me once I sink into bed. I grab my phone to see if Nora texted back. She hasn’t yet, meaning she must be sleeping. I lay down and try to do the same. The solitude gets to me, and when I open my eyes, I see the cabin as it was when I first bought it.

      As it was when Jason and I used to sneak in.

      My phone rings, and it’s like Nora and I are on the same wavelength. I need her right now to make the visions fade.

      “Hey, babe,” I say, and my heart stops racing.

      “Hey.” She sounds sleepy.

      “Were you sleeping?”

      “Kind of. I had a weird dream.”

      “What happened in it?”

      She yawns. “I was worried about you getting tired while driving, so I asked Mimi to keep an eye on you. Then I dozed off and she told me she already was.” Nora pauses, and I can imagine her brilliant green eyes glossy with tears. “And that she always will.”

      “I think she is.”

      “I do, too.”

      “I love you, Nora. Go back to sleep. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Okay. Love you, too.”

      We hang up and I go back to staring at the ceiling. Then something Nora says comes back to me. I asked Mimi to keep an eye on you. It’s not the first time I’ve heard Nora talk to Mimi or her parents. I don’t think she knows I’ve noticed her tip her head to the heavens and whisper to her family, but I have ever since we were kids.

      I sit up, look around the room, and inhale.

      “Jason,” I say, waiting after speaking his name. “I hate you for what you did. I hate what you made me do. And I hate that you never came to me before. Something had to be off in your head and I could have helped. Or gotten you help.” A chill comes over me. “I hate you for what you did, but I forgive you.”

      A knot loosens in my chest. I look out the balcony doors at the stars. “I forgive you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Is it all going to fit?” Nora steps back, looking from the storage unit to the moving truck.

      “I think so.”

      “That’s encouraging.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re the engineer. Figure it out,” I tease.

      “Oh, I will. But I need your muscle to take it from point A to point B.”

      “Glad to be of use.” I lean over and kiss her, and then start loading the furniture. Once we get the storage unit emptied, we go to her apartment for the last time. True to her fashion, Nora boxed everything up the day after I left and has it lined up by the door for ease of loading.

      After a bit of a tearful goodbye with Becca and Liam, Nora and I head out. I’m driving the moving truck, and she’s driving her car. Nora fishes her keys from inside her purse and hesitates, looking back at the apartment.

      “Having second thoughts?” I ask.

      “No.” She turns to me, smiling. The sun catches the gold in her hair. “I was thinking of how far we’ve come. And how much I’m ready.”

      “Ready?”

      “To go home.”
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      “Where does this one go?” Stephanie carries a box inside the cabin.

      I peek inside. “Kitchen.”

      I grab another box from the truck, only to have it slide out of my hands.

      “Need help?” Doug asks, going for the box I’m struggling with.

      “Please. It’s too heavy.”

      He picks it up. “What the heck is in it?”

      “Books.”

      “That explains it. Living room?”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Going for something a little less heavy this time, I bring in a bag full of clothes. I check on Binx on the way. We set him up in the downstairs bathroom, and Charlie has been outside the door, sniffing at him since we got here.

      “Binxy boy,” I call, sneaking in and shutting the door behind me. Binx slinks out from behind the toilet to rub on me. “How are you doing? I know you’ve moved a lot, but I promise you this is the last time.”

      I open a can of cat food, spooning it into his bowl. Patting him once more, I go back out and take my clothes upstairs. The floor creaks behind me and I turn to see Jack, carrying a white wooden nightstand like it weighs nothing at all. He sets it down and rushes to me, picking me up by the waist and spinning me around.

      We kiss and fall back on the bed. I hook my leg over Jack, cupping his face with my hand.

      “I fucking love you, Nora Renee Fisher.”

      “And I love you, Jack William Harrington.”

      He kisses me again, sliding his hands down my waist and under the hem of my dress. The floor creaks and Jack snaps up.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Veronica says, exasperated. “Why is it always me who walks in on you two?”

      I laugh and sit up, smoothing out my dress. “Sorry.”

      “I’m not sorry,” Jack quips, wiggling his eyebrows, making me laugh even more.

      “And why am I unpacking shit downstairs when you two are up here making out?” She rolls her eyes. “Mom just got here with pizza.”

      “We’ll be right down,” Jack says and turns back to me. The stairs creak under Veronica’s feet and he stands, pulling me to him once more. “Do you feel like you’re home?”

      “I do.”

      “Me too.”

      I tip my head. “This has been your home.”

      “I know. I can’t really explain it, but it feels even more like home now that you’re in it.”

      We go down, eat pizza, and spend another few hours bringing stuff in and trying to organize. After everyone leaves, Jack, Charlie, and I take a break on the balcony upstairs. I rest my head on his shoulder, soaking up the last of the fading light from the setting sun.

      Jack gets a text and frowns when he reads it.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Greg, from the PTSD group asked if I can lead the next meeting. He’s seeing if different members can take turns until we find a replacement for Wyatt.”

      I know how hard it is for Jack, how this brings up the memories and emotions he’s trying to forget. “What are you gonna do?” I ask gently.

      He considered for a moment, then turns his face to mine. “I’m going to do it. It’s a hard road to walk, but like you said, I need to keep going. I want to find the light at the end of that tunnel too.”

      I wrap my arm around his. “You will.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You know what just occurred to me?” I ask Jack. We’re walking up the sidewalk to Stephanie and Doug’s house.

      “What?”

      “Whenever we go see one of our parents, the other is going to know.”

      “Shit, you’re right. And then they’ll wonder why we didn’t come see them when we saw the other.”

      “We’re doomed.” I laugh. The smell of chicken enchiladas hits me as soon as I open the door, reminding me how hungry I am. Stephanie’s sitting on the couch and gets up to hug us both as soon as we walk into the living room.

      “You’ve been back for weeks and I still miss you,” she tells me. “And you too, Jack.”

      Doug hugs me next and shakes Jack’s hand.

      “I know,” I say. “Once things settle down I’ll see you more.”

      “I always hated moving.” Stephanie motions to the house. “When we moved here I swore it would be the last time.”

      “We’re far from done,” Jack says. “It’ll be a while before we’re settled completely, but we’re getting there.”

      We stashed all the extra furniture upstairs in the unused bedrooms, only to take it out. It’s currently cluttering the living room and Jack is in the process of tearing down the walls in the two small bedrooms.

      It didn’t take us long to realize that we both want children in the near future. And before they come, we need to get some of the major renovations done on the house. To save money, we’re doing much if it ourselves. We got started right away, chipping away little by little every day at the very long to-do list.

      “Dinner’s almost ready,” Doug says. “I’m going to grab a beer. Do you want one?”

      “Sure,” Jack says, surprising me a bit since he drinks as seldom as I do. He goes with Doug into the kitchen. I sit on the couch with Stephanie.

      “How was work?” she asks.

      “Good. I’m starting to feel like I fit in more now. And everyone is really nice.”

      She pats my hand. “I’ll never get tired of telling you how proud I am.”

      “I couldn’t have gotten here without you and Doug.”

      Her arm goes around me in another hug. “Oh! There’s a new Amazon box. Bigger than the last.”

      “We definitely need to investigate.”

      “I’m bringing the camera,” she laughs, and we rattle off crazy theories. The timer goes off on the oven, and both Stephanie and I go into the kitchen to check on the food. Jack and Doug are standing on the back porch talking. I watch them, then look at Stephanie.

      “Male bonding time?” she suggests.

      “I guess.” Both are at ease, and whatever they’re talking about made Jack smile. I set the table and go to the back door, calling the guys in for dinner. We’re eating in the formal dining room again, and it takes Stephanie and Doug a few minutes to join us. And when they do, Stephanie’s all smiles, hardly able to look me in the eye.

      Doug says grace, and we start eating. Halfway through dinner, Stephanie is back to normal but keeps giving Doug looks. Maybe I don’t want to know.

      Jack stays at the house when Stephanie and I go for a walk around the block after dinner, saying he’s going to stop in next door and say hi to his mom.

      “Should I alert the authorities?” Doug teases us when we get back.

      “There are two boxes now.” Stephanie pulls up photos on her phone to show him. “Something weird is going on.”

      “There is. Very weird. You had Nora pose for a fake photo so you could take a picture of the house.”

      “It’s not fake,” I counter. “I’m in it. Kind of.”

      “You need a hobby,” Doug tells her.

      She smiles. “I might have one soon,” she says quietly to him. I don’t think I was supposed to hear.

      “Ready to head out?” Jack asks me, interlocking his fingers with mine. “I’m tired.”

      “Me too.”

      We say bye to Stephanie and Doug, and go home. I’m slightly nervous every time I walk through the door. Binx and Charlie did not like each other one bit at first. Charlie had never seen a cat up close before and chased my poor Binxy boy around the house. They tolerate each other now, and Charlie only chases him if Binx gets too close to his food. I’d been locking Binx up in the bathroom when we weren’t home, just to be safe, and only recently started leaving him free.

      Charlie comes running, tail wagging rapidly. He’s not covered in blood, which is a good sign. I take off my shoes, delving deeper into the house. Binx is in his new favorite spot in the loft, front paws hanging over the edge of the balcony.

      “The kids are getting along,” I say to Jack and he laughs.

      “Want to go for a walk?” he asks me.

      “I thought you were tired?”

      “I was, and but now I’m not. It’s really clear tonight. We could look for shooting stars.”

      I can’t say no to that. I run upstairs to pee and grab a jacket, meeting Jack by the back door. He lets Charlie out and takes my hand. We’ve tried to make this a nightly routine while the weather’s nice. The walks aren’t long, and usually we stay on the property. It’s a nice way to end the day.

      Tonight, we go a bit farther to a large rock jutting out of the ground. It’s smooth on top and makes a good place to sit and watch the sky. We sit together, not talking and hardly moving until I see a streak of golf flash across the sky.

      “Make a wish,” I say.

      “I think my wish is about to come true.” Jack hops off the rock and holds out his hand. I take it, letting him pull me to my feet. He kisses me, then envelopes me in his arms. “I need to ask you something I should have a long time ago.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      His hand goes to mine again, tugging me forward. We trek up a hill, stopping at the top. The sky is alive above us, and the peaceful hush of the forest is the only thing I can hear.

      “Nora.” Jack stops and turns to face me. “You are my light and my love, and there is no one in the world I’d rather free fall with for the rest of my life.”

      He steps back, pulling a box from his pocket. My hand flies to my mouth, and my heart speeds up. Jack opens the black box and gets down on one knee.

      “Will you marry me?”

      I look into his eyes, unable to form a sentence. Tears blur my vision, and I feel like I’ve lived my whole life waiting for this moment. My eyes go to the sparkling diamond ring. It’s Mimi’s. There’s only one way he could have gotten it, and now I know why he was talking to Doug. He asked for his blessing to propose to me tonight.

      “Yes.” The tears fall free. “Yes, Jack, yes.”

      He slides the ring on my finger and gets up, cradling me to his chest.

      “You are sure you want to do that, right?”

      I laugh and lean back just enough to look him in the eyes. “Positive. This is how it’s supposed to be. Just me and you.”
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      “I feel like the luckiest girl in the room and I’m not the bride.” Nora turns to me, smiling.

      “I know without a doubt I am the luckiest guy in the room.” I put my hand on the small of her back as we walk forward into the reception hall for cocktails before dinner. “Do you want something?”

      “Might as well have a glass of free Champagne, right? We do have something to celebrate.”

      “We so do.” I go to the bar and return with two glasses. It’s been three days since I proposed to Nora, and we’ve yet to tell anyone besides Stephanie and Doug. They knew I was asking, after all, since I had to get the ring from Doug. It was Nora’s idea to keep our news quiet until after Alice’s wedding.

      Even though Alice is a ridiculous bridezilla, I agreed with Nora on not wanting to rain on her parade. I hadn’t even thought of it—the wedding was the farthest thing on my mind when proposing—and her selflessness makes me love her more and more. We didn’t go so far as to not wear the ring tonight. Nora did spin the ring around and conceal the diamonds against her palm when my parents stopped by, though.

      We take our drinks to the outdoor terrace of the reception hall and sit together on a cast iron bench.

      “Maybe I’m just not used to Champagne,” Nora starts, “but this is really gross.”

      “I thought the same thing.”

      “I feel bad wasting it though.” Nora takes another drink and grimaces, making me laugh.

      “If we spot my mom, we can give it to her. She never turns down alcohol.”

      “Veronica doesn’t either. She takes after your mom.”

      “Lucky,” I say sarcastically.

      “Hey, I like your mom.”

      I set my drink down and slip my arm around Nora. “Good. Because you’re going to become part of the family soon. At least you get the chance to meet most everyone today.”

      Nora takes a tiny sip, looking at the wedding guests. “Do you want a big wedding like this?”

      “I don’t really care,” I say honestly as it occurs to me how a large wedding might be awkward or uncomfortable for Nora. I have a large family on both my father and mother’s side. And Nora, well, doesn’t.

      I know she’s met Stephanie and Doug’s extended families before because she told me she has, but she’s not at all close with them. Having them there wouldn’t mean much to her or to them.

      “Do you?” I ask her.

      “I used to want one. Obviously, things have changed, and all this stuff doesn’t seem important anymore. I don’t want to elope, but I’d be happy inviting no more than fifty people.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do. I’ll marry you tomorrow at the courthouse if that’s what you wanted.”

      Nora’s smile broadens. “Same here. Though I do want to do a little bit of wedding planning.”

      I playfully nudge her with my elbow. “I knew you would.”

      “I’m guessing you have no suggestions as to when to get married, right?”

      “No, and I don’t know how much time you need to plan everything. How soon can you pull a wedding off?”

      Nora laughs. “Usually a few months in order to book everything you need, though if we do go with a smaller guest list, we can probably squeeze in somewhere sooner than later. A fall wedding would be pretty.”

      She brings her Champagne to her lips and takes a big drink, shuddering. “So would winter.”

      “I like the idea of winter, though it’s farther away.” I look at Nora. The sun is setting behind her, casting her in a golden glow. She’s wearing a multicolored print dress and has her hair up in a loose bun at the nape of her neck.

      “December is six months away. That’s the perfect amount of time because I probably will order my dress.” She finishes the rest of her Champagne. “Now I won’t feel bad for wasting it.”

      I take her hand, twisting the ring so the diamonds face up to the sun. The ring is pretty—a vintage style according to Nora—and way bigger than anything I could afford. Nora told me Mimi upgraded it over the years, and her grandpa replaced the center stone for one twice its size as a birthday surprise the year before he died.

      The ring means a lot to her.

      “I’m starving. When does dinner start again?”

      Nora checks the time on her phone. “We have forty more minutes.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. There might be hors d’oeuvres near the bar. Want to check?”

      “If there is a chance for food, yes.” I stand, grab my glass, and offer a hand to help Nora to her feet.

      “I’m a little drunk,” she says and loops her arm through mine. “And kind of horny. Do you think there’s a place around here to sneak off to and have sex?”

      “I will find a place. Are you completely against fucking in the parking lot?”

      Nora laughs. “Where we are currently parked, yes. But move to a spot in the back and we’re in business.” She bites her lip and hooks her arms around my neck. “I want you to do what you did to me last night.”

      “Your hair might get messed up.”

      “I’d be disappointed it if didn’t.”

      “You are killing me, Nora.”

      She inches forward, rubbing her hips on mine. “What are you gonna do about it?”

      “I’m moving the damn Jeep.” I take her hand and start forward, only to run into my parents. Dammit.

      “Hey, kids!” Mom’s holding a glass of wine. An empty glass of wine, that is. “Lovely service, wasn’t it? Though I thought it was a tad long for not being a church service.”

      “Yeah, I was bored,” I say.

      Nora laughs. “He kept trying to play games on his phone. I threatened to take the phone away.”

      Dad leans in, whispering. “I did the same, but with sports updates.”

      “They’re such children,” Mom says to Nora.

      “I know, right?” She shakes her head and looks at me, unable to resist smiling. “And now this one is starving to death. Though I will admit I am hungry too.”

      “There are a few fast food places down the street,” Mom suggests. “Grandma Harrington just told us the photos will take longer than expected and they won’t start dinner without the wedding party.”

      I look at Nora, hopeful. Going to get something to eat would give us a reason to come back and park among the trees. The intense need to hold her, touch her, and fuck her hasn’t faded. She’s awakened every part of me, and I don’t want that feeling to ever fade. I promise myself, right then and there, I won’t let it. The crazy passion settles down over time, I know, and life gets in the way, but I’ll be damned we get complacent. I want Nora to always feel like my queen, to know she has this powerful hold over me that turns me into the eighteen-year-old boy I was when we met, unable to keep my hands off her.

      “We can go if you want,” Nora says. “I won’t order anything, but I will steal some of your fries.

      “That’s fine with me.” I hold up the Champagne. “Do you want this?” I ask my mom.

      “Sure.” She gives my dad her empty wine glass and takes the Champagne. “That’s a pretty necklace, Nora.”

      “Thanks. Jack gave it to me for my birthday years ago,” Nora says and reaches up to touch it.

      With her left hand.

      Mom chokes on her drink, gasping. “What—Jack—is that—James, look!” She takes Nora’s hand. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “If you think it’s an engagement ring, then yes,” I say.

      Mom is thoroughly confused, not that I blame her. She laughs and looks up. “No, you’re joking.”

      Nora takes her hand back and puts it on my chest, stepping in. I think she’s feeling the same crazy attraction right now too. “Jack proposed.”

      Mom looks at Dad, who’s just as stunned. “This ring is huge. No offense Jack but how? I mean, it has to be worth thousands!”

      “It was my grandma’s ring,” Nora answers. “And it is. It was appraised for nearly twenty-five thousand.”

      I knew the ring was worth a ridiculous amount of money, but each time I hear it out loud, it shocks me.

      My parents stand there, stunned to silence for a minute. Dad speaks first.

      “When did this happen? Why haven’t we heard the good news?”

      I wrap my arm around Nora’s waist. “We didn’t want to take any attention away from Alice and Jay. We planned on announcing it tomorrow.”

      Mom smiles. “That’s very thoughtful of you. Their wedding is almost over. Now I can start planning yours! Have you picked a date or anything?”

      “We were thinking December,” Nora tells her.

      “This December?” Mom’s eyes widen when Nora nods. “That’s not much time at all! Oh my God!” She leans in. “Are you pregnant?”

      “Mom!” I shake my head. “Nora’s not pregnant, and if she was we’d get married sooner than December.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      Nora’s eyes meet mine. “We’ve been apart long enough,” she says. “We don’t want to wait any longer than we have to.”

      “Oh, Jackie, you couldn’t have found a better girl.” She pulls us both into a hug, and then takes Nora’s hand again, bringing it to her face. “Your grandma had amazing taste.”

      “She always did.” Nora carefully takes the ring off and hands it to my mother. Mom turns it over and over, then starts asking Nora about wedding plans.

      “Where is your sister?” Mom asks. “She’s going to be so happy!”

      “Mom,” I say gently. I don’t want to crush her excitement, but I don’t want her to make a big deal out of this at someone else’s wedding. “We want to wait until tomorrow at least.”

      “Right, right.” Mom shakes her head then wipes tears from her eyes. “I didn’t cry during the ceremony but look at me now,” she laughs. She hugs Nora again.

      Dad claps me on the back. “Congratulations, son.”

      “Thanks. I’m still a little stunned she said yes.”

      Dad laughs. “She’s always been out of your league,” he jokes. “We like seeing you happy,” he says softly. “Nora is perfect for you.”

      “Yeah,” I say, looking at her. “She is.”

      After everything we went through together, I know there will never be another. My heart was made to beat along with hers. She’s the light and I’m the dark, and together we shine.
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      A year and a half later…

      “That was nice,” Nora says, putting the last of the dishes in the dishwasher.

      “It was.” I wipe crumbs off the counter and toss the rag in the sink. “I’m glad you talked me into it.”

      Nora smiles. “If I show you my boobs I can talk you into pretty much anything.”

      I laugh and go to her, grabbing her by the waist. “That is true.”

      She spins and hooks her arms around my neck. “I’m proud of you, you know.”

      I shrug off the compliment and kiss her.  The sun is starting to set, and the guys from my PTSD support group just left. After filling in a few times after Wyatt’s death, I was asked to be the new—and permanent—leader. I didn’t want to do it at first. Taking on the responsibly of helping others get through the dark seemed hypocritical when I still had moments when I couldn’t see the light.

      Nora helped me realize that’s exactly why I should do it.

      There is no cure for PTSD. There’s often not a reason a flashback hits, and no telling how intense it will be. The darkness circles you, pounces, and holds you down. But you don’t surrender. You get up and keep going because there is always light if you keep looking for it.

      It was Nora’s idea to host a Christmas party. I wasn’t sure if I’d like it or not; I’m used to being around the guys, but not their family members who have to deal with the aftermath of the shit we’ve all been through. But as soon as everyone got here, I’m glad I listened to my wife. Sometimes she knows me better than I know myself.

      “We have an hour before the second round of guests arrive,” I say, raising my eyebrows. “Want to go upstairs?”

      Nora shakes her head.

      “Not feeling up to it?”

      “Oh, I am.” She moves in, rubbing her hips against mine. “I just don’t want to go upstairs. We have a really nice fire going. It would be a shame not to have sex in front of it.”

      I pick her up, and Nora laughs, protesting I put her down. She holds me tight as I spin her around, then rush into the living room, playfully throwing her on the couch. Nora reaches up and kisses me once, then gets up and grabs a faux fur throw from the couch, spreading it on the floor in front of the fireplace. Binx immediately comes over and lays down on it.

      “Sorry, buddy.” I scoop up the fat cat and put him on the couch before sitting down with Nora. She rests her head against my shoulder and I wrap my arms around her, bringing her down with me. She cuddles up against me, head on my chest.

      Her eyes are closed and I run my hand through her hair. Nora’s been tired lately, with good reason. The desire to have my hands all over her all the time never subsided, and I don’t think it even will, but if she wants to rest, then we will.

      Then she opens her eyes, tipping her head up so her lips brush against mine. “Make me come, Jack.”

      I move over top of her, gladly accepting her challenge.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I can’t stop staring at it.” Nora runs her hands through her hair, trying to rid the evidence of just having sex, and stares up at the twelve-foot Christmas tree. “It’s so pretty. I think it’s going to win again.”

      I toss another log on the fire and look around the house. The entire thing has been carefully decorated from the start, and Nora transformed it into a winter wonderland. This is our second Christmas in the house together, and it’s bound to be our best one yet.

      We got married last December, surrounded by our closest friends and a fresh blanket of snow. We vowed the rest of our lives to each other under the twinkling stars and the soft glow of the moon off the mountains. It was perfect. Though marrying Nora anywhere would have been perfect.

      Because any place is a good place if she’s there.

      “It tops last year’s,” I tell her, standing behind her. I move her hair to the side and kiss the back of her neck. “Everything does. It’s perfect, babe.”

      “Thanks. The house is perfect now.”

      It took a while, but the large renovations are complete, including the addition we had put onto the cabin. We have a never-ending list of little projects to do to completely make this place our dream house, but even now, it’s perfect.

      “And it got done not a moment too soon.” I put my lips to her neck again and rest my hands on her belly. She’s nine weeks along, and we’ve been waiting to announce the pregnancy until Christmas. Both of our parents and Veronica know, but they’ve been sworn to secrecy.

      It’s our turn to host Christmas, and my dad’s family in Reno is coming up to the mountains. We’re having Christmas dinner at the cabin, and that’s when we’ll tell my grandparents they’ll be great-grandparents. Nora made ornaments with the baby’s first ultrasound picture, and she’s been dying to give them to everyone since the moment she made them.

      The timer goes off on the oven, and Nora moves out of my arms to take out cookies. Our house is the last stop on the holiday house tour, and then the votes will be cast. Nora’s tree won last year, and the one she styled for Stephanie got second place. It’s hard not to like Nora, but I’m fairly certain she made quite a few enemies last holiday season.

      Dale Hollow’s Christmas competitors show no mercy.

      She comes back into the living room with a plateful of cookies.

      “I know these are for our guests, but the baby wants cookies,” she says with a smile.

      “You have to give the baby what she wants.”

      We sit on the couch, and Nora props her feet up on the coffee table. Charlie comes over, resting his head on her lap and giving her his best puppy-dog eyes.

      “Fine,” she says, breaking off a tiny piece of her sugar cookie for him. “That’s it though.”

      Nora yawns and set the empty plate down, letting Charlie lick the crumbs. I put my arm around her shoulders and her head falls on my shoulder.

      “Tired?”

      “Yeah. I’m looking forward to bedtime already.”

      Nora’s been dealing with extreme fatigue pretty much since conception. Her iron levels are low, and growing a person is a lot of work. No wonder she’s tired.

      “Do you want to go upstairs and lay down? I’ll come get you when people start arriving.”

      “That is tempting. I think I just need to get up and move around.”

      She grabs her plate and takes it to the kitchen, putting it in the dishwasher. I stand in front of the floor to ceiling windows in the living room, watching snow fall. Nora joins me, and my arms go around her. It’s automatic when she’s near.

      “It’s so pretty,” she whispers.

      “It is.”

      Christmas music softly plays from her phone in the kitchen, and I twirl her around to dance. Nora’s arms fasten around my neck. I move my hands to her waist, heart so full it could burst. We fell in love when we were just kids and standing here with my beautiful wife in my arms, I feel like a kid in love all over again.
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      I flip through the photos on my phone, abhorrence growing with each swipe of my finger. Chipped gray nail polish slides across the screen as I look at the next. I inhale and look out the window, unable to get the image out of my mind.

      “Do you think we’ll get there in time?” I ask, flicking my eyes back down to the glowing screen in my hand.

      Mom drums her fingers on the steering wheel of the truck. She pushes her blonde hair back and nods. “We’re making good time,” she says but doesn’t look at me, doesn’t give me her trademark smile that causes little wrinkles to form around her lips. She’s not sure. We might be too late.

      I look back down at the photo of the emaciated horses. “Can you go any faster?”

      “Not with the trailer,” she reminds me. “And not if we don’t want to get pulled over.”

      I nod and black out the screen. My heart flutters, like it always does. I reach up and pull on the necklace around my neck, a little silver horse on a thin chain.

      “Nervous, Haley?” Mom asks.

      “A little,” I admit. I’m always nervous. So much could go wrong on a rescue. My main concern is always for the horses, the poor pitiful animals that had been beaten, starved, and neglected within inches of their lives. Getting them away from hell and into the trailer isn’t easy. It’s scary, something new and unknown.

      More times than not, when we get to them, when I climb a fence or run across a forgotten pasture and look into their eyes, they know. They know we’re there to save them. To bring them home. To give them hope.

      To give them their second chance.

      And also, more times than not, we’re sneaking in and stealing. Yeah, there are laws against animal cruelty, but things aren’t black and white. All the asshole owner has to do is prove there is food, water, and shelter and lie through their teeth about how the horse got in that terrible condition. They can’t know we’re coming.

      “Want a shot of whiskey?” Mom asks.

      “Mom!” I exclaim, turning to her with wide eyes.

      She smiled. “Oh, loosen up, Haley. You’ll be twenty-one soon enough.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, in a few weeks.”

      “Less than one month until my baby graduates college and she’s old enough to drink. Life goes by in the blink of an eye. You’re making me feel old, kid,” she says, taking her eyes off the road for a few seconds to look at me. “There’s a bottle of Fireball under the seat. Next to the shotgun.”

      I just shake my head, the smile still on my face. “Most moms don’t say stuff like that.”

      That makes my mom extra happy. “I’m not most moms.”

      And she isn’t. She doesn’t try to be the cool mom, the best-friend mom, but she is all of that and more. Don’t get me wrong, we’ve had our fair share of mom-daughter fights, but since I went off to college, Mom and I have become really close. Who knew being away from home, away from the farm would make me realize just how much I love it?

      “Really, though,” she says, seriousness back. “Don’t blow these last few weeks. You’re so close to graduating and I’m so proud.”

      I shrug off the compliment. “I just want to be done. Then I can start writing articles and busting balls on the asshats that abuse animals.”

      Mom nods. “And you will.” She says it like she really believes it. She’s got more confidence in me than I do myself, which is typical, right? Moms always believe in their kids one hundred and ten percent. “Is Lucas still bothering you?”

      “Ugh, don’t even bring him up,” I huff and run a hand through my brunette hair.

      “So I take that as a yes?”

      I shrug. “He just gives me the sad puppy dog eyes every time I see him. I run away, Mom.” I laugh. “I know he’s going to try to get me back, so I literally go the other direction.”

      Mom’s laughing too. “Aww, my little heartbreaker. You take after your mother.” She takes her eyes off the road to wink at me. “You don’t need a man yet. Just bed ‘em and leave ‘em.”

      “Mom!” I exclaim in horror. “I am pretending I never heard that!” I’m smiling, but I fight the urge to barf at the same time.

      “Don’t be such a prude,” she continues, just to further my humiliation. “But seriously, Hay, don’t settle. You got your whole life ahead of you.”

      I nod. I agree though I do wish for a boyfriend. My best friend Lori has been with her boyfriend, Kit, for two years now, and I’d love to have someone like that. Whatever. Mom is right, I know she is. And I’ve seen her go through failed relationships, vowing to never settle.

      “Do you have homework?” she asks, switching back to normal mom mode.

      “Yeah, but I’ll do it tomorrow. It’s just a few essay questions that I have to submit online. It won’t take long.”

      “Okay,” she says with a nod. “Do that first, then help me in the barn. You should study for your finals too. You only have a couple of weeks left.” I start to protest, but she holds up a hand. “The horses won’t go anywhere.”

      “I can bring my laptop into the barn,” I remind her. “One of the new guys we bring home might need some company.”

      “We’ll see,” Mom says. I’m tempted to look at the pictures again, to get myself fired up to sneak onto the property and save the horses. Since we still have a while to go, I rest my head back against the seat and close my eyes, not meaning to doze off.

      I wake up to Mom cursing. I blink open my eyes. Night has fallen, and darkness surrounds the truck as we hurdle down the gravel road. Then I see it, moments before the smoke comes through the vents and fills the truck with a distant smell that makes nerves tingle down my spine.

      “Mom,” I start, sitting up in the seat. The seatbelt pushes back against me as I lean forward. “Mom,” I say again, frantic. Orange and yellow glow ahead of us, lighting up the night. “Is that it?”

      Mom doesn’t answer. She steps on the gas, and the truck lurches forward. We’re still too far to be sure. My heart hammers in my chest, each beat painful, pulsing fear throughout my body.

      “Oh my God,” I say when the barn comes into clear sight. It’s on fire. And I know right away that the fire was set on purpose to destroy the evidence of animal cruelty and avoid a fine.

      “Call 911,” Mom says, throwing the truck into park. My hands shake, and I can’t seem to remember the passcode to unlock my cell. I yank against the seatbelt as I punch in the numbers. I only have one bar.

      I dial the three numbers I never thought I’d ever call and put the phone to my ear. I get out of the truck and stand next to Mom. We’re only yards away and can feel the heat on our skin.

      “Please state your emergency,” the 911 operator says.

      I suck in a breath, words failing me. “There’s a fire,” I blurt. “A barn, it’s on fire.”

      “What is the location of the fire?”

      I don’t know where we are. Something pops and explodes inside the barn. I scream and drop the phone, ducking down. I hear the operator’s voice. How the hell can she be so calm? I reach for the phone after making sure Mom is okay.

      And then I hear it.

      A terrified whinny comes from deep inside the barn. I stand, pins and needles all over my skin. I don’t think. I just run.

      “Haley!” Mom yells and chases after me. I duck under a string of rusty barbed wire and race around the barn. Mom grabs the hood of my jacket and stops me. “Haley, no!”

      “They’re still in there!” I yell, beckoning wildly at the burning barn. “They’re still alive!”

      Mom squints her eyes and looks at the barn. “Oh my God,” she says, hand flying to her chest. “I hear them!” She takes my hand and pulls me forward. We go to the other side of the barn where the fire hasn’t spread. She puts the back of her hand on the metal latch of an exterior door before pulling it open.

      A cloud of dark smoke comes out, instantly burning my eyes. They water and I cough. Mom ducks inside.

      “We have to be fast,” she says. “We might not get them all.”

      I nod and follow her, feeling tiny hands of hesitation pull me back, trying to keep me outside. I take Mom’s hand instead and race inside. It’s so dark, the smoldering smoke blinding me despite the blazing flames. Horses, frantic, terrified, and suffocating from smoke, bang on their stalls, desperate to get out. I cover my nose with my arm and let go of Mom’s hand to open a stall.

      A skeletally thin horse lies on the ground, chest shallowly rising and falling. I go in, dropping to my knees. “Get up!” I say, urging him to his feet. The horse raises his head, his eyes meeting mine for a fleeting second. That one look says it all: it’s too late. He’s given up and done trying. Done struggling, done fighting to barely make it from one day to the next, done with the pain. “No!” I shout and get hit with a cloud of dark smoke. I double over coughing. “Get up!”

      The horse lets his head drop. I’m wasting time. I don’t want to leave him, but I have to get up.

      “Mom!” Tears fill my eyes, trying to wash out the soot. I can hardly breathe. “Mom!”

      I look through the smoke but don’t see her. I don’t see anything. “Mom!” I take a blind step down the aisle. Embers rain down on me. I raise my face and see glowing red. “Mom, the roof is on fire!” My heart races. Sweat rolls down my face. I spin around. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know which way is out. “Mom!”

      “Haley!” she shouts back, and her voice is the best thing I’ve ever heard. Something moves toward me, something on fire. “Get her out of here!”

      “Not without you!”

      The fire gets closer and closer, and I realize it’s Mom leading a horse—a horse that’s on fire. Time stops that very moment. A tall black horse trots forward, her mane ablaze. Her nostrils flare and her eyes are wide, yellow flames reflecting back at me. I take off my jacket to throw on the fire. Fire burns my shoulder and I scream in pain. I push down on the jacket to smother the flames. My shirt catches on fire, the flames biting into the soft flesh on my side. I madly slap the fire out, then pat on the horse’s mane to put out the flames, sidestepping to keep up with her. I don’t even realize we are outside until my feet catch on uneven ground.

      “Phoenix,” I say as the name comes to me. “Go!” Her head lowers and she coughs. I distantly hear sirens and shouting, but none of that matters. All that matters is Mom.

      Why hasn’t she come out yet? I clutch my chest, my body acting of its own accord, and gasp in air. Smoke billows out the barn door—the door that’s now engulfed in flames. My heart stops. No! Mom—she’s still in there!

      “Mom!” I shout, but my voice dies in my throat. Everything inside me is dry. I stumbled forward, falling on my hands and knees. The worst pain I’ve ever felt takes over, and I realize my shirt is still on fire, still burning me. “Mom!” Boards fall from the rafters, sending a whoosh of hot embers at me. I turn my head just in time to block my face. I feel heat on the back of my neck and I know it hurts. It hurts so fucking badly, yet I keep going, keep crawling forward toward Mom.

      “Mom!” I collapse, coughing so hard I think I’m going to puke. Suddenly, hands grab me, sliding under my waist. I’m hoisted up and thrown over a shoulder. “No!” I try to yell. “My mom’s in there!” But my voice is lost over the roar of the fire.

      Flames shoot out of the door, rising up high into the dark night.

      “No!” Mom’s still in there. She hasn’t come out. “Please!” I shout, my vision blurring. Each breath is painful. We move away from the fire, but I still feel like I’m inhaling the flames. “Mom!”

      The firefighter holds me tight, despite my thrashing. I reach toward the barn, toward Mom. The horse I named Phoenix stands next to the fence, trembling in fear. Half her neck is charred and raw, still smoldering. Her legs are cut up and burned too, and her tail has been singed off. She’s a fucking mess. But she’s alive. Alive because Mom saved her.

      Mom.

      I go numb as it hits me. Mom. She’s still in the barn. Still trapped behind burning rafters and the caved-in roof.

      And she’s never coming out.
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      The receptionist puts the straw to her cherry-red lips and takes a sip of her iced coffee, loudly slurping up the last bit. She pulls the straw out and licks off the remnants of whipped cream, then tosses it in the trash, all while I’m standing in front of her desk, waiting to be signed in.

      “How can I help you?” she finally asks, looking at me from behind fake eyelashes.

      “Hi,” I say back with a smile. “I’m here for an interview with Mr. Weebly.”

      “Name, please?”

      “Haley Parker.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      “Thanks,” I say and turn to look at the lobby. It’s small, with one bench and two old sun-faded armchairs that are pushed up against a wall near a window. It’s my first interview, and I should be nervous as hell. But I’m not.

      I don’t feel anything.

      I haven’t felt anything, not since Mom burned to death just feet from me only two months ago. I spent several days in the hospital, being treated for burns and smoke inhalation. I recovered as well as anyone could, and sometimes I wish I hadn’t. Sometimes I wish my body would break down into the same crumbling state of burning decay that I felt on the inside.

      I lost Mom, the woman who had been my guiding light, my best friend, my whole life. I replay that night over and over in my mind. If I hadn’t heard the horses, Mom would still be here. If I hadn’t run to find a way in, Mom would still be here.

      It was my fault. I’m sure of it.

      The official reports said the fire was started by a cigarette, and it was ruled “unfortunate and accidental.” That was a bunch of bullshit. The barn’s owner, a middle-aged man named Roy Henderson, who liked to drink, set the barn on fire on purpose. He had been tipped off that we were coming to get the horses. Once we had them, he wouldn’t have been able to cover up the evidence. He’d have been fined and slapped with animal cruelty charges.

      Instead, he burned his own barn to destroy the evidence and collect the insurance money. I don’t believe he meant to kill Mom or hurt me. But he meant to burn his already abused horses to death. He was a monster. I wanted him to burn. I wanted to tie him up in a stall, not feed him for weeks, then set the thing on fire. I wanted him to feel the heat on his skin, to feel the pain of his flesh melting off.

      Phoenix spent weeks in intensive care. The local vet who’d been called out came intending to put her down. I refused to give up on her, to give up on the horse Mom died saving. She was taken to the clinic run by Dr. Wells, who had been our equine vet for years. Phoenix’s initial bills were paid for with donations. Mom had a lot of friends in the equine world, and when the horrific tale got out, complete strangers wanted to send me money. I couldn’t deal with it. It was too much.

      Dad came as soon as he heard. He stayed with me in the hospital and stayed for another week and a half once I was released. I don’t have a bad relationship with my father, just a distant one. He lives in New Jersey; he remarried after the divorce and has three more kids. I know it was hard for him to be away from his family, but I’m glad he was there.

      There was so much fucking paperwork. Seriously, can’t the credit card companies and the gas people cut you a break after a tragic event? No one prepares you for the mess that follows death. I was mourning the loss of my mother, trying to get used to not having her. My world turned upside down, and half my heart died right along with her. Some days I considered getting out of bed to shower a victory. How the hell was I supposed to remember to pay the bills—bills I’d never had to worry about before? And why are those people so greedy? I had to pay late fees on top of everything else.

      With Dad’s help, I finally got caught up on payments, but I exhausted most of Mom’s savings and used all of her life insurance to pay off the house. It didn’t get easier from there. Mom worked. She had a steady income. She knew how to budget. She had deals worked out with feed stores and the vet. And she was here to take care of the horses.

      Free pity labor only lasts so long. People came in floods at first, offering time and money to keep the rescue running so I could finish college. I didn’t want to; I’d missed so much just from being in the hospital, yet I was so close to graduating.

      I had to play catch-up, and Lori did most of my assignments, but I did it. I’m sure I passed my finals out of sympathy. I got Cs on everything, which wasn’t bad enough to make me fail but wasn’t good enough to look like an obvious pity grade. Going back to the apartment on campus Lori and I shared for the last few days of college was hard. Everyone thought it would be a distraction, keep my mind off the burning hole inside of me. But I was numb. When I didn’t feel crippling sadness, I felt nothing.

      I missed home. Missed the barn and the horses. But things weren’t the same.

      I blink back tears and push my shoulders back. I should look professional, right? It’s hard to act like I care when I don’t. I don’t want this job. I don’t want to work for some rinky-dink local paper writing articles about the Petunia Festival in the spring. But, I need the money. Yeah, I don’t care about this job, but I care about being able to buy hay at the end of the month.

      I clutch the straps of my leather purse—well, it’s not really mine. I borrowed it from Lori. She’s into designer labels and fashion. I wouldn’t say I’m not, but it’s never been my priority like it is for her. I look around the little lobby again. The receptionist’s desk takes up half the space. A dying plant sits on the windowsill across from me, and a few framed articles from the press hang on the wall, all yellowed with age.

      My palms are already sweating from being wrapped around the black leather straps. I flatten them on my gray dress pants and wait, knowing that I look totally awkward. Five minutes tick by. Then ten. Then fifteen. I start to get anxious. I should have practiced the interview questions more. What if they ask me something and I draw a blank? I get embarrassed just thinking about it.

      Just when boredom is starting to replace my anxiety, the door to the lobby opens. A tall man dressed in a muddy brown suit says my name, reading it off a paper. His expression is one of boredom, a look that clearly says he’s not interested in interviewing me. At all. Great.

      I take a breath, let it out as I stand, and smile, suddenly terrified to interview. The man, who I assume is Mr. Weebly, raises his brown eyes from the paper. He does a double take—an actual freaking double take. Do I have something on my face?

      “You’re Haley?”

      “I am. Haley Parker, nice to meet you.” I stride over and hold out my hand. My hand with the sweaty, clammy palm. Whatever. It is what it is.

      “Oh, uh, well, nice to meet you,” he sputters. His eyes run over me slowly, pausing at my breasts. “Please, come into my office,” he says, still staring at my boobs. I flick my eyes to the receptionist. Is this really happening? She offers me a half smile and a raise of her eyebrows.

      I hunch my shoulders forward. Dammit. I shouldn’t have let Lori dress me though the yellow and gray top is anything but revealing. I follow him through the door and into a large room with two rows of desks cluttered with computers, notes, papers, and photographs. I can’t deny the small rush that goes through me. Maybe I’ll have my own desk someday, filled with messily stacked papers and photos of rescued animals.

      We go into his office. It’s neat and tidy but smells like fast food. Oh, that’s why I had to wait so freaking long. He was finishing lunch. He waves his hand at the leather chair in front of his desk. I wait for him to take his own seat, then carefully sit on the edge, keeping my shoulders back and trying not to look like I’m scared out of my fucking mind.

      It’s just a practice interview. I need to remind myself a million times. I am not going to settle for this job. I’ll get another with a bigger press where I can really have an impact. I can share the stories for those who cannot speak.

      “So,” he starts, glancing at my resume for a millisecond. “Tell me about yourself.”

      I internally groan. I knew he’d ask that question. Everyone asks that question. I put on my fake smile. “I recently graduated from The University of Montana with a degree in journalism. I was active on the school’s debate—”

      He waves his hand in the air. “I mean the real you.”

      I relax a bit. “Uh, I like to read a lot, and I’ve been raising and riding horses my whole life.”

      His eyes go back to my rack. For fuck’s sake, my eyes are up here! I’ve gained a few pounds over the last year at school. I wasn’t happy about the way my stomach jiggled or the cellulite on my ass, but the increase in cup size was a fair trade-off.

      “Why the paper? I’d think a woman like you would want to be on screen, not behind it.”

      I grit my teeth. Practice interview. Practice. Practice. Practice. “I’m very passionate, Mr. Weebly,” I start then immediately regret my word choice. I shouldn’t say anything remotely sexual to fuel this chauvinistic pig. “I feel that the written word can convey the message just as well, without the distraction of getting made up for appearances. The focus is on the story, not on who is reporting it.”

      He just nods and glances back at my resume. “You graduated in May?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “And you’re just now looking for a job? What did you do, take a month off to party?” He looks at me like he’s hoping I will say yes, and it’s because he wants me to be a party girl who gets drunks and gives it up easily. Sick.

      “Yes, I’m just now looking for a job, but it wasn’t because of partying.” My heart lurches. The sweat is back in full force, and it’s rolling down my back. I nervously rake my fingers through my long hair.

      “What was it, then?” He leans back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight.

      I close my eyes in a long blink and push the lump down in my throat. My mind races. I want to lie. But I can’t. Unlike the dead, the truth doesn’t stay buried. “My mother and I were in an accident in April. I got hurt pretty badly, and she…she didn’t make it. I needed some time after graduation to deal with everything. ”

      “Oh,” he says. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

      “Thank you.”

      His eyes roam over my face. “When can you start?”

      What? I actually lean back in surprise. That wasn’t an interview at all. “Monday,” I say since it’s true.

      “Great!” He stands. “Let me give you a tour.”
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* * *

      “Wait, so you’re telling me your boobs got you the job?” Lori slides the bottle of wine across the counter, her perfectly manicured nails clinking against the glass.

      I wrinkle my nose. “Yeah, I think.” I sigh and watch the red Moscato fill the glass. “I mean, I said I’d start and I filled out paperwork, but it doesn’t make me locked in. I can apply somewhere else later.”

      Lori takes a drink of the wine and raises an eyebrow incredulously. “You got hired at your first interview. Get some experience before you move on and quit. And know you’re fucking lucky. That never happens.”

      “I know.” I reach for the bottle of wine.

      Lori snatches it back.  “You reached your limit,” she says softly.

      “I had half a glass,” I mutter. “And I’m not…” Ah, fuck. “I stopped taking the pills last week.”

      “Haley!”

      “I don’t need them. I’m not suicidal or anything, and they make me tired.”

      She puts the glass behind her. We’re at my house, sitting at the island counter in the large country kitchen.

      “They were prescribed to you for a reason,” Lori says. She sticks a stopper in the wine and puts it in the fridge. “And you’re not supposed to stop that stuff cold turkey. You need to call the doctor tomorrow and make an appointment. At least talk about this first, okay?”

      Tears prick the corners of my eyes. I blink them away, not wanting Lori to see. She’s bossy, but she cares. Having her as my best friend is the only thing that has gotten me through this, and she is the only person who hasn’t put a time limit on how long I’m allowed to grieve.

      “I don’t need them,” I tell her. And I can’t afford them. Not only is getting the job at a bigger press one of my goals, but it’ll pay more. “Look,” I say because she’s staring dubiously at me. “If things get bad, I’ll take them again. But I have to face life. I have to accept things.”

      Now tears well in her eyes. If she cries, I’m done for. “You can admit you hurt, Hay,” she whispers. “It’s okay to get some help.”

      “I know,” I choke out.  I sniffle, wipe my eyes, and stand. I push the barstool against the counter. “I have to feed the horses. Stay in here and put the pizza in the oven, please?”

      She nods, knowing I need time alone. I leave the kitchen through a hall that takes me to the laundry room. I open the door and let Chrissy, Mom’s border collie, run out into the yard ahead of me, and step into the garage. Mom’s truck is there. I haven’t been in it since that day. I don’t even know who brought it back, or who took Phoenix away from the burning barn. And I didn’t ask.

      Everything was just there, put back like normal. I can’t look at the truck, can’t look at the last place I saw her, the last place we talked and laughed. I never thought setting out to save a life would take hers away.

      Tears start to fall freely, rolling down my cheeks. A cool breeze rattles the trees and blows the scent of hay and grain through the air. I bite my bottom lip and suck back my tears. The barn is only yards from the house. On cool nights, when the windows could be left open, you can hear the horses shuffling around in their stalls.

      Shakespeare looks out the open Dutch door and whinnies to me. His call brings on a wave of emotion, and suddenly I’m running to him, throwing open his stall door and burying my face in his mane. He turns his head, wrapping me in what I can only describe as a hug. We stay like that for a few beats. It might sound stupid, and not everyone understands, but that horse is there for me. I’ve had him for ten years now, and he was our first rescue. Mom had been a riding instructor my whole life. I’m lucky enough to look back and never remember a time without horses.

      Mom heard about Shakespeare’s story from one of her horse friends. He was a registered Arabian and had been someone’s show horse for years. But then one day, he wasn’t wanted anymore. After a few weeks of being for sale, his owner threw in the towel and sent him to the slaughter auction. We got him right before he was loaded onto the truck.

      Now he’s mine, and I love that damn horse with everything inside me. We understand each other in an unspoken way. He takes a deep breath and lets it out, warm breath warming my back.

      Then I start sobbing, salty tears dripping onto his sleek white mane. Pain stabs my chest, and I can’t breathe.  I hold onto him, body trembling from the force of my tears. This was never supposed to happen. I can’t do it all like Mom had. How the hell am I supposed to rehab horses, take care of the ones we have now, and work?

      I pull away from Shakespeare and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. He pushes his nose against me and I close my eyes.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to my horse. “How many times have I run to you crying?” I ask, running my hands along his neck. Gray speckles his white coat. “Most of the time it’s for completely ridiculous things.” I take a breath and rest my head on his. “Breakups, not being allowed to go out, horse shows,” I say and feel a smile forming. “Remember that time you refused to cross the stupid bridge in trail class?”

      He lowers his head and starts munching on hay. “You could do that thing backwards in your sleep, but you wouldn’t go over it. I was so mad I hung a for sale sign on your stall and asked a dollar.” I look at my old guy through blurry tears. “Then I went to the bathroom, and when I came back, Mom put a sold sign on your stall and hid you in the trailer.” I burst into tears then, horrified she had let someone buy my horse. Of course I didn’t really want to sell him. “It was her way of teaching me a lesson. I can’t make you do anything. I can only ask. We were partners, and she made sure I remembered that. And that’s what you are. My partner, my friend. We’ve been through a lot together.”

      He jerks his head up and nudges me as if to say we’ll get through this together too.
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      I rest my elbows on the stall and watch the mare sniff the feed bowl in front of her. Her nostrils flare, and she hesitantly nibbles on the grain.

      “It’s all right, girl,” I say softly. “That’s your food.” Phoenix looks at me, ears going back ever so slightly. Along with the burns, Phoenix got pneumonia. She’s in rough shape, and looking at her breaks my heart all over again. Her medicine is crushed up and mixed into her feed. She’s been picking at it all morning, and I’m afraid if I step away she might tip the bowl and not get it before I leave for work.

      She’s already put on a considerable amount of weight, and the burns on her neck are starting to heal. Her tail was singed off right up to the bone, and her black face is covered in scars. Some so deep fur can’t grow back. Others are lined with white fur. Her ribs show with each movement. She is depressed and lonely, and I know she needs to bond with someone, and that someone should be me. It has to be me. I’m the only one. But I can’t.

      Looking at Phoenix makes the burns on my body tingle with pain. Looking at her reminds me of the smoke filling my lungs, of the roof flaking apart above us, bit by burning bit until it collapsed. Looking at her is painful.

      She’s only three, but her eyes are those of an old horse. A horse who has lived in agony, in fear. I’ve seen that exact look before—a look that says “I give up.” It’s a look I battle every day not to wear on my own face.

      “You’re a good girl,” I tell her and stick my hand out. Phoenix lifts her head, stretching her neck out to sniff my fingers. She doesn’t come any closer. She won’t come any closer. “In time,” I say and take a step back. I stretch my arms over my head and look around the barn. Mom would never let it get this untidy.

      It’s a small barn, with six stalls and a heated room that houses grain, saddles, and the various supplies needed. I spent my childhood out here. This place has been my safe haven, my escape. And it still is. Being in here used to be my second favorite place, the first being on a horse. I haven’t ridden since Mom…since she left. Every day I think about riding. And every day I don’t.

      I slide open the stall door, needing to change the padded bandages and clean her wounds. Phoenix spooks and shies away.

      “It’s okay,” I say and reach into my pocket, pulling out a treat.

      Her nostrils flare as she inhales the scent of the treat. I keep my hand out and walk to her. She snatches the treat and turns her head. “It’s okay,” I repeat and put one hand on her neck. Spraying her wounds with antiseptic spray is a challenge. I don’t want to chase her around. Instead, we do this treat-per-spray thing that seems to be working.

      She flinches when the cool mist hits her bare skin, but she doesn’t shy away. “Good girl,” I praise. I mist her with the spray again. I get the entire section of charred skin on her neck before she moves. “I know,” I say softly. “It hurts. I have burns too.”

      She looks at me as if my words make sense. “You’ll get better. I am. Little by little.” I finish her treatment and then clean stalls and sweep the aisle before work. There are four horses at the barn right now. Shakespeare, which is my twenty-four-year-old retired show horse. Benny is Mom’s stubborn-as-hell thoroughbred. He is dark bay, tall, muscly, and gorgeous. We pulled him from the slaughter pen just minutes before he would have had his head bashed in and been strung up for meat. Sundance was taken from a neglectful home months ago. He’s put on more than enough weight and is physically sound. Mom had been working with him, getting him broken to ride so she could find him a new home. His training came to a screeching halt after the accident.

      Phoenix made horse number four.

      We kept the barn as empty as possible, besides Shakespeare and Benny. That’s what Mom did. Saved horses, horses no one wanted, horses left for dead. She gave them a second chance, healing them mentally and physically. She trained them, made sure they were ready, and then found them forever homes. Benny wasn’t supposed to stay, but Mom was never able to get him out of his biting habit…or his habit of chewing hair. She couldn’t let him go to a home knowing he might randomly bite you or eat your hair any chance he got.

      I go inside, calling Chrissy in from the back pasture, groaning when I see I only have thirty minutes before I have to get ready for work. I grab my ponytail and sniff my hair. Yep. I smell like horse. I have to take a shower.
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* * *

      “Hey, girl,” Shondra says as I speed walk through the lobby. Her nails end an inch past her fingers and are painted a fiery orange, matching the god-awful color of her eyeshadow. Her hair is up in a topknot, and she has on a dress that clings to her thin body. “How are you?”

      Her green eyes meet mine, and I know her question is genuine. Word got out that I recently lost my mom and am struggling with the farm. Everyone pities me.

      I fucking hate it.

      Pity doesn’t do a damned thing. If they feel so bad, then bring me a bag of oats or buy a few bales of hay. I put on my fake smile.

      “I’m okay,” I say. “Hanging in there.”

      “Good. A few of us are going out for drinks. Weebly lets us out early on Fridays if we get our shit done on time,” she says.

      “Oh, that’s good to know.” It’s the end of my first week. And no, I didn’t apply anywhere else. This is the closest press, and I’m barely making it now with a ten-minute drive into town for work.

      “Want to come with?” she asks. “We’re just going to Cronie’s. Nothing fancy,” she adds with a shrug.

      “No, thanks,” I say. “I have plans with a friend tonight. Maybe next time?”

      “Sure thing.” She taps her acrylic nails on her desk and bites her lip, looking out the window. I go through the door into the workroom and take my seat at my desk. It’s in the back, close to Mr. Weebly’s office. I wonder if he did that on purpose.

      There aren’t a ton of people working at the Yellowstone River Times, and most have been here for years. No one is rude at all, but I don’t fit into their tight-knit group. Not yet. Maybe not ever. I have no desire to make new friends.

      Am I closing myself off? Maybe. Do I care? Not at all.

      I fire up the computer and get to work, going through the edits of the article I wrote. My topics are assigned, and hardly any of them are newsworthy. Today, I read through my passage about Ginger Hetwick turning one hundred. I went and visited her in the nursing home two towns over. She’s wheelchair bound and has dementia. She couldn’t answer any of my questions.

      I sigh as I approve the edits and send it back. It will appear in the Sunday paper. How much time has to pass before I can start speaking up, start telling Mr. Weebly that these articles aren’t the ones I want to write? It’s my first job. I don’t want to mess it up. I don’t want to come off as a know-it-all who just graduated. Everyone starts somewhere. Plus, I really need the money. I can’t afford to get in bad graces with my boss until I have something saved up.

      My mind wanders to Phoenix, and the scars on my side start to burn. Suddenly I’m smelling smoke, hearing the horrible screeches of dying horses. Black surrounds me and I’m yelling out for Mom. I can’t see and I can hardly breathe. I scream for her between coughs.

      And then she’s there, leading Phoenix through the billowing darkness. Her mane is on fire. It’s one of the most terrifying things I’ve ever seen. Mom tells me to go, to get outside to safety. I remember nodding and pulling off my jacket. I throw it over Phoenix’s mane and smother the flames. I hook my arm over the frail horse and she leads me out.

      She saves me.

      But it’s too late for Mom.

      And now I’m sitting here at my desk, tears running down my face in black streams from my makeup. I tip my head, causing my shoulder-length dark brown hair to fall into my eyes. I flatten my hands on the desk, feeling the cool metal surface. I’m not in the barn. I’m here, at work. The smoke still wafts around me, the scent of charred flesh poignant in the air. My stomach churns and I shoot up, unsure if I’ll make it to the bathroom in time before I get sick.

      I run through the workroom, aware of the stares I’m getting, and dash into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. I put both hands on the sink and lean over. Instead of vomit, a sob comes out of me. I suck it back. I am not going to cry at work. My body shakes as I hold it in, tears falling down my face.

      Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I’m not ready. But what choice do I have? I can’t stay home, lying on a couch and crying all day. On top of paying household bills, I have grain and hay to buy. Phoenix has hefty vet bills, and I’m already getting a cut on the costs. I have to do it for them. Sundance and Phoenix can’t get their second chance if I let grief consume me.

      I feel like I’ll never be happy again, like I’ll never be able to move on from the fire and the guilt and start life again. I lift my head and look at my reflection. I look like Mom. I have her green eyes, her high cheekbones. My hair is a shade darker, but there is no mistaking I’m her daughter. I realize that I’ve lost weight since the accident, a result of not eating I’m sure. It makes my cheekbones more defined, making me look even more like Mom. I tuck my thick hair behind my ears and study the face looking back at me. She’s almost unrecognizable. Dark circles, uncovered by makeup, contrast with the vivid green surrounding my pupils. The ends of my hair are a bit ragged and in need of cutting, but nothing inside of me drives me to put effort into my appearance anymore. It’s just not worth it.

      I close my eyes and swallow the thick lump in my throat. I have to do it for Mom, to continue her life’s work of making life better for others. You can’t save them all, she used to say. You won’t change the world, but you can change the world for one horse at a time.

      And that is exactly what I’m going to do. No matter what, I’m not giving up. I’ll make it work somehow. And maybe, just maybe, I’ll find my own second chance.
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      “I think it would be a great move,” my agent says, handing me a script.

      I raise an eyebrow as I look it over. “You’re fucking joking, right?”

      “I’m not fucking joking. Do you want to get typecast? You just finished the Batman remakes. You’ve got two more seasons of Shadowland. Don’t get me wrong, Aiden; you’re good playing the misunderstood hero. It’s time for a change before that’s all you can get. You’ll get old someday, and old actors don’t play superheroes,” he says back without missing a beat. After four years as my agent, Thomas doesn’t put up with my shit.

      “I know.” I plow my hand through my hair. It’s down to my ears and annoys the fuck out of me. I keep it like that only for my character in Shadowland.

      “Look.” Thomas takes off his glasses and leans forward, and I know he’s about to say something blunt. “You want to be a household name, right?”

      “Of course,” I say back. “I am—”

      “No,” he interrupts. “You’re well known with the action genre fans, but not with everyone. Not yet.”

      I flick my eyes back to the script in my hands. “Go on.”

      “This movie puts you in a whole new category.”

      I can’t refute that. “But…” I start, and read the title, feeling something die inside of me. Is it my manhood? “It’s a chick flick. I mean, come on. I’ve never even heard of this guy,” I say as I tap the name of the author whose book is being adapted to the film.

      Thomas shakes his head. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. And I suggest you step into a bookstore. His books—and the film adaptations—do well. Read the script. I’m calling you in the morning, and you’ll tell me you want this so I can tell the director you’ll be there for the screen-test.”

      I huff but curl the script in my hand. “Fine. But don’t hold your breath. This guy…this cowboy…isn’t me.”

      “None of the characters you play are you,” Thomas says in a dry tone. Yep, he’s done with my shit. I can’t blame him, really. I got my start in acting right out of school and landed the leading role in a trashy musical in West End. It was poorly written and could have ruined my career, but I fucking loved it.

      Being on stage, being under the spotlight, and being someone else…it’s everything I’ve ever wanted. For a few hours I can stop being Aiden Shepherd and be someone else. My real life dissipates into oblivion when I’m on stage. I become my character. I don’t have to be Aiden, don’t have to deal with whatever the hell I should be dealing with.

      On a whim (okay, I was slightly drunk), I went to an open casting for a leading role in Shadowland, and holy fuck, I got a callback. Things moved from there. I got an agent, another callback, the role, moved from London to California, then got more roles. Over the course of four years, I went from not making enough to get by to more money than I knew what to do with.

      Playing the villain-turned-hero in Shadowland has changed my life. There is no mistake about that. I live and breathe that show. Knowing that it will wrap up after this current season is terrifying. I haven’t admitted that to anyone, and I don’t ever plan to. I’m Aiden Shepherd. Young, talented, attractive…I shouldn’t have fears this early in my career.

      I leave the café in sunny L.A. and drive to my house, thinking over Thomas’ words. Typecast. It was a four-letter word among actors. It wasn’t something I wanted to be. But fuck, I like dark, badass characters. I like the underdog coming through, against the odds, kicking ass and taking names.

      The last four years passed so fast, sometimes I wonder if they were real. We filmed three seasons of Shadowland and I did the Batman movies. It kept me in the here and now and out of the past.

      I can’t go back there. I can’t think about the shit that happened. I can’t. If I do…well, it isn’t fucking pretty.

      I haven’t gone there in years. It’s been blocked out, locked away in some fucked-up vault in my mind. It’s a ticking time bomb, but hey, that’s a problem for anther day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, I leave the screen test with a new role. I should be ecstatic, but I’m not. At all. I unlock the door to my L.A. house and step into the large foyer. It’s two stories tall, with a curved staircase leading up to the second level. The house is empty, and every single one of its eleven thousand square feet jeers at me, reminding me how alone I am in this monstrous house. I’ve lived here for two and a half years, but it doesn’t feel like my house. Nothing in it fits me, really.

      I paid someone to decorate it. There are rooms I never use, rooms I hardly even go in. My favorite part of the house is outside. The patio was made for parties. Actually, I need to have one. I trudge up the curved staircase, footsteps echoing with no one to hear them, and go into my room. I should spend the weekend sleeping and resting since I’m leaving for that fucking cowboy movie on Monday.

      I get out my phone, send a few quick messages, and go into the master bathroom. I have time for a few hours of sleep as long as I get some assistance. I break a Tramadol in half and swallow it dry. I take a quick shower then take a shot of vodka from the bottle I keep in the top drawer of my nightstand. I lay down, waiting for the drugs to take over and pull me into a dull sleep.

      I wake up three hours later and still feel tired. The bedroom door is open, and I can hear people downstairs setting things up for the party. I roll over on my stomach and try to go back to sleep, but the alcohol is out of my system and my mind turns on me, reminding me of all the things I try so hard to forget.

      I sigh and mentally debate what to do. There’s still enough time for more sleep, but I don’t want to take anything else and not have it wear off before the party starts. I need an hour or two of good, sober behavior before all hell breaks loose. If I take the rest of the pain pill, I might be in a fog when my friends come over. I have Adderall, but I hate taking that shit. It makes me anxious as fuck.

      I get up, knowing there is stuff I should be doing, like going over lines. Instead, I open my MacBook and scroll through comments on my Facebook fan page, replying to just enough to give me good fan interaction but not too many to appear needy. Basically, I give them something to make them want more.

      Claire texts me, making sure I’m awake and decent before she brings me an espresso and something to eat. I hired her as my assistant before I could afford her, and she’s stuck with me through everything. Though she’s my employee, sometimes I feel like she’s one of the only friends I actually have.

      Four hours later, the house is filled with some of Hollywood’s hottest. I play the perfect host, talking and greeting everyone, taking pictures for our social media accounts before I get so wasted I’m puking off my own balcony. Kennedy Jamison, a singer turned actress—and my ex—walks in with her arm laced through the arm of her another A-lister. Both women look fantastic, and both smile and wave to me through the crowd.

      Kennedy was on Shadowland with me for two and a half seasons. We were lovers on the show and took that romance off screen. Things were good for a while, and then I couldn’t fucking stand her. We just didn’t mesh, and she was constantly putting anyone and everyone down to feel good about herself—including me. She’d been in the scene since she was a child and couldn’t handle getting passed up by me, who’d only been in a few years at the time.

      We split the day before she found out she was being killed off in Shadowland, and I’ll just say things didn’t go too well after that. She went through periods of hating me, trash talking me to anyone who’d listen, then she’d turn around and want to get back together. I occasionally hated myself, but not enough to ever get back with that crazy bitch.

      I didn’t invite her. But whatever. She’s here and she’ll suck my dick if she’s drunk. When a blowjob is my silver lining, I know the night isn’t that bad.
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* * *

      I should have stopped drinking hours ago. Someone should have seen how far gone I was and taken the bottle of Scotch from my hands. Someone should have noticed the fresh cuts on my arm, three in a row in perfect straight lines. I’m surrounded by dozens of friends, yet no one cares I’m lying face down in my yard in a puddle of my own vomit.

      Truth is, half these people would love to see me break down, to watch my life become a train wreck. Because that’s how they are. They don’t give a fuck about anyone but themselves. I listen to the party going on around me and realize that I have to take a piss—bad. I struggle to my feet and wipe vomit off my face as I stumble into the house.

      I unzip my trousers and realize I’m in a corner in my wardrobe. Part of me is too drunk to care, and I really have to pee. Somehow I make it to the bathroom and end up making a mess on myself because I’m too drunk to stand steadily in front of the toilet.

      I should feel ashamed in the morning when I wake covered in urine and vomit. But I won’t. I won’t because getting this shitfaced is necessary. Being in a multimillion-dollar house full of people—important people, people who are looked up to and loved and respected at that—should make me happy.

      But it doesn’t. Nothing does, because no matter how many people come over, how many people rave about the party later and brag about hanging with party-boy Aiden Shepherd, they’re not talking about me. Not the real me. The real me hasn’t been seen in years, and the façade I put up is what they like, what they see. It works. Sometimes. And when it doesn’t…well, that’s what the drugs and alcohol are for.

      They keep the darkness away.
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      I’m out in the middle of nowhere. Literally, no-fucking-where. I only have one bar of service, making it impossible to update my Instagram or answer emails and messages from my friends. Not having social media and “likes” pouring in from anything I post makes me feel lonely.

      Dread for being this out of touch with the real world has been building up inside of me since I got the role. Dread replaced the excitement, replaced feeling proud I easily landed something outside of my genre. I buried the dread by partying, fucking, and drinking. I kept it out of my mind as long as I could, but now I’m here and there is no escape.

      Fuck. It’s just a movie. I can do this.

      Part of me hoped I’d be told I wasn’t right for the role. It would be a bit of an ego blow, I suppose, but then I could stick to doing what I like instead of what was wise for my career. I can do that shit later.

      I guess appearing on the cover of GQ and being called this year’s sexiest actor helps more than I thought it would, and the screen test was a joke, really. All I had to do was prove I could speak with an American accent, and I can quite well. I don’t think the role will be a hard one. Boring, maybe, since there aren’t many stunts and no fighting to choreograph. I have to ride a horse—a well-trained, push-button horse that is feet from its trainer the whole time. How hard could that be?

      I slump in the chair, waiting for the makeup people to work their magic on me. It’s the first day of filming, and I just arrived. Okay, I was late. There was a party I wasn’t missing last night, and I drank too much and missed my flight this morning. Claire got me a connecting flight that got me here just five hours after I should have been. But I’m here now, sitting in a cold trailer in the backwoods of Montana with my eyes closed, waiting for someone to cover up the dark circles under my eyes.

      The director is world famous. He’s won a shit ton of awards. Yes, Thomas was right. This is exactly what my career needs. We’re filming the majority of the movie on-site with a little green-screen and CGI help. Today, one of the final scenes is being shot. That’s something that surprises people more often than not. Movies are hardly ever shot in order. The end of the movie takes place in the summer, and it’s summer now.

      Hollywood magic can do a lot, but controlling the natural seasons isn’t feasible…yet. I feel a moment of panic as I look at the Google image of this town. Billings was the biggest city in all of Montana, yet it’s only a fraction of the population of L.A. What the hell was I going to do for entertainment at night? Being alone, having quiet time to myself…that isn’t something I do.

      When I do, dark thoughts make their way into my head. I am undeniably Aiden Shepherd, unable to escape the memories that plague me. Nope. Won’t be happening. At least the hotel has a bar.

      I don’t know my costars well, and I miss the familiar set of Shadowland. We’ve been together for years now. We’re like a family and always raise hell after a long twelve-hour day of shooting. Everyone assumes actors are outgoing and love social events. I like the attention. I like people fawning over me. But I don’t like putting myself out there. I like being the character, playing a role. Being me…I’m not so good at it.

      After an hour of primping and wardrobe changes, we get started. It’s a change of pace, that’s for sure, and is more of a challenge than I thought it would be.

      I collapse into bed that night. Eleven hours of filming and I’m exhausted. And I was wrong. Riding horses isn’t as easy as I thought, even when the horse is as well trained as Rusty, the large Quarter Horse I was riding. Just sitting there, unmoving, wasn’t bad, but once he started going forward, things would squish and bend. My poor balls took a beating. Even if there are any decent-looking women in the hotel bar, I’m not taking one up to fuck. I’m settling for an ice pack and some porn tonight.
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      My phone rings, waking me from a dead sleep. I reach for it, realize that it’s seven thirty a.m. on Saturday morning, and panic. Then I see it’s Mr. Weebly, and that panic turns into anger. What the fuck? I was actually trying to sleep in today. I fed the horses late last night just so I could get an extra two hours in before they needed breakfast. My finger hovers over the red “decline” circle on the screen of my phone.

      I answer at the last minute, curious to why he’s calling me on my day off. “Hello?” I mumble.

      “Haley!” he exclaims. “Are you awake?”

      “I am now.” I push up on my elbows and run my hand through my messy hair.

      “Great! You’re never gonna guess what I got for you!”

      A way to fall back asleep and give me back the lost time you’re taking from me? “What?”

      “Aiden Shepherd.”

      The image of the handsome actor flashes through my mind. I know him from Shadowland, one of my favorite shows. He was recently in a Batman movie that I intended on seeing, not because I was a huge Batman fan, but because I wanted to look at his face—and his abs. He was often shirtless. Tall, muscular, with wavy dark hair and deep eyes, Aiden rightly earned the title of this year’s sexiest actor. According to GQ, that is. I wholeheartedly agree.

      “You got him for me?” I blurt, too tired to think logically.

      “Not really. I got you an interview with him.”

      I sit up. Me, interviewing Aiden fucking Shepherd. Am I still dreaming? “What?”

      “An interview,” he repeats.

      “Over the phone, right?”

      “No, in person…and it’s in two hours.”

      All I can think about is Aiden’s glorious performance in the season finale of Shadowland. His character was left hanging, and I mean literally. It upset me for days, not knowing if Gavin was dead or alive. Oh my God! I could ask him!

      “Wait,” I stammer as the rest of Weebly’s words hit me. “Two hours?”

      “Yeah. The Billings Post had something set up but had to cancel at the last minute. Aiden’s people said we could take the slot. I’ve been asking for weeks.” Weeks? Was I missing something? Why was Aiden here? “I know you’re new, kid,” he says. “But you’re the pretty—you’re the best for the interview. Can you get to Lily’s Café in Billings by nine thirty?”

      “Yes,” I say because I want this interview. If I rock it, maybe I’ll be able to pick my next topic to write about. “I can.”

      “Great. I emailed you a list of questions to go off of. Let me know how it goes. This is going to be great for our press!”

      I hang up and swing my legs over the bed, thinking of all the times I’ve fangirled over Aiden. And then the panic sets in. I haven’t watched TV, haven’t spent countless hours on Tumblr looking at GIFs of him taking off his shirt, smiling, or seductively raising one eyebrow like I used to. I’ve lost touch with the world over the last couple months. Getting up and out of bed is enough of a feat for me. I haven’t even thought about keeping up with TV or celebrity gossip.

      Then I look at the clock. Lily’s Café is in Billings, which is almost an hour drive. Fuck. I need to get dressed, let Chrissy out, feed the horses, and leave in under an hour. That’s not going to work. I stand up but don’t move, even though I should be running. Where do I start? I don’t have time to shower.

      Fuck. My heart starts to race. Clothes, Haley. Put on some clothes. I stumble toward the closet, flicking on the light. Nothing I have is good enough, and I have no idea what to wear. Lily’s Café is a hip, modern coffee house with indie bands playing on weekends and locally painted (and expensive) art always for sale and hanging on the walls. Do I need to dress up in business attire since this is work? Or can I get away with something more casual?

      I still haven’t bulked up my wardrobe to what it should be. I have all my clothes from college, which means an endless supply of jeans, yoga pants, hooded sweatshirts, and comfy t-shirts. I have my “bar clothes” that I wouldn’t dare wear anymore with the burns on my shoulder and my side, stretching from my ribs down to my hip. And the majority of my closet is filled with barn jeans, breeches, and shirts with horses printed on the front. Nothing appropriated to wear when talking to Aiden. Finally, I decide on a blue dress, and a gray sweater to go over it, despite the heat. I need to cover up the burn scars somehow. I plug in my straight iron and brush my teeth, forgoing breakfast.

      I spend way too much time doing my makeup and have to rush like a mad woman to throw hay into each horse’s stall.

      “I’ll let you all out as soon as I’m home,” I promise and quickly dish up their oats. I crush Phoenix’s medication and mix it in applesauce before dumping it in her bowl. I run up the gravel drive, trade my cowboy boots for heels, and speed off. I call Lori on the way, feeling only a little bit bad for waking her up. I need details on Aiden. She reads me stats and fills me in on his new movie that he’s filming in a small town outside of Billings. He’s been there for a few weeks, apparently, and I’d been too distracted to take notice.
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* * *

      My nerves start to die as I pull into the parking lot of Lily’s Café. Last year, I’d have given an arm and a leg to have the chance to just look into Aiden Shepherd’s eyes. Now I’m about to be sitting down with him, one on one, and asking him questions. With everything that’s changed, it doesn’t seem important anymore, and I find myself trying hard to care about Hollywood and movies and people who make a shit ton of money by playing a part. Playing.

      I park my Jeep and get out, doing a quick check in the mirror. I haven’t worn this much makeup in months. I haven’t had the drive to put effort into my appearance. I have natural beauty—according to Mom, that is. I push the straps of Lori’s black leather purse onto my shoulder. I might as well call this bag mine now; I’ve had it long enough. She probably doesn’t miss it. She owns more handbags and purses than anyone I know.

      I slow when I get to the glass door, trying to look inside and locate Aiden before going in. He’s sitting at a table in the back, reading with his head down. A man in a black suit stands near the table. Really, he has a bodyguard with him in Billings?

      I notice the group of high-school-aged girls gathered at a table next to him, heads together, giggling as they steal looks and snap selfies with him in the background. Oh. The bodyguard makes sense. He wasn’t worried about being mugged; he was worried about the fangirls.

      I pull my shoulders back and open the door. A little bell chimes and Aiden looks up. His eyes meet mine, and my breath catches in my chest, the air leaving me. I can’t breathe. He’s gorgeous, just like I imagined. Strong jaw, defined cheeks, dark hair falling messily in his face in a way that could only look that sexy on him. But I am hit with how real he looks too. The book he’s holding has a bent cover. Crumbs speckle the table in front of him, and a cup of coffee is pushed to the side. Faint purple circles hang under his brown eyes.

      The door shuts behind me and the bell chimes again. Everything hits me at once. The chatter of the packed café. The smell of coffee. The air from the vent above me, blowing my hair back.

      And his eyes, locked with mine.

      I need to move, need to pick one foot up and put it in front of the other. But I can’t seem to, and when I finally scoot my stupid foot forward, the heel of my shoe catches on the rug. I stumble but don’t fall. Blood rushes to my cheeks. Way to go, Haley. What a good first impression.

      I push my hair out of my eyes and look back up. Aiden is standing, lips parted ever so slightly as he looks at me with one hand out. Is he going to come help me?

      I cast my eyes down and see him sink back into his seat. Okay…this is awkward. Should I order a drink first? No, that would be even weirder to just stand in line with my back to him. I mean, it’s not like I can pretend I didn’t see him. We shared that…that…I don’t know, really. A moment?

      He looks back at his book and I cross the room, heels clicking softly on the dull hardwood floor. The bodyguard stiffens when he sees me. He sidesteps in front of Aiden. I reach into my purse to pull out my work ID badge.

      “Hi,” I start. “I’m here for the interview.”

      “You’re Parker?” the bodyguard asks. His voice is as gruff as his stubble-covered face.

      “Haley Parker,” I say and show him my ID. He raises an eyebrow, looks me over, and steps aside. Aiden puts his book on the table and looks up at me.

      Something flutters through me as our eyes meet again. My throat goes dry and I don’t know what to say. Turning and running seems like a good idea right now. My nerves aren’t coming from meeting my celebrity crush. They’re coming from the way Aiden is looking at me. It’s like he’s seeing me—the real me—and I’m naked in front of the crowd. His eyebrows push together, and for a brief second I see the same look in his chocolate eyes.

      “Hi,” I finally croak out. He waves his hand at the seat in front of him. “I’m Haley Parker from the Yellowstone River Times.”

      “Hi, Haley Parker from the Yellowstone River Times,” he says back with a slight smile. Holy crap, that British accent. I set my purse on the chair next to me, and my sweater slips off my shoulder, exposing the burn scars. I panic, yanking it back up so fast my hand slips off and my knuckles whack the edge of the table. Pain sears through my fingers, and embarrassment burns on my face. “Suddenly get a chill?” he asks.

      “Something like that,” I mumble, wishing I could shrivel up and crawl out of here.

      He leans forward, head tipped to the side. “You’ve got something,” he starts and reaches out. His fingers brush my hair, running through the length. “Right here.” He pulls a piece of hay loose and holds it out.

      “Oh.” I snatch it from him. Seriously? Oh my God, no. I shove the hay into my purse. “Sorry.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You don’t have to be sorry, but now I’m curious. Why do you have straw in your hair?”

      “It’s hay,” I automatically correct. “And I fed my horses right before I came here. I won’t lie; my boss set this up super last minute. I didn’t know about it until like two hours ago.” Why were the words spilling from my mouth so easily?

      “You have horses?” he asks, seeming interested.

      “I do. Four right now.”

      “Right now?”

      I smile, my racing heart settling back into my chest. “I, uh, rescue and retrain horses.” Or I did. Mom did.

      “You don’t sound too sure about that.”

      I flick my eyes down. You will not cry, you will not cry. “It’s been a weird couple of months,” I offer as an explanation. “But yes, I do rescue horses. I have two permanent residents at my barn and two that will eventually get new homes. I hope, at least.”

      “Interesting. How do you rescue horses? Are there that many that need saving?”

      “More than you’d think.”

      “So do people drop them off like an animal shelter?”

      I shake my head. “We—I—usually go get them and bring them home. Reports come in about abused or neglected horses. I like taking in the worst cases, the ones others gave up on.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      I fold my hands in my lap. “I think every life is worth saving. It’s easy to give up when no one is fighting for you. When you have no one, when nobody cares about you or loves you, why keep going? That’s what I give these horses. Hope, someone who knows they are worth it. I give them a second chance.”

      He looks at me, and I see sadness in his eyes like my words are hitting him too close to home. “Doesn’t that get depressing?”

      “Yes,” I say honestly. “And not everyone makes it. But I give them a chance, and everyone deserves a chance.”

      “You speak of them like people,” he says softly. We’re still looking at each other, his dark eyes locked with mine.

      “Sometimes I think they are better than people.”

      He leans toward me. “You’re probably right.”

      “I am.”

      He slides his hand forward on the table, still looking into my eyes. A few seconds pass and we stay just like that. He pulls his hand back and smiles. “So you’re a pretty good rider then, right?”

      “I’d say so. I’ve been riding since I was two.”

      “Damn. That’s impressive.”

      I shrug. “I guess. It’s just been my life. Yours is acting, mine is horses.”

      “Horses, but you’re a journalist.”

      His words are like a sucker punch to the gut. I tip my head down, breaking eye contact. “Yeah. Things didn’t quite work out like I thought.”

      “That tends to happen,” he said quietly. I flick my eyes up. What does he know about things not working out? He is one of the hottest actors in Hollywood right now, is filming an adaptation of a book that spent weeks on the New York Times Bestsellers list, and makes more from one episode of Shadowland than I will in ten years. And he’s only twenty-four. “So, what’s the worst you’ve seen? Who was your most hopeless horse?”

      The worst? The worst I’ve seen was Phoenix, her mane ablaze as she was led out of the burning barn by my mother. My scars tingle and I can smell the smoke, feel the fire melting my flesh off my body. Tears fill my eyes, and I don’t know what to do. My hand goes to the patch of scar tissue on my shoulder. “It’s hard to pick one,” I finally say as I blink back the tears. I grind my teeth and let out a breath before putting on a fake smile and looking at him again. “I’m supposed to be interviewing you, and here you are, asking me questions.”

      “Right, sorry. You’re interesting, Haley Parker.” He laughs, and oh my God, he looks adorable when he does. He pushes his hair back, revealing a crooked scar that runs from behind his left eye all the way to his scalp, disappearing into his hair. I thought that was added for characterization in Shadowland. It is real?

      “Right.” He leans back and stretches his arms. I can’t help but steal a glance at his muscles before I get out my digital voice recorder. I flick it on and set it on the table. Then things turn professional. “I’m sure you’ve heard all about the movie I’m working on.”

      “The Last Ride,” I say without missing a beat. Thank you, Lori. “It’s the first movie you’ve done outside your normal genre. Are you enjoying it?”

      “It’s been a great experience,” he says with no hesitation. “I’m lucky to have the chance to expand my acting.”

      We go through ten minutes of standard questions. His answers are practiced to the point of being fake. I try to stick to the list Weebly sent me, but my mind keeps drifting and my eyes wander over him, wondering what other scars from the show were actually real. He’s confident in his acting skills and comes off as cocky in his interview. It won’t be hard to alter this just a bit to make him look good. Lucky for him, I’m a fan.

      “What happened?” he asks suddenly, interrupting me. His eyes leave my face and land on my shoulder. I turn the recorder off and stare at him incredulously. “You touched your arm when I asked about the worst case.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I mumble, my voice hollow. Just who does he think he is? You don’t ask questions like that, famous or not. He thinks he’s entitled to anything he wants, even when it’s the truth from a stranger.

      He tips his head. “It looked painful.”

      I just shake my head, feeling tears well up in my eyes. He had seen the ugly, nasty scars. “It was,” I whisper. I gather my things. “Thank you for your time, Aiden. I should go,” I say with a tight voice.

      “Hey,” he says and reaches out, his fingers landing on top of my hand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” And there he is, back to a normal human being. “Can I buy you a drink to make up for it?”

      I nod, knowing if I open my mouth I might cry. He gets up without asking me what I want and goes to the counter. There’s a line three-people deep; he sidesteps and goes to the front. Really?

      I tip my head up to blink away the tears. Mom, you’d be laughing if I could tell you how awkward this was. And you’d probably slip in a lecture on me not having any expectations from an actor. I smile at the memory of Mom’s laughter, of the way she threw her head back and embraced her loud, crazy laugh.

      I turn back to Aiden. He’s at the front of the line, posing for a picture next to the person he cut right in front of. Must be nice. I run my hands through my hair and find two more pieces of hay that I quickly pull out and hide in my purse.

      I’m composed once again by the time Aiden sits back across from me. He slides a drink across the table.

      “Thank you,” I say and wrap my fingers around the white cardboard cup. “What is it?”

      “Coffee with a couple of shots of Bailey’s. You look like you could use it.”

      I push my eyebrows together. “Thanks?” I bring the cup to my lips and take a sip. Damn. There is no liquor in my coffee. Just French vanilla creamer. “Liar.”

      He smiles. “I know.”

      I find myself smiling too. “Is it sad I was hoping there was really booze in this?”

      “Well, according to my therapist…” he starts and laughs as he rakes his fingers through his hair. He has another scar on the inside of his arm along his wrist. In the show, he got that scar from a knife fight. There is no way it’s a real scar too. “Really, though,” he continues, and his eyes drop to my cleavage. In his defense, I had put on my most padded push-up bra and tightened the straps to give the girls the best lift. They were popped up high, saying hello to the world. “You do look like you could use a drink. Go out with me tonight.”

      It wasn’t a question. He didn’t ask me to go out with him. He was telling me that I was. Our gazes lock, and he gives that smug half smile that gets his character in Shadowland out of trouble. I almost fall for it. Almost.

      “I can’t,” I say and take a drink of coffee. A night out drinking would be wonderful, and a night out drinking with Aiden would be amazing. Well, I assume so at least. But a night out drinking meant staying out late and possibly not at my house. It meant not being home in the early morning to feed the horses, and it meant not working with Sundance and not using the rest of tonight and not being there to tend to Phoenix’s wounds and give her medication.

      He leans back. “You’re joking, right?”

      “I wish I was,” I say. My eyelashes come together in a long blink. “The horses…I…I have to take care of them.”

      He doesn’t look angry or even hurt, just confused. Genuinely confused. I’m guessing no one ever turns him down. “Do you have a boyfriend or something? It’s just drinks.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Are you into women?” he asks bluntly.

      I gape at him, mouth opening in shock.  Did he seriously just ask that? He’s so full of himself he thinks someone has to be a lesbian to turn him down. “No, I’m not. Are you?”

      “Very much so.” He gives me his trademark smile again. “Maybe you didn’t hear. Come out with me. It’s boring as hell here. I could use some fun. I’m taking you out tonight.”

      Thank you, Aiden. You just made this much easier. “I’m sorry, but no, I can’t,” I say again, as I watch the confusion come back to his handsome face.

      “Your loss,” he says under his breath, and I am so glad I’m not going out with him.
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      I cannot stop thinking about her, cannot get her out of my mind. From the moment our eyes met, I knew she was different. I was told I was being interviewed by someone named Parker, and I assumed it was a man. When the annoying bell chimed for the millionth time and I looked up, I wasn’t expecting to see her come through.

      She is beautiful in an unconventional way, so unlike the women I’ve surrounded myself with the last few years. She’s tall and fit without being overly thin. I knew right away her supple breasts were real. There was pain behind her green eyes—eyes that I didn’t want to stop looking into, eyes that showed all the emotion she was holding back.

      What happened to her?

      I finish my drink and flop back onto the hotel bed. Why the fuck am I so interested in her? She’s a journalist. Some aren’t much better than paparazzi. But she wasn’t like them. The things she said…the depths of her words…no, Haley is different.

      And she turned me down. She fucking turned me down. That never happens.

      I considered getting some cast mates to go to the bar with me instead, and finding some random chick to take back to my room and fuck, pounding her until Haley was just a memory. I could have easily, but I didn’t. I came back to my room alone and am now drinking in the dark, thinking about second chances.

      You don’t get a second chance. Life fucks you up, and you have to move on and make your new destiny. There are no do-overs. Because if there were, I’d have found mine.

      I’m tired, and my body wants to sleep. I close my eyes and see her face. I roll over and grab my phone, swiping the screen and tapping in my password. I open the Internet and stare at the blank screen. What do I expect to find? Even Google can’t help me figure out why Haley got under my skin so much.

      Regardless, I type in her name and add “horse rescue” to the search. What comes up horrifies me. The first hit isn’t a website for her barn. It’s a news article from April. I want to stop reading. I don’t want to know these horrible things. I’ve shut them out for the last four years, surrounded myself with fame and the finer things in life for a reason.

      I’m pissed at her now for bringing darkness.  I’m pissed at her because now I care, and now I feel like an arse for asking about her burns.

      And I’m fucking pissed I want to make it up to her.

      I let the phone fall onto the mattress. Images of fire flash before me. I wasn’t even there and it terrifies me. My eyes open and I sit up, clutching my chest. I’m not drunk enough to pass out, but I have enough alcohol in me to shut off my mental filters.

      Nope, not doing this. I get up and weave my way into the bathroom. I splash cold water on my face, get dressed, and get the hell out of this room.

      In just two hours, I’ve successfully obliterated myself. I bring a woman back with me to my hotel room. She’s tall and blonde with a big arse. I think we have sex. Maybe. I’m too drunk to remember anything.

      When I come to that next morning, I’m naked at the foot of the bed, tangled up in sheets. I have a condom on—thank God—and the girl I banged is sprawled out on the floor. Fuck. I have no idea what her name is.

      She’s not as attractive as I thought she was last night. I hadn’t noticed the layers of makeup or the clip-in extensions. Whatever. It’s what I needed. Right? A fun night. No-strings-attached sex. Well, that’s what I assumed happened. For all I knew, she passed out and I jacked myself off before I passed the fuck out.

      I text Claire, my PA, and tell her to bring me clothes and something to eat…and to deal with that chick who’s naked and lying spread eagle on the floor of my suite. Then I plan to pass out so I can get up and repeat the same thing tonight.
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* * *

      “Aiden.”

      I groan and feebly raise my arm in the air, swatting away whoever is standing next to my bed.

      “Aiden, you have to get up.”

      It’s Claire. What the fuck is she doing here? She knows not to wake me up. “Go away,” I mumble. The blankets get yanked back. I open my eyes and feel nausea twist in my gut. Why are the curtains open?

      “Get up,” she says sternly. “You’re already late.” Late? Late for what? Ah, fuck. Work. I was supposed to get up and get to the set around sunrise. Well, that’s not happening. “The director called.”

      “No, he didn’t. Stop lying.” My face is pressed into the pillow. I don’t think she can understand anything I’m saying. She says I sound ‘too British’ when I’m hung over and makes me repeat everything. I don’t care. All I care about is going back to sleep.

      “Fine, his assistant called. It doesn’t matter who called, Aiden. You have to get up and get your ass to the set.”

      I groan and push myself up, unable to open my eyes.

      “Jesus,” she says, extending a water bottle and two pills. “You look like shit.”

      I glare at her, wishing I felt well enough to threaten her job or at least make a retort back. Instead, I pop the pills in my mouth and take a gulp of water. “Tell them I’m sick,” I say. “Food poisoning. Or the flu. Or something. Fuck, anything. I don’t care.”

      “Everyone knows you went out drinking last night.” She hands me a shirt. “This is a small town. Even if it weren’t for the paparazzi, you stick out. There are pictures of you on Perez Hilton’s site.”

      I stick my arms through the sleeves of my shirt and struggle to pull it over my head. I’m still fucking drunk. Finally, I get the shirt on and glare at Claire. Her red hair is pulled into a tight bun on the top of her head and her pale skin is flush from frustration.

      I’ve fired her three times over the last year. Yet I always hire her back within a week. She’s a pain in the arse and never sugar coats anything like the other assistants I’ve had. She doesn’t stroke my ego or anything else—I’ve tried before when I was drunk—but she’s damn good at what she does. I don’t say it, but I can’t function without her. And she knows it.

      I pull on trousers and stand up. Claire runs her fingers through my hair to pull out the tangles. There’s nothing sexual about her touch. She’s several years older than me and puts off a mum vibe. I haven’t admitted to myself yet that I like the maternal affection. God knows I didn’t get any of it as a child.

      “Put these on,” she says, giving me sunglasses and a baseball cap. “Keep your head down. We can’t afford any stops, and trust me, you don’t want anyone seeing you like this.” She’s on the phone as we hurry through the hallway of the hotel. Frank, my bodyguard, nods at Claire and his cheeks redden just a bit. I smile to myself. Oh, there’s something going on between them.

      “Where’s my phone?” I ask, and Claire digs it out of her giant bag.

      “Your battery is at fifteen percent, but I have the portable charger in the car.”

      “Thanks.” I unlock it and scroll through my messages. Most are from my friends, who are also famous. Actors, artists, and a few TV show hosts. I answer as many as I can on my way to the car, which is waiting for me in front of the hotel. A small crowd gathers around. I don’t care what Claire says. I hold my hand up and smile.

      Claire shakes her head and sighs, opening the door for me to get into the car. I slide in the back of the sedan and take the sunglasses off. I open the Internet to look at the supposed horrible picture of me. My browser is still open to the article of the barn fire that killed Haley’s mother.

      “That girl who interviewed me Saturday,” I start and close the window. I remember Haley’s eyes so vividly. A pretty shade of green with blue flecks around the pupil, holding back so much hurt, reflecting the pain I’ve tried so fucking hard to bury.

      “What about her?” Claire asks, eyes going wide. “Was she rude? Did she do a bad interview? Should I call and bitch?”

      I smile. “No, but can you get me info on her?”

      Claire turns to me, eyebrows hiking up so high they disappear under her bangs. “Why?”

      I shrug. “Don’t ask questions. Just do it.”

      She purses her lips together. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      Another shrug. “Anything you can find.”

      “If you go to jail for stalking, it’s not my fault,” she says as she types a reminder in her phone. I just smile and lean back, letting my eyes close. It’s an hour drive to the set—just enough time for a nap.

      Claire wakes me up when the car goes through security. I run my hands over my face and groan. I’m hungry, have to pee, and feel like total shit.

      “Eat this,” she says, handing me a protein bar. “Then drink this.”

      I take a bite of the peanut butter flavored bar and force it down before chugging the rest of the water. I get a coffee while I sit in hair and makeup. I sip it and think about my character. I channel him, letting my thoughts fall to the wayside. I become him, feel what he feels, and let Aiden Shepherd disappear into nothing for the rest of the day.
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* * *

      “I know you get fixated,” Claire says that night. It’s eleven o’clock and we just got back from filming. She picked up Mexican food and brought it back to my room. “But this one, I don’t understand.”

      She hands me a Styrofoam box filled with tacos, rice, and beans. I looked down at the papers she printed off about Haley Parker.

      “She’s pretty and all, but she’s just some horse trainer who works for a small press. I don’t see why you’re so interested.”

      “I asked her to go out with me,” I say, picking up a taco. It’s hot and dripping with grease, and totally against my strict diet. It’s heaven. “And she said no.”

      “Oh, so you need to recover your ego?” She sticks a fork in her salad and flips through her calendar.

      “Yeah,” I say quickly. It’s more than that. There’s something about Haley that hits me hard, and I’m still pissed she caused such darkness to stir inside of me. “She probably swings the other way.”

      Claire shakes her head. “According to Facebook, she ended her last relationship with some boy named Lucas in February.” She sighs. “I don’t know, Aiden. You saw what this girl has been through. Maybe you should leave her alone.”

      “Maybe,” I say so she won’t lecture me. I know that’s not something I can do. Haley is unlike anyone I’d ever met. Her passion for giving the horses a second chance, the way she thought anything could be redeemed, could be saved.

      Maybe, just maybe, she’d think the same about me.
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      I take a deep breath of warm June air. I love the way it smells when it rains. “It’s okay,” I say softly to Phoenix. She knows I’m coming in to treat her wounds. I can’t blame her for shying away; it can’t feel good. I hold out a treat, but that doesn’t work anymore. I get what I can and decide to come back later, not wanting to stress her out.

      It’s Saturday afternoon, and I’m scrambling to get my barn chores done before Lori comes over to hear every last detail about Aiden. It’s windy and has been raining on and off since I drove home from Lily’s Café.

      I can’t get Aiden out of my head. He’s kind of a pompous ass, but shouldn’t I have expected that? It was hard to dig up info on his life before he became famous. He comes from a middle-class family living in London, went to college for theater, and landed a role in some British Broadway show. Things went crazy from there, and he’s now a mega superstar making tons of money.

      His life is charmed. He has everything he could ever want and more than he could ever need. I could get angry thinking about how unfair it is. Part of me wishes I would. At least I would feel something. It isn’t his fame, fortune, good looks, or even the presumptuous way he asked me out that sticks in my head.

      It’s the scars, the way his beautiful eyes dimmed, and for a minute I thought he understood what I meant about saving the horses and getting second chances. I shake my head at the thought. No, that’s stupid. We didn’t share a moment. We didn’t share anything but conversation and a table. I don’t know him. It’s impossible to connect that fast.

      Or is it?

      Mom’s voice rings in my ears, telling me to loosen up and enjoy life. It’s over before you know it. One day you’re young and in your twenties, the next you have a daughter who’s turning twenty-one. Life can be over before you know it, before you expect it. Before it’s fair, before you can be ready, and just like that it’s swept out from underneath you, knocking you back into icy water. I’m treading as fast as I can, furiously kicking my legs. Yet I’m sinking below the surface.

      I bring Sundance into the crossties and run a brush over his dark bay fur. He’s a muddy mess from rolling around in the pasture.

      “Hey, boy,” I say to him. “I’m sorry you haven’t been ridden. Though you probably like it. You are kind of lazy.” Ten minutes later, I take him out to the round pen to be exercised. I stand in the middle of a circular arena and motion for him to move forward. I watch him trot around, seeing his muscles flex with each stride. Sundance came here in rough shape too. He had mange and worms, and his mane had to be shaved off because it was so full of burs. It took months of trimming to get his hooves looking good again.

      I let him out in the pasture then get Benny, repeating the same process. How could something I once loved feel so tedious? Not wanting to be in the barn and around the horses filled me with guilt. Mom would be ashamed. Being there without her…it was too much.

      “I didn’t forget about you,” I say as I slide open the heavy oak door to Shakespeare’s stall. He nickers softly and moves to me, pieces of hay sticking out of his mouth as he chews. Just the sight of him makes me smile, and my broken heart thumps in my chest. He nudges me with his nose and I turn around, offering him my back. He rubs his head on it, covering me in white fur. I twist and wrap my arms around him, inhaling the sweet scent of grain and hay. I get a flashback to one of our first shows we did together.

      It’s the middle of summer and so hot. I’m sweating in my breeches, tall leather boots, and black show jacket. I lead him into the ring, smiling for the judge. I hate showmanship. I hate not being on my horse. But Mom thought it was important.

      Shakespeare is as bored as I am. He digs at the ground, rubs on me, and then rolls. I stand back and watch in horror. My freshly bathed white horse is rolling in the damp sand arena. All eyes are on me. I can hear Mom shouting at me to get him up.

      But I just laugh.

      He jerks his head up and looks out the open Dutch door, hearing the car pull into the driveway before I can. I move to the door and wave to Lori. She parks by the house and gets out. Chrissy lazily trots over, wagging her tail. She’s such a great guard dog. I hug Shakespeare, let him out, and hurry up the driveway.

      “Tell me everything,” she says. “I am so jealous!”

      I smile because I know I should, though really I feel dead inside. I should be excited, right? I should share Lori’s excitement. I am just as big of a fan of Aiden as she is, and an even bigger fan of Shadowland. But I just don’t care.  We go inside, and Lori sets a bag of takeout on the counter.

      “I got Thai food,” she says. “You didn’t eat, did you?”

      I shake my head, and my hunger comes on with a vengeance. I forget to feed myself, and preparing meals takes too much energy. I’ve missed more meals in the last few months than ever before, and it’s starting to show.

      “Did you touch him?” she asks, hazel eyes sparkling. “Please tell me you did. Oh, did he smell good? Did you take a picture with him? Let me see!”

      I grab two glasses from the cabinet next to the sink and fill them both with water. We take our spots at the island counter. I take a bite of spicy noodles before I get out the voice recorder.

      “No to all of your questions,” I say with my mouth full. “Listen.” I press play.

      Lori leans in, too enthralled by Aiden’s voice to eat. I slowly chew my noodles, listening to the interview. I sound bored, disengaged even.

      “You don’t even sound nervous,” Lori says. “I’d be stuttering and mixing up words like crazy.”

      “I was nervous at first. Then we got to talking and I actually felt sort of comfortable. He was easy to talk to.” And I really didn’t care, but I don’t tell Lori that, nor do I tell her about him asking me out. She’d take me straight to the loony bin for sure, or at the very least demand I take the antidepressants again. And maybe she’d be right.

      “I am so, so fucking jealous, Hay. You have no idea.”

      I laugh. “I have a little idea.”

      She nudges me and rewinds the interview, listening to it again. “Is he staying in Billings?”

      “I didn’t ask. I’d assume so. He was at a bar there, so it makes sense, right? Besides, there aren’t too many other cities around here with nice hotels.”

      “You should have asked.”

      I shake my head and flash another smile. I could have found out. Well, maybe. Who knows if we would have gone back to his hotel room or not.

      “Let’s go bar-hopping in Billings next weekend.”

      Going out, getting dressed up…I used to love it. Now it seems like too much effort. “I shouldn’t,” I start. I can’t look Lori in the eye. “I don’t have extra money to spend on drinks and—”

      “I’m buying your drinks,” she says. “I never got to take you out for your birthday, and one night out will do you some good, even if we can’t find Aiden.”

      “What about Kit?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

      She waves her hand in the air. “He won’t care. At all. He picked up a few extra night shifts next week at the hospital.” She clasps her hands together. “Please come out with me. You need this.”

      “Fine,” I say. It’s a week away. I can get out of it by then. There’s no reason to stress about it now.
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* * *

      “You look hot,” Lori says, standing behind me Friday night. I look at my reflection and hardly recognize the woman looking back at me.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I’m all for showing off my boobs, but don’t you think this dress screams, I give it up in the bar bathroom?”

      My dark hair hangs in tight curls around my face that will loosen by the time we get to the bar. My hair never holds a curl. I think I look substantially better with a full face of makeup. My skin isn’t horrible, but I have red marks dotting over my cheeks and a general uneven tone across my whole face. I like wearing eye makeup though I haven’t that often recently. It just runs down my cheeks when I cry.

      Now I’m sporting a gray and black smokey eye, red lipstick, and this dress. It’s dark purple with black lace around the edges. The neckline is low and it’s tight around my breasts, which have nearly doubled in size since I put on a few pounds.  The burns on my left shoulder show, and even though it doesn’t quite match, I put on a black cardigan to cover them up. “I’m fine with looking like a whore,” I say, tugging at the hems. My thighs are bigger than the last time I wore this. “But I don’t want to look like a cheap whore.”

      “Cheap whores don’t wear Jimmy Choos,” she says with a smile and reaches into her bag, pulling out a pair of deep purple heels. “Or carry designer bags. We’re going all out tonight. No excuses. I’m ordering you to have fun. Or else.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I slip on the shoes, fluff my hair, and look back in the mirror. I want to have a wild night like we used to. I want to laugh and let go and have fun. I want to feel happy. Really, I do. But that seems like a distant memory, and I’m not sure I remember what happiness feels like.

      “Ready?” Lori says. She looks perfect in tight jeans, heeled boots, and a corset top. She’s a few inches shorter than me, and at least twenty pounds lighter. Her strawberry-blonde hair is swept up and away from her face by a headband, and her makeup is flawless. I don’t know how she does it.

      I suddenly feel anxiety about leaving. It’s only an hour away, and we planned to come back here before sunrise. If I got my way, we’d be leaving by midnight.

      Halfway to the city, Lori gets a texted from Kit. “Ah shit,” she says as she reads it even though she’s driving. “He forgot his wallet—again—and wants me to bring him money for food since we’re going to be in the city.” She makes a face. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. I don’t want to make the poor guy starve.”

      “He’s such a pain in the ass,” she says, setting her phone in her lap. She and Kit have a very passionate relationship and fight almost as hard as they make up. He just got a job as a respiratory therapist at the hospital in Billings. Moving closer to the city was their current hot-button issue.

      We talk, laugh, and sing along to the radio the rest of the way there. I almost feel like my old self. I almost feel happy.

      Almost.

      But when she parks in the ER parking lot and gets out to run the cash in, I smell smoke. I squeeze my eyes shut and dig my nails into the leather seat of her Honda Accord. I’m not in the barn. I’m not on fire. My scars hurt and the heat is too much to take. When I open my eyes, I see flames.

      Suddenly I can’t breathe, and the seatbelt across my chest is constricting. I yank on it, panicking when it doesn’t come loose. Fear takes over and I need out. I gasp but don’t get any air. Smoke fills my lungs.

      Haley! Mom’s voice cuts through the darkness. Get her out of here!

      Tears fill my eyes and finally I get the seatbelt free. I get out of the car, gasping for breath. I take off, getting away from the flames. It’s so hot, so painful. The flames rise up, taunting me.

      Haley!

      “Mom!” I cry out. I’m still running. I turn around to see how close the fire is. Then I bump into something and fall to the ground.

      A car alarm goes off, and I’m jolted back to the here and now. Pain sears at the palms of my hands; they tore open on the pavement when I fell. I hold them up and look at the little droplets of blood that are pooling on the surface of my skin.

      I blink and take a sharp breath. I’m in the hospital parking lot. There is no fire. Mom is not calling to me. A tear runs down my cheek. I hold on to the bumper of the SUV I ran into and shakily get onto my feet. Heels click as I hurry back to the car. I need to get my phone, call Lori, and tell her I need her. Now. And maybe I really do need those pills.

      I pull back on the door of her car. It’s locked. “You have got to be fucking kidding me!” At least she had the keys. I toss my head back and look up at the stars. “Do you think this is funny? Seriously, why? Why me?” I shake my head. “I’ll never know because you’ll never fucking tell me, because you’re not real!” I shout to the heavens. I put my head in my hands and wince at the pain.

      Right. I had gotten cut. Sighing, I start toward the hospital doors, knowing I should wash the nasty parking lot grime off before it gets infected. I keep my head down as I walk, not wanting to deal with anyone. I freeze outside the doors that lead into the ER waiting room, the only way into the hospital this late. My breath catches, and I’m in the middle of the fire again.

      The last time I was in the hospital was after that night. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. I’m frozen in place and the fire comes closer and closer. The heat hurts and I close my eyes, ready to embrace it and let it take me.

      The doors slide open, but I can hardly hear the footsteps over the roar of the flames.

      “Haley?”

      The accented voice is deep, calm, and familiar. I open my eyes. I never expected this.

      “Aiden.” His name slips through my lips, and I look into his dark eyes before I have a chance to process what’s happening. I’m shaking, still able to smell the smoke that clings to my body, and bleeding.

      “Are you all right?” he asks, and he moves toward me, limping slightly. His dark hair is pushed back out of his face, and he’s wearing Wranglers and a flannel shirt. He looks so different from how I’m used to seeing him—well, seeing him on TV, that is.

      “Yeah,” I say right away. “Are you?”

      Our eyes meet and that same feeling goes through me, like he can see deep down inside me, past the makeup and the dress, past the façade I’ve put up, knocking down walls and staring right at my dark and broken heart.

      I want to run away.

      “I’ll live,” he says. “Twisted my ankle on set today. I didn’t want to come here, but you know, insurance and all that shit. I had to make sure it wasn’t broken. It’s not even sprained. Just sore.”

      “That’s good,” I say, pushing my hair back.

      His eyebrows push together and he reaches out, taking my hand. The moment our skin touches, I shiver. “You’re bleeding.” Carefully, he brings my hand to him, flipping it over. “And you said you’re all right.” His eyes run over me as if he’s just now realizing I’m dressed like I belong on a street corner. A smile pulls up his lips and his eyes sparkle. “I’m guessing you have an interesting story to go with this.”

      I see the redheaded woman he’s with cross her arms and stare at us. She checks the time on her phone and sighs. I smile back at Aiden. “No, I really don’t.” Unless he considers freaking the fuck out and reliving the worst moment of my life over and over interesting. “And I really am okay. My friend had to bring her boyfriend something.” I tip my head. “He works here. I, uh, fell and came in to wash the blood off my hands.”

      Aiden just looks at me, eyes hovering over my breasts before coming back to my face. “I wasn’t sure if it was you,” he says. “They gave me a shot of pain medicine. Nothing too strong, but strong enough to make me feel a little out of it.” His fingers sweep over mine and he drops my hand. “You look good.”

      I stop smelling smoke. The fire in my mind is reduced to ashes just by talking to Aiden. The ER buzzes to life around me. “Thanks. And you look…” I take my time looking him over. The jeans are tight in all the right places. He has on a western belt, hidden behind the untucked plaid shirt. His look is complete with cowboy boots and spurs. “Different.”

      He laughs and rakes his fingers through his hair, messing it up. “Tell me about it.”

      My gaze lingers on his boots. “Your spurs are upside down.”

      He looks down at his feet. “Really?”

      I nod. “Yeah.” The spurs are long and silver, with a gold wheel at the end. They’re the kind of spurs I hate, the kind that border on abusive. Oh, Hollywood…do some fucking research once in a while instead of going with what looks good.

      “Thanks,” he says, and he lifts his foot up for a better look. “How can you tell?”

      I laugh. “I don’t know how you can not tell.”

      The woman puts her phone in her purse and comes over. “What are you doing, Aiden? You have to get back. You need off your ankle.” Her eyes flick to me, full of judgment. It confuses me for a millisecond, then I remember what I’m wearing. I guess I can’t blame her. I look like the typical Hollywood fangirl whore.

      “The spurs are upside down,” he tells her. The woman looks at him like he’s lost his mind. “Haley told me.”

      Her eyes move back to mine and she purses her lips. “And you’re taking her advice because…?”

      “Because she knows horses,” he says.

      “Wait, you’re Haley?” the woman asks like she knows me. I just nod, unsure of exactly what’s going on. “Oh, oh! Haley, the reporter.”

      “That’s me.”

      She flashes Aiden a look that says, You better behave, and leaves, telling him she’s going to get the car.

      “Your hands,” he says suddenly. “You should go see someone about it.” He beckons to the ER. We are still in the vestibule, the little covered section that closes us off from the night but keeps us from the actual waiting room.

      “No,” I say. I am just scraped up, and even if it’s bad, I’m only going to the ER if it’s life or death. I’m still paying off my medical bills from the fire. “Really, just some soap and water is good enough.”

      He takes a step forward and the interior doors slide open. The attendant behind the desk is watching us. Thank God for HIPAA laws.

      “You don’t have to come with me,” I say, and a bit of hurt flashes over his face. “I mean, you should be resting, right? You probably have a lot of filming to do.”

      He shrugs. “You know I had three broken fingers for the first half of shooting the last season of Shadowland, right?”

      My curls sway around my face when I shake my head. “No, I didn’t know that. You couldn’t tell at all.”

      He smiles, and I’m a goner when he does. “That’s a compliment.”

      We walk in silence through the waiting room, and he leans against a wall when I go into the bathroom. The cuts burn as I rub soap over them, picking out the little pieces of gravel from under my skin. I like the pain. It reminds me that I’m alive.

      I should feel excited that Aiden Shepherd is waiting outside the bathroom for me. I should be obsessively fixing my hair and cleaning up the smudges of eyeliner on my face from crying.

      But I don’t. I’m hollow inside, my heart a pile of ash in an empty cavity in my chest.

      I press a paper towel to my palms, holding it there for a few seconds before tossing it in the trash and leaving the bathroom. Aiden is still waiting for me. He’s on his phone, smiling at whatever he’s typing. The door swings shut behind me and he looks up.

      “Better?”

      “I think so.” I hold my hands for him to see. “Not so bad, right?”

      He puts his phone in his back pocket and I distantly wonder how it fits. Those jeans are tight. His fingers sweep over the back of my hand.

      “Yep. Better.”

      “So,” I start. “How did you hurt your ankle?”

      He laughs and looks a little embarrassed. “I, uh, fell off the horse I was riding.”

      “Oh. I’ve fallen plenty of times.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah, but you’ve ridden more than me, so it’s not as bad.”

      “Hey, everyone falls.” Then I’m hit with another wave of sadness. What the fuck is wrong with me? I’m a walking disaster. “You just get back on.” My voice is small, and my eyes fall to the floor.

      “Yeah, thanks. Hey,” he says quickly, and I look back into his eyes. “We should go riding together. You can give me pointers. I kind of suck, and I’m not used to being bad at anything.” He runs his hand through his hair again, laughing. The scar on the inside of his wrist is covered with makeup. “Maybe those pain meds are stronger than I thought. I shouldn’t have admitted that.”

      “I…I can’t.” The air leaves my lungs and I’m spinning. Riding. Giving lessons. That was something I did before the accident and haven’t done since.

      He raises an eyebrow. “You turn me down for drinks and now riding. You can just tell me you’re not a fan or something so I can stop trying.”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. “No…it’…it’s not you. It’s, uh…”

      “You’re really giving me the ‘it’s not you it’s me’ line right now?”

      My fingers shake and the scars prickle. I try to take a breath but fail. I falter on my heels. Total walking disaster. If Aiden were smart, he’d get the hell away from me.

      “You don’t understand,” I say.

      He takes my hand again, looking at the tiny scratches on my skin. “Then help me understand. You’re different, Haley, and I can’t decide if that’s a good or bad thing. You’re a curious thing, that I know for sure.”

      I swallow, my throat suddenly thick and dry. “It’s complicated, and you really don’t want to be around me.”

      He laces his fingers through mine. “That makes me want to even more.”

      I pull my hand back, refusing to fall for his charm. It was easy to do. From his brooding eyes and charming smile to his body so hot you could fry an egg on it, he could fool you into plummeting off the steepest cliff for him.

      But he wouldn’t catch me. Not ever. He’s Aiden Shepherd. That’s what he does, who he is. And I have to be smarter than that. I promised to make a difference in this world, to right the wrongs and restore my own faith. Aiden is the last thing I need.

      “You shouldn’t.” And now my eyes are filling with tears, and I’m angry with myself for being so weak, for crumbling so easily. It’s easy to fall apart when nothing is holding you together. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. A tear rolls down my cheek.

      He steps closer and wipes it away. “What happened to you?” His eyes meet mine, and I can see the pleading, the desperation, and the fear.

      “It’s not what happened, it’s what didn’t happen.”

      “Tell me?” he asks, so quietly I almost don’t hear him. He puts one hand on my waist. His touch is warm and gentle. I want to move in, to bury myself in his embrace and just feel.

      I take a step back. “Why do you care?”

      The same confusion he showed when I turned him down for drinks is back. He shakes his head. “I don’t know. You’re different, Haley,” he says again. “It’s weird to be treated—”

      “Like normal?” I interrupt.

      “Yeah,” he says, not seeing how offensive that is.

      “Because you’re not normal? You’re better than everyone just because you’re famous?”

      “Well,” he starts, and the look on his face is all I need. He thinks it’s true, that he should be treated better, given a gold star by everyone, just because he’s an actor. “Wait,” he says when he sees the abhorrence in my eyes. “That came out wrong…even though I didn’t say anything. Listen, Haley.”

      Someone walks toward us, and I turn to see Lori stop dead in her tracks. Her jaw drops and she looks from me to Aiden several times. Then she sees my tears and rushes over.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, putting an arm around me. “What did you do to my friend?” She turns on Aiden. Lori can channel something dark and evil that makes her five-foot, four-inch frame terrifying. “Did you hurt her?”

      God, I love my best friend.

      “I…I didn’t,” Aiden says as he puts his hands up.

      “It’s okay,” I say, tipping my head up. It’s not okay, not at all. I’m a bumbling mess and I haven’t told anyone about the flashbacks. “I got bored waiting for you so I came in. Aiden was here.”

      “You got bored?” she says, knowing it’s bullshit.

      “Yes. I’m fine,” I press. My eyes go back to Aiden of their own accord. “Aiden, this is my best friend, Lori. Lori, this is Aiden.”

      He puts on his meet-and-greet smile. The charm melts away Lori’s anger. She shakes his hand and fumbles over her words, gushing about the season finale of Shadowland. I step back and let them talk. I need to get it together. Each day should be easier, not harder. I should be feeling better as time passes, healing little by little every day, but I’m not. I feel like each day passing rips into me more and more, killing what’s left of me. The visions are coming on stronger, and I know I am becoming more and more unhinged each time I get pulled into the past.

      “Well,” Lori says. “I’m going to get the car. Take your time, Haley.” Her eyes widen with excitement, and she stands there for a few seconds before turning and leaving.

      “This is kind of awkward,” Aiden blurts. He looks surprised at his own honesty. He could blame it on the pain meds. “Like I said, I’m not used to getting turned down.” He takes my hand again. Dammit. Stop touching me. No, not really. Keep doing it. “Go out with me, Haley, just once. Then you can decide if you hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you,” I say, involuntarily moving closer. “But I don’t know you, and you don’t know me.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you don’t want me to get to know you?”

      I pull my hand back and rest it over the patch of scar tissue hidden under the cardigan. “Because I’m not the kind of girl you usually hang out with. You won’t want to get to know me.”

      A coy smile pulls up his lips. “Now who’s being presumptuous? I’m taking you out, Haley Parker. And by the end of the night, you won’t want to leave.”

      I can’t help but smile too. “You know, you’re kind of cocky.”

      “Let’s leave my cock out of this until I buy you a drink.”

      My smile widens and I shake my head in disbelief. “Fine.”

      “What’s fine? The part about me taking you out, or the part about my cock after I—”

      “Taking me out,” I say, blushing

      He gives me his trademark smile. “What the hell is there to do for fun around here?”

      Fun? What is fun? My mind actually comes up blank when I try to think about things I used to enjoy. I haven’t felt happiness in so long.

      “It’s that bad, huh?”

      I inhale. “I’m not a fun person,” I say, each word coming out forced. “Not anymore.”

      He looks at me, pained, and takes my hand again as if he needs to feel my skin against his. “I don’t believe that. You look like you’re about to raise hell tonight.”

      Oh right. The slutty dress. There will be no hell-raising for me. I don’t have it in me. What I want is my bed and a glass of wine. He licks his lips and closes the distance between us. His hips are just inches from mine. With the heels on, we’re nearly the same height—a curse of being a tall girl.

      “Are you free tomorrow night?” he asks, and I nod. “Good. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      My heart skips a beat. Is this really happening? “Do you need my address?”

      He shakes his head. “Claire will figure it all out.”

      “Claire?”

      He looks over his shoulder for the woman he was with before. “My assistant. She does everything for me.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “She’s all right.” He shrugs. “Dinner tomorrow. And if you can handle it, drinks after.”

      “Deal.” I’m smiling again.

      With my hand still in his, we turn and walk out of the ER. We exchange numbers and pause in the parking lot.

      “Have a good night,” he says, and he lets his eyes do one last sweep over my body.

      “You too,” I tell him. He’s still holding my hand, and I don’t want him to let go. An ambulance speeds to the hospital, and I get a flash of my ride in one. I yank my hand back and shiver. “Good night, Aiden.”
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* * *

      “I’ve tried everyone else,” Dr. Wells says. I bite the inside of my cheek. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t an emergency. The clinic is full. I have literally nowhere for her to go.”

      I close my eyes and get out of bed that next morning. Lori is passed out next to me, and Chrissy is sprawled out at the foot of the bed. I cut myself off after one drink, finding it hard to keep the visions away with alcohol sloshing around in my mind.

      “I don’t know,” I say as I pad out into the hall, softly closing the door behind me. “I don’t know if I’m…if I’m ready.”

      “I know, honey,” Dr. Wells says, and the empathy in her voice breaks me. She’s been our vet for years. An older woman who’s seen it all, Dr. Wells sometimes feels like my grandmother instead of my vet. “And I also know your mother wouldn’t want you to lock yourself away in that house. She wouldn’t want you to close your heart or your barn.”

      I take a minute, tears filling my eyes. “You’re right.” I can only whisper, too close to crying. “I’ll take her.”

      “Thank you. I’ll have someone drop her off later this morning.” I can hear the smile on Dr. Wells’ face. “I’m proud of you, honey. And your mom was too. She still is.”

      And now I’m a blubbering idiot. I sob a goodbye and hang up. I go down the stairs; they empty into the living room. I cross the room and enter into the kitchen, looking out the window above the sink. The sight of the barn calms me. I stare at it for a few beats, then turn and make a cup of coffee.

      A pile of bills sits on the island counter. I’ve put off opening them for the last two days. There is nothing I can do about them, after all. I can’t avoid it forever. I open my laptop, going to the Excel spreadsheet Dad set up for me and cringe when I enter the negative numbers. How the hell was I going to afford the farm? I always knew horses were expensive—especially sick horses—but I had no idea how many thousands of dollars it took to keep this place open month after month.

      “How did you do it, Mom?” I ask, and I put my head in my hands. My grandmother—Mom’s mom—offered to give me money, but I turned it down, knowing she didn’t get much living off of social security. But damn, I could use all the help I could get right now.

      “Hay?” Lori calls from upstairs. “You down there?”

      “Yeah.”

      She slowly comes down the stairs, the wooden boards creaking under each foot. “Who were you talking to? I heard you crying. You okay?”

      “Dr. Wells.”

      “The vet?”

      “Yeah. She has a newborn foal that needs a home.”

      Lori squints in the morning light. “You’re taking her, right?”

      I nod and get a second coffee mug out for Lori. “I didn’t want to,” I confess. I turn to my best friend. Lori likes horses but isn’t as passionate as I used to be. Sometimes I think it is odd I am best friends with someone who doesn’t eat, sleep, and breathe horses like I did, especially when we were younger. “I’ve never not wanted to before.”

      She sips her coffee. “It’s the first time you’re doing this alone,” she says softly.

      “I know. Phoenix…we set out to get her together. But this foal…I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t.”

      “You should. Haley,” she starts, and I know she’s serious. “I’m worried about you. I know it takes a long time to heal, but you’re shutting everything out—even the horses—and that scares me so much. I don’t want you to shut down completely.”

      I can’t argue, can’t tell her she’s wrong. She’s not. I want to tell her about the visions, about the horrible, nightmarish flashbacks that suck me into hell, repeating the last horrible moments of that night over and over and over until I’m sure I’m nothing more than a pile of ash and bone.

      But I don’t.

      “I’ll be okay,” I tell her. “This foal will be a lot of work. It’s the perfect distraction.”

      Lori smiles before her brow furrows. “Yeah, a newborn is going to be a lot of work. What are you going to do?”

      “I have today and tomorrow, then I’ll call in sick Monday if I have to. So that’s three days to try to get her to drink from a bucket or a hanging bottle. If I need to take the day off Tuesday, I will too.”

      Lori doesn’t say anything. She sips her coffee, looking concerned. “You have a date with Aiden tonight.”

      “I’ll cancel,” I say.

      She spits out her coffee. “You can’t cancel on Aiden!”

      “The horse is more important to me. Someone has to be with her tonight to make sure she settles in, to make sure she’s not missing her mother, and someone needs to bottle-feed her.”

      “Okay,” Lori says after a minute’s consideration. “I’ll stay and watch the baby for a few hours so you can go out. Kit owes me anyway.”

      “I can’t make you do that.”

      “You’re not making me. I volunteered. And it’s a baby horse. I love baby animals! Just show me how to feed the poor thing, and you and Aiden can go out for a few hours.”

      Fuck, she is the best of the best when it comes to friends.
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      If I’m not playing a character, I’m drinking. The character doesn’t always have to be a role in a movie. It can be the role of how Aiden Shepherd should be, the role of what’s expected of me. I’m a twenty-four-year-old multimillionaire, after all. I have fame, fortune, and friends who emulate the same. It’s the fucking dream, isn’t it?

      It’s not, and it will never be enough. Playing the role of how Aiden Shepherd should be is fucking exhausting, though over the years I’ve gotten good at shutting everything out, keeping the darkness that lives inside me at bay, keeping it distracted, and keeping me from feeling. Aiden Shepherd never feels numb, he never feels hopeless or lies awake for hours at night, unable to sleep and contemplating if life is even worth living. No, Aiden fucking Shepherd wouldn’t feel those things. He’s got everything, remember?

      I reach for the Scotch on the nightstand next to my bed in the hotel. Ice clinks against the glass. It’s pitch black, and I got home from the hospital a few hours ago. My ankle is swollen and a little painful, and it annoys me more than anything. I chug the rest of my drink, taking comfort in the way it burns as it goes down.

      The empty glass drops to the floor, ice spilling on the white carpet. I don’t care. I close my eyes and put my arm over my face, thinking of Haley. She looked good in that skimpy little dress. The night was still hot, and her sweater was odd. I saw a flash of a scar the first time we met. Did she get that in the fire?

      I asked Claire to find a good place for us to go out to dinner tomorrow. She also arranged a car for me, picked out my clothes, and programmed Haley’s address into the GPS. Which was good, because that meant less shit for me to do in the morning, which really meant I could get plastered tonight and pass out, not waking until after noon. It would give me enough time to sober up, shower, and be good to go.

      And that’s exactly what I do. The day passes slowly, and I start to get nervous. I haven’t felt nervous for a date in years, not even when I was with a Sports Illustrated model. I think about it as I drive to Haley’s house, listening to the directions from the GPS. Claire’s on speakerphone almost the entire time and calls back each time I hang up on her. She’s worried I’m going to get lost or drive off a mountainside or something ridiculous like that. Plus, I refused to let the bodyguard come with tonight.

      It’s not often I’m alone like this. Even in L.A., being “alone” means having people around you, having your PA, manager, and agent close enough that a taxi ride across the city is all it takes to whisk you away to safety and out of the public eye. Out here in Montana, I feel alone. Completely alone, and I kind of like it.

      I know Haley lives in a white two-story house. Like a proper creep, I looked up her address on Google Maps and spent too much time using the street view to peek around. She lives on a country road that wraps around a hillside, leveling out at the top. All I was able to discern from the satellite map was a barn close to the house and a decent length of white fence.

      The sun is setting, casting long shadows over the land. I slow as I go around a sharp turn and my foot lets off the gas. Grass-covered hills turn into giant stone mountains that meld into the darkening sky. The world suddenly feels so big, and I feel insignificant and unimportant. The car idles on the road as I look at the land before me. I blink and shake myself. It’s crazy to think something so wild, something so beautiful and untamed, still exists in this world.

      Not long after, I arrive at Haley’s house. It’s just like it was on the map, but the grass needs cutting and the flowerbed is full of weeds. A white horse looks out at me over a half door and whinnies. I narrow my eyes, still bitter about the fall yesterday. My ankle is feeling okay, and I ignore the doctor’s advice to stay off it for another few days. If the pain gets to me, I’ll just drink. Yeah, yeah…I know. Booze isn’t the cure-all for everything, but it works for me.

      I cut the engine of the Mercedes. Everything about this is so conventional it feels weird, which makes me laugh. An old-fashioned date like this isn’t my norm anymore. I’m off my home turf and feel disadvantaged. Haley made it clear my fame doesn’t sway her opinion of me. I can’t pull the usual cards and impress her and be sure she’ll come home with me, where we’d fuck and I’d pass out, physically satisfied and distracted enough to sleep through the night.

      I take a breath and get out of the car. Lights are on inside the house, and I peer through the windows as I walk to the front door, but I’m unable to see anything past the sheer curtains. A wrap-around porch hugs the farmhouse, and the steps creak under my feet as I ascend the stairs. My heart thumps in my throat and I wish for a drink, more pain meds—anything—to take the edge off my anxiety.

      A cat meows at me, snaking its way around the legs of a wicker chair. Flowers hang from baskets on the porch, leaves and buds dead and withering from being forgotten. Another cat sits on a white rocking chair. A dog barks from inside the house. I extend my hand to ring the doorbell and suddenly feel like I’m on set again. The farmhouse, the picture-perfect view of distant mountains. People really live like this? I take a breath and hesitate.

      It might look like a set, but there’s nothing guiding me. There’s no one to give me a line and cue me along. There’s no redoing an awkward moment or saying a line over and over until it’s perfect.

      Fuck real life.

      The doorbell rings, reverberating inside the house. The black and white cat comes closer, tail in the air. It meows again and rubs its head on my leg. I’m not really a cat person—hell, I’m not really an animal person. It’s not that I don’t like them, it’s that I don’t have time for them. I hold out my hand, and the cat presses its cheek against my fingers, purring already.

      I flick my eyes to the door, wondering if I have time to get a quick selfie in to post to Instagram. A cat and me would get lots of likes, lots of comments from fans, and looking through it would make me feel good. I’ve been advised over and over to post and ignore, but I can’t stay away. I like interacting with fans over social media. I like knowing they like me, that they approve, and they want more. Yeah…I need the validation.

      I get so far as getting my phone out of my pocket when I hear someone rush down the stairs inside. I quickly put the phone back and straighten up. Claire dressed me today. I’m wearing jeans and a dark gray t-shirt under a leather jacket. Everything is designer, and I know it cost a ridiculous amount. Sometimes I think about how incredibly stupid it is to charge several hundred for a fucking t-shirt. But this is how I’m supposed to dress, so I do it.

      The doorknob rattles and my heart skips a beat, knowing Haley is just inches away. Seconds tick by, and my heart begins to beat faster and faster until she finally opens it. The wooden door swings in with a squeak of the hinges.

      “Hi,” I say when I see her. She’s wearing dark jeans, heels, and a flowy top that’s low cut and tight across the chest, and her tits look fantastic. I stare at them for a couple seconds before moving my eyes back to her face. Her hair falls in soft waves around her face, and her makeup is light and subtle. “You look beautiful.”

      She smiles and uses her foot to hold back the dog, who’s wagging her tail to greet me. “You don’t look so bad yourself,” she says, bending over to grab the dog’s collar. I get an even better view of her breasts, and it takes all I have not to stare. “Sorry, she loves everyone.”

      I bend down to the Border Collie’s level. “Is she friendly?”

      “Very.” She gives the dog a few inches. “Settle down, Chrissy,” she says.

      “It’s okay.” I hold out my hands and the dog goes crazy. Haley lets go, and the dog bounds forward, jumping into my arms and licking my face. I laugh and pet her for a second before pushing her back and wiping the slobber from my cheeks. “She is friendly.”

      “Yeah. Some guard dog.” Haley smiles again and rolls her eyes. It’s the most I’ve seen her smile since we met. Chrissy jerks away and goes after the black and white cat. The cat lashes out and hisses, and then they take off. Haley rushes onto the porch.

      “Chrissy!” she yells. “Get back here right now!” The dog disappears around the house and Haley sighs. “She’s so well trained, as you can tell.”

      I laugh. “Should we go get her?”

      “Nah, she’ll come back.” She’s standing right next to me, close enough for me to smell her perfume. “How’s your ankle?”

      “Fine,” I say. “Doesn’t even hurt.”

      “That’s good. Uh, want to come in?”

      I nod and follow her inside, through the foyer and into the kitchen. Baby bottles clutter the counter. I look at them then at Haley.

      “You have a kid?” I look back at the bottles. There must be dozens of them. “Or a lot of kids?”

      “No,” she says. “And sorry this is a mess. Today’s been a little hectic.” She picks up a bottle that rolled off the counter and tosses it into the sink. “Where are you taking me tonight?”

      “I can’t remember the name,” I confess with a smile. I actually don’t know it. But I know we have reservations two hours from now. “So you’re not going to explain why you have a million bottles?”

      Her smile fades and she looks at the sea of plastic and rubber on the counter. “I have a newborn. She’s only taking milk from a bottle right now. When they dropped her off, I was given all these bottles.”

      “You are talking about a horse, right?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I’m trying to get her to drink out of a bucket. It’s exhausting bottle-feeding a foal.”

      “How often do they eat?”

      She makes a face that lets me know: all the damn time. “My friend Lori, who you met last night, is taking over baby duty while we go out.”

      I guess she wasn’t coming back to my hotel then. Dammit. She looks so hot; just thinking about undressing her makes me start to get hard. I blink the thoughts of her naked away. I can’t let my brain wander past that, though the harder I try to not think about it, the more I find myself wondering what she feels like.

      “What do you feed a baby horse?” I blurt, needing to stop thinking about laying Haley down and slowly stripping her clothes off. Milk, plonker, that’s what all babies eat.

      “A mixture of special formula and cow’s milk. Goat’s milk is better, but it’s super expensive,” she says, then she looks embarrassed to bring up money. What’s expensive to her isn’t to me. I haven’t always had a lot of money. I can still understand, and still feel the stress of not having enough. I remember the twisted knot that formed in my stomach when I had to scramble to pay bills.

      “And you feed her a few times a day?”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Try a few times an hour.”

      “Ouch.”

      She shrugs and wraps her arms around herself. “It’s what has to be done. Hopefully she’ll be able to drink from a bucket or I can hang bottles in her stall. And really, I worry about her getting depressed from missing her mom more than anything. Foals like to be snuggled. I’ve been holding her all day, and I’m sure I will tomorrow.” She sighs. “Hopefully she’ll adjust. I can’t miss that many days of work.”

      “You take off work to take care of your horses?” I don’t mean to sound judgmental, but I’m surprised by her devotion.

      “Someone has to.”

      “That’s kind of amazing,” I say, and she blushes. We look at each other, unmoving, for a few seconds. The silence is growing awkward. Why did I come inside? This is weird, just standing here. Where is our scene break? Where are the writers to move this along, to make something happen, and get us out of just fucking standing here?

      Something bangs and scratches on the front door, causing me to jump.

      “It’s Chrissy,” she tells me, and she walks off to let the dog in. I take the time to look around the kitchen. Besides the various bottles on the counter, it’s clean but cluttered. It feels so homey, so real. I lean against the island counter and cross my arms, grinding my teeth. I start to feel like myself, my real self. I close my eyes and push the darkness away. What the fuck was my problem today? Some days are worse than others, some days I don’t want to get out of bed. Some days I feel so numb I want to hurt myself just to feel. Fuck. I can’t do that. I won’t do that. Not again. I have to be the version of Aiden people expect. I have to believe in him enough I feel it.

      Chrissy comes running through the house, wildly greeting me again. I kneel down and pet her, long black fur catching on my fingers.

      “So,” Haley says. “Should we go?”

      Bloody hell, yes, get me out of here. “Yeah.” Though really, we had a long drive ahead of us. The last time I took a chick on a long drive, she sucked my dick—twice—and I got pulled over for speeding. I got out of the ticket by giving the cop my autograph and taking a picture for his son, who was a huge Shadowland fan.

      None of that would work on Haley.

      She tosses a treat to Chrissy, grabs her purse, and leads the way out. The barn is close to the house. I can hear country music softly playing inside, and yellow light spills over the half doors. The same white horse that whinnied to me earlier sticks his head out and calls to Haley.

      I watch her look at him and see the smile on her face. She slows and relaxes at the sight of him. I don’t get it. There is nothing relaxing about horses at all. They kind of scare me, to be honest. They’re big with a mind of their own. Even something as well trained as Rusty, the horse I ride on set, can spook and dump me.

      I open the car door for Haley.

      “Thanks,” she says as she slides in. I’m still not used to being on opposite sides, and sometimes find myself drifting into the wrong lane out of habit. Americans are weird. I dash around and get in, firing up the engine and turning down the radio I left blaring. I already have the address in the GPS, ready to give me directions. I back up and turn around in the long, L-shaped driveway.

      “What happened to the baby’s mum?” I ask then immediately regret my words. Haley stiffens and closes her eyes. She doesn’t know I know about the fire, and there isn’t a good way to bring it up. I can’t turn to her and say, “Hey, I Googled you and read about the accident.”

      “Nothing bad,” she says quietly. “She’s a nurse mane foal. The mom was bred for the milk, not for the baby.”

      I turn my head in question. “I’m not following.”

      “The milk is given to a show horse, and the baby is literally thrown away. This little girl was pulled out of the manure pile.”

      My mouth gapes a little. “Are you serious?”

      “Unfortunately. It’s not that uncommon either.”

      My heart feels cold. “I had no idea.”

      “Most people don’t. But it’s usually easy to find a home for the foal once their story gets out. As long as we get to them in time, they don’t have physical issues like a lot of our rescues do.”

      “Is it hard to place horses with physical issues?”

      She nods. “Sometimes it means they can’t be ridden at all, or are only suitable for light riding. And the upkeep for a special needs horse is expensive. And people don’t want something damaged.”

      Damaged.

      No, people don’t want something damaged. I know first hand. There is sadness in her voice, but her face is set, showing no emotion. I drum my fingers on the wheel. The air between us is getting awkward—again. I feel compelled to say something.

      “So, you’re a fan of Shadowland?”

      She nods but gives me a sideways glance. “Yeah. I really like the show. I’d have friends over every Sunday while I was in college. We’d take shots every time someone died. Usually, we were drunk halfway through the episode.”

      I feel like the actor everyone thinks I am. “Did you ever think you’d be going out with someone from the cast of the show? I bet your friends would shit themselves if they found out.”

      She raises her eyebrows and looks out the window. “Uh, yeah. This isn’t how I thought my life would go.”

      I speed around a turn and consider driving off the hillside. Anything to end this awkward conversation. A few miles pass in silence. Then she turns to me.

      “Do you really want to go to some fancy restaurant and deal with all those people?”

      “I don’t mind,” I tell her. “I like taking pictures with people and signing shit.”

      “Really?” she asks and twists.

      “Really,” I say. “It’s nice to know people like me and what I’m doing. I would be nothing without the fans.”

      “Is that what you say in every interview?” she asks flatly.

      I find myself smiling. I take my eyes off the road and look at her. “You really want to know? It can get annoying. Not having people tell me they’re fans or they love the show because I really do like hearing that. And anyone who says they don’t is a damn liar. It’d be like you saying you didn’t want to hear people say they think you’re pretty or smart. Yeah, maybe you think it sounds vain, but we’re fucking humans. We like that kind of flattery.”

      I glance at her again. She’s leaning back, head tipped just a bit as she looks at me. “What annoys me is having to smile and act happy when I just want to leave the gym and shower. Sometimes I just want to get my shit done and go home.”

      She smiles. “What do you want to do right now?”

      “Eat,” I say and smile back. “I’m hungry.”

      “We could go somewhere else.”

      “We can go anywhere you want, but it doesn’t really stop the problem.”

      Her smile widens. “The place I have in mind can avoid that. Most of the people there don’t have TV, let alone prime channels.”

      I don’t have to think about it. My eyes meet hers. “Yes, I’d like that.” I have a moment of panic. I’m pushing myself further away from my comfort zone, further away from the façade I desperately cling to. But I’m with Haley, and for some reason, she makes everything all right.
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      I pick up the glass of lemonade and take a sip, looking at Aiden through the dim light. He’s checked his phone five times since we sat down in this little hole-in-the-wall restaurant. It’s forty-five minutes from my house in the opposite direction of Billings. I almost feel guilty when we sit down. Almost. Aiden’s cockiness turns me off enough to not really care, though. This place is a dump. I can’t be sure it’s up to code, and if the health department somehow finds it out here in the backwoods, my guess is they’d shut it down.

      Mom and I came here from time to time. It was the halfway point between her barn and another rescue. We’d met here before with horses. Mom took the more serious ones, the ones that another rescue wasn’t equipped to handle. How Mom did it all on her own was beyond me. She had a gentleness to her, and the horses could sense it. Just being around her calmed them, and they knew they were in good hands.

      I order my food, knowing there is something seriously wrong with me. Who turns down the chance to go to a fancy restaurant with someone famous? Other than worrying about how I’d look when the paparazzi snapped my picture, I should have eaten it up, right? Pretty much every female on the planet would give their left ovary to be wined and dined by Aiden Shepherd.

      But not me, because there is something wrong with me. I don’t want to smile and be told I’m so lucky I got to go out with Aiden. I don’t want girls to look at me with envy.  I don’t even want any of my old friends from high school to whisper and wonder if Aiden and I are sleeping together. I don’t want any of that. I don’t want to feel special.

      Because I’m not special.

      “If I get food poisoning,” Aiden says. “I’m blaming you.”

      His voice—oh god, that accent—warms me. “We ordered the same thing, so we’d both get it. And fine. Blame me.” I smile. “I’ve been here a few times before and never got food poisoning if that makes you feel any better.”

      He makes a face. “It kind of does.” I twist my straw wrapper between my fingers. We are sitting in the back, and only a few other tables are occupied. “Have you lived here your whole life?”

      “Yeah. I like it,” I say because I know that’s his next question. Not everyone understands the appeal.

      “It’s definitely different from what I’m used to. Living in London and then L.A. and then coming here. It’s almost like culture shock all over again.” He inhales. “It’s weird how it’s so big, how spaced apart things are, yet everything has a sense of community. I feel like an outsider, to be honest.”

      His remark strikes me. I didn’t think he was capable of feeling like anything but the shining star. Maybe he does pay attention to things around him and he’s not the center of his own world all the time.

      “I can see that. It’s a different world, that’s for sure.”

      “It’s probably good for you, though, with the horses I mean. There’s lot of room.”

      “Yeah, there is, but it doesn’t matter if you don’t own it.” Mom was saving to buy a ten-acre lot across the street from our property. It had an aging pole barn that with a little work could house eight more stalls and was within walking distance from our house. It would allow her to take in more horses. Thinking of Mom, the pole barn, and being here, in this crappy restaurant without her, sends a spike into my chest. I’m hit with dizziness and suddenly I can’t breathe. Smoke swirls around me and crackling flames rise up on the walls.

      Aiden’s face fades from my sight. He says something, but the words are lost under the terrified cries of dying horses. I need to get out of here. I need to find Mom and save her—like I didn’t before. I saved myself and I saved Phoenix, but I didn’t save Mom.

      “Haley?” Aiden asks. I can’t see him, can hardly hear him. “Are you all right?”

      My hands start to shake and my eyes fill with tears from the smoke. I’m choking and I can’t move. The heat hurts and I realize I’m on fire.

      “Haley!” A hand lands on mine and I jolt forward. The flames retreat. I blink a few times and look at Aiden. I’m disoriented; my ears ring, and I’m swaying in my seat. Aiden gets up, dark eyes full of fear. He slides into the booth next to me, one hand resting on my waist, right on top of a patch of scar tissue that still feels like it’s on fire. I jump back, wincing in pain.

      “Sorry,” he says and takes his hand off me. “I won’t touch you.”

      “No,” I pant and close my eyes. This was a mistake. “You can.” I take another breath, lungs feelings like they are filled with smoke. Trembling, I reach for him, my hand sliding on top of his. “Just not there.” I put his hand on my hip.

      “Uh, okay,” he says and moves closer. “Haley, are you…no, you’re not okay. What’s going on?”

      He pushes my hair out of my face. I shake my head. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Aiden. I just can’t. I told you that you wouldn’t want to go out with me, that you’d regret it.” He’s blocking me in the booth. I twist and stand. “I…I need some air.” He stands, stricken, and lets me pass. I hurry through the restaurant, almost running into a waitress on my way out. I don’t stop until gravel crunches under my feet. I double over, gasping for breath.

      You will not cry, you will not cry. My hands cover my face, and my entire body trembles. My scars hurt so badly, but the physical pain is nothing compared to what I’m feeling inside.

      I saved a horse over my own mother. I took Phoenix outside instead of grabbing Mom’s arm and pulling her out with me. I assumed she was behind us. I assumed she was safe. My assumptions cost her life. I move my hands to my mouth, keeping the sob inside of me. I rock back, and tears roll down my cheeks.

      “Haley?” Aiden says softly. “Are you okay? You’re, uh, freaking me out.”

      Great, just fucking great. On top of everything, I’m not only ruining Aiden’s night, but I’m freaking him out. I push my shoulders back and shake my head, unable to speak without crying. He keeps walking until he’s by my side. I can feel his eyes on me, but his stare isn’t judgmental. He’s concerned. Slowly, he slips his hand into mine and leads me to the grass next to the parking lot. We sit, and I’m doing everything I can not to break down.

      “I got our food to go,” he says as he picks a strand of grass, twisting it around his finger. “I’ll go in and get it. I wasn’t sure if you’d still want to eat or not, but I assumed you didn’t want to go back.”

      I nod and steal a quick glance at him. He’s got my purse too. A few minutes pass and he’s still there, still next to me. Finally, I control myself enough to speak.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “You can go if you want. I’ll find a way home, don’t worry.”

      He looks at me like I’m as crazy as I feel. “I’m not going to leave you when something is going on. I know what it’s—I can tell you’re really upset.”

      I pull my lips around my teeth. The panic and guilt start to turn into embarrassment. “I am, and I’m kind of mortified.”

      “Don’t be,” he says, nudging me softly. “Haley, what’s going on?”

      I shake my head and close my eyes, barricading the tears. “I can’t.”

      “I know,” he says slowly. “About the fire.”

      My eyes fly open and I lean away. “How?” I rasp.

      He looks ashamed. “I Googled your name after we met. I, uh, wanted to know more about you.”

      He cared enough to search the Internet for me? “Oh.” I shrug. Maybe famous people didn’t realize how normal that was. I’d spent hours Googling pictures of him before.

      “Is that what upset you?”

      “Kind of,” I start. “Well, yes, it’s that completely, but it’s gotten…” I trail off. I haven’t told anyone about the visions, not even Lori. I press my hands to the ground to try and stop the shaking. What the hell is wrong with me?

      He takes off his coat and drapes it around my shoulders. Physically, it’s warm and comforting, but it’s more than just that. I turn to him.

      “I’ve been having flashbacks to that night. I see everything all over again like I’m really there. I feel the fire. I smell the smoke. I can’t breathe.” Tears stream down my face. “I know I’m not really there, but it consumes me. And I haven’t told anyone, because I should be getting better, not worse, and I’m not. Something is wrong with me, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You should never have taken me out.”

      His eyebrows push together, and there is so much emotion in his brown eyes. “Haley,” he whispers. “Don’t say that. What happened was awful. I don’t think there is anything wrong with you, either.”

      I shoot him an incredulous look. “Look at me! I’m on a date with you, and I’m sitting in the grass, shaking and crying. I should be posting pictures and feeling happy and excited, but I’m not! I don’t feel anything!” I push up onto my feet and stare at the mountains in the distance. I’m feeling so disoriented right here and now, and I can’t trust myself to think rationally.

      The flashbacks, the extreme embarrassment, the worry about money and how the hell I’m going to afford the formula for the foal…it’s too much. I’ve reached my breaking point, and I just happened to reach it while on a date with one of Hollywood’s most eligible bachelors.

      I bite my lip and try to suck back the tears. Aiden is watching me, standing a few feet back. I can’t look at him, can’t see horror and regret in his eyes. I turn and realize the only horror and regret is my own. Aiden is looking at me like he knows exactly how I feel.
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      A tear rolls down her cheek and she bites her lip, trying not to cry. Then her face breaks and her shoulders slump forward. I stand there, shaking, terrified of the raw emotion. My heart breaks for her and I rush forward, wrapping her in my arms as she sobs. It’s beautiful and it’s tragic, and in that moment, I’ve never felt anything more real.

      The pain. The sorrow. Her loss. The darkness I try to hard to keep out, that I fight tooth and nail but can never fully avoid. I hold her and feel it all. It swarms around me, filling me, hurting me, opening my eyes. I realize everything I’ve done to desperately hold it together slowly chipped away at me until there was nothing left, nothing but a shell of a man with an empty heart that I never thought was capable of feeling anything but hurt. A heart I thought was never worthy of a second chance, was never capable of redemption.

      It’s then that I realize I never, ever want to let her go.

      And it’s crazy because I don’t know her—really know her—but there is something so intimate about holding someone as they cry. It exposes so much, and you can’t hold back as the tears fall and the sadness comes out in waves. I feel my own eyes mist over. I close them and cradle Haley close to me.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you,” I tell her. “I promise you that.”

      “Look at me,” she repeats. “Have you ever had a date end this way?”

      “Our date didn’t even start,” I say. “And hey, you didn’t go crazy and shave your head, so I say you’re doing all right.”

      She laughs, and her arms slowly wrap around me. Something inside me relaxes. I sit and pull her onto my lap and we stay there in silence for a few minutes. Gently, I push her hair out of her face. “Want that drink now?”

      “I need that drink now.” She stands up and wipes her eyes, smearing her makeup across her cheeks. “And really, I won’t hold it against you or call the tabloids on you if you drop me off at home and call it a night.”

      Tabloids? The word is jarring. For a few minutes I was the real Aiden again…and I didn’t mind. “It’s up to you, Haley. I’m not mad or upset, so don’t worry. I don’t like seeing you sad, and if you’d like, I want to try and cheer you up.”

      “I’d like that.”

      I stand and drape my arm around her. “Are you hungry? I can go get the food.”

      “I am. And thanks, Aiden. I…I don’t know.”

      “What?” I probe.

      “I’m surprised by your kindness.”

      “Ouch,” I say with a chuckle. “Thanks?”

      She smiles and takes a step toward the restaurant. “Hey, you can’t really blame me, can you?”

      I can’t, because I’ve fooled the world—and at times, myself—about who I really am. The partying, the women, the excessive spending, and run-ins with the American law…okay, so maybe I had a reputation. “No, I can’t. But I’m glad I surprised you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you sure you don’t mind staying?” she asks for the third time, making me question if she wants me here. She’s the one who invited me inside once we got back to her house, and she’s the one who’s leading me up the stairs and into her bedroom.

      “I don’t. If it makes you feel any better, I have nothing else to do.” She shoots me a look then gives me a half smile. We ate our food in the parking lot of that restaurant, looking at the stars that stretched across the dark night sky. Neither of us spoke much, but having her next to me was enough. “And I’ve never seen a baby horse,” I add.

      “Your clothes will get dirty,” she adds.

      “I can buy new ones.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The stairs creak as we go up to the second story. There are three doors off the landing. She goes to the one directly across from us and pauses. “This was my room from when I was a kid,” she starts. “I didn’t think I’d still be here after college.”

      I feel a smile pulling up the corners of my lips. “Are you trying to warn me that you have Minnie Mouse wallpaper or something?”

      “Worse,” she says, opening the door. The room is dark, and I can only make out the black shapes of a bed and dresser. She goes in and flicks on the light.

      “Oh,” I say with a laugh. “It is worse.”

      “Shut up,” she tells me with a hint of a smile. I step in behind her and look at the pink walls covered with posters and photographs of horses. Ribbons she’d won at shows line the perimeter of the walls. The purple and white bedspread is messily laid out over the bed. She goes into the walk-in wardrobe and emerges a minute later in jeans and a long-sleeve black shirt. She grabs a quilt from the foot of her bed and takes me back downstairs.

      Her friend Lori left soon after we came back here. The little horse was sleeping and would need to be fed again soon. That was when Haley turned to me and asked if I wanted to stay for a while and keep her company. I didn’t think twice. I agreed right away, not ready to be away from her just yet.  We exit through the back of the house and walk down a gravel drive to the barn.

      She slides a large door open just enough for us to squeeze through. The smell of hay, wood shavings, and something sweet hits me. Haley inhales and smiles, her eyes going to the same white horse from before, who is munching on hay and is in the stall closest to us. He sticks his head out of the open door and nickers softly.

      “Hey, sweetie,” she says as she goes to him. She relaxes, and her eyes sparkle with her smile. There’s nothing fake about it. The horse lowers his head, and she turns, bracing herself against the stall door as the horse rubs his head against her.

      “Is that how horses say hello?” I ask.

      Haley flicks her eyes to me, looking almost as if she’d forgotten I was there. “Just this guy,” she tells me and takes a step away. “This is Shakespeare. He was my show horse back in the day, but he’s retired now.”

      The next stall houses the baby horse. She’s tiny and frail and possibly the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen. She’s curled up in the back of her stall in a ball of golden fur, and she opens her eyes when we walk past. “I haven’t named her yet,” Haley tells me. “I used to…” Her voice breaks, and she mutters something to herself. I put my hand on her arm and she relaxes. “She’s the first one I’ve taken in since…since that day.”

      She doesn’t have to say it for me to know her heart is too broken to feel the passion she once felt, and she doesn’t have to tell me that makes her guilty. I know it just by looking at her, and I understand the pain.

      “Anyway,” she says, moving on. “This is Sundance. He’s almost ready to find a home, after a few more hours spent under saddle.”

      She moves to the next stall. “This is Benny.”

      I walk along next to her and look in at a large brown horse. He lifts his head and flares his nostrils at me.

      “He’s kind of an asshole and likes to eat hair. Watch out for him. He’s a permanent resident because of that.”

      I take a step to go to the last stall, but Haley stops me. Her fingers wrap around my wrist. Her face pales.

      “You know how you asked me what was the worst I’ve seen?” she asks, and I nod. “This is it.”

      I twist my hand and slip my fingers through hers. We move down the aisle, hand in hand. My heart thumps in my chest when I look into the stall, and I feel a little sick. A dark horse stands in the back, her head down. Bones protrude all along her body and I wonder how the hell she’s even alive. She turns her head to look at us, and I almost recoil. One side of her face has been badly burned. She’s missing fur and skin along her jaw, down her neck, and along her side and back.

      She holds Haley’s gaze for half a beat and then turns her head down again. If I thought the baby horse was pathetic, I was sadly mistaken. The horse in front of us looks so utterly hopeless.

      “Phoenix,” Haley whispers, voice tight. She puts her hand on her shoulder, right over the spot where I’d seen the burn scars. “We saved her that night. She looked worse if you can believe that. She’s put on some weight, and her burns are healing, but not as fast as they should. I can hardly get her to eat. It’s definitely safe to say many others would give up on her.”

      She looks at the horses, running her eyes down the barn. “They don’t give up on us. They trust us, love us for some reason when we’re capable of doing horrendous things to them. But horses still love their humans. They never give up on us, so I never give up on them.”

      I slide my foot along the rubber mats that cover the cement floor and put my arm around Haley’s shoulders, bringing her in and cradling her against my chest. Her arms go around my waist and my heart flutters. It’s stupid. Why would I feel nervous right now? All we are doing is standing here.

      “Aiden,” she starts and pulls away. “It’s not that late. You should go, find someone who’s more fun than me.”

      “There you go again, not wanting to be around me,” I say with a smile.

      She bites her lip. “I’ll take a rain check if you’ll still have me.”

      I look down, forehead resting against hers. “I’d like to.”  I can see the tears in her eyes and I hate that she’s sad, hate that she’s in pain. It’s something I know all too well, and it’s something that took me a lifetime to learn how to control. “I want to make you smile, Haley. You’re beautiful when you do.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      “I’m really not.” I shuffle closer and become aware of her breasts pressing into me and her hips brushing against mine. “Teach me how to bottle-feed a horse?”

      She slides out of my embrace and smiles. “Yeah. I can do that.”
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      I wake up as the sun rises. I’m still in the barn, having fallen asleep on a blanket I laid out in the foal’s stall. Aiden had been next to me, but I know right away he’s not now. I’m cold, missing the warmth of his body. I startle awake, realizing that hours must have passed since the last time I fed the baby.

      I turn, fear gripping my heart. Then I stop, and what I see next leaves me speechless. Aiden sits on the other side of the stall with the foal sleeping in his lap. She’s lazily sucking on a bottle he’s holding, and his jacket is draped over her little body.

      “Shhh,” he says when he sees me. “She just fell asleep.” I stare at him for a few seconds, then a smile pulls up my lips and tears prick my eyes. “I didn’t want to wake you,” he whispers. “I figured you’d need as much sleep as you can get if you’re going to be doing this all day.”

      I can’t stop smiling at him. “Yeah, I will be. All day, all night, and then again tomorrow.”

      “How do you do it?” he asks as he looks down at the foal.

      “I just do,” I answer simply. I used to enjoy it, and it used to feel rewarding. Now it feels tedious, like everything in life. All I want to do is curl up in my bed and never get up. But it’s these guys who force me out of bed each and every morning. It’s these guys who give me a reason to keep going when everything else has been burned away.

      “You’re pretty amazing, you know,” he says.

      “No, I’m not.” I push up, my back sore from leaning against the side of the stall most of the night. “I’m just doing my little part to help those who can’t help themselves.” I brush hay and bedding from my hair. “You are too, for putting up with me and staying.”

      I feel embarrassed about my breakdown last night though, at the same time, I’m glad I told Aiden. I had to tell someone, and even though it didn’t make sense, there was something about Aiden that pulled me in. It was more than his pouty lips and emotional eyes that won me over in Shadowland—not to mention his perfect abs. No, there was more to Aiden Shepherd than meets the eye.

      “Hungry?” I ask him. My own stomach grumbles.

      “I’m starving,” he says.

      “I can make you something,” I offer then remember I don’t have much more than Ramen noodles and Mac ’n Cheese. “Or at least a cup of coffee.”

      “Yes to both,” he says. His accent is thicker when he’s tired, and it’s adorable. “How do I sneak away?” he asks, running his hands over the foal’s muzzle. He sets the bottle down. “I feel bad getting up.”

      “Hang on,” I say and go over, helping Aiden to his feet without disturbing the foal.  “She’s going to wake up anyway,” I whisper. “I have to feed the other guys, and they get a little excited. Especially Benny.”

      Aiden stands, brushing himself off. Waking up with a clear head opens my eyes to just how amazing he looks in the dark jeans and gray t-shirt. His dark, wavy hair is messy, and he’s got just enough scuff on his chiseled jaw to drive any girl wild. The lingering scent of cologne clings to him, despite spending the night in the barn.

      Wait. Holy fucking shit.

      I spent the night with Aiden. Not at all in the sense that’s implied, but he stayed with me. All night. In a barn. Bottle-feeding an orphaned foal, keeping it warm with his own jacket. If I weren’t so dead tired, my ovaries would be exploding right now. I hurry out of the stall before he can see me flush, and I pull down a bale of hay. I slice the strings, break the bale into flakes, and toss them into each horse’s stall. I fill up water buckets next, and finally dish out grain for everyone.

      “You do this every morning?” Aiden asks, sitting on the tractor we use to pull the manure spreader.

      “I’m not even done yet,” I tell him as I mix another bottle of formula, using warm water from inside the tack room. “I clean stalls and let everyone out after they’re done eating, and then do all of Phoenix’s treatments. She has a lot.”

      “I can’t even get up and get dressed in clothes someone picked out for me in time for someone else to drive me to work.” He runs his hand through his hair. “You’re putting me to shame.”

      I chuckle. “Then I go to work. All this,” I say, sweeping my hands in front of me. “The barn work isn’t even my job.”

      “You’re Superwoman.”

      I shake my head. “That was my mom. She did all this and more, plus did several barn calls a day as a farrier.”

      Aiden raises an eyebrow. “Farrier?”

      I smile. “Right. I forget you non-horse people don’t know. A farrier does hooves. You know, trim, file, put on shoes.”

      “Like a blacksmith?”

      “Close enough.” I go back into the foal’s stall to give her another bottle. She’s standing, ears forward and eyes wide. My heart swells a little. She’s going to be just fine. Aiden ducks in next to me and comes over, holding out his phone.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, suspiciously eyeing the camera screen.

      He stands on the other side of the foal and puts his arm around me “Taking a picture. What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Don’t you dare,” I say. “I look like crap.”

      He holds out his arm and looks at me. “I honestly don’t think so. You’re kind of beautiful, you know.”

      “Just kind of?” I retort with a smile. He snaps the picture.

      “You’re more than kind of. I just said that to make you look at me.” He flashes a panty-melting smile and brings the phone to him. “People will love this.”

      “Don’t you dare post that!” I threaten and reach for him. The foal is hungrily sucking down the bottle, and I’m stuck. He dashes out of the way, laughing. “Aiden!” I say, eyes going wide. “Let me see it first!”

      “You look good, I promise.”

      “Please! At least let me smile or something. And brush my hair. Really, I’d like to brush my hair.” I reach up and pull hay from it.

      Aiden chuckles. “You always have hay in your hair, don’t you?”

      I can’t contain my smile. “I do. And horse treats in my pocket. But please, let me approve or deny.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t worry, no one will know who you are. They’re interested in me.” His words are meant to comfort me, but they just make him seem like a dick. Which he is. Maybe…maybe not. He did spend the night in a horse stall with me. And he has a point. Anyone who followed him on Instagram cared about seeing pictures of him. And I wouldn’t let myself care what kind of nasty comments mega-fans would say. I could be Miss America and they’d still call me fat and ugly.

      “Fine, whatever.” I’m still smiling and shaking my head when I look back at the foal. She pops off the bottle and walks around the stall. She nibbles on hay and sticks her nose up at the bars, sniffing at Shakespeare. I exit the stall. “We can go eat first. I’ll let them out in a bit.”

      “I’ll help,” he says, and my heart does a weird flutter thing. I haven’t felt something like this—something that makes me feel alive—since before the fire. He pockets his phone and links his arm through mine. Being this close to him causes my body to react, and I’m suddenly feeling very attracted to him.

      I need to fight it. I don’t want to end up being a fling, just something to do—literally—while he’s bored on location. There really isn’t much to do around here when you’re used to partying with the rich and famous.

      A truck slows at the end of the driveway, sticking a newspaper into the holder on the mailbox. I need to cancel the paper subscription. I get free papers from work. We walk down to get it, and I remember I haven’t gotten the mail from yesterday either. I open the mailbox and internally groan when I see the bills from the hospital. What was the point of having insurance?

      I should never have taken the foal. I knew I’d spend at least six hundred on formula in the next few weeks. Six hundred dollars. Nerves race down my spine, and sweat breaks out across my forehead. Where was that money going to come from? I got paid yesterday, and it was barely enough.

      “Are you all right?” Aiden asks, taking his arm out of mine and placing it on my waist instead. Warmth rushes through me when his fingers gently press into the soft flesh on my side.

      “Yeah. I will be.” I turn to him. “Really.”

      “Good,” he says. “But you know you don’t have to lie.”

      I look at the barn. “I know. I will be in time.”

      Neither of us speaks as we go to the back door, entering through the garage. Chrissy is still sleeping, stretched out on the couch, guarding the house like a champ. She barks at the doorbell, but only because Mom trained her to do that. Aiden goes into the bathroom and I fill the coffee pot with water. My phone rings and I dig it out of my hoodie pocket, wondering who the hell is calling me so early. It’s Lori. I raise an eyebrow and answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Dammit.” She sighs. “I was hoping you wouldn’t answer.”

      “Then why did you call?”

      “To see if you were in bed with Aiden.”

      “Oh, sorry to disappoint.”

      “Tell me everything,” she gushes.

      “I can’t right now.” I plug the coffee pot in and turn it on.

      “Why the hell not? I know it’s early, but you get up at the butt-crack of dawn to feed the horses, so don’t even try, missy.”

      “Why are you up?” I question. I pull a carton of eggs from the fridge. They expired eight days ago. Meh, it’s probably fine. Probably.

      “I couldn’t sleep not knowing the details.”

      The toilet flushes. Aiden will be out in just seconds.

      “Hay, tell me, I’m dying to know!”

      I smile. “I can’t tell you, Lori, because Aiden’s still here. I’ll call you when he leaves.” I hear her squeeing with excitement and Kit grumbling for her to shut the hell up before I end the call.

      “What’s on the menu?” Aiden asks as he comes into the kitchen. He’s pushed his hair back. He looks like he just walked off a photo shoot…and he slept in a horse stall. I don’t want to look in a mirror until I’ve showered and brushed my hair.

      “Uh,” I start. “French toast or pancakes. I’ve been putting off grocery shopping for a while now.” I wrinkle my nose. “I’m lazy.”

      Aiden’s arms wrap around my waist as he steps close. “I don’t think you’re lazy. Crazy busy, yeah. But not lazy.”

      “Thanks. I need to hear that.” I sigh and let the fridge close. I haven’t been grocery shopping because I have zero money for it. And if it came down to a meal for me or a meal for the horses, I’d go hungry for a while.

      “French toast sounds good,” he says, dropping his lips to my neck. Tingles make their way through me and I twist in his arms. My breath catches in my chest, and I want to kiss him.

      “What are you doing?” I blurt.

      “I’m standing here with you,” he says slowly, giving me a look.

      “No, that’s not what I mean. What are you doing with me?”

      He hikes an eyebrow. “How is that not what you mean? I’m standing here…with you.”

      I break out of his embrace. “Why?”

      He shakes his head, his eyes not leaving mine. “I don’t know. I like being with you.”

      That’s an even bigger “why.” I bite my lip and smile. “I know I’m not the type of girl you usually, uh, associate with.”

      “Are you saying I have a type?”

      Now it’s my turn to stare at him incredulously. “Thin, beautiful, busty. Oh, and rich and famous. I’m not any of those.”

      He moves forward and puts his hands on my waist, avoiding the burns on my left side. “You do own mirrors, right? I don’t like boney women, so you’re wrong there. You are beautiful, and your tits are fantastic. And being rich and famous isn’t going to make me like you more or less.”

      Oh, Aiden, what the hell are you doing? Stop saying such beautiful things that warm my heart and turn me on. “Then why do actors always date actors?”

      He slides his hands around my back and pulls me in. “It’s a whole other world, and other actors get it. I’m busy—really busy—and I’m not home that much. If I dated an actress, she’d be busy doing her own shit while I was working on mine.”

      “That makes sense. I never thought of it like that before.”

      He shrugs. “There are unspoken rules in Hollywood too. I, um, haven’t been in it that long, you know, so I don’t know them all. Yet.” He stammers a bit as he talks, embarrassed to admit it. It must be difficult to be thrust into a world of A-listers with only a few years of experience. Wait, what? Am I really feeling sorry for him for rising to fame so quickly?

      Aiden, what are you doing to me?

      “French toast?” I say and go back to the fridge. He tells me about the movie he’s working on, and we laugh about outtakes and botched lines. He helps me clean up after we eat and walks with me back to the barn. He’s so perfect it terrifies me.

      He goes into the foal’s stall, petting her and offering her another bottle while I change Phoenix’s padded bandages and treat her wounds. Then we let Benny, Sundance, and Shakespeare out and watch them race across the pasture.

      “What about Phoenix?” Aiden asks, not looking away from the horses galloping through the grass.

      “She’s not ready to go out there yet,” I say. “I let her in the dry lot, which is a smaller pasture with not much grass. She’s not strong enough physically to have that kind of room. If she went to the back of the pasture and got too weak or tired to come in, it could be the end. Plus, there are mountain lions out there that would love a weak horse.” It hurts my heart to keep her in the small pasture. I hate seeing her alone. I tried putting Shakespeare in with her, but he was too friendly and wanted to nuzzle her neck, which is covered in burns. I don’t trust the others, and I don’t trust Phoenix to be alone with the foal. For now, both had to be kept alone. Being alone is unnatural for horses. Hell, it is for anyone. But sometimes there is no other way.

      “They probably love baby horses, too.”

      I nod. “Yeah, and she doesn’t have a mom to protect her and teach her how to watch for those things.” My own words send a chill through me, and Aiden moves closer. “Eventually, she’ll learn. Shakespeare has fostered before.”

      “Isn’t Shakespeare a dude?”

      I laugh. “He is. I mean he’s good at teaching manners. Horses learn by watching other horses. It’s fascinating, actually, to just sit and watch them interact.”

      I push off the fence and turn to Aiden. His gaze locks with mine, and I close the distance between us. His arms lock around my waist.

      “There are really mountain lions around here?” he asks as he looks at the pasture.

      “Yeah, but they don’t go after the horses that often. The healthy horses, I should say.”

      “What do you do if one goes after the horses?”

      “Hope that I’m home, first of all,” I say, lifting my arms and resting them on Aiden’s shoulders. “Then try to scare them off. If that doesn’t work…well, you know. There’s a rifle in the barn for a reason.”

      “And you know how to use it?”

      I laugh. “If you have a farm out here and you don’t know how to use a gun, you’re in trouble.”

      “You’re kind of incredible,” he says with a smile. “Like a character from a movie. Women like you shouldn’t really exist, yet here you are, standing in front of me.”

      Be still my heart. Early morning sunlight pours down on us. Aiden moves his head down, and I know he’s going to kiss me. My heart lurches, and I don’t know if I should pull him to me or run away. I know exactly who he is, and I know how this will end. He won’t be here forever. He’ll go back to L.A., go to another location, and find ways to entertain himself between filming.

      If I fall for him, it will be entirely his fault. His eyes close and his lips part. I want him to put those lips to mine, to drink me and make me feel. I want that kiss to linger, to remind me of how badly it will hurt when he leaves me.

      He cradles my head and tips my chin up. Soft lips crush against mine, and I’m a goner. He pulls me in, tongue slipping past my lips. My breath escapes me, and I know I am most definitely falling, no matter how desperately I reach out to cling to something—anything—to keep me from plummeting off the edge of reason and logic and crashing into something I can never have, something that will never last. My heart skips a beat, and warmth flows through me. I tighten my arms around him, pulling him against me. He kisses me harder, mouth pressed against mine in desperation. He needs this as much as I do.

      I’m falling for you, Aiden Shepherd. Please don’t catch me.
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      Aiden left soon after we let the horses out. His manager kept calling, and he kept declining the calls. After the fifth one, he grumbled and answered, then told me had to leave for a conference call and something about being the new face of some designer brand. He kissed me goodbye before getting in the car, and it was the same knee-buckling, panty-melting kiss from before.

      Now I’m in the barn, cleaning stalls and feeling a little love-struck. I remind myself that this isn’t going to last. Aiden told me more than once he’s bored between scenes. He needs something to do, and someone to fill his time. And though he doesn’t say it, I can tell he doesn’t like being alone. He’s hard to read, and knowing he’s a damn good actor makes it even harder. It would be easy for him to fake anything.

      One minute he’s deep and emotional—poetic, even. Then he’s cocky and knows he’s hot shit.

      “It shouldn’t matter,” I tell Phoenix. She’s standing in the back of her stall with her head down. The muscles in her face are tight and her lips are pressed together, flattening her chin. She’s in pain. I set the pitchfork down and leave Sundance’s stall to go in with her.

      Her ears, which are lowered, twitch ever so slightly when I slide the stall door open. She doesn’t turn her head to look at me. The little bit of happiness I had felt slips away.

      “Hey, girl,” I say and slowly move closer. Her grain hasn’t been touched, which means she hasn’t gotten any of her pain medicine that was crushed up and hidden in applesauce. “Are you hungry, sweet pea?” I ask. Maybe the pills, though mixed in, turned her off. I quickly go to the feed bins and scoop more grain into a clean bucket. I set it down and step away.

      Nothing.

      She shows no interest. Then I notice her water is still full…and I didn’t have to fill it this morning. My stomach twists. I finish cleaning stalls, peeking at Phoenix in hopes I’d see her nibbling at her grain. But she’s still standing in the back of her stall, looking so miserable it breaks my heart.

      I mix up another meal for the foal and pour it in a bucket, hanging it in the stall. She comes over and sniffs at it, then takes a drink. Thank God. I smile.

      “There you go, baby. It’s the same as the bottle, and you can have as much as you want, anytime you want.” She takes another drink then comes to nuzzle me, wiping milk all over my shirt. I wrap my arms around her. “You’re going to be okay, aren’t you, baby?” I take her out in a small paddock and watch her run and prance. How anyone could throw away such a beautiful life is beyond me. The world is filled with horrible people. That is one of the many reasons I love horses so much, and not everyone gets that.

      Horses don’t judge. They don’t hate, don’t discriminate. They don’t spend their lives holding grudges and trying to outdo one another. Why can’t people be more like that?

      I go back into the barn to check on Phoenix. She’s still standing there, still not eating. I run inside and bring back the bottle of maple syrup from breakfast. I pour some on her grain and slide the dish over. She lowers her head. Yes, please eat! Her nostrils flare as she inhales. I hold my breath and watch, mentally begging her to eat. She raises her head, crushing me. Then she lowers it again and nibbles at the syrup before digging in.

      I’m still worried. She needs to eat a protein-rich diet in order to heal, and she’s just picking at her hay and grain. Maybe it’s because of the pain? It’s a cycle, then—not eating because of the pain, and not getting pain meds because she’s not eating. I go into the tack room to call Dr. Wells and see I have a text message from Lori.

      

      Lori: OMFG look at Aiden’s Insty NOW!!!!

      

      Great. Did he post that horrible photo? Part of me is frantic to see it, but part of me doesn’t even want to know. Ignorance is bliss, right?  I already follow him on Instagram; he posts a lot of shirtless pictures of himself. Call me shallow, but I like to look at them. Lori even photoshopped me into one as a joke once and posted it on Facebook.

      Oh, God. I never thought I’d be—what were we? Just friends—a love interest, perhaps—with Aiden. Never, ever. I still don’t believe it. The only thing making this all seem real is knowing my heart is likely to get broken in the end.

      I bite my lip and log into Instagram. I have to scroll through a few other posts before I see it, see the picture of Aiden and me standing next to the foal. My hair is up in a messy ponytail. I’m holding the bottle with one hand, and the other is around the foal. I’m turned toward Aiden, a slight smile on my face. I scrutinize myself right away. My eyes are narrowed a bit, and my skin is uneven. My hair is a mess, and the sweatshirt doesn’t show any figure.

      Aiden looks perfect, of course, and the baby horse is adorable. I look at myself again and realize I look happy. His snide comment worked, and I’m staring at him, our eyes locked, like we’re more than just friends. Then I read the caption.

      So, I met someone. Someone pretty damn incredible, someone who will sacrifice her sleep and sanity to help the helpless, to give second chances to those deemed hopeless, those who others have already given up on. And this, folks, is what true beauty looks like. #BeTheChange #NurseMareFoals #SecondChances

      I look up, blinking, then read the caption again. And again. And again. No, I’m dreaming. I black out my screen and step out of the tack room. No fucking way. I unlock the phone and log back on to Instagram. Yep, that’s really me looking lovingly into Aiden’s eyes, and him looking back at me just the same. And those are really his words typed under the image, and those thousands of likes and comments are really there.

      I know right away that I shouldn’t read them. I can only imagine the mean things his fangirls would say, and reading that I’m fat and ugly isn’t something I want to do. Not now, not ever. But I can’t stop myself, and I press Load more comments as if something is controlling me. There are a few broken hearts and crying emojis in response to Aiden’s words, “So I met someone” since it comes off as more than I’m letting myself believe. But more than anything, there is an overwhelming amount of supportive comments, and I see several people talking about nurse mare foals, saying they hadn’t heard of it before but looked it up. Some even ask how they can help.

      I smile and suddenly feel so small. It’s crazy how big of a response Aiden can get from a picture he posted fifty-three minutes ago. Having that kind of platform could raise so much awareness. And it might be even crazier to know that many people are looking at me right now, judging me like I’ve judged the random girls in Aiden’s prior posts for no reason at all.

      It’s too much to think about. I set the phone down and pick up a rake, then remember the whole reason I got my phone was to call the vet. I’m shaken from the social media reverie, landing hard into the real world. Likes and comments aren’t going to make Phoenix eat. I call and leave a message for Dr. Wells, then crush up another pain pill and mix it with sweet feed and syrup, but that doesn’t fool Phoenix. I sigh and go inside. I have to pee and need to shower. Sleep would be nice, but with the foal needing to be fed soon, and the acidic ball of worry over Phoenix eating away at my stomach, I know that’s not possible.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I lay the bills out on the counter and hang my head at the end of the day. I refuse to cry over money. There has to be a way to cut costs somewhere. The cable…yeah, that can go. I don’t have much time to watch TV anyway, and I’ll have Lori DVR anything I’m dying to see (like when Shadowland starts up again next year). I need the Internet for work, and let’s be real—who can function without it anymore? I could turn off the air. It is hot, but I could manage. I’m at work most of the week, and Chrissy can stay in the barn where it’s cooler from the shade of the trees surrounding it. I’d have to cut down on long, hot showers too. Now I know why Mom always bitched about me taking twenty-minute showers.

      The little bit I had set aside for groceries was gone. After talking to Dr. Wells about Phoenix not eating, I drove up to town and into the clinic to get a vial of injectable medication. She gave it to me at cost and it still hurt.

      I get up and dump a box of macaroni into a pan of boiling water. I’m almost out of milk, and for a second I consider using a pinch of the foal’s formula. I sigh. Even if that weren’t gross, I couldn’t take it away from her. I sit back down and stare at the impossible numbers in front of me. Frustration builds inside, and it takes everything I have not to crumble up the bills and throw them across the room.

      My phone rings, and I snap my head around, anger leaving me. Aiden said he would call though I didn’t really expect him to…but at the same time I thought me might. He was messing with my head in the worst way. And my heart—don’t even get me started on that.

      It’s Lori again. Oh, right. I was supposed to call her hours ago.

      “Hey, lady,” I say when I answer.

      “Oh my God,” she starts. “You hate me, don’t you? You fucking hate me.”

      I laughed. “Completely despise you, actually.”

      “I knew it. Now that that’s out of the way…spill! Unless he’s still there. Oh my God, is he?”

      I laughed again. “No, he’s gone.”

      “You’re killing me.”

      I sit on a barstool and look out at the barn. I can see Phoenix from here; she’s still in the back of her stall, head down and unmoving. My stomach twists. “Well, I totally and completely ruined dinner.”

      “How so?”

      I tap my nails on the counter. I hadn’t told anyone about the flashbacks until last night. And telling Aiden seemed safe somehow. Deep down I knew he would leave and take my secrets with him. He isn’t going to pester me and tell me I need to start taking medication again or sit in a leather chair and tell a shrink my problems. My therapy can be done in a leather saddle instead…if I ever find it in me to ride again.

      “I had a breakdown about Mom,” I say, and I feel like I’m lying, even though it’s the truth. “I started crying, and he was totally patient and kind.”

      “Skip to the part where he spent the night.”

      “We didn’t have sex,” I tell her. “The foal totally cock-blocked him.”

      Lori laughs. “Wait. That baby needs feeding every few hours. So he stayed and took care of a baby horse with you and didn’t try to get in your pants? Holy fuck, he is perfect, Haley. If you don’t want him, throw him this way!”

      “What about Kit?”

      “Meh,” she says, and I know she doesn’t mean it. She loves that man. “That picture was the cutest thing ever.”

      “I look horrible.”

      “You really don’t. Then what happened?”

      My lips curve into a smile. “I fell asleep and woke up to him bottle-feeding the foal. She was snuggling on his lap, and it might have melted my heart. Then we came inside, I made breakfast, and we went back to the barn. And…” I draw out. “He kissed me.”

      “Ah! Yes! How was it?”

      “It was really good. He’s a good kisser, which makes sense since he does a lot of kissing on screen.”

      “You know I’m totally jealous. I always said he was my celebrity husband.”

      The foal whinnies from the small paddock. I get up to check on the macaroni; I have a few minutes. I step into my boots and let Chrissy out.

      “So?” Lori asks. “Are you going to see him again?”

      “He said he’ll call me, but I’m not going to hold my breath. I’m not really his type.”

      “I’m glad you said it,” she says quickly. “And I mean no offense. You’re a total catch and you know I’d date you if I didn’t like peen so much. But, he’s a love ‘em and leave ‘em type. Don’t forget that.”

      “I know. And I know I’m most likely his entertainment while he’s bored between scenes on the movie.”

      “That’s true, but it doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy it while it lasts, ya know?”

      I cross the yard, stopping outside the paddock. The foal skips over, excited for some company. “Yeah. I kind of thought the same thing.”

      “Enjoy him for me, and let me know if he calls you.”

      “I will. Talk to you later.”

      “Bye, girl.”

      I hang up, stick the phone in my pocket, and rub the foal’s head. In life, things can change, things can end, things can die in an instant. Maybe that’s the secret. Maybe that’s the key to being happy again. Take life for what it is, live in the moment, and enjoy something while it lasts.
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      I lie in bed, feeling twitchy and restless. Haley’s been on my mind, distracting me from the Skype meeting with my agent, and then my manager.  I sent Claire to get me food and something to drink. I ate in silence in my room, unable to stop thinking about the tears running down Haley’s face or the horrid scars on Phoenix.

      I can imagine almost any situation and then make myself feel the emotions that go along with it. That’s acting in a nutshell. Being trapped in a burning barn, smelling the smoke and feeling the painful heat…it was terrifying. What I couldn’t imagine—well, I could but didn’t want to—was the guilt she must feel. Haley lived and her mother didn’t.

      It’s only noon, but I finish my third glass of Scotch and lie back, staring at the ceiling. I wonder what it feels like to burn to death. What kills you first—the heat or the smoke? How long does it take before your skin melts off and you crumble into a pile of charred flesh and bone? I roll over. Can your skin actually catch on fire, or is it just your clothes? I think of all the things I’ve done—things I still do—that could end in flames. And then I wonder if anyone else has thoughts like these, thoughts of slowly dying in the most painful ways and wanting to know how it feels.

      I get up, needing another drink to drown the darkness. Or something more. Something stronger. Something to knock me out and let me sleep deeply enough that no thoughts can disturb me.

      Three Norcos and a shot of whiskey later, I pass out in the shower, waking hours later to cold water pouring onto my body. My head pounds and I push up, so dizzy that I vomit. I adjust the temperature of the water, but it doesn’t get warm enough. I clamber out of the shower, body tense and shaking. What the fuck? I shouldn’t feel anything.

      My head is in a fog and the light hurts my eyes. I wrap myself in a towel, water streaming down my hair and onto the floor, and shuffle my way to bed. I collapse and bury myself under the blankets, naked and shivering. My heavy eyelids close, and I pass out again, not waking until later that night.

      Claire brings me a double espresso and two Advil when she brings me a late dinner. I can see the concern on her face. She’s not dumb; she knows something is up—again.

      “Are you all right?” she asks as she starts straightening up my room. My arse is still parked in bed. I’m feeling like shit and don’t want to move.

      “Fine,” I say, pushing mashed potatoes around on my plate. The food looks good and smells wonderful. But I’m not hungry.

      “You don’t look fine,” she says. “How much did you have to drink?”

      “That’s none of your business,” I say. I don’t pay her to lecture me. I don’t pay her to be concerned. But I’d be lying if I said a small part of me isn’t grateful she cares.

      “I know,” she says softly. “But you are my business.”

      I grumble and take a bite of food to avoid answering. It’s fucking ridiculous she thinks I have a problem. I don’t. I can stop drinking and taking pills whenever I want. And it’s not like I have a drug problem; these are prescriptions after all. She gives me another bottle of water, picks out my clothes for tomorrow, and reminds me that I have another interview Tuesday evening, lines to rehearse, and need to hit the gym.

      And this is all on top of the twelve hours of filming.

      Claire finishes cleaning my room and setting things out for me. She tells me for the fifth time to look over my lines for tomorrow. I can see the worry in her eyes when she leaves, closing the door behind her. I get out of bed and walk to the sitting area of the room. I should go over my lines. I’ve read the entire script twice, but that isn’t enough. I finish the espresso and rub my forehead, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. Dammit. I should have had Claire stay and read over the script with me.

      I flip to the scene we’re shooting tomorrow and stare at the page. I look over each word, but nothing sticks in my head. I close my eyes and let out a breath. It’s nearing eleven p.m. If I’m not going to go over lines, I should sleep. Well, attempt to sleep. Fucking insomnia.

      Instead, I get my phone and look at the picture of Haley. I want to call her, but I don’t at the same time. I’m not concerned with “calling too soon” or whatever stupid rules are supposed to be in place. I do what I bloody want to do. I think of Haley, of the way her lips felt against mine, the gentle way she wrapped her arms around me, moving in until her soft breasts crushed against my chest.

      I can honestly say that was the first time in the years since my stardom blew up that I kissed a woman without intending to fuck her. I did want to sleep with Haley. Not only was her pain beautiful, but she was hot, and I thought it was ridiculous she was worried about being Hollywood thin. I don’t find bones attractive anyway. She is perfect and just thinking about her naked is giving me a hard-on. There’s something different about Haley, something so respectable. It isn’t a secret that most women go out with me based solely on my looks, not caring who I really am. I use that to my advantage, fucking just to feel good with no strings attached.

      Thinking about kissing Haley, thinking about her lips and her breasts and the way her hips ground into mine, turns me on even more. I want to hear her voice. My heart speeds up as I call her, beating faster and faster each time her phone rings and she doesn’t pick up.

      “Hello?” she says, almost sounding shy. Right. She doesn’t have my number. Well, not my real number. The one I give out gets answered by Claire if at all.

      “It’s Aiden,” I quickly tell her.

      “Oh, hey. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” I lie. “What about you? Are you sleeping in the barn again?”

      She laughs, and God, I love it. “I was sleeping on the couch until you woke me up.”

      “Oh, shit, sorry.”

      “I’m glad you did,” she says, and I can hear rustling in the background. “I, uh, was having a nightmare.”

      “You’re welcome, then.” I want to go to her, comfort her. I’ve never wanted to do that for anyone before. What the hell? “How’s the foal?”

      “She drank out of a bucket,” she says, sounding a little more awake. “But not enough. I really hope she’s weaned from the bottle soon. This is a little exhausting, I won’t lie.”

      I laugh. “It’s like having a newborn, but people don’t offer to come over and help.”

      “So true,” she says with a laugh too. “How’d things go with your manager?”

      “Fine.” I feel my stress level rise when I think about everything he has booked for me. “I’m gonna be on the Tonight Show in a few weeks.”

      “That’s cool,” she says, but she doesn’t sound impressed. “I’d be nervous.”

      “I probably will be.”

      “Really? I can’t see you being nervous about anything.”

      Good, then she didn’t realize I was nervous to kiss her. “Yeah, but just a little.” I hear her walking through the house and a door softly clicking shut behind her. She calls to Chrissy and wind blows through the phone. Knowing she’s outside, alone in the dark, bothers me. I wish I didn’t have to be on set early tomorrow, or else I’d go to her. The drive to the set took about an hour, and it took about an hour to get to Haley’s. I wonder how long it would take to get to the set from her house. I’m driven to work every morning, and I don’t pay attention on the way; I actually have no idea where I am.

      “What kind of scene are you doing tomorrow?” she asks, and I hear the barn door slide open and a horse nicker to her.

      My mind blanks. Fuck. I really don’t know my lines. “A bunch of drama. Maybe a sex scene.”

      “Are you ever afraid you’re gonna pop a boner?” she asks, and I laugh at her bluntness.

      “No. Well, I was at first. But there are so many people telling you what to do. There’s like three people telling you to thrust faster and breath heavier while another is concerned with the way my arse looks. It’s so awkward and physically uncomfortable having my junk shoved inside a little bag to keep it out of the way.”

      She laughs softly. “I knew it was like that, but I never put much thought into it. That would be awkward. Hey, sweetheart,” she says, and it takes me a second to realize she’s talking to a horse. A few seconds pass, and then the door slides shut again. “She’s sleeping. I’m not going to wake her up until after I eat and change into my PJs. Then I’ll be sleeping in the barn again.”

      “What you do, Haley, is amazing.”

      “Nah, there are others who do more than I do.”

      I smile. She’s modest too. Definitely unlike the women I’m used to. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      “Taking care of the foal. I’m going to beg Lori to come over and give me a few hours to either go grocery shopping or nap. Probably nap, but I do need food. Why do you ask?” She sounds hopeful. Maybe. I want her to be. “Are you not busy?”

      Yep. She’s hopeful. “No, I’m swamped tomorrow, but I wish I weren’t. I want to see you again.” I imagine her smiling, some of the sadness disappearing from her green eyes.

      I want her to say she wants to see me too, that she’s been thinking about me as much as I’ve been thinking about her, but instead she just says, “Really?”

      I laugh again. “Yeah. Is it that surprising?”

      “Yes,” she tells me honestly. “I’m a basket case. I still don’t understand why you want to be around me. You can have anyone you want. Trust me, you don’t want me. I’m broken.”

      Her words are like a bullet to the heart. She isn’t broken. She can’t be broken, because if she is, then what am I? “You’re the one I want,” I say softly.

      “You shouldn’t want me, Aiden.” Her voice is tight and full of emotion.

      “How about you let me be the judge of that?”

      “Fair enough.” I hear another door open and her rustling around through something. Then buttons beep on her microwave. “I’m having popcorn for dinner,” she mumbles. “How pathetic is that?”

      I chuckle. “I think you’ll have to go get food instead of napping tomorrow.”

      She groans. “I know. I really need to, or I’m going to start sharing formula with the baby.”

      “She needs a name.”

      “I’ve been trying to think of something. Most of the time names just come to me. Phoenix did, but her name is obvious.”

      Oh right. The horse was on fire. She emerged from the flames and lived. Just like Haley. “Aurelia,” I say. “It means golden, and her fur is gold. Kind of lame, I guess.”

      “No, I love it. Aurelia it is. That’s a really pretty name.”

      My heart thumps and I roll my eyes at myself. “So you’re really playing hooky tomorrow?”

      “I am. I already called in and said I had the flu. They bought it.” Popcorn pops in the background. “So,” she starts. “Am I going to see you again?”

      I smile and feel a tingle of desire go through me. Fuck, I want her. “Only if you want to.”

      “I do,” she says slowly. “I like you too, Aiden. I don’t want you to think that I don’t, or that the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ line is just a line, but you know. With everything that’s happened, I’m not…I shouldn’t…I’m not who I used to be if that makes sense.”

      “It does make sense,” I tell her, and I’m tempted to open the door to my own personal hell and let her know she’s not the only one forever changed. But I don’t. I can’t.

      “When are you free?”

      “Friday I don’t need to be on set.”

      “I work,” she says with a sigh. “But I might get out not long after lunch.”

      “Call me when you do?”

      “I can do that,” she says, and I can tell she’s smiling. “Uh, this number?”

      “Yes. This is my real number. I didn’t give you a fake one, but I don’t hand out my personal number to just anyone.”

      “I understand. And I’ve given a fake number more than once.”

      “Those poor guys.”

      “Heartbroken, I’m sure.”

      I yawn and my body aches for sleep. “I should go to bed,” I begrudgingly say. “I have to get up early.”

      “Okay,” she says back. “Have a good night.”

      I will because the storm inside me has passed. All because of her. “You too. I hope you get some sleep. Give Aurelia a pet for me.”

      “I can do that. Good night, Aiden.”

      “Night, Haley. You should probably lock the barn doors when you’re out there,” I say. “Ya know, just in case.”

      “I will. I’m making Chrissy come with me too, and I’ll keep the rifle close by. I don’t like being alone. Even the house feels too empty.”

      “Being alone is a little unnerving,” I admit, the real Aiden coming through again. “You’re alone with your thoughts and just alone in general.”

      “The thoughts are my biggest thing right now. The horses make me feel safe, which I know is silly.”

      “Maybe. But you love them, and the things we hold closest have a way of making us feel safe.”

      “Very true. What do you hold closest?”

      I hesitate. I don’t know. My career? I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I don’t hold anything close. Things that are close hurt you. “My friends,” I lie, the answer being myself. For the last few years at least, I’ve put myself first. It’s the only way to keep the darkness out of my head.

      “How early is early for you?” she asks as she munches on popcorn.

      “Tomorrow it’s sunrise.”

      “Ouch. That is early. I was thinking you were going to tell me eight or something.”

      I laugh. “The director is all about using every last fucking minute of daylight.”

      “Then you should get some sleep.”

      “I should,” I say, and I realize we’ve been saying goodnight for the last five minutes. “And you too.”

      “I’ll try. Goodnight, Aiden. I’ll call you Friday.”

      I smile. She’ll be calling sooner than that. “Night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Haley

          

        

      

    

    
      I startle awake, smoke filling my lungs. Aurelia is nestled up close to me, sound asleep. My heart races so fast it hurts and I can’t breathe. My hands shake as my brain wrestles with a flashback. I know I’m in the barn. I know there isn’t a fire, but I can smell the smoke, smell the burning scent of flesh and fur, and feel the heat. My shoulder aches, and I’m overcome with the urge to rip off my jacket and put out the flames.

      If it weren’t for this new life sleeping next to me, pressed as close as she could get, I would lose it. I let out a slow breath and close my eyes. I’m not on fire. I’m okay. I open my eyes and look around the barn. I’m in a corner of Aurelia’s stall. Chrissy is sleeping on a horse blanket close to us. Everyone else is quiet, also sleeping.

      I grab my phone, needing a distraction. I go to my pictures—yes, I saved the picture Aiden posted of us—and look at it, feeling my heart rate slow. A small part of me looks forward to seeing him Friday. He makes me feel calm, and his complete lack of judgment is so unexpected. There’s something about him that makes me think he knows exactly what I’m going through, which is crazy because his life is perfect.

      I miss him. Miss his accented voice, miss the way he looks at me, miss the way he makes me feel like I’m worth it. I stare at the picture for a few more seconds before setting my phone down. I pull my hood up and rest my head against the wall, closing my eyes. Aurelia is a tough little girl. I stroke her fur and smile, feeling so much relief. She’s made it through two days and doesn’t seem like she’s missed her mom that much, which was my biggest worry. A depressed foal quickly leads to a sick foal.

      I look up in the direction of Phoenix’s stall, hating the black ball of resentment I feel toward her. Mom died saving her, and she isn’t eating, isn’t doing what she has to do in order to get better. And now I’m feeling guilty because I’ve limited my interaction with her, but it’s just too painful. She’s taken care of, I remind myself. I spent my grocery money on her medicine, after all.

      I doze off into a dark spiral of guilt and nightmares, waking about an hour later to Aurelia getting up. She goes to the bucket and takes a long drink of milk.

      “Good baby,” I whisper, cold already. Snuggling with a baby horse is like holding a fuzzy space heater. I shoo Chrissy out of the stall before she can nip at Aurelia’s legs, and softly walk down the barn aisle. Shakespeare and Sundance are lying down, sleeping. Benny is standing in the back of his stall with his head down, eyes closed and mouth hanging. He has one back leg bent a bit, putting his weight on the other three legs.

      And Phoenix…Phoenix is awake, head hanging low and tears streaming from her dark eyes. Her feed bowl is full of untouched grain, and her hay has only been picked at, lying uneaten on the ground of her stall. I clutch my heart and grind my teeth together. She looks pitiful, completely miserable.

      “Hey, sweetie,” I whisper. Her ear flicks in my direction, but she doesn’t look at me. I stand there, looking at her, unable to move for several minutes. Then I finally shake myself and go back to Aurelia’s stall to get my blanket. I slide Phoenix’s stall open and clip the stall guard into place. I wrap the blanket around myself and sink down, keeping my legs out of her stall.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, and I start to cry. “I should have done this a long time ago.” I start shaking, suddenly freezing. “I’m sorry. But it hurts, Phoenix, so much. I can’t look at you without remembering what happened. I look at you and I feel the fire, I smell the smoke, and I miss Mom, so much. And,” I start, but I have to stop until I can get the sobs under control. “It’s my fault. I haven’t told anyone that, but it is. I heard you. I went after you. Mom told me not to, but I did anyway. It’s my fault she went in, it’s my fault she never came out. I killed her!” I double over, hysterical. I’m crying so hard I can hardly breathe. The sobs come out of me in waves, rattling my body painfully.

      I’m crying so hard that I don’t hear her move. A soft muzzle presses into my cheek. I open my eyes, sight blurry with tears. Phoenix is standing over me, nose pressed against my face. She blinks, and a tear rolls down her charred skin, falling onto me. I slowly sit up. She nudges me.

      “You’re not mad, are you?” I whisper, voice trembling. “You should be. You can be. I should have been here from the start, Phoenix. Maybe you’d be better. I just can’t. And I know it’s an excuse and a stupid one at that. But I can’t. I can’t do this all.” I close my swollen eyes. “Everything feels like it’s falling apart, and my arms aren’t long enough to hold it all together. Things are slipping away, and I don’t know what to do.” The tears start to fall again. “I don’t know what to do about anything.”

      I put my hand on Phoenix’s muzzle, fingers sweeping over soft fur and rough scars. She heavily exhales, breath warming me. “I’m sorry,” I repeat. She takes a step back, and I curl my legs to my chest and cry myself to sleep, not waking until sunrise.

      Phoenix is eating hay. Her feed dish is empty. I bite the inside of my cheek and feel like crying again, but this time out of relief. I close my eyes and tip my head up. “Thank you,” I whisper. I get up, stiff from sleeping half in Phoenix’s stall and half in the barn aisle.

      I give everyone hay, mix up another bucket of milk for Aurelia, change Phoenix’s bandages, and then dish out grain. I do a quick five-minute grooming on everyone while they eat and let the three big guys out in the pasture. Aurelia prances around the round pen. I go back to Phoenix. She ate half her grain and is nibbling the new flake of hay I gave her.

      “Want to take a walk?” I ask.

      She looks into my eyes, and I know the bond we should have formed months ago is being built. I slip a halter over her head, adding another padded bandage under the nylon so it doesn’t hurt her scars.

      Her manners will need work once she’s better. For now, I’m not worried that she’s pulling and walking ahead of me. She hesitates at the threshold, sniffing the air. My heart hurts all over again.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her. “We’re going outside.”

      She’s lived her whole life in a barn, away from fresh air, sunlight, and grass. She’s lived her whole life in misery, forgotten, abused, and neglected. Not anymore. She’s home now, with me, and I’m giving her a second chance.

      We slowly walk up and down the driveway. She’s so curious and scared of everything, even the springy grass under her hooves. It takes a while, but she begins to nibble on it. I let her get a few mouthfuls before bringing her back into the barn. She has to be weaned onto grass to keep from getting sick.

      I let her out in the dry lot. She walks around, sniffing the dry dirt, then goes to the fence and eats the grass growing along the sides. I’m scared this isn’t real, that it’s all a dream and I’m going to wake up to her dead and lifeless in her stall next to me.

      I try to shake those thoughts from my head as I go back into the barn to get her hay and a bucket of water. I clean stalls but am too tired to sweep the aisle. I nuzzle Aurelia and trudge into the house. I manage to take a shower before collapsing into bed and sleeping for a little over an hour before I wake up in a panic.

      Phoenix is outside.

      I race downstairs and to the window. She’s slowly moving around the dry lot, eating whatever grass she can get outside the fence. I put my hand over my heart, trying to will it to slow down. It’s cloudy today so I can leave her out a while longer before worrying her exposed skin will get sunburned. If her wounds scab over better, I can put a mesh sheet on her, blocking out the damaging UV rays. She isn’t ready for that yet.

      I go upstairs, brush my hair, and get dressed. I’m dog-tired, but I have shit to do. I wash dishes, fry the last two expired eggs and pray I don’t get sick, and sweep and vacuum the first floor after I eat. I’m behind on laundry, but that can wait. I go back out and put Phoenix back in her stall. She looks outside longingly, and I promise I’ll let her out again when the sun goes down.

      Aurelia drank half her bucket and is now passed out in a sunny spot in a cluster of clovers. I pull my phone from my pocket and snap a few pictures and then go back inside, sinking onto the couch. I’m asleep in minutes.

      My phone rings and wakes me up.

      “Hello?” I grumble.

      “You okay?” Lori says. “I’m on my way over with lunch.”

      “I’m okay,” I tell her. “I was sleeping.”

      “Oh, sorry for waking you up. But you’re going to eat then get your ass up to bed. I know you stayed in the barn again last night.”

      I lie back down. “I did.”

      “You’re going to get sick staying up all night, Hay.”

      I shrug, forgetting she can’t see me. I don’t care if I get sick. A small part of me hopes I do so I can use it as an excuse to curl up in a ball and never leave my bed. “I’ll nap when you get here,” I say. I really need groceries, but I don’t have the cash and I already have enough on the credit card. There is food in the pantry. It’s mostly ingredients and boxes of pasta with no sauce to go with it, but it’s not like I’m going to starve.

      “You will,” she reinforces. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. See ya soon.”

      I hang up and go outside. Aurelia needs some cuddle time.
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* * *

      “Have you talked to Aiden again?” Lori asks. We’re sitting in the pasture, keeping Aurelia company as we eat.

      “He called me last night.”

      She makes a squeaking sound of excitement. “And?”

      “He wants to see me on Friday. I don’t know what we’re doing, but he asked me to call him when I get off work.” I smile as I talk, thinking about his handsome face. Everything bad starts to fade away when I think of him. I finish my taco and wipe my greasy hands on the grass. “This is nuts, isn’t it?”

      “Nuts in a good way,” she says, taking a sip of her Pepsi.

      “If it weren’t Aiden Shepherd, what would you say?” I ask.

      “Say in what regard?”

      “To me going out and dating someone. Don’t tell me you’d think it’d be a good idea. I’m a loose cannon that cries all the time. Don’t you think dating is the last thing I need?”

      Lori leans back on her elbows. Her strawberry-blonde hair blows in the breeze, coming out of the tight French braid she put it in. “Yes and no, and it would depend on who. I can’t fucking stand Kit sometimes, but if something happened to me like it did to you, I’d want him. I’d need him. Having someone…” She trails off, and I think she’s afraid of offending me. “Having someone helps you get through things. I’m not saying Aiden or any guy is the answer here, but let him distract you, Hay. It’s more than just a man. It’s having a connection with someone that you don’t share with anyone else. I want to see you smile again and actually mean it. I miss the old you, and I worry about you so much.”

      “I miss the old me too.” The old me burned to death along with my mother and eight innocent horses. I don’t think she’s able to be revived.

      A large van slows at the end of my driveway. We both turn, watching it back up and turn in.

      “Lost?” Lori suggests, pushing herself up. “Maybe they want directions.”

      “Maybe,” I say as I gather the food wrappers. Sunlight reflects off the shiny paint, and I can’t read what the label says. It slows to a stop by the garage. Lori and I narrow our eyes in the sun and wait for the driver to get out.

      “Haley Parker?” he asks when he opens the door.

      “Yeah?” I reply and hesitate.

      “I got a delivery for you. Sign here, please.”

      “Delivery?” I stride forward. “I didn’t order anything.” I get close enough to see the van is from a home-delivery grocery service—something I definitely couldn’t afford even before the accident.

      “An A. Shepherd placed the order, but I was given your name and address for the drop-off.”

      Lori does her excited squeak again and elbows me. “That is really random and kind of weird,” she whispered. “But cute!”

      I can’t stop the smile that pulls up my lips. I shake myself and sign the confirmation paper. “Long story,” I tell her. “Well, not really. I told him that I’d either nap or go grocery shopping when you got here, and he knew I was tired.”

      “Oh my God. Oh my God! He’s the perfect man. That is seriously—oh my God. I can’t handle it, Hay.”

      I just laugh, unsure if I can handle it either. It must have cost a fortune to get the service to drop off food way out here. I’m pretty sure we’re out of range for anything like this. My mind is changing about Aiden as each bag of groceries comes out of the back of the van. Lori and I stick them in the house; Chrissy sniffs each one and finds a box of organic dog treats. I laugh and tear it open.

      Aiden Shepherd is the most thoughtful person on the planet.

      The last thing to come out of the truck is a small vase of tulips with a note. I take the flowers inside and snatch the note before Lori can see, wanting to read it first before sharing.

      

      Haley-

      Now you can get some sleep. You’ll need it for Friday.

      -Aiden

      

      I read his words three times. It’s simple, yet my heart warms and I want to call him. Now. Instead, Lori and I put the food away, gushing and fangirling over him in a totally different way. I’m too excited to nap, but I go upstairs to lie down anyway.

      I assume he can’t answer his phone right now, but I want to leave a message anyway. I don’t know what to say. A simple thank you isn’t enough. He did this to give me time to rest. He doesn’t know how much of a financial relief it is to have at least two weeks’ worth of food taken care of for me.

      I feel a little nervous when I call him, and I hope he doesn’t answer. I’m no good when it comes to stuff like this. I get embarrassed, and then I don’t seem grateful, and I am, so much.

      I get his voicemail, thank goodness. I smile at the sound of his voice and am surprised by the warmth that rushes through me, going all the way down to my core. I’m attracted to Aiden. Very attracted. I was before I got to know him, and now I am even more. I hadn’t felt any sort of desire until he kissed me, awakening what I’d buried in ash.

      “Aiden,” I say. “It’s Haley. Thank you. That was so nice of you, and I can’t think of the words to say how much I appreciate it. Um, call me back if you can. I’m taking that nap now, thanks to you. Hope you’re having a good day.”

      I hang up before I’m given the chance to redo my message. I could leave fifty and not be satisfied. I take a peek at the photo of us together one more time before closing my eyes and drifting into one of the most peaceful naps I’ve had in months.
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* * *

      I sit at my desk at work the next day, staring at the blank page on my computer. I’m supposed to be writing an article about hiking season, but I’m having a hard time getting the words out. I type out a few, hate them, delete, and then am left staring at the blank Word document again. I sigh and rub my forehead. I’m exhausted. Completely and utterly drained.

      Phoenix didn’t eat dinner. She didn’t touch her hay, didn’t sniff her grain. She didn’t drink any water, and she stood perfectly still when I changed her bandages. It wasn’t because she’d been taught manners; it was because she didn’t care. She was giving up and shutting down, and I didn’t know what else to do other than stay with her again that night.

      Knowing she is alone in the barn sickens me. I want to go to her and tell her it’s okay, that I have faith in her and I won’t give up, even if she has. I take a breath and look at the clock; I’ve only been here for an hour. I’m on my second cup of coffee already, and my stomach hates me for it.

      Aiden never called me back last night. He’s busy, very busy, and he probably didn’t have time. But how hard is it to send a freaking text message? Whatever. He’ll call eventually. And if he doesn’t…at least I got free groceries out of it.

      “Haley!” Mr. Weebly says in a tone only used after saying my name several times already, unable to get my attention.

      I snap around, putting on my fake smile. “Yes?”

      His eyes are round and he crosses his arms. “Were you planning on telling us?” Oh shit. Had I done something wrong? I can’t handle getting yelled at. I’ll break down crying.

      I swallow. “Telling you what?”

      His thin lips pull into a smile. “This!” he exclaims, holding up his phone.

      “Oh.” Blood rushes to my cheeks as I look at the Instagram photo. “Yeah. He and I, uh…we…” I trail off, shaking my head. I push my hair back and smile.

      Mr. Weebly steps closer, his cologne too strong. I’m sitting and he’s standing above me, trying to eyeball my breasts. I’m wearing a button-up shirt today, and I pull the collar closer together.

      “I assume I’m to thank for this,” he says with a smile. “I set you two up.”

      Ew. I mentally recoil. There is no way I want to associate Mr. Weebly with my relationship—or lack thereof—with Aiden. “Uh, yeah. I guess. Thanks?”

      “And why don’t I know about the horses?”

      I shake my head. “You never asked?”

      He chuckles like that’s actually funny. “I want you to write an article about this…this nurse mare foal thing.”

      I straighten up. “Really?”

      He nods. “Get a picture of Aiden with that baby horse. It’s at your house, I’m assuming.”

      “She is, but I don’t know about the picture,” I say, my hope dying inside already. “Don’t we have to talk to his agent and get permission and other legal stuff like that?”

      Mr. Weebly raises an eyebrow. “Officially, yes, but you two seem close enough to get something personal.” He winks. “If not, I’m sure you can find a way to convince him. Get the picture, and you can write the article.”

      He walks away, and I’m left more than a little horrified. Did my boss really ask me to use Aiden? And if Aiden doesn’t want his picture in our little paper then I’m supposed to sleep with him to get him to say yes? My skin crawls.

      I wait until Mr. Weebly is in his office to sneak my phone from my purse and text Lori, telling her what just happened. I sigh and put my phone back down, then turn back to the computer. Photo or not, I’m writing this article.
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      A weekend of no sleep, drinking, and popping pain pills leaves me looking and feeling like shit. So much so that I get sent back to my hotel early Monday afternoon. Everyone thinks I have some sort of bug, and it’s all well wishes and fake feel-better bullshit no one really means. Besides the director. He’s pissed I look like crap, even after an hour in makeup.

      I don’t mean to pass out and sleep the day away. I don’t mean to take a nasty combination of pills and alcohol that render me sick and shivering on the bathroom floor. And I certainly don’t mean to not call Haley back.

      When I can finally drag myself into bed, it’s half past eleven, and I don’t want to wake her up in case she’s sleeping. I miss her, and I want to hear her voice. I look at her picture then lay down. I’ve done nothing but lay down all day, yet I’m exhausted. And I still have to go over my lines for tomorrow.

      After a few minutes, I get up and channel my character. I read over the love scene to the mirror, perfecting my facial expressions. It’s easy to do this time around. I just imagine saying those sweet things to Haley.

      I keep myself in character as I go to sleep that night. The character, Blake, finally fucks his love interest, and the scene ends with them cuddling together. It’s sweet and lame and something that’s not my style. Yet I find myself feeling a longing to act out that scene in real life.
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* * *

      I deliver my lines perfectly. I am Blake. I feel what he feels, want what he wants. I actually get a compliment from the director, and he’s famous for not handing them out. I’m feeling good, and I call Haley when we break for lunch.

      “Hello?” she says softly.

      “Hey,” I say back.

      “Aiden.” She breathes my name and my heart stops. I close my eyes and smile. “How are you?”

      “Pretty damn good. You?”

      “Okay.”

      “You don’t sound too sure.”

      “I know,” she says. “But I am. I will be, at least. How’s filming?”

      “It’s been a good day.” I smile, proud of my performance. With the lack of retakes, we might finish everything slated for today early. “How’s work for you?”

      She lets out a snort. “I’ll tell you about it when I’m not here. Well, if you want to talk to me again.”

      The self-doubt in her voice hurts. “I would like to…if you want me to.”

      “I do. And thank you, Aiden.”

      I smile, having nearly forgot about the groceries. “It’s the least I can do, and I really didn’t do anything. I just told Claire to have food delivered to you house,” I admit. “And I’m glad you got some sleep.”

      “I dreamed about you,” she whispers. I can hear other people talking around her and remember she’s at work.

      “A sex dream, right?” I say with a smirk.

      “If it was, I wouldn’t tell you,” she says, and I can tell she’s smiling.

      “Then I know it was one. Was I good in this dream? I gotta know so I can live up to your expectations.”

      “There you go, being presumptuous again.” She laughs.

      “Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe it’s just wishful thinking. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.” She was a fan before we met. Has she thought about fucking me before? Becoming a sex icon is weird. Don’t get me wrong, I love it at times. But it’s fucking weird to know that women all over the world fantasize about me solely based on my looks and the little bit of personality they see during interviews, and it’s all fake anyway.

      “I have very high standards,” she jokes. “Dream or no dream.”

      “I always please, multiple times. And I have dreamed about it. More than once.”

      “You did not just say that!” she exclaims, and I smile as I imagine the look on her face. “You are a little cocky, ya know.”

      “There’s nothing little about my cock.”

      “We’ll see about that. Oh my God, no, no—I didn’t mean—oh shit,” she stammers, and I laugh even harder. “Friday,” she says. “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t care,” I say honestly. “I’m still not sure what to do around here.”

      “There’s plenty to do by you, in Billings. Here…we have a movie theater that closes at nine, two diners, one pizza place, and a couple fast food chains. Oh, and a bar, of course.”

      “How do you live?”

      She just laughs. “You get used to it, and online shopping is a life saver.”

      “How’s Aurelia?” I ask before I have to go.

      “She’s doing pretty well, actually. I think she’s lonely, and I feel bad because I’m gone all day and don’t feel comfortable letting her out when I’m not there. Not yet at least.”

      “If you could do horse stuff full time, would you?”

      “God, yes,” she says right away. “That’s what my mom did. But it’s not that easy. Rescues are expensive, and I have vet bills to pay, so I’m stuck here. I refuse to believe it’s forever though.”

      “I don’t believe it either.” I make a mental note to have Claire look into the expenses of horse rescues. Speaking of Claire, she’s motioning to me. “I have to get back to work,” I tell her. “I’ll call you again. You still have to tell me why you’re having a bad day.”

      “It’s not so bad anymore,” she says softly. “And I’d like that. Bye, Aiden.”
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* * *

      The rest of the day crawls by. So do Wednesday, and Thursday, and even Friday. I’m not needed on set Friday, so I take a cocktail of Norcos, Ambien, and a shot of Scotch and pass out early Thursday night, after talking to Haley.

      We’ve talked every day over the phone; I call her whenever I have spare time on set. It’s easy talking to her, and if a few minutes pass where nothing is said between us, it isn’t awkward. I’m not a fan of talking on the phone at all. Half the time when my own sister calls I decline it and just listen to her messages. I shouldn’t do that, I know. She still lives in London so I never see her, but fuck, I hate talking on the phone. With Haley, it’s different. Everything with her is.

      Tonight, I’m taking her to dinner in Billings. She mentioned on the phone that she wasn’t sure what to wear, so I had Claire pick something out and send it to her house. Haley has no idea a designer dress will be waiting for her when she gets off work. A car is picking her up and we are meeting here, at the hotel.

      I get out of the shower and get dressed, then sit at the foot of the bed, flipping through channels as I impatiently wait for Haley to arrive. I can’t handle the dark thoughts that swirl in my mind. I try to shut them out, but images of Haley dying in a car crash on the way to the hotel flash through my brain.

      Then I think about what it would feel like to be in a crash. I see it all play out in slow motion, everything from knowing you’re going to die a moment before it happens. How long after impact would I suffer before I actually die? I feel the windshield break into a million tiny pieces and tear open the skin on my face. The airbag pushes the glass into my flesh even more. The car would flip and roll, and I’d be jostled into unconsciousness.

      “What the fuck is wrong with me?” I mutter to myself and stand up, opening the top drawer of the dresser. I pull out a pill bottle and break a Tramadol in half. I take it with water, wanting to be coherent when Haley arrives. Coherent but calm.

      She calls me when she gets into the hotel lobby. I stand, take a look at myself, then leave the room. My bodyguard, Frank, tags along to keep fans from taking unwanted pictures or getting too close. As much as I love my fans, I just want a nice night out with Haley.

      I hardly recognize her when I leave the elevator and step into the lobby. She’s standing with her back to me, hair curled and pinned up to her head. The dress I bought her is midnight blue and tight in all the right places, giving her a perfect hourglass figure. She put on a black sweater that doesn’t quite go with the dress, and it pains me to remember the hint of scars I saw on her shoulder.

      “Haley,” I say, and she turns around, smiling. The dress is low cut, and her breasts are pushed up. I can’t help but stare for a second—or a few seconds—before moving my gaze to her face. “You look beautiful.” I extend my hand for hers.

      “Thanks,” she says as she links our fingers. “It’s thanks to you, though. This dress is beautiful on its own.”

      I step in close and kiss her. It’s just as intoxicating as before, and I want to take her upstairs and into my hotel room, slowly removing her clothes and kissing every inch of her until she begs me to fuck her.

      “You look nice too,” she says, arms wrapping around me. I move closer, my hips brushing against hers. I’m getting turned on from being so close, and she can feel my cock harden. Her eyes narrow, and she kisses me again.

      Frank clears his throat. Right. I’m in the middle of the hotel lobby. People are watching, probably snapping pictures. I reluctantly step back and take Haley’s hand. “Are you hungry?” I ask her.

      “I’m starving,” she says. “I haven’t eaten since lunch.”

      I smile and realize it’s the first time I’ve had a date tell me she wants to eat. “I did eat after lunch, but I’m still hungry,” I tell her. “I’m always hungry.”

      I hold her hand as we walk out of the hotel, and Frank opens the door to a black sedan for us. I get in first, sliding over. Haley gets in next to me and looks around.

      “This is so weird,” she says.

      “Being in a car?”

      “Being treated like I’m important.”

      I smile. “I think you’re important.”

      “Well, you’re one of the few. But thanks.”

      I nudge her arm. “You’re important to your horses.”

      Her lips curve into a smile. “I like to think so.”

      I run my fingers up and down her arm. Haley relaxes and moves closer to me, reaching over and cupping my face. She wets her lips and kisses me. Holy fuck, the woman is driving me wild without meaning to.

      Her hand runs down my chest, sweeping across my lap. She feels my hardened cock and bites her lip, turning away. I take her hand in mine, rubbing slow circles on her wrist the rest of the way to the restaurant.

      We get seated right away, receiving collective stares from most of the restaurant. A hush falls over some of the patrons, and I watch Haley tense uncomfortably as eyes fall on her. She knows she’s being judged.

      We show our IDs and I order us wine. Thankfully the waiter is professional and doesn’t gush over me. He’ll be getting a big tip at the end of the night. The lighting is low, and we’re in the back like I requested.

      “Have you been here before?” I ask.

      “Once,” she says, taking a drink of wine. “My dad took me out when I graduated high school.”

      “So it was a while ago,” I joke.

      She raises an eyebrow and smiles. “Not that long ago.”

      “Your dad,” I start then realize it’s a rude thing to ask. I spent the night in a barn with her. We were past awkward and had moved to being able to ask personal questions, right?

      “He and my mom split when I was really young,” she explains. “He lives on the east coast and has kids. It’s weird to think I have half siblings I’ve never met.” She shrugs. “I don’t think they know about me, actually.”

      Having an estranged father was something I could relate to. “That’s kind of shitty.”

      She takes another sip of wine. “I guess so. I get along all right with my dad, and he came and stayed with me for a few weeks after…after the accident. But he lives on the other side of the country and his kids are all under eight years old. I don’t need him, they do. I get it.”

      “You’re a forgiving person.”

      She shrugs. “I guess so, when it comes to that. The issue was with my parents, not me, but yeah, it still hurts to know he could so easily move on. But I’d rather forgive and move on as well than harbor hatred. It’s not worth it.” She looks up and smiles, and I feel like a plonker for once again bringing up a topic that causes her pain. I reach across the table and take her hand. Her eyes widen and she looks down. “People are taking pictures of us.”

      “Relax,” I say. “You look amazing and have nothing to worry about.”

      She smiles. “How do you do it so calmly?”

      “You get used to it, really. I mean, I’m still aware of everything I say and do in public—for the most part, at least—and I think twice before I leave the house. You know, make sure I don’t have stains on my clothes and all that. It bothered me at first, but now I don’t care as much.”

      “Right,” she says, tightening her grip on my hand. “It’s just you and me.”

      “Just the two of us.”
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      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I say, staring down the doctor.

      “I’m sorry, but no. You have pneumonia.”

      “It’s the middle of July,” I say, like that will change the diagnosis. “People don’t get pneumonia in the summer.”

      He takes the stethoscope out of his ears. “They do, more often than you’d think. And you said you spent several hours in a cold river?”

      I nod. It was more than just hours, and the river wasn’t cold, it was fucking freezing. Yet we had to get the scene perfect. My chest hurts when I inhale, and I have a nasty cough. I don’t feel that bad though. I can still go out with Haley tonight. “Two days in a row,” I add.

      The doctor nods and writes a prescription. “You need to rest. You’re showing signs of fatigue too,” he says, and that doesn’t surprise me. Two weeks has passed since I took Haley to dinner in Billings, and I’ve spent every minute possible with her since then. Exhausted? Yes. Staying up late, talking and fooling around, and driving back and forth from her farmhouse to the hotel wore me out. But it was worth it. “And stay out of the river.” He shakes his head, and I know he’s thinking we’re bloody insane if not completely stupid for going into cold water in the mountains just for a movie. But hey, wading through the rapids makes for a damn good rescue scene.

      “How long?”

      “The weekend for sure, and taking it easy next week would be wise. Bedrest is best, but get up and walk around and take deep breaths as often as you can. You want to expand your lungs to keep them from getting even more filled with fluid.”

      I sigh, already planning on not taking his advice. This movie lacks half the stunts I’m used to, and I’ve been sent to the ER twice already. I almost got out of going today, but my fever spiked, which made me lightheaded and dizzy.

      I give Claire the prescription and we go back to the hotel. She objects when I tell her I need a car again.

      “Aiden,” she says. “You’re sick.”

      “It’s just dinner. I need to eat anyway. If you don’t get it for me, I’ll get it myself.”

      She grumbles but digs her phone out of her giant bag and sets up a rental. We leave the hospital, stepping into the hot parking lot. I’m all cold and shivery, despite the warm sun. I roll my eyes. This is fucking ridiculous. I seethe the whole way back to the hotel. I don’t get sick often, which is surprising, given all the shit I put in my body.

      I go straight to bed when I get to the hotel. I don’t want to admit it, but I’m hurting and I’m tired. I start to doze off when my phone rings. It’s Haley.

      “Hi, Aiden. I got off early,” she tells me.

      “That’s good,” I say and then cough. I turn my head, not meaning to cough into her ear.

      “You sound awful,” she says. “Way worse than when we talked last night.”

      “Yeah, I have pneumonia.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not that bad, but I did want to ask if you cared if we had a laid back night.”

      “I don’t care at all. I prefer it, actually. Are you sure you want to do something? I understand if you don’t.”

      I can’t stay here alone, and I want to see her. “I do. I go stir-crazy locked in this room, plus I’d like to see you.”

      “I can make us dinner,” she offers. “I’m not a good cook though.”

      I smile, loving how easy it is to talk to her. I don’t have to put up any fronts. I’m just me. “That sounds good.”

      She gets in her car; I hear the engine rev to life. “I feel bad. I should come see you, but I…I can’t leave the horses.”

      “Don’t feel bad. I really don’t like this room.”

      “That helps. So I’ll see you soon?”

      “Yeah. Soon.”
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* * *

      I put the car in park and rub my eyes. It took everything in me to stay awake on the hour drive. Maybe I should have asked Haley to come to the hotel. I shake my head, and wince at the headache coming on. Dammit. I don’t want to be sick.

      I trudge up to the porch and ring the bell. My eyelids are heavy as I wait, but my heart still skips a beat when Haley opens the door. She’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Her hair is in a messy braid hanging over her shoulder, and she’s barefoot.

      She’s absolutely beautiful.

      “Oh, Aiden,” she says and reaches for me. Do I look as bad as I feel? Our fingers entangle and she pulls me inside and presses the back of her hand to my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

      I just sigh instead of cracking a lame joke about being hot. I reach up and take her hands, letting her lead me into the living room. We sit on the couch. She rests her head on my chest.

      “You sound all crackly,” she tells me.

      “You can hear it like that?” Fuck. I must be sick.

      She nods and looks up at me. “Yeah, but it’s hard to hear. And I know what to listen for. Phoenix had pneumonia from breathing in smoke. And we’ve had other horses with it before.” She rakes her fingers through my hair again. My eyes close.

      “That feels good,” I mumble.

      “You sound like you’re going to fall asleep,” she says with a laugh.

      “I feel like it too. Sorry I’m a buzzkill.”

      “I guess we can take turns being buzzkills.”

      I open my eyes and give her smile. “That’s fair.”

      Haley drapes a blanket over my lap and disappears into the kitchen, returning with a glass of water and a bottle of Tylenol.

      “Do you have allergies?” she asks and starts to unscrew the lid from the bottle.

      “Not that I know of,” I say.

      “Good.” She gives me two pills that I take right away, washing down with water. “Did you take any cough medicine?” I shake my head. “The only stuff I have has codeine in it and will make you sleepy.”

      My eyes light up at the mention of the narcotic. “That’s fine,” I say quickly. “It won’t affect me.”

      Haley’s eyes narrow ever so slightly, but she turns and brings me a medicine cup full of nasty tasting syrup. I take it and wash the flavor away with water. She sits next to me, and I rest my head on her shoulder, only to sit up and turn away to cough. “Are you tired?” she asks.

      “I am,” I say. “I’m so much fun today, I know.”

      Her arms go around me and she gently strokes my hair. “You’re sick. You’re not supposed to be fun when you’re sick.”

      “Mhhh,” I mumble in response, relaxing more and more each time her fingers sweep down my scalp. We resituate and lay down together, and Haley keeps running her fingers through my hair until I fall asleep.

      When I wake up, she’s gone. The sun is starting to set, and I have to pee. I get up to find the toilet and see the lights on in the barn. After using the bathroom, I go back to the couch, drink the rest of the water, and lay down. I’m feeling considerably better, thanks to the three and a half hour nap.

      And Haley.

      I close my eyes and wait, and think about taking another shot of cough medicine I get up as soon as I hear the door opening. I smile at Haley as she steps through, and she pauses, eyes meeting mine as she takes off her boots. I rush to her and wrap my arms around Haley, pulling her close. She steps in, hips against mine, and looks into my eyes. I want so badly to kiss her but I hesitate, not wanting to get her sick. But when she closes her eyes and tips her head to mine, I know she’s okay with the risk. Our lips meet and her hands go to my back, holding me tight. My tongue slips into her mouth, and the warmth and wetness start to turn me on.

      I cup her face and kiss her harder as desperation takes over. We take a fumbled step backward. Then I spin her around and pin her against the door she just walked through. I couldn’t help it. Her soft lips crush against mine, and now her hands are moving down my back, taking hold of my waist.

      I run my hand through her hair and over her collarbone, slowly making my way to her breast. I start getting hard when she slips her fingers under the hem of my shirt. Feeling her skin against mine sends shivers through me, and I want her so fucking badly.

      My chest tightens and I struggle for air. I don’t want to stop kissing her, stop touching her. I need her against me. We haven’t slept together. Not yet. Our time together has been fleeting, with one of us needing to go back to something else that requires our attention. I want her so much it hurts, and the last thing I want is to take my lips off hers. But dammit, I have to cough. I break away and turn my head. My chest hurts and I groan, resting my head against Haley’s.

      “Aiden,” she whispers as she runs her fingers through my hair. She’s noticed that I love it. Her touch is so gentle. “You should sit down.” She presses the back of her hand to my cheek.

      “I feel a lot better,” I tell her and lean in. “Promise.”

      “As long as you promise,” she says with a smile and kisses me. I take her hands and lead her through the kitchen and into the living room. We fall onto the couch.

      Then I grab her and kiss her again, pushing my tongue into her mouth and picking up right where we left off. My heart skips a beat, and all I can think about, all I want, is her.

      Haley moves into my lap, straddling me. My hands land on her hips, and I push her down, grinding her against me. I flip her over, laying her down on the couch. I’m on top of her, between her legs. Her hands go under my shirt again then her fingers push past the waist of my trousers.

      Bloody hell, I want her. Without taking my mouth off of hers, I reach down and pull up her shirt, exposing her breasts. I trail kisses down her neck and bury my head between her tits.

      Her legs wrap around me and she arches her back. She wants this too, and I know it’s more than just physical lust. She needs to feel the connection, to be touched, just as badly as I do. My hands run over the smooth skin of her stomach. I unbutton her jeans and move back up, putting my lips to hers once more.

      I slide my hands down, intending on taking off her trousers. I feel the scar tissue beneath my fingers and she flinches.

      “Sorry,” I pant. “Does it hurt?”

      She turns her head away and closes her eyes. “Yes.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I tell her.

      “I know.” She doesn’t look at me. “I’m just…”

      “Haley?” I grind my erection against her. It’s straining against my trousers so hard it’s starting to hurt. I need to be inside her.

      “It’s ugly and gross, and I’m sorry.” I sit up to look, but she pulls me back down, shaking her head. “You don’t want to see it, trust me.”

      I press a kiss to her forehead. “Haley,” I pant. “Nothing about you is ugly or gross.” Our eyes lock, faces just inches from each other. “I have scars too.”

      “I know,” she whispers, gently running her finger over the jagged line above my eye. “I like your scars.”

      “Let me like yours.”

      Still looking into my eyes, she moves her head up and down. I rock back and gently move her shirt up. Rough, raised skin stretches tightly along her side. It’s pink and rippled, mapping a web of pain from the curve of her hip up to the side of her breast. A knot forms in my stomach, but it’s not from the sight of her. It’s from knowing that her flesh has been melted, that she has felt so much pain and was left with this as a reminder she has to live with every day.

      “It’s hideous, isn’t it?” she asks, unable to look at me. “Like Freddy Kruger.”

      “No, not at all like him.” I move down and gently press my lips to her scar. “You’re beautiful, Haley.”

      She trembles under me, and I kiss her scar one more time. “I’m glad you think so,” she says, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      I wipe the tears away. “Don’t be sorry.” She closes her eyes and nods, pushing her shirt down and covering the scar on her side. I tip my head and push up her sleeve. The scar on her shoulder isn’t as bad. The skin is flat and shiny, and not as pink. I sweep my finger over it and then press my lips against that scar too.

      “I wish you could see you the way I do. You’d see that you are beautiful.”

      “Aiden,” she says as tears roll down her face. Then she’s pulling me on her again, and we kiss in a fury of passion. The same tightness plagues me, and I have to turn away to cough again. I bury my face in her breasts, trying to catch my breath. “Are you feeling okay?” she asks.

      No, I’m not. But I’m so turned on, so wrapped up in her, it doesn’t matter. “I’m good enough.” She smiles and everything is right in the world again. “I want you,” I confess.

      “I want you too,” she says.

      I grin and put my lips to her neck, softly sucking on her skin. She lets out a moan. I hold myself up on my elbows and take her hands in mine, pushing them above her head. She squirms underneath me, rubbing herself against my erection.

      I trail kisses down her neck, over her soft breasts and onto her stomach. She lifts her hips, and I slip her jeans over her arse and pull them down to her knees. She kicks them off and wraps her legs around me, bringing me in.

      Her phone rings. “Ignore it,” she pants, and she lifts her head up to kiss me. She doesn’t have to tell me twice. Her fingers run through my hair again, and I can hardly take it. The phone stops ringing and she reaches for me, fingers hovering over my belt.

      Then her phone rings again. “It’s probably Lori,” she tells me as she undoes the buckle. Her hands are so close to my cock. She’s moving slow on purpose, teasing me, and I love and hate her for it at the same time. “She’ll leave a message if it’s important.”

      “Okay,” I rush out, holding my hips up. She pulls the belt through the loops and lets it drop to the floor. She takes hold of my zipper and runs her hand over me through the outside of my trousers. Fuck, I need her.

      Tantalizing, she moves her hands back up, fingernails running over the skin on my sides. I’m about ready to take off my own fucking trousers. Her hands sweep back down and unbutton my jeans. The zipper comes down on its own, unable to hold back my erection. I yank them off. She sticks her hand inside my boxers, fingers curling around my cock, and I melt at her touch.

      Then her phone rings again. Three calls in a row—that’s never a good sign. She freezes, my cock in her hand. My lips are against hers, my tongue in her mouth, and I think about how good it would feel if my dick went in there.

      She shakes her head and starts pumping her hand. I want inside of her. I want to connect as one, feeling physically how she makes me feel inside. I don’t want to just fuck her. I want to make love to her.

      I’ve never, ever wanted that before.

      She tugs my boxers down, and I’m overcome with want. I take my mouth off hers and remove her shirt, staring at her large breasts for a few seconds before moving back down. Both of her hands are on my arse, and she’s pulling me down, pressing me into her, the thin material of her knickers keeping us apart. She’s so warm, and I know she wants me as badly as I want her.

      “Do you want to go upstairs?” she breathes, sliding her hand around my thighs.

      I don’t care where we go, as long as I’m with her. “This is fine,” I say, only because letting her go isn’t something I can do right now. We’re cramped together on the couch and a bed would be better, especially for our first time. Though the passion between us is unlike anything I’ve felt before, and I know no matter where we are, making love to Haley is going to be transcendent.

      Her heart is racing against mine. She nods and widens her legs. I slip my hands behind her and unclasp her bra, slowly rolling each strap down until her breasts come free.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” I whisper before I press my mouth to her, flicking my tongue against her erect nipple. She moans again and takes hold of the hem of my shirt. I hold my arms up and she pulls it off, dropping it on the floor next to us. Her eyes sweep over me.

      “So are you,” she says, and her eyes land on my cock. It turns me on to see her staring at it with hunger and lust in her eyes. I dive back down, moving to the side just enough to run my hand over her stomach and inside her knickers. My breath catches when I feel her wetness, and my want intensifies. I put my lips on the soft skin inside her neck, kissing her as I stroke my fingers over her core.

      She props her leg up, eyes closed and head back, as I touch her. I circle my finger around her, taking my time to explore her body and know what she wants. She lifts her hips, bringing herself to me. I suck hard at her neck and push a finger inside. Her hands go to my face, and she brings my lips to hers. We kiss as I work my fingers, slowly pushing against her inner walls. Her body tenses and relaxes as pleasure winds its way inside. I circle my thumb over her clit, and she holds me tighter, fingers pressing into my skin. When she’s close to the edge, I stop and pull her knickers off.

      I’m naked and on top of her, feeling the heat of her skin against mine. Her smooth legs curl around me and I press into her, about to push inside, when she asks if I have protection. I’m too carried away, too wrapped up with her to even think about it. I feel disoriented as I sit up and lean away, coughing as I reach for my trousers and get my wallet from the back pocket. There are two condoms in there, and I have a flash of panic that it won’t be enough. I can never have enough of her.

      I roll it on and move back, falling into her arms once again. She brushes my hair back, looking into my eyes. She smiles softly before closing her eyes. I kiss her as I adjust our position, squished together on the couch. Her arms wrap around me and she holds on, her body tight with desire.

      She opens her legs, pulling me in. My heart speeds up, fluttering in my chest. I hold her close for one more kiss then slide inside of her, feeling the warmth and wetness of her center.  She lets out a breath as I thrust in and out, moving slowly and gently. She feels so fucking good, a perfect fit, and I’ve never felt so deeply during sex before.

      It’s more than physical, and each time I pull back and push in, the façade chips away, and all that’s left is raw, unbridled passion. I can’t help myself but to push in deeper and deeper, harder and faster. Her mouth falls open and she moans, raking her nails up my back. I’m close to coming, and I don’t want to stop, don’t want to pause or slow down.

      She grinds her hips into mine, and I know she’s close too. I kiss her, my tongue pushing into her mouth in rhythm with each thrust. Her legs tighten around me and her fingernails dig into the flesh on my back. She stops kissing me, head falling to the side. I slit my eyes open to see her face as she comes. Another moan escapes her lips, and her body goes rigid for a few seconds. I reach down, rubbing her clit in slow circles to draw it out for her. Her body shudders and she clings to me. The moment she’s done, I move my mouth to hers, kissing her deeply as I finish. I never want to let her go. I never want a night to go by that I’m not making love to her. I cling to her as I climax, the pleasure rippling through my entire body.

      Panting, I lay on top of her, feeling the lingering pulses of ecstasy go through me. She keeps her arms around me, gently running her fingers through the ends of my hair. We stay like that for a few minutes before I sit up and pull her to me, flipping us over so she’s resting on my chest. I haven’t let her go, and I don’t intend on it anytime soon. She grabs a blanket from the arm of the couch and covers us up.

      I have the urge to tell her I love her, which is completely insane since we aren’t even together officially. Well, not yet. I keep my lips pressed together, not trusting myself to keep those three words inside. I don’t love her—yet. But I just had the most intense sex in my life, which is weird since it was just missionary on a couch. I didn’t even go down on her before, and my dick wasn’t anywhere near her mouth. Yet there was so much to it, so much more I never knew I could feel other than plain lust.

      I kiss her forehead and carefully touch the burn on her shoulder. She shivers and moves closer. I turn my head, coughing, and am reminded that I’m sick. She holds onto me, and neither of us speaks. What do you say after something so raw like that? Words fail in comparison to how my heart feels.

      All I want to do is keep her safely wrapped in my arms until the sun comes up tomorrow morning. Then I want to make love to her again.

      Her phone rings again, jolting us back into reality.

      “I should get that now,” she groans.

      “You should,” I say.

      She twists, her hand landing on my face, and kisses me before getting up. I bite my lip and watch her walk out of the room, admiring her bare arse. She picks up her knickers and shirt on the way out. I take a few breaths before grabbing my boxers and going into the bathroom to throw the condom away.

      I catch a glimpse of Haley’s face as I walk through the kitchen. She’s holding her clothes in one hand, and the phone pressed to her ear with the other. Her eyebrows are pushed together and her jaw is tight.

      “Okay,” she says. “Where?”

      I go into the bathroom, peel the condom off, and glare at the toilet. I hate taking a piss with a boner, but I have to pee. When I’m done, I step into my boxers and come back out. Haley has her panties and shirt on and is leaning over the counter, writing something down. I step behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist.

      She straightens up, putting one hand over mine and melting into me. “I can be there in two hours,” she says into the phone. “Okay. I’ll see you there.” She hangs up, sets the phone on the counter, and twists in my arms.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, looking into her green eyes.

      “That was one of my mom’s friends. There’s a horse…” She trails off and puts her arms around my neck. “It’s wrapped in barbed wire and needs to be taken away now. It might not last much longer. She was going to go get it but can’t get her truck to start.”

      “So she asked you.”

      Haley nods and closes her eyes, looking guilty. “Aiden,” she starts. “I know this isn’t how you wanted to spend your night, and I—”

      I lean down, resting my forehead against hers. “Haley,” I counter, interrupting her. “Let’s go save it.”
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      I put on my pants and look at Aiden. “You’re sick. Stay here.”

      He bends over and picks up his shirt. It surprises me how much I don’t want him to put it on. “I’m fine,” he says then flashes a grin. “As you know.”

      I just smile back. I can still feel him between my legs, and my heart skips a beat when I think about it. There was so much passion, so much emotion in it. It wasn’t just sex. It was something more, and for that time I felt everything good again. Making love to Aiden was better than I thought possible. I lay before him, soul as naked as my body, and surrendered completely. He filled me in more than one way, and I wanted him again. Everything was perfect, everything felt right. It was crazy how a kiss hello turned into so much more in just seconds. I need time to process all of this.

      “I don’t want you to risk getting in trouble.”

      He raises an eyebrow and pulls his shirt over his head. His dark hair is a mess around his handsome face. It is perfect. “Trouble?”

      I pop the button of my jeans in place. “Technically, I’m stealing this horse.” His look lets me know he’s not following. “Legally, the horse still belongs to the original owner. It’s not that easy to get them taken away, and when you go through the legal system, it’s often too late, and the horses die before we get them. So we go in, usually at night or when the owner is away, and take them.”

      Aiden stares at me. “You can go to jail for that, right?”

      I nod and put my bra on, slipping the straps through the sleeves of my t-shirt. “Yes, you can. But when the full story is exposed, things tend to work in our favor. I’m more worried about getting the horses out before it’s too late, though. I can get out of jail, but if it’s too late, well…”

      A smile pulls up his lips, and he looks at me like he wants to lay me down and have his way with me—again. “Then we should get going.”

      I smile back, heart fluttering again. I’ve felt more in the last half hour than I have in months. “Yeah. I need to feed my guys dinner then hook up the trailer.” Aiden coughs, hunching his shoulders forward. I hook my bra and go to him, taking his face in my hands.

      I can’t help it; I stand on my toes and kiss him. “Stay here and rest.”

      He brings me in. “I never do what I’m told,” he says with a smirk. His hands run down my body and our fingers link. I grab the truck keys, put on boots, and step into the garage. My eyes land on the navy blue Chevy and I freeze.

      “Haley?” Aiden asks.

      I part my lips and let out a shaky breath. “I haven’t been in it since…since that night.”

      Aiden’s fingers close around mine, and it’s all I need. I press the unlock button and walk to the driver’s side door. I inhale and open the door.

      Everything is exactly the same, and I’m hit with a flashback. Mom and I are talking about graduation. It seems so long ago, even though it wasn’t. I’ve aged so much in the short time she’s been gone.

      Then the smoke surrounds me and I’m suffocating. Flames rise in front of me. I twirl around, heart racing. I’m trapped and gasping for air. There is no way out and I’m going to die.

      “Haley!” Aiden’s hands land on my shoulders. I blink and suddenly he’s there, in front of me. The fire retreats, and I feel the warmth of Aiden’s skin on mine. My eyes are full of tears and I’m gasping for air.

      “Don’t leave me,” I rush out, reaching for him. My trembling fingers curl around his arms.

      Then he presses his lips to mine. “I’m right here, Haley. I’ll always be here.”

      His words hit something inside me and the smoke fades. I can breathe again. I close my eyes and wrap my arms around him. He won’t always be here. He’ll go back to L.A., back to his lifestyle of the rich and famous, back to some other set in some other location, and do the same thing with another girl.

      Or maybe he won’t.

      He will leave. He has to leave. But maybe his heart will stay with me. Maybe.

      “How can I help you?” he asks me, fingers gently stroking my hair.

      “Just hold my hand,” I whisper.

      He links his fingers through mine, and I tighten my grip on his hand and open the door. It’s like a time capsule. Mom’s half-empty Pepsi sits in the cup holder. Her jacket is hanging on the driver’s seat. The wrappers from the candy bars I snacked on as we drove to the barn are still there on the floor.

      Aiden takes the keys from me and leans in, starting the truck. “It should run for a few minutes if it hasn’t been driven in a while,” he says, and I nod. I open the garage door and walk to the barn, fingers still locked with Aiden’s.

      He pets and cuddles Aurelia as I feed the others, and he comes with me when I have to give Phoenix her medication. I draw up her pain medicine in a syringe, holding the needle down when I step into her stall.

      “You’re giving her a shot?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, holding out a peppermint. Phoenix’s nostrils flare. She wants it, but she doesn’t want to come by me even more. “She hasn’t been eating well and isn’t getting her pain meds. Then the pain makes her not want to eat…it’s a mess. So we’re trying this. It was working for a while.” I sigh.

      Aiden puts his hands on the metal bars of the stall, watching. “I don’t think I could give a shot.”

      “It’s not that bad,” I tell him as I move closer to Phoenix. I put the peppermint under her nose. She lips it but doesn’t take it, as if it’s too much energy to eat a tiny mint. My heart sinks. “The fur covers up the needle actually going into the skin,” I continue. “But you do have to push sort of hard to get past the thick skin.”

      “Yeah, couldn’t do it. Needles and spiders,” he starts, “are two things I can’t handle.”

      I hold the mint closer so that it’s touching her mouth. Finally, she takes it, and I pet her neck. Her fur smells like smoke. I close my eyes. No, it doesn’t. Not anymore. I inject Phoenix with her pain meds, spend another minute talking to her, and leave.

      “How long has she not been eating?” Aiden asks. He’s being so nice, taking an interest in what I care about. It’s everything I wanted…yet I want him to stop. I want him to stop making me feel so strongly for him, stop making me want him so badly it hurts because that’s how it will end. With hurt. More hurt.

      Stop being so perfect, Aiden. Stop making me fall in love with you.

      “Her appetite has been on and off,” I say. “But the last few days it’s been a real struggle to get her to eat anything.”

      “Why did she stop eating?” He turns around and looks at her.

      My heart sinks just a bit. “I’m not sure, but I feel like it’s my fault.” I blurt out the confession without thinking.

      “I doubt that’s true,” he says without missing a beat. “Why do you think that?”

      I slow and cast my eyes down. “I should be there for her, spend time with her. But I haven’t, and I don’t.”

      “That’s not your fault,” he says softly, taking my hand in his.

      My shoulders sag. “I should sit with her, let her know I’m there and I believe in her. But it’s been so hard.” I sigh. I’ve said things are hard so often it’s starting to feel like an excuse, even though they are. If I don’t think it was a good reason, then other people certainly don’t. “Without Mom…” I turn to him. “Sorry. I guess it’s my turn to be the buzzkill now.”

      He flashes me a smile, but his eyes hold sadness. “Don’t apologize for being human, Haley. You amaze me. Knowing what you went through and seeing you still have it in you to continue…I think a lot of people would turn their back on it. But you didn’t, and I can’t see you doing that. Ever.”

      His arms wrap around me as he pulls me in. I rest my head on his chest and listen to his heart beating. “You have more faith in me than I do,” I say softly.

      “You said everyone needs someone to fight for them, to believe in them. Let me fight for you, Haley. I’ll believe in you even if you don’t.”

      Oh, Aiden, please stop before it’s too late and my heart is shattered into a million tiny pieces beneath you. He cups my face and turns my head up. Our lips meet, and the same desperation goes through me again. I want him on me, in me, making me feel, making me happy. I grab his waist and pull him to me. He tips his head and pushes his tongue in my mouth.  Everything fades and it’s just him.

      He breaks away, resting his forehead against mine. “I don’t trust myself not to fuck you right here,” he says. “I have to stop now before I can’t.”

      My heart skips a beat. I just nod, feeling the exact same thing. “Right, and we have to go. Are you sure you’re okay with going?”

      “I am,” he says. “Honestly, I’m curious to see how this all works. Thinking of you going out on your own at night doesn’t sit well with me either. What kind of man lets their…their—what are you, Haley?”

      “What do you mean?”

      His eyes pierce mine. “You know what I mean. I know how I feel about you, but you’re harder to figure out.”

      I look away. I know how I feel about him too, and I’m fighting it. I don’t want to say it out loud. Saying it would let the walls down, and I’m not ready to do that just yet. “I really like you,” I say. “I like being with you, I like kissing you, and I like…”

      “Having sex with me?” he asks, sounding like his cocky self again.

      I laugh. “It was quite enjoyable,” I say softly. “Good enough to do again.”

      Now he laughs. “I agree.” I take a step toward the barn door. “Anyway,” he continues. “I don’t want you going out alone. It’s not safe. So, yeah. I’m okay with going.”

      I can’t disagree there. “I’m glad. Because I want you with me, even though it’s selfish since you’re sick. I feel safe with you.”

      “I’ll keep you safe,” he says as we walk out of the barn. The trailer is already loaded with supplies, and with Aiden’s help I get it hitched to the truck in only minutes. He coughs as he gets in the passenger seat. I program the address given to me in the GPS and take off.

      We make small talk for a while. Aiden’s speech slows, and he rests his head against the window. I’ve only had pneumonia once, and it was awful. I reach across the center console and put my hand on his thigh.

      “You’re pretty amazing for coming with me,” I say.

      He rests his hand on top of mine. “I’m nowhere near as amazing as you are.” I laugh, and he gives me an incredulous look. “Why do you doubt yourself so much, Haley?”

      I take my eyes off the road for a second to glance at him. “I…I…don’t know.”

      “I meant what I said,” he tells me. “If you could see yourself the way others do, you’d know you’re pretty fucking amazing, especially after what happened.”

      My jaw tightens. “Maybe. It’s…it’s been hard. Harder than I thought. I should be getting better, and I’m not. I told you, I’m broken.” He just slips his fingers through mine, turning away to cough. “So,” I start. “When we get back, I think I need to play nurse.”

      He smiles. “Yeah, you do.”

      My heart flutters, and like a switch is flipped, I feel a bit of happiness. He closes his eyes, dozing on and off until we get there.

      I cut the engine and look through the darkness at the white barn across from us. Something sparks inside of me, a little bit of fear, adrenaline, and excitement. I’m back in my element, and for the first time since she passed, I feel like Mom is watching over me.

      “Ready?” I ask Aiden.

      He blinks a few times, looking tired. “Ready.”

      My lips pull up in a smile, and I pocket the keys and get out of the truck, going to the small storage space in the horse trailer. We’re parked in the grassy driveway leading to the barn. There isn’t a house nearby, which is reassuring. We should be able to get in and out with no problems. I loop a halter and lead rope over my arm and send a text to Judy, Mom’s friend who tipped me off.

      She responds right away. She’s in the barn, trying to untangle the barbed wire from around the horse’s legs. She tells me to bring my first aid kit. Aiden takes it and stays close as we go through the rain-rotted door. The barn reeks of ammonia. Aiden buries his head in his shoulder, coughing. Shit. This isn’t good for anyone to be breathing in. It’s even worse for him since he’s sick.

      We walk around mounds of moldy hay, and the stench of rodent droppings and horse urine gets stronger and stronger. The rafters are too low to be safe to house a horse, and they are covered in thick, dusty cobwebs. The boards above us have buckled from being perpetually wet with rotting hay in the loft, and the whole thing seems like it’s one strong gust of wind away from blowing over.

      Voices come from inside the barn. “Hello?” I call, not to startle her or the horse.

      “She’s here, Mom,” Judy’s teenage daughter, Alexis, says. Aiden and I round a corner and go down a cement aisle. At one time, this barn must have been prestigious. I imagine it to have been a breeder barn for cattle. It’s huge, and it makes me sad to know it’s been let go like this. We could take in so many rescues in a place like this.

      Not we—I. I could.

      A bit of that passion I’ve lost comes back. If I’m able to get this horse back with me, my barn will be full until I can get Sundance a home. My mind flashes to the pole barn near the house that Mom wanted to buy.

      I use the flashlight on my phone, breaking a few spiderwebs as we moved to the horse. Soft light spills from the last stall.

      “Oh, Haley,” Judy says before I get all the way to her. She comes out of the stall, wiping a bloody hand on her jeans. She looks at me with tears in her eyes. I’ve only seen her a few times since the funeral. She was the biggest help when I was in the hospital and finishing school. I take a breath, centering myself. “Your momma would be so proud.” She pulls me into an embrace and tears fill my eyes. “So proud.”

      She pats my back and lets go, eyeing Aiden. She gets a look on her face like she’s trying to figure out how she knows him. She shakes her head; it doesn’t matter. The horse matters. I go into the stall. No matter how much I see, it still stops my heart, still shocks me to see such a magnificent creature reduced to blood and bones, lying on a dirty stall floor.

      “I already got pictures,” Judy tells me. The pictures are for evidence later on. “Someone did this to him.” Judy kneels down. Alexis is sitting on the ground, stroking the horse’s face. I take a few seconds to assess. He’s a draft mix, probably sixteen hands high, and dapple gray, but he is so thin I can’t get a good guess on his breed. Large hooves curl up, not having been tended to in years. His tail is a matted mess filled with burs. I can smell the thrush on his hooves and the infection that set in the wounds along his body.

      Barbed wire is tightly wound around his front legs, blood and pus oozing around the cuts. I clench my jaw and kneel down.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say to the gelding. Tears are running down Alexis’s face.

      “We can’t get him to stand,” she says, voice quivering. “And we can’t unwind the wire.”

      I lean over and gently touch his front leg. He tenses. “It needs to be clipped out. He can’t bend his legs like this.” Fuck. Were we too late? I wasn’t sure if this big guy would ever be able to walk again. “Aiden,” I say. “There are wire cutters in the first aid kit.” Barbed wire and horses don’t mix. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen the horrors the sharp metal can do.

      Alexis looks up, just now realizing that someone else is with me. Her jaw drops when she sees Aiden. After hearing me say his name, there is no mistaking who he is.

      “Here you go,” Aiden says as he comes over to me and bends over. I take the wire cutters from him, my heart hammering in my chest.

      “Thanks.” I think about how to do this. We have to get him out of here now before he gets even weaker and before someone sees us. “Aiden, can you hold the light? Alexis, hold his head and try to keep him calm. And Judy, hold him still as best you can?”

      Everyone moves into position. Aiden shines the light on the gelding’s right leg. Skin has started to grow over the wire. My stomach churns for this big guy. How long has he suffered? I find an inch of wire and put my hand on his leg.

      Alexis hums to him, stroking his face. I push the clippers against his skin, and he stiffens. I clip down and he struggles.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” I say. “I know it hurts, but you’ll feel better soon. I promise.”

      “We’ll take care of you,” Alexis says. I run my hands over his leg, pushing back the long, shaggy fur, and clip another section. Hurting and scared, the gelding tries to get up. His leg is still too tightly wound in wire to bend. He swipes it, clipping me in the knee. I wince but don’t stop trying.

      Aiden puts his hand on my shoulder, holding the light closer. I have to clip the wire around his knee so he can bend his leg. Then maybe we can get him up and into the trailer.

      When I touch him again, he panics and tries to stand. Unable to bend his leg, his hoof slides out from under him and he hefts back to the ground, groaning. I push Aiden back, worried he’s going to get hurt.

      “Easy, big guy,” I say. “Almost done.” Blood stains my skin and an abscess pops, green pus spilling out, getting on my hands. Its pungent odor chokes me. “That must feel a little bit better, huh?” I ask, knowing an abscess feels like a giant painful zit. Well, one that is infected.

      I make a few more clips, and finally he can bend his leg enough to stand. I set the clippers down. “Let’s get him up,” I say, handing Alexis the halter. She slips it around his head. He’s panting, lying there with that look in his eyes that says he understands, finally understands we are there to help him. It takes several minutes and lots of muscle to get the large gelding on his feet. He’s limping badly and can hardly support his weight. He outweighs me by a lot, even though he’s severely underweight, but I’ll help him stand until we both fall.

      Alexis keeps stealing glances at Aiden but doesn’t say anything as we struggle out of the stall. She’s a smart girl. The gelding moves slowly, each step more and more painful than the last. He’s coated in mud and feces. I’m sure once I get him home and into the light we will find more injuries.

      It takes fifteen minutes to get the gelding into the trailer, and it’s not because he refuses. With his injuries, he can hardly walk up the ramp. But he gets in, and I shut and lock the doors. We’re almost out of there when a car comes racing down the road, slamming on the brakes and sliding to a stop next to us. Oh, fuck.

      “Mom,” Alexis says, voice shaking.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Judy says as she pulls out her phone. We’ll call the police if we have to and cross our fingers we don’t get a dick of a cop who refuses to let us save this horse.

      A stout man gets out of the Jeep. He’s bald with a long beard. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demands and storms over. “That’s my horse. You can’t take my horse! Get him the fuck out before I call the police. You’re stealing my horse!”

      “Your horse,” I scoff, eyes narrowing in anger. “You’re killing your horse. We’re taking him. You obviously don’t care.”

      “You can’t take him. He’s mine!”

      I’ll never understand why neglectful owners insist on keeping the animals they’re killing. The hoarders, well, they have a mental condition and are unable to care for their animals. It’s still wrong, but in their minds, they try. People like this guy in front of me are just evil. They know what they are doing and don’t care.

      “Give me my horse and get the fuck off my property,” he says. “Before I charge you with trespassing and stealing.”

      People like this set fires to their barns to save themselves a fine. People like this killed my mother. I step forward. “Get the fuck out of my way. We’re taking the horse. And you’re getting charged with animal cruelty and neglect.”

      Anger flashes on his face, and then he strikes out, hitting me. His fist collides with my face and I stumble back, hair covering my eyes. I don’t see him move, but suddenly Aiden is there in front of me.

      He throws two punches of his own, hitting the guy square in the temple before shoving him to the ground. “Touch her again, and I’ll wrap you up in barbed wire and leave you in a stall,” he growls, and he kicks the guy in the ribs. The man lets out a grunt and curls into the fetal position.

      I’m already getting the keys from my pocket. I take the first aid kit Aiden dropped and toss it into the bed of the truck. The guy pulls his phone from his pocket and Aiden kicks it out of his hands. He steps over the guy and throws open the door of his running car, cuts the ignition, and throws the keys down the gravel driveway. It only takes a second to realize he did that so we couldn’t be followed.

      “Let’s go,” Aiden says. I’m still standing there, holding the keys and watching with wide eyes. My heart is thumping in my throat. I blink and race around the truck. My hands shake as I start the engine. I go as fast as I can away from the barn, my eyes flicking to the rearview mirror.

      “He won’t catch up,” Aiden says. “Are you all right?” He twists in his seat. “He fucking hit you.”

      I just nod, emotions surging through me.  “And you…you…defended me and the horse. Thank you.”

      He holds his hand out, looking at his knuckles. Then he hunches over, coughing. “Fuck,” he says as he leans back. “And you don’t have to thank me, Haley. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Ever. You’re so good, so kind. There aren’t enough people like you in the world. I want to protect you.”

      Words escape me. Tears fill my eyes yet again, but not from being sad. “Aiden,” I say. My mouth opens, but I don’t know what else to say.

      He rests against the seat and puts his hand on my lap. “Haley.”

      I turn my head and smile at him. Then I see the headlights quickly approaching behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Aiden

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s a shotgun in the back,” she blurts.

      “What?” I say, still not used to Americans and their guns.

      “Under the seat. It’s loaded. If we need it, it’s there.”

      I nod and look in the side mirror. Whoever is coming up behind us is going fast. It can’t possibly be that wanker, but if it is, let him try to stop us. I’ll hit him again and knock him out cold this time. He deserves all that and more.

      The car zooms up then passes us. I let out a breath of relief. “We’re good,” I say. The adrenaline starts to wear off, and I’m feeling tired and sore. My chest hurts and a hot shower and a cup of tea sound good right now. I roll my neck and blink a few times, trying to stay awake and alert.

      “What are you going to do with the horse?” I ask.

      “Clean him up the best we can, give him something for pain, and a little bit of hay. The vet will be out tomorrow to examine him further.”

      “I’ve never seen anything so horrible.”

      “He’s not even the worst,” she says. “People are cruel. People are animals’ greatest enemies.”

      “But people like you are their heroes.”

      “I guess so,” she says softly, and I can tell this is emotional for her. I slide my hand onto her leg again. I close my eyes, seeing the torn flesh, the bloody fur, and the infected wounds. She was right. People are cruel.

      My eyes flutter open and closed the rest of the way back to her house. I’m tired, and each breath hurts.

      “Aiden,” she says softly when she parks the truck and trailer near her barn.

      I inhale and turn to her. “Yeah?”

      “Go upstairs and go to bed. I might be out here for a while.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “Really, I won’t let you. You’ve done enough and you’re sick. I’m demanding that you sleep.” She smiles and opens the truck door. The dome lights turn on, and I can see a slight bruise on her cheek. I should have knocked that motherfucker out sooner.

      “I won’t be able to sleep,” I say honestly. “I have really bad insomnia, so I’ll just lie awake for hours. I might as well help you.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that. I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks. I’ve learned to deal with it.” I unbuckle. “How can I help?”

      “Honestly, Aurelia needs some one-on-one time.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re just making me do that because it’s easy.”

      “Maybe. But she really does.” She smiles and gets out of the truck. I meet her at the back of the horse trailer. She waits for Judy and Alexis to open the door and bring the horse inside. She gives Judy a look that says it all: they’re not sure what to expect when they open the trailer door.

      Haley swallows hard then unlocks the door. She lifts up the latch and hesitates before swinging the large door open. The large horse is leaning against the trailer wall, holding up his injured leg. Haley goes into the trailer and tries to get the horse to back out. He doesn’t move. She takes his head in both of her hands and kisses his fur.

      “Come on out, big guy. I have a comfy stall for you to sleep in tonight.”

      She’s so gentle, so patient, and so kind. After a few minutes of trying, the horse limps out of the trailer and is in the stall at the end, next to Phoenix. The other horses whinny and show more curiosity than I thought they could. I never realized how aware horses are of, well, everything. Haley pulls a horse blanket off a rack, shakes out the dust, and sets it in Aurelia’s stall.

      “Go snuggle with my baby,” she says with a half smile. “Please?”

      “Of course,” I say, and I’m compelled to kiss her. “Can I help you with anything before?”

      She’s about to say no, but I flash her a look that says not to bullshit me. “You can fill a hay bag.”

      “Hay bag?”

      “Yeah.” She crosses the barn and goes into a room I think she’s called the tack room before. “This,” she says as she holds up a large canvas bag. “It makes it so the horses eat slowly. The new guy was starved, so his food intake has to be slowly introduced. He can have a bit of hay tonight and then a diet will be worked out with the vet tomorrow.”

      “I can do that,” I say, taking the bag from her. “Then what do you do?”

      “Clean the wounds the best I can. He’s got so many, and his fur is so ragged and long. I think he has Cushing’s, actually.”

      “Cushing’s?”

      “It’s a thyroid—never mind. It’s a disease that can be treated with medication, and it makes a horse not shed.”

      “Oh,” I say, remembering what she said about special needs horses being tough to place. “I think he’s in good hands now.”

      “Thanks,” she tells me, and she goes into the horse’s stall. That girl—Alexis, I think—is in there, ready to help Haley clean the wounds. I open the bag and start stuffing hay inside.

      “Is that really Aiden Shepherd from the Batman movies?” Alexis asks Haley, her voice a loud whisper.

      Haley flicks her eyes in my direction, smiling. “Yes,” she says proudly. “He is.” I know she’s not proud of my acting, proud in a way that was really bragging about being with me. She was proud of me, the real me, and it’s been years since anyone looked at me that way. I stuff more hay in the bag then tighten the strings.

      Watching Haley tonight makes me want to say those three words I wanted to say after we had sex. I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I’ve had more girlfriends in the last few years than I’ve had in my whole life before being famous, and I never told anyone of them I loved them, because I never fell in love with any of them. Not even Kennedy and we were together for over half a year. I’ve only known Haley for a little over a month and I’ve already fallen for her. What. The. Fuck.

      I pick up the bag and slowly walk over, my chest hurting. A chill goes through me, and I’m positive the fever is back.

      “Is he your boyfriend?” Alexis asks as Haley opens a package of gauze.

      “Uhh,” Haley starts and turns, not realizing I’m so close behind her. I set the hay bag down outside the stall and look into her eyes.

      “Yes,” I say. “I am. As long as she doesn’t mind, that is.”

      Haley smiles, and the dim light in her eyes brightens. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “Wow,” Alexis says, and I see that dying fangirl hurt in her eyes. I’ve seen it many times before. “My friends are not going to believe this.”

      “Uh, Alexis,” Haley says. “Can you not tell anyone Aiden helped us steal the horse, or punched that guy?”

      “Why?” she asks, her eyes wide with confusion. “He saved you, which is so totally something Gavin would do in Shadowland.” She flashes her braces as she smiles. “It’s so romantic.”

      I smile at her. “Can I bribe you with a picture and an autograph?”

      Alexis’s mouth drops, and she stares at me for a few seconds before nodding and running her hands over her hair. She moves out of the horse stall with her phone in her hand. Haley straightens up and offers to take the photo. If I look how I feel, then she’s not going to be proud of this photo. I hate bad photos of myself, but I don’t really care. The sooner I get this over with, the better. I’m chilled and want to lie down with Haley in my arms.

      Alexis jumps around with excitement, chattering away about sending the picture to her friends to make them jealous. I laugh, run my hand through my hair, and go into Aurelia’s stall. Haley was right: this little girl is in need of attention. She rubs against me and prances, trying to get me to play. After a few minutes, she settles down again and lies down with her head in my lap. I fold the horse blanket over both of us, trying not to shiver.

      I lean against the stall and close my eyes, listening to Haley, Alexis, and her mom, Judy, talk about the horses and go about taking care of them all. I’m almost asleep when they get ready to leave at least an hour later.

      “Haley,” Judy says. They are near the barn door, but I can hear them just fine. “How are you doing, honey?”

      “I’m fine,” Haley says right away. “Getting there,” she adds then sighs. “Some days are harder than others.”

      Clothing rustles, and I assume Judy pulls her in for a hug. “Your mother was my best friend for over thirty years. I miss her too.”

      A few seconds pass before Haley softly says, “I feel like she’s here, in the barn.”

      “She is,” Judy says back, her voice tight with emotion. “She’s way too stubborn to leave this place.” They both laugh. “You know, if you need anything, we’re just a phone call away.”

      “I know. And thank you.”

      “I mean it, don’t hesitate to call. And whenever you’re ready, I got a teenager who loves to clean stalls.”

      “I bet she misses it,” Haley says, and I wonder if Alexis used to come here and help with the horses.

      “She does, but she’s in no rush to get back. You take your time, honey.”

      “Actually,” Haley starts. “I could use the help. And Shakespeare really needs to be ridden.”

      “She’ll love that. Just let us know when.”

      “I’ll figure something out. Thanks, Judy.”  They walk out of the barn. I open my eyes only to close them again. My head hurts so fucking bad from the light.

      “How did you meet an actor?” Judy asks, getting my attention. I sit up.

      “Through work, oddly enough,” Haley says.

      “He seems to really care about you, coming out and staying in the barn when he’s sick.”

      I imagine Haley’s modest smile. “I hope so because I really care about him.”

      “I think your mother would approve of that one.”

      “Maybe,” Haley says, and the doubt in her voice kills me. “Thanks for all your help, Judy.”

      A car door shuts and then the engine starts. Gravel crunches under tires and Haley comes back into the barn.

      “Aiden?” she says softly. “Are you awake?”

      “I’m not sure,” I mumble. Aurelia’s door slides open and I can feel Haley’s energy as she draws near.

      “Your cheeks are flushed,” she says as she presses her hand to my forehead. “Shit, Aiden, you’re burning up!”

      “I feel like it,” I admit. “Even though I’m so cold.”

      “I’m getting you inside,” she says, and she helps move Aurelia off me. She snuggles into the blanket. I let Haley pull me to my feet, and I sway a bit, feeling like I’m drunk but without the fun. “I’m so sorry, Aiden. I shouldn’t have made you come.”

      “You didn’t make me,” I say, putting my arm around her.

      “Okay, I’m sorry I didn’t force you to stay here and rest.”

      I laugh and kiss the side of her head. We walk through the yard and into the house. I sit at the kitchen table while Haley gets a thermometer.

      “One hundred and two!” she exclaims when it beeps. “Aiden, you’re really sick.”

      I nod. “I was feeling okay, then it hit me all at once.”

      She gives me two pills and a glass of water. “We never ate dinner, either. Gah, I feel so awful!”

      I pop the pills in my mouth and take a long drink of water. “Don’t, Haley.”

      “I do. What do you want for dinner? I can make soup. And by make, I mean heat up something from a can.” She smiles and stands behind me, putting her hands on my shoulders. She massages my muscles, which are stiff from being hunched over. “Or I can cook something. It’s up to you.”

      “Soup is fine,” I say, tipping my head back a bit. “Do you have tea?”

      “Uh, maybe. You drink tea?”

      “I am British.”

      “Oh, right.” She pushes her hands forward, running them down my chest, and bends over, kissing my neck. It’s amazing how badly I want her all over again, despite feeling like complete and total shit.

      I fold my arms on the table and lay my head down while Haley moves around the kitchen. She drapes a blanket over my shoulders before we eat. It’s been a while since anyone has taken care of me like this. I forgot how nice it is.

      After I eat, Haley gets me another cup of tea and ushers me upstairs into her room. Her bed, which is centered in between two windows and directly across from the door, is neatly made. She pulls the bedspread back then turns to me.

      My head is pounding, each breath hurts, and I’m shivering. But I feel happy, completely happy. My arms go around her, and she hooks her fingers under the hem of my shirt. I lift my arms, letting her pull it off. She undoes my trousers next, slowly moving them down my legs. I step out of them and fall back into bed.

      “Aren’t you getting in with me?” I ask her as she tucks me in.

      She holds up her arms. Blood and dirt speckle her skin. “I need to shower. I think I have pus in my hair.”

      “Attractive,” I say, and I close my eyes. Haley is going to take her clothes off and get wet in the shower. I want to go with her. I want to watch water stream down her naked body, feel her skin slippery beneath my hands. Getting out of bed, lifting her up, and pressing her against the shower wall while I fuck her isn’t something I can do right now. Fuck. I know I’m sick. Really fucking sick. “Hurry?”

      “Of course.” She grabs clothes and leaves the room. Chrissy jumps up in bed next to me, turning around and lying on my feet. Chills plague me; I bring my legs up to my chest and pull the blanket over my head, shivering.

      It feels like forever has passed before Haley joins me. She’s wearing a tank top and shorts, and her damp hair is pulled into a French braid. She turns off the lights and crawls into bed, thinking I’m asleep. She pulls the blanket back over both of us and puts her hand on my bicep.

      “Goodnight, Aiden,” she whispers.

      “Goodnight, Haley,” I whisper back.
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      Aiden is fast asleep when I get up at seven thirty the next morning. I meant to get up earlier to check on the new guy, but leaving Aiden was harder than I expected. He held me in his arms the whole night.

      I quickly get dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and hurry to the barn. Shakespeare, Benny, Sundance, and Aurelia all whiny to me.

      “I know, guys, I’m late,” I say, sweeping my eyes to the end of the barn. My heart skips a beat. Phoenix is standing in the back of her stall like normal, but I don’t see the gray gelding. I close my eyes and prepare myself. He was in bad shape, gone through hell and back. If he was gone, his suffering was gone too.

      I walk down the barn aisle, pins and needles shooting down my spine. I stop outside the draft horse’s stall and force myself to look inside. He’s lying down, injured leg out to the side. For a split second, I don’t see his sides rise or fall, and I think he’s dead. I gasp, and it startles him enough to flick his ears. With a grunt, he lifts his head.

      “Oh, thank God,” I say, and I let out a breath. “You scared me!”

      I take another look at him then start feeding the other guys. I brush Benny and Sundance, give everyone feed, brush Shakespeare while he eats, then let Sundance and Benny out in the back pasture, and Shakespeare and Aurelia out in a smaller area. I watch closely, ready to run in if I need to. Shakespeare’s been through a few foals and colts before. He likes them, and he’s just a special horse, but you never know. After I’m sure they are fine together, I give Phoenix her medication, change her bandages, and take her outside. I let her graze for a bit while I pet her, then put her back in her stall, check on the new guy—again—and go inside.

      Aiden’s phone is on the table, ringing when I go inside. I miss the call by the time I get to it and see that Claire, his assistant, has called twice already. I take the phone upstairs for him.

      “Aiden?” I say softly and stand in the doorway of my room. He’s sprawled out in bed with the blankets pulled up over his face. I smile and turn away, not wanting to wake him up. He is sick and needs the sleep. Plus, he said he has a hard time sleeping, so waking him just seems unnecessary. The phone rings, and I scramble to silence it but end up answering instead.

      It’s Claire again, and I can hear her saying Aiden’s name. I dash down the stairs before I answer.

      “Hello?” I say into the phone.

      “Who is this?” she rushes out. “How did you get this phone?”

      “It’s Haley,” I say, reminding myself her anger is out of devotion to Aiden. “Aiden is sleeping and I didn’t want to wake him up.”

      “Oh, Haley the journalist?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Good.” She lets out a breath. “How is he? Does he need anything?”

      I smile, thinking about Aiden up in my bed, wearing nothing but boxers. “He’s okay, still has a fever and still coughing, but okay. And, uh, he probably needs clothes, a toothbrush, and whatever medicine he’s supposed to be taking.”

      “I’ll bring it over as soon as I can. Do you need anything?”

      “Uh,” I start, totally shocked she’s asking me. Did looking after Aiden’s love interests come with the job? “No, but thank you. I’m good. I have everything I need.”

      “All right. Tell Aiden I’ll be there soon.”

      “I will. Bye.”

      I set his phone down and make breakfast. While the cinnamon rolls are cooking, I get a cup of coffee and go through yesterday’s mail. Ugh. I have another hospital bill. I toss it on the counter, shaking my head. I’ll deal with it later.

      I sip my coffee, watching Aurelia run around, her spindly legs moving as fast as they can. I don’t want to think about all that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours, even though most of that is good.

      I want things to work between us, and after everything, I feel guilty doubting Aiden. But how can this work? Not only does he live far away, but he lives in another world, where the reality is lavish parties and paychecks so big they could buy a house.

      The timer on the oven goes off, and I get up to take the rolls out. I set one on a plate for Aiden and stick it back in the oven to keep it warm. Just thinking about him makes me smile. What the hell, right? He makes me happy. I should enjoy it while it lasts because it will be over before I know it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m in the barn with Dr. Wells and two vet techs when Claire arrives. We’ve been debriding the many, many wounds on the new guy after we did the same to Phoenix. Dr. Wells doesn’t come out and say it, but I can tell by the little lines of worry around her eyes that she expected Phoenix to heal faster than she is.

      The new horse is a trooper. Unlike Phoenix, he has a drive to live. He looks at me with hope in his eyes. He’s in bad shape—it took nearly an hour to get the rest of the barbed wire out of his leg. Skin had grown over some of it and had to be clipped and sliced away. Luckily there wasn’t too much muscle damage, and Dr. Wells didn’t think the infection got into the bone. She took vials of blood to take back with her and test, which would tell us more.

      He is badly infected, of course, and is on antibiotics. Dr. Wells gave him a bag of fluids via IV to rehydrate him, and we worked out a diet plan. I have to call the farrier and make sure doing another horse’s hooves was okay. The one who had come out a few times since Mom passed did it as a pity favor. It is hard finding someone as good as Mom, and it’s hard finding someone who’s willing and able to take on a horse with years of neglected hoof care.

      I’m holding the gelding’s head, calmly talking to him, when Shakespeare whinnies a hello to someone. I hear the car pulling into the driveway seconds later. I tell Dr. Wells I’ll be right back and hurry out of the barn to get Claire before she rings the doorbell and wakes up Aiden.

      She gets out of the car and looks around, pulling her shoulder-length red hair out from under the strap of her giant purse. She opens the door behind her and grabs a black leather duffle bag.

      “Hi,” I say, and she startles. “Claire, right?”

      “Yeah,” she says, running her eyes over me and raising an eyebrow. I cast my eyes downward and realize I’m speckled with blood from taking care of the gelding’s wounds. Her lips tighten into a smile. “And you’re Haley.”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      “Where is Aiden?”

      “He’s upstairs, still sleeping. Well, I assume so. I’ve been in the barn for a while. You can come in and see him if you want,” I say because Claire is looking at me like I’m a super-fan who has Aiden tied up in my bed against his will. “Just let me get the dog so she doesn’t bark and wake him up.”

      She nods and follows me in. I open the door and grab Chrissy’s collar. “She’s very friendly,” I say as I step inside. Claire comes in, holding out her hand to Chrissy.

      “Aww, I had a border collie when I was a kid,” she says, and the air between us changes instantly. “She looks just like her.” She sets the bag and her purse down and gets on her knees to pet Chrissy. “You’re making me homesick, sweetheart.” Chrissy licks her face.

      “Sorry,” I say as I pull her back. “She just loves everyone.”

      “It’s okay,” Claire says, wiping her face. “I miss having a dog.”

      “You can’t now?”

      She sighs and stands up. “It’s hard when I travel a lot.”

      Oh, right. She goes wherever Aiden goes. I wonder how much he pays her. With everything she does, it should be a lot. Why would anyone want to be a celebrity’s personal assistant? Other than what I’ve seen in The Devil Wears Prada three times, I have no idea what PAs actually do.

      “I don’t hear him, so I’m assuming he’s still asleep,” I tell Claire as I walk through the mudroom and into the kitchen. We quietly go up the stairs. I crack my bedroom door open, using my foot to hold Chrissy back. Aiden is on his back with the covers kicked off and wrapped around his feet. He’s a little wheezy as he breathes, but he’s still sleeping.

      We step back and I close the door. “He didn’t take anything?” she asks as we go back down the stairs.

      “No, was he supposed to?”

      “Oh no, just wondering,” she says quickly. “He doesn’t sleep in without—I mean, he doesn’t sleep in that often.”

      “Oh, uh, well, I don’t plan on waking him up. And if he wants to stay, I’m going to force him to watch movies and rest.”

      Claire smiles. “That’ll be good for him.” We reach the bottom of the stairs and she turns, looking at the blood on my shirt once more. “What were you doing out there?”

      “I got a new rescue,” I say, careful not to mention Aiden. “One of his legs was wrapped tightly in barbed wire, and we had to cut his skin to get it out.”

      She shudders. “Oh, poor thing. I’ll let you get back to it. If you two do go out, tell Aiden to call Frank to escort you. All of Aiden’s medicine is in a little black zipper pouch in his bag. Make sure he takes it, please?”

      “I will,” I tell her and walk her out. I go back to the barn and see Dr. Wells stitching up what she can on the gelding’s leg. A half hour later, she’s packing up to go and says not to worry about the bill just yet. It’s a nice gesture, but I know what that means: it’s going to be fucking expensive.

      A knot forms in my stomach, and I hate thinking that I shouldn’t have taken him in. Mom would never turn away a horse. She’d find a way to make it work. I sigh and finish my barn chores. Maybe I can write freelance articles or start giving riding lessons again. I have expensive show tack that I doubt I’ll use anytime soon. If I sold it close to what I paid for it, I might be able to cover the cost of today’s barn call.

      “Don’t worry, guys,” I whisper to Phoenix and the gelding. “I’m not giving up on you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I click my phone into the speakers and flip through my iTunes. I’ve been listening to a lot of slow, sad music lately since it fits my mood. But today, I go for something a bit more lively. I keep the volume low so as to not disturb Aiden, who is still upstairs sleeping, and start unloading the dishwasher. Once I get the kitchen clean, I know I should move on to the rest of the house. I haven’t swept or dusted in way too long, and clumps of black Chrissy fur have built up around the molding. The house is in need of a good deep cleaning.

      All I want to do is take a shower and collapse into bed with Aiden. I sigh. That will have to wait. I bend over to pull a spoon out from the middle of the dishwasher that fell out and got stuck on the drain. Hands land on either side of my ass.

      I straighten up, smiling as I turn. Aiden’s lips curve up and his arms slide around me. I set the spoon down and hook my hands around his shoulders. He’s wearing boxers and nothing else. I step in, feeling the warmth of his skin.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      He holds me tight against him. “A little better, actually. I haven’t slept that long and uninterrupted in God knows how long.”

      He leans over, resting his forehead against mine. “Then you really are sick,” I say. “You still feel a little feverish too.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s what helped me sleep.”

      “What was it, then?”

      “You.”

      “I’m so boring I made you fall asleep?”

      “The biggest bore.” His lips brush against mine and I shiver. “Really, it’s quite the opposite. I feel so…I don’t know…comfortable around you.” He turns his head. “I can’t explain it. Being with you just feels right…if that makes sense.”

      I close my eyes and shove my heart back into my chest. “It does because I feel the same way.” We stay wrapped in each other’s arms for a few seconds before Aiden starts coughing. “Sit,” I tell him. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

      With a sigh, he breaks away and sits at the table. It’s after eleven, and he still looks tired. The housework can wait. Today I’m taking care of Aiden.

      “Claire brought you clothes and your medicine,” I say, and I heat up two cinnamon rolls. I fill the teakettle with water and flick on the burner. “Want me to get the medicine for you?” I ask.

      “Sure,” he says as he leans back. The black duffle bag is on the table across from him. I unzip it and root through the clothes. She packed him a lot—way more than he’d need for the rest of today. I can’t help but hope he stays with me again tonight. I find the bag of pills and put it on the table, taking a seat as I open it.

      There are at least half a dozen pill bottles. I pause, staring into the bag. There are several painkillers—all narcotics, I should add—a half-full bottle of Xanax, a full bottle of Ambien, another one of Adderall, and another bottle that’s unmarked. I swallow the lump rising in my throat. His name isn’t on all the prescription bottles either.

      “Why do you have so many pills?” I ask, the question rolling off my tongue before I can stop myself. I already know the answer.

      I set the bottle of antibiotics on the table and look at Aiden. He shrugs, not making eye contact. “I just like to be prepared,” he says.

      I grind my teeth, concerned. “Some of these shouldn’t be taken together. You know that, right?”

      He raises an eyebrow incredulously. “I didn’t know journalists were qualified to give medical advice. In fact, they aren’t, so keep your comments to yourself.” His tone is dry, and he glares at me.

      My eyes widen at the way he’s talking to me. “I took two semesters of pharmacology,” I retort. “And that’s not medical advice. It’s common sense.”

      He lets out a breath. “Sorry, Haley. I just…”

      I open the bottle of antibiotics after reading the directions and fish one out. I slide it across the table to Aiden. “It’s okay,” I say softly. “You should eat before you take this. It says to, anyway.” I get up and busy myself with making tea for him.

      “How’s the horse?” he asks before taking a sip of tea. “Did the vet come yet?”

      The air shifts and things feel okay between us again. “Yeah, she just left a little bit ago, actually. And I think he’s gonna pull through. I can tell he wants to.”

      I get us both cinnamon rolls and sit next to Aiden. “That’s good. I was honestly a little worried I’d wake up and you’d tell me he didn’t make it.”

      “I always worry when I go out in the barn. A lot of times Mom or I would stay with a new rescue the first night. Not only to watch them, but to make them feel comfortable.” I sigh, pain twinging inside me. He reaches for my hand.

      “You’re doing good,” he whispers. “Really.”

      “Thanks,” I say, not believing him. “It’s a lot to get used to, right?”

      He nods. “And a lot of responsibility that you take on by yourself now. I know I told you before, but you impress me. I want to help you, Haley. Really, just tell me what I can do and I’ll do it. There’s something special about you, and I want to make you happy, I want to see you smile. I’ve never wanted to do that for anyone else. I know we haven’t been together that long, but I care about you a lot, Haley.”

      His words are like wind, blowing and stirring the broken pieces of my heart. They get caught on the breeze and precariously settle into place. The cracks are still there, mapping out lines of pain and reminding me how fragile I really am. “Aiden…” I start, looking into his eyes. “I…I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “Telling me you feel the same is a good start.”

      I smile and nod. “Okay, I can do that. And I do. Really. It freaks me out how much I like you, honestly.”

      “Why?” he asks, dark eyes narrowing just a bit. Did I offend him?

      I bite my lip and shake my head. “I don’t know.” I take a breath, knowing I’m ruining another perfect moment between us. I hate myself for it. “It just kind of scares me.”

      His lips pull down and he squeezes my hand again. “Well, it doesn’t have to.”

      “I’m trying,” I whisper.

      He leans closer. “Don’t try, Haley. I don’t want you to try to like me. I want you to like me because not liking me is too hard to do.”

      I smile. “You’re making that part easy.”

      “Good.”

      He holds my gaze for a beat then turns his head to cough. I get up and grab the thermometer. I lift his hair back and press the probe on the skin behind his ear.

      “Ninety-eight,” I say. “No more fever.”

      He lets out a breath. “Good. I hate being sick. It’s a fucking waste of time.”

      “It is,” I agree. “If you spend today resting, you might feel better tomorrow.”

      “I hope so. I want to go riding with you.” I try to keep my face neutral, but he sees. “Haley,” he starts, turning around in the chair and landing his hands on my waist. “I don’t think the issue is riding with me, but just riding in general, right?”

      I wrap my arms around his shoulders. “I haven’t ridden since…since my mom died.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says softly and pulls me into his lap.

      “I want to ride, but every time I get my saddle out, I can’t. It’s too much effort, or I don’t have the time, or I just don’t have the energy.”

      “Sometimes you have to make the time for the things you love.” He runs his hands through my hair. “You have to take care of yourself, Haley.”

      “I know,” I whisper as I hold on to him. “I love riding too. I miss it.”

      “Then you need to do it.” He cups my face and kisses me. I close my eyes. Aiden was all wrong. I’m not trying to like him; I’m trying not to.

      “I will.”  I run my hands through his hair. “But right now, I need to shower. Join me?”

      “I guess I can do that,” he says with a smirk and stands with me in his arms.

      “Put me down,” I say. “I’m heavy and you’re sick.”

      He shakes his head. “Shut up, Haley.” He presses me against the wall, letting my legs drop so I can wrap them around his waist. “Stop being so hard on yourself.”

      I just nod, my mouth finding his. He pushes his tongue past my lips, grinding his hips into mine. Warmth rushes between my legs, and I feel him growing hard, his erection pressed against my core. It turns me on to know he wants me.

      He moves his mouth to my neck, sucking at my skin. Everything fades, and all I want is Aiden. I slide down the wall and take his hand, practically yanking him along. He follows me up the stairs. As soon as my feet hit the landing, he’s kissing me again. I’m tangled in his arms, and we stumble across the hall.

      I push the bedroom door open and we tumble onto the bed. Aiden moves on top of me. I open my legs and urge him between. He dives back down, kissing me so hard it almost hurts, and the pain is the best thing right now. I want him. I need him.

      He unbuttons my jeans and pulls them off in a swift movement. I sit up and pull my shirt over my head, throwing it onto the floor. He’s on me again, and the tip of his dick is sticking out from the waist of his boxers. I lick my lips and look at it, my breath catching in my chest. Aiden sees me staring and flashes a grin.

      Then he’s on me again, his lips locked with mine. He reaches behind me and unhooks my bra, tossing it aside once it’s off. His lips touch my neck and shivers run through me, sending tingles of desire to my core. He presses the palm of his hand over my breast, rubbing my nipple. I moan and push his boxers down over his tight ass.

      He kicks them off and trails kisses down my neck, over my collarbone, and onto my breasts. He takes one in his mouth, flicking my nipple with his tongue. More pulses of desire run through me, electrifying my body in the best way possible. His fingers sweep across my stomach and between my legs, over my panties. He rubs me, teasing. His touch is tantalizing, amazing, and I can probably come like this if he doesn’t stop. But the material is in the way, adding a desperate frustration.

      “Take them off,” I pant. My eyes are closed and my heart is racing.

      “You’re not very patient, are you?” he whispers, and I just about lose it. He lifts his face just inches off my body and slowly goes down, kissing my stomach as he makes his way. I arch my back, my body humming with desire. I’m so close already.

      He puts his mouth over me, hot breath winding the coils of desire even tighter. I reach down, my fingers tangling in his hair. I bend my legs up, muscles stiff. Moving slowly on purpose, he hooks a finger on each side of my panties and pulls them down.

      I’m so warm. I need him on me, in me. Now. I ball the sheets in my hands as he rolls the panties down my leg, fingertips trailing over my skin so softly it causes goosebumps to break out. I shiver again, so wound up I’m ready to grab him and force him onto me. I haven’t been this turned on since…ever.

      The panties slip off my feet and fall to the floor. Aiden grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of the bed. Anticipation builds up. He kneels on the floor, putting my legs over his shoulders. I lift my head up and look at him, panting already.

      He turns his head in, kissing the soft skin on my thigh. It sends a pulse of pleasure through me, and I let out a moan. Aiden slips his hands under my ass and brings me to him. He kisses my skin again, softly nipping with his teeth before his tongue runs over my clit.

      My mouth falls open and I gasp. His tongue hits me again hard, then soft, then hard again, and a rush of warmth goes through me at a dizzying rate. Holy shit. And he’s just getting started. He keeps going, licking and sucking until my legs tremble. He pauses, tipping his head and kissing my thigh again before moving back. He’s doing it on purpose, knowing how close I am to coming.

      I put my hands on his head and push him against me. “Don’t stop,” I pant. “Don’t. I’m so…so…oh!”

      He slips two fingers inside of me, and I’m hit with another kind of desire. He curls them, pressing against my g-spot. His mouth tightens around me, his tongue lashing quickly. The pleasure erupts from deep inside, spreading to every part of my body. I feel myself contracting against him. My legs tremble and my vision blacks out. I can’t move my legs and my ears are ringing.

      He doesn’t take his mouth off of me, doesn’t stop pressing his fingers against that spot inside me. Just when I think I’m going to pass out, I have another orgasm and feel wetness spill from me. Aiden moans, getting off on my pleasure.

      When he breaks away to put on a condom, I’m still floating through bliss. My heart is hammering in my ears, and I can’t move, can’t think straight. He wipes his face with the back of his hand and stands, leaning over the bed. His mouth finds my breast and he sucks at my nipple.

      I’m so hot, so wound up, that just his tongue lashing against me sends another wave through me, and I have orgasm number three. I’ve never had one just from being touched like that.

      The feeling starts coming back to my legs. I hook them around Aiden, and we move up on the bed. He falls on top of me, the tip of his cock resting between my legs. I wrap my fingers around his biceps, running them up and over his back. I lift my head and kiss him, tasting myself on his lips, but I don’t care. All that matters, all I care about, is Aiden.

      He lowers himself, opening my mouth with his tongue, and pushes inside me, hard, deep. His muscles flex and he groans. I widen my legs, letting him in deeper. He’s still kissing me, thrusting in and out in perfect rhythm. Then he pulls out and grabs my legs. He gets onto his knees and lifts my legs up, holding my ankles above my head. I’m bent up like a pretzel, so exposed to him.

      He looks into my eyes and slowly pushes back in. He hits me at a new angle and I loudly moan. He pulls back, almost pulling out, then rams back in. I moan again. He repeats the slow motion then pushes hard into me, over and over, then suddenly speeds up, thrusting as fast as he can. Pleasure winds up inside me and I climax again. He softly moans, his fingers tightening around my ankles. When he’s almost there, he lets my legs down and moves on top of me again, cupping my head in his hands. His mouth meets mine, teeth closing around my bottom lip. He lets out one final moan as he comes. There is something so incredibly sexy about a man who makes noise during sex like he’s not afraid to show how much he’s enjoying it.

      Aiden collapses on top of me, breathing hard. My heart is racing and my ears are still ringing. I’ve never had that many orgasms in a row at that intensity. It isn’t just sex with Aiden. It’s something more, and that terrifies me.

      He’s still inside me, his cock still pulsing. Holding me close, he pulls out and rolls us over. I hook my legs over his and rest my head on his chest. He’s breathing heavily and his heart is beating just as fast as mine. My vision slowly focuses, and the ringing in my ears quiets.

      Holy shit.

      And Aiden is sick. I don’t think I can handle him when he’s at one-hundred percent. I might really pass out from sexual pleasure overload. I smile at the thought. I run my fingers over the ridges of his abs. He closes his eyes and tips his head toward mine.

      The world stands still and only we exist. Everything bad is gone, and all that is left is Aiden. Aiden and his strong arms holding me, his racing heart, and warm skin. I close my eyes and slide my arm around him. He tightens his embrace and kisses the top of my head.

      I never want him to let me go. I never want him to leave. I never want a day to go by that he’s not inside me, not kissing me, not holding me and keeping the nightmares of fire away.
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      We sit as close as possible on the porch swing. Pink, purple, and orange clouds stretch over snow-capped mountains, glowing behind the setting sun. I fell asleep after making love to Haley, drifting into a deep and peaceful sleep for four hours. She is better than any drug, any drop of alcohol. She doesn’t just dull the pain; she takes it away.

      She’s my light in the dark.

      I am in love with her. Undeniably, completely in love with her. But I don’t tell her. I won’t tell her, not yet.

      “Will you stay the night with me?” she asks, running her nails up and down my arm.

      “Yes,” I say with no hesitation, pushing off the porch and rocking the swing. Haley has her legs tucked up under her and her head resting on my chest. My arms are wrapped around her, holding her close to me. We’ve been sitting on the porch, watching the sun sink behind the mountains for a while, just enjoying each other’s company.

      There is no hiding anything with Haley. I don’t have to act how Aiden Shepherd should act. I am just me. She sees me for who I am, the man behind the mask of fame and fortune. She makes me feel whole, makes me feel like I’m worth more than playing a part. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

      “I don’t want to go back to work.” I sigh. I don’t want to leave this porch, leave this farm. I don’t want to ever leave Haley.

      “I bet I don’t want to go even more,” she says back. “At least you get free lunch.”

      I laugh and bend over, kissing her soft lips. “That is true. And I don’t have a boss who’s trying to look down my shirt at my tits every time he walks by.”

      “No, only a few million strangers,” she says with a smile. “But not at your tits.”

      I laugh. “I’m not supposed to go back to work yet,” I tell her. “I’m supposed to be resting for the rest of the week.”

      “Really?” she asks, and the hope and excitement in her voice makes me want to tell her how deeply I feel. I almost do right then and there. Almost. Am I a fool for rushing into this? I don’t care if I am. I know how I feel in this moment, and the moment is all that matters. Life is too short to spend worrying about what is appropriate when it comes to matters of the heart. I know how I feel and I am in love with her. “What are you going to do?”

      I shrug. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I suppose I could go home.”

      “Oh,” she says, the dejection heavy in her voice.

      “Or I could stay here…with you.”

      The smile returns to her face. “I’d like that a lot.” She takes my hand in hers and absent-mindedly runs her fingers over the scars on my wrist. “What happened?” she asks softly, her fingertip hovering over the scar.

      My jaw tenses. The lie I always tell comes to mind, rushing through me but dying on my tongue. I close my eyes, feeling the darkness creep inside. I open my eyes and look down at Haley, and the darkness retreats, unable to compete with her light. “I tried to kill myself.”

      The words cut through the air like the knife that sliced through my skin. Haley slides her finger along the scar then links her fingers through mine.

      “I’m so sorry, Aiden.”

      I nod. “I was sixteen and couldn’t…I couldn’t handle things, so I tried to end it. My sister found me before I got to the other wrist. I didn’t die, obviously.” She twists in my arms and holds me. I relax, feeling a weight I didn’t know was pressing on me lift. I hadn’t told this to anyone. Not to Kennedy, who’d asked about the scar more than once during our relationship. Not to the cast members of Shadowland, who had become my new family. Not to Claire, who’d been with me since the start. Not to anyone.

      “Can I ask what happened to make you feel so hopeless? It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

      I hold her close, my heart pounding. No one knows what happened. It’s a secret kept in our family, a huge reason I moved from London to L.A. and never went back. “My dad…” I start. “My dad and I never got along. He liked to take his frustrations out on me.”

      “He hit you,” she whispers.

      “Not just hit. He beat the shit out of me. I passed out from it a few times and had my arm broken twice.”

      Haley tenses then runs her hands through my hair, keeping me calm. “That’s awful, Aiden. I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too. My mum knew. She saw it happen most of the time. And she did nothing. Just cowered and watched with tears in her eyes. She was scared of him, I know that now, but fuck, take us away, take us somewhere safe. She’d rather be with him than alone.”

      “It still hurts you, doesn’t it?” she asks softly and sits up, urging me onto her. We resituate with my head nestled between her breasts.

      “What does?”

      “Life.”

      I feel emotional, and I can’t answer right away. Haley is so kind, so caring. She is going through her own hell yet noticed what none of my friends did. “Yes,” I finally whisper. “It does. It shouldn’t because I have everything I’m supposed to have.”

      “It’s not what you have, but who you have,” she says softly before she kisses me. My heart flutters in a way it hasn’t since I met her. It’s beating and I feel so alive, and for the first time in years I want to stay alive. I don’t want to think about death or slowly slipping away, about the life seeping from me like water into the ground, about everything fading to black as I cease to exist. I want to be with Haley, to feel everything, the good and the bad. I want to be here for her, and I’ve never wanted that for anyone before.

      “I only recently realized that,” I say back just as softly. “I haven’t felt the hurt as badly recently, though. Not since I met you.” Her jaw tightens and tears glisten in her eyes. She just nods and rests her forehead against mine. “I don’t know why, but there is something about you that makes me feel okay.”

      “That’s why you have all those pills,” she says, and I nod. She doesn’t speak. She just holds me, and I fear if she lets me go I will unravel and get swept away with the wind. My heart is racing and my fingers tremble. I’ve never felt so scared yet so relieved before. Haley believes in second chances. She thinks the worst of the worst are redeemable.

      Will she think I am?

      “Hey, I’m fine,” I say and kiss her. She melts into me, and the kiss turns into something more. Before I know it, my hands are under her shirt, cupping her breasts, and my tongue is in her mouth.

      “I don’t want to lose you, and I don’t mean just to another woman. I don’t want to lose you to anything, Aiden. I’ve already lost so much. I can’t lose you too.”

      “You won’t lose me, Haley.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “Overdosing is dangerous, Aiden! You could die!”

      “I’m not going to overdose,” I snap. “They’re just pain pills.”

      Her eyes widen in horror. “Don’t you know that’s still dangerous?” she rasps.

      I shrug and roll my eyes. It’s not like I was shooting up heroin. It was just prescription painkillers.

      “I won’t overdose,” I say. “Haley, it’s fine. I know what to take and when to stop.”

      She closes her eyes. “That doesn’t make me feel any better. If you’re drinking and take the wrong pill…it could be bad.”

      “It won’t be bad. I promise.” I kiss her.

      Tears run down her face. “If anything happened to you, it would kill me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly. “I’ll stop.”

      “I don’t want you to hurt, and I don’t want you to get hurt. There has to be another way, and whatever it is, whatever it takes, I’ll help you. I want to help you.”

      “You do, Haley. You don’t know it, but you do. Just being with you, just knowing you don’t think I’m hopeless, helps. I’ve never had that before,” I admit quietly. “There is darkness in me, Haley, and it won’t go away. It pulls me under and taints my thoughts, and sometimes I do bad things.”

      Tears run down her face. “That doesn’t make you a bad person, and it certainly doesn’t make you hopeless. You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever met, Aiden, and I don’t mean physically. You saw past my heartache, and I see past yours. Please promise me you won’t take the pills anymore.”

      “I promise,” I say, and I seal it with a kiss. I rest my head on her chest and cough. She rubs my back and I close my eyes. Haley made me rest all day, and I’m feeling better, but the stupid cough is lingering. We stay like that for a while, and I’m feeling peaceful and tired now.

      She sighs. “I should check on the new guy and Phoenix, and bring the others in.”

      “I’ll come with,” I say, sitting up.

      “You can stay here or go inside and rest. You’re sick, so really you should rest.”

      “You’re my girlfriend,” I say, watching the light return to her eyes when I say the word. “I want to help you.”

      “You’re too good to me.”

      I just kiss her and look out at the distant mountains as we stand. “You live in a postcard,” I say. “I never knew a view like this was possible from a porch.”

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I could never leave this place.”

      “I don’t want to either,” I say, and it shocks me how much I’m dreading going back to L.A. I don’t want to leave Haley, of course, but it’s more than that. I don’t want to be around my fake friends, I don’t want to be pestered and followed by fans and paparazzi, and I don’t want to have to deal with the fast-paced life of being a Hollywood star.

      I pull Haley into an embrace, looking at the quiet landscape, breathing in cool, fresh air, and feel conflicted. Not acting scares me. What the hell would I do? It’s not like I can go from being famous to working a regular job, right? There isn’t anything else I’m good at, anyway. And though I don’t need all my expensive shit, I’d miss having the money.

      Haley’s eyes close and her face tightens. I hold her, wanting to take away whatever pain she’s feeling. She’s so beautiful, so kind, and unlike anyone I’ve ever met. I never believed in soul mates or true love, or any of that shit…until now. With Haley, I feel hope. I feel like she can see me, the real me, and my fucked-up past and still love me. I’m not scared to tell her, to show her, to let her know everything.

      “You will,” she says quietly.

      “I will what?”

      “Leave.” The word is like a knife to my heart. She opens her eyes and looks at me. She drops her gaze to my chest, a line of worry forming between her eyes. “You will leave. You’ll finish filming, you’ll go back home…and then what?”

      “I…I don’t know,” I say, taking her hands in mine. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Her shoulders sag and her eyes close again, hiding the pain. “Why?” she asks, shaking her head. “You’ll go back, you’ll forget about all this, about me. You’ll find someone not…not grieving, someone you deserve. And you’ll be fine.”

      And she won’t be.

      “Haley,” I start. I slip my hands around her waist. “I won’t forget about you. I might go back to L.A., but that won’t mean things have to end. I haven’t thought that far ahead, but we’ll figure it out.”

      She flicks her gaze to mine. “I have thought that far ahead, Aiden. And I don’t want…” A fat tear falls and rolls down her cheek. I catch it, gently wiping it away.

      “I’ll never leave you,” I whisper. “Not completely. Yeah, I’ll leave the set. I’ll leave here and go on another set, film another movie. But it won’t change how I feel about you.”

      “Aiden,” she says softly, and the pain in her voice breaks my heart. How can she not know how amazing she is? See how much I need her, how much she completes me. “I…I don’t know.”

      She slips her hand into mine and leads me off the porch. We walk in silence around the house, going into the barn. “This is my life. It’s a broken mess right now, but this is me.”

      “I know,” I say, not understanding what she’s getting at. “It’s broken but beautiful.” We slow outside the barn. “Let’s take it day by day.”

      “Day by day,” she repeats as she looks into my eyes. “I can definitely do that.” We go into the barn, and I help her take care of the horses. I watch as she unwraps bandages, cleans wounds, softly talking to the horses as she works. I play with Aurelia as she brings in the other horses, and it hits me how much I like it here, and how much leaving will really hurt.

      I don’t know what kind of future Haley and I have. It’s not something I think about—ever. A small part of me wants to believe that whatever happens, she’ll still be with me. Imagining life going back to the way it was before I met her makes the darkness swirl inside with fury.

      The sky is midnight blue and dotted with a million shining stars when she closes the barn doors for the night. I slide my arm around her waist, and we slowly make our way up to the house. I look up, pausing.

      “I never realized how bright it was before.”

      “It’s not this bright in Billings,” she says. “The light pollution dims the stars.”

      I turn to her, drawing her in. “The darker it is, the brighter the stars shine.”

      Her lips pull up into a smile, and she tips her head to the heavens. “Something like that.” Her hands run down my back. “What do you want for dinner?”

      I can’t help but smile, again getting hit with how normal everything is. Normal and perfect.

      “I don’t really care. I’m not a picky person.”

      “That’s good. I’m not the best cook.”

      I hug her tightly. “We can order something.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “We don’t get deliveries out here.”

      “Oh right, you live in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Hey now.” She laughs. “I like this nowhere.”

      “I like it too. Maybe I can bribe someone to bring us pizza with a really big tip?”

      “You can try. But it might be cold by the time it gets here.” She narrows her eyes. “Now I really want pizza. Thanks.”

      I laugh and kiss her, then see a flash of light overhead. I look up and see another. Time stops and it’s just the two of us, standing underneath the small meteor shower. It’s gone in only seconds, but it’s unlike anything I’ve seen before.

      Kind of like Haley.

      She hooks her arms around me, and a breeze blows her hair across my face. I tuck it behind her ears and look into her eyes. The words are inside of me, begging and pleading to be let out.

      “Haley,” I start. “I meant what I said, you know.”

      “You said a lot of things,” she replies with a smile.

      “About me not really leaving you.”

      The smile fades away. “I…I don’t know, Aiden. I don’t want to think about it because I know it will happen, and when it does…” She shivers in the cool night air. “I don’t want to get hurt.”

      “I won’t hurt you,” I promise. “Haley, I…I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I know it’s crazy because we haven’t been together long at all, but I feel like I’ve known you for years, like you see me, the real me, and accept everything. It hurts to think about not being with you. I…I think I love you.”

      Tears roll down her cheeks and she tenses, which is not the reaction I’m hoping for. She pulls away, shaking her head. “Please don’t tell me that.” Her voice is tight as she tries not to cry. “Don’t tell me you love me.”

      “I can’t lie.” I put my hand on her cheek, turning her face in. “I am in love with you.”

      “No. You…you shouldn’t. I’m not what you need, Aiden. I’m sorry, but you’re wrong. I’m no good for you.”

      My eyebrows push together and cold tingles make their way down my back. I just poured my fucking heart out to her. “Haley…why?”

      “I’m scared,” she whispers.

      “Scared of what?”

      “You.”

      I feel like I’ve been sucked under icy water. I put my hands on her cheeks and kiss her, not knowing what else to do.

      “I’m already broken, Aiden. If you break my heart, I won’t survive it.”

      “I won’t break your heart. I won’t hurt you.” I put my lips to hers, tasting salty tears as I kiss her. “You might be broken, but I love every shattered piece of you.”

      “Oh, Aiden,” she cries, and her arms go around me. My mouth finds hers, and I can’t kiss her hard enough. Tears stream down her face.

      “I love you,” I say again. She doesn’t say it back, but she doesn’t tense. She just kisses me harder and pushes her hands under the hem of my shirt. We stumble back, and I push her against the side of the barn. Bugs swarm around the light outside the door. I pull back to swat them away.

      “Let’s go inside,” she pants, taking my hand. We hurry through the yard and into the house, picking up right where we left off. She peels off my shirt, throwing it on the kitchen floor. A trail of clothing leads to the living room, and soon we are making love on the couch again.

      I hold her when we’re done, not intending on letting her go anytime soon. She closes her eyes and puts her hand over my heart, feeling it beating. She might not be ready to say she loves me yet, but I’m not giving up. Not now, not ever.
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      My heart is racing and I’m lying still. It’s just after three a.m., and Aiden and I just had sex. Again. We both fell asleep quickly, but Aiden’s insomnia struck, and he woke up after just an hour of rest. After tossing and turning until he couldn’t take it anymore, he woke me up by softly stroking his fingers against my clit. I have to be up in three hours, but I’m not complaining. He can wake me up that way anytime he wants.

      His lips press against the back of my neck, and his arms slip around me. I relax against him and close my eyes. His breathing slows as he drifts back to sleep. Everything is perfect. I should be happy, elated.

      Aiden is, well, Aiden Shepherd, the famous, insanely good-looking actor. The fact is salient to me, but I don’t feel starstruck around him anymore at all. He’s just Aiden to me. Just himself and he is fucking wonderful.

      And he told me he loved me.

      My heart skips a beat when I think about it. I do love him, don’t I? I want to, and I want to believe him. But I can’t shake the feeling that this is all a phase for him. Being away from the crowded, materialistic city he’s used to, away from constant social media feeds, paparazzi…it can feel like a different world, and it’s easy to lose yourself to something exotic.

      Would his feelings be the same when he goes back to the life he lives? I’m just Haley, a small-town girl barely getting by and dealing with a loss. What makes me so special?

      Carefully, I turn in his arms and look at him. He is special. He is more than some famous actor. There is so much more to him than he lets on, and it’s beautiful. I want things to work between us so badly it hurts. I wish I could ask Mom for advice, and for a split second my brain tells me to ask her in the morning as she frantically moves about the kitchen, getting ready for a long day of work in the barn.

      I close my eyes, my heart sinking. Mom is gone. There is no one else who will talk to me as honestly as she would have, and no one who would be able to see Aiden for who he is and not what his job is.

      Mom, I miss you so much. I’m so lost, so clueless. I have an amazing man lying naked next to me—a man who tells me he loves me—yet I can’t let him in because I’m scared.

      Exhaustion pulls me into sleep again, and I dream about Aiden and fire.
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* * *

      I grab my phone, silencing the alarm before it wakes up Aiden. It’s Sunday morning, the last day of my weekend. I go back to work tomorrow, go away from Aiden. I flop back down, my eyes closing. I’m not ready to get up yet, not at all. But the horses need to be fed, stalls need to be cleaned…along with a slew of other barn chores.

      I kiss Aiden and get out of bed. A cool breeze blows through the open window. Aiden is lying on his stomach, blankets tangled around his legs. The top of his bare ass is showing. I admire it for a few seconds then cover him up, making sure he’s warm. Actually, he feels hot. Too hot. Shit, I hope his fever didn’t come back. I can’t remember if he took his antibiotic last night either. I’m not going to wake him up yet, so I silently grab my clothes, go to the bathroom, and then head out to the barn.

      Chrissy follows me, her nose down in the grass, sniffing her way to the barn. I slide the heavy door open and am greeted by a chorus of whinnies. I smile, my heart warming at the sight and sounds of my horses.

      “Hey, guys,” I say. I do a quick head count, going down the aisle. When I get to Phoenix’s stall, my heart stops beating. She’s always standing in the back. Always. But I don’t see her. I run to her stall, fingers shaking as I desperately lift the latch. She lying down, legs outstretched and head on a pile of uneaten hay, not moving.

      “Phoenix!” I say as I throw the door open. She rolls an eye up to look at me. She’s alive, thank God! I run into her stall, dropping to my knees. “Are you okay?”

      She lets out a deep breath and raises her head, giving me a pissed off glare, and gets to her feet. My heart settles down. She was just sleeping.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” I say, my voice trembling. “I didn’t mean to get you up, but you freaking scared me!” I put my hand over my chest and blow out my air. Holy shit. It’s normal for horses to sleep lying down, but I’ve never before seen Phoenix lying in her stall like that. I blink back tears, and it hits me how much I don’t want this horse to give up.

      Of course, I don’t want any horse to give up, but Phoenix is different. Mom died for her. Phoenix has to live. She has to.

      “You can go back to sleep,” I say, knowing she won’t. She would have gotten up anyway when I started divvying out hay. I’m still freaked out as I change the bandages on the new guy, and I have to keep looking at Phoenix to make sure I didn’t just imagine her getting up. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen something that’s not really there.

      “You need a name,” I say to the gray gelding. “Hmmm. I think you look like a Gandalf. Gandalf the Grey,” I say and smile at myself. He’s standing this morning, which is wonderful. Putting horses in slings to keep them up and keep the weight off their injured legs is stressful to them. Plus, it’d be expensive to equip the barn with it, though it would cost less in the end than sending him out.

      He nibbles his hay and looks down at me. There is hope in his eyes, and it’s brightened since Friday night. Sometimes it still amazes me how much a little love and faith can do for someone, equine or human. He still has a long recovery, and I’d be shocked if he could ever be ridden. Finding him a forever home is going to be a challenge.

      I sigh, reminding myself it’s too early to worry about that just yet. He has a long way to go, and good progress can halt and even go backward.

      “You won’t, will you, big guy?” I ask him as I gently run my hand along his neck. Once his wounds are healed, he’ll need a bath. Dirt, sweat, and feces have built up on his rough coat for months, years maybe. I shake my head and pet him again. I make a mental note to call Judy later and see how the legal part of this rescue is going. I’m so glad she’s handling that part. I’ve seen Mom go through it many times. It’s never fun.

      I treat Phoenix next and then give everyone grain and fill another bucket with formula for Aurelia. I stay with her while the other guys eat, then I move into Shakespeare’s stall.

      I let out a breath and look at my horse. Then it hits me how much I miss him. Yeah, I’ve seen him every day. I’ve cleaned his stall, fed him, and brushed him. But it isn’t the same. I used to spend hours grooming him, riding him, just sitting on his back as he lazily moved along the pasture grazing.

      I long for those days again, for days when I have time to relax, and mostly, for days when I don’t feel like barn chores are tedious. I’d clean a stall over a room in the house any day, of course, but right now I’d choose lying in bed doing nothing over anything else.

      Well, almost anything. There is Aiden, and doing nothing with him by my side is healing. I smile at the thought of him. Things have been a whirlwind of suckage since Mom passed. I’ve never thought about ending my own life, but there are nights when I lay in bed, wishing it had been me who died in the fire, or that we’d perished together. Things were just too painful. More than once I’d wished for something horrible to happen to me—a crash on the way to work, my burns getting infected and me going septic and dying from it—and end it all in a way that felt natural.

      I haven’t felt like that—haven’t longed for a peaceful end—since Aiden made sure I let him into my life. I’m smiling again without realizing it, thinking back to how persistent he was, and how perfect he is.

      There has to be something wrong with me. Why am I so hesitant to move forward with things? Is it because we are rocketing through life at a harrowing rate, time slipping through our clenched fingers like water? The tighter you hold on, the faster it escapes you.

      I don’t want to get my heart broken. I know that…but I also know there is more to it, and I cannot figure it out.

      “What is wrong with me, baby?” I ask Shakespeare. I lean against the stall wall, watching the bones in his jaw move as he finishes his grain. “Aiden, the guy who’s been in here with me the last few days, is the most amazing man I’ve ever met, let alone dated, and I’m scared of getting too involved.” I slide down on a pile of hay and let my eyes close. If I stay still too long, I’ll fall asleep.

      “Am I being stupid?” Shakespeare takes a drink then slobbers water on me before moving to his hay. “I take that as a yes,” I say with a chuckle. Horses can’t answer, not directly. But they are good listeners and often know what you are feeling before you feel it yourself.

      I let my mind drift, going to the place I’ve been too scared to let it go. Aiden’s life is full of exposure, moving around, being on the go. Acting is stressful, and I hadn’t realized until I met him how little he gets to dictate his own life. He needs someone who can go with him, who can keep him company and take care of him, who can support him and be his number one fan while staying true to our relationship.

      “I can’t give him that,” I say as the truth barrels into me at ninety miles an hour. I open my eyes and look at my horse. “I can’t be that person he needs.” This whole time I’m thinking my heart is broken, but I realize then it’s more than that. My soul is cracked. Cold, dark wind blows through me, chilling me, dimming the light that used to dance inside me.

      I lost a part of myself the night I lost Mom, and I didn’t know if I could get it back. I’ve been going through the motions, but I don’t have any drive. I’m doing what I have to, not what I want to. I’ve closed myself off and shut out someone amazing, someone who makes me feel, makes me forget, who doesn’t look at me with pity or walk away shaking their head when I say I have flashbacks, that I’m still seeing the fire, smelling the smoke, still living in my own nightmare.

      “What am I doing?” I whisper. I want to feel again, and I can only imagine Mom looking down, muttering under her breath, Haley, what the hell are you doing? I take a breath in, inhaling the calming aroma of the barn, and slowly let it out. “Day by day. That’s what he told me. I can do it.”

      I stand up too quickly and have to lean on the stall for support as my vision blacks out. I need to shake myself from this funk. I need to start living life again, not wasting each day being angry with the cards that were dealt.

      Life goes on in the blink of an eye.

      Mom’s voice is loud in my head. Chills make their way through me and I nod. “You’re right,” I tell her. “It does, and I know I need to enjoy it. Enjoy things while they last, because that’s all we have. Life goes by, and life can be taken, in the blink of an eye.”

      I push my shoulders back and nod to myself. I can do this. I can find joy in the things I used to, and I can take solace in Aiden.

      I can love him.

      And I can let him love me.
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* * *

      Country music drifts through the barn. I turn the electric clippers on and place one hand on Shakespeare’s muzzle. He stands there like a champ, not moving or shying away from the buzzing clippers as I shave the long whiskers off his face. I clean up his ears next, and he stands still again, of course.

      I turn the clippers off and spray the blade with a cooling agent, then bend down and clip the long hairs off his legs and around his hooves. It’s been a while since I gave him this kind of attention, and he’s eating it up.

      I feel good too. I’m unsure if I should be ashamed or not. No one could say I haven’t taken care of my horses, but they aren’t in tip-top shape, brushed, clipped, with neatly braided tails like they used to be. Well, they will be now.

      I take a very clean Shakespeare into the round pen and exercise him, then let him and Aurelia out. I laugh and shake my head as Shakespeare sniffs and paws the ground, looking for a good place to plop down and roll. It never fails: the cleaner they are, the muddier the spot they will find to roll in.

      “You’re fat,” I tell Benny, eyeing him as I walk back into the barn. I hadn’t cut back anyone’s grain because that would have been like admitting defeat, admitting that I really wasn’t going to ride. Because I might have, one day. I might have woken up with the itch to saddle up and ride.

      But I hadn’t, and they were still eating as if they were being exercised regularly. I peer over the stall. “You too, Sundance. Both of you are going on diets.”

      I take Benny into the crossties and brush dried mud out of his fur. I lose track of time as I groom him, singing along to the music. Twenty—or thirty or forty, I don’t really know—minutes later, he’s in the round pen, doing his best to ignore me and not exercise.

      “You are so lazy,” I tell him with a smile. “I’m gonna get your fat butt back into shape. I’m actually feeling up for a trail ride, just to warn you. Mom would be pissed if she saw how fat I let you get. Come on, pick up a trot.” I wave my hand and make a clicking sound. If horses can roll their eyes, then that’s exactly what Benny did, but he at least starts moving forward at the slowest trot possible.

      I laugh and shake my head. “No wonder you were a bad racehorse.”

      I let him out back; he hangs around the gate, not wanting to go out alone. Shakespeare and Aurelia are in the side pasture again. Without a mommy to protect her, I don’t trust the other guys around her yet. And it’s closer and within eyesight from inside the house. I can easily check on her.

      I take Phoenix for a walk up and down the driveway, keeping her on the soft grass next to the gravel. We stop in the front yard, and she immediately lowers her head and chows down on the long grass. I really need to mow. And pull the weeds out of Mom’s garden…and toss the hanging baskets on the front porch that I had forgotten about and now display dead flowers.

      My stomach grumbles and I remember that I haven’t eaten yet. I yawn and give Phoenix a few more minutes before going into the barn. It’s after nine already. I should go inside and check on Aiden. Possibly having a fever had slipped my mind.

      “That’s exactly why he needs someone better than me.” I sigh to Phoenix. “Someone who has their life in order. And knowing that he has his own demons…I don’t want to burden him with mine.”

      I let her out in the dry lot, make sure the new gelding is okay, then let Sundance out with Benny, telling him he’s not off the hook from work yet. I quickly take all the water buckets out of the stalls, water sloshing down my legs as I carry the heavy buckets outside to dump and line up along the barn to be washed later.

      I wipe my hands on my pants and stand up, stretching my arms over my head and squinting in the bright sun. I yawn again as I go back into the house, calling Chrissy off the back covered porch. She lazily gets up and trots over. We go inside through the garage.

      The house is silent. I take my boots off and sneak upstairs. Aiden is still sleeping. I watch him for a few minutes, feeling a huge sense of relief. One day at a time. I’m focusing on today. Not tomorrow, not two weeks from now, but today.

      I got downstairs and open the fridge, looking for something to make. I decide on French toast and bacon, with a fruit salad on the side. Before I can even think about cooking, I need my coffee. I make a pot then get to work, tossing Chrissy scraps of bacon as I cook.

      I hear water running upstairs and pause, waiting to hear the floorboards creak as Aiden comes downstairs. When they don’t, I assume he went back to bed, and I flop a soggy piece of batter-covered toast in a frying pan. I turn the bacon and go to the fridge to dig out fruit to chop up.

      “Morning.” Aiden’s voice comes from behind me. I’m rinsing strawberries in the sink and didn’t hear him come down the stairs. I turn off the water and turn around. He’s wearing a white t-shirt and gray athletic pants. His hair is pushed away from his face, and his five o’clock shadow has thickened. He looks incredible. “It smells good.”

      I shake the water from my fingers and smile. “Thanks. I was hoping you’d stay asleep so I could bring you breakfast in bed.” I run a towel over my wet hands and toss it on the counter. He closes the distance between us and pulls me in. I hook my arms around his shoulders, heart fluttering.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask. “You were hot this morning.”

      “I don’t feel that bad, actually. I’m tired of coughing, that’s for sure.”

      “Want more cough medicine? I don’t want you to get tired from it though.”

      “It won’t affect me,” he says. “None of that stuff does.”

      “Want some?”

      “Yes, but not now.” He brings his head down and kisses me. My knees weaken as I kiss him back. “I’m supposed to go to a premiere in a few weeks,” he says. “It’s a friend’s movie. I want you to come with me.”

      I pull away just enough to look at him incredulously. “Me?”

      He chuckles. “You are my girlfriend, so yes, you.”

      So many thoughts run through my head, with the first one being holy shit, to knowing I can’t leave the horses. It hits me again how serious he is about this—about us. I want to let him in, let down my walls and allow myself to feel love. But before I can process any of that, the piece of French toast starts to burn.

      The smell of burning bread messes with my head and the soot-covered hands of death reaches from deep within, grabbing me, holding tight and refusing to let go. It pulls me down into a spiral of flames, and suddenly I’m there again, standing in the barn.

      The heat. The smell of burning horse flesh. Pain. Red-hot, intense, horrible pain webbing across my side, melting my skin before I even realize I’m on fire.

      Haley!

      Mom! I have to get to her. I can get her out! The roof is on fire. We don’t have much time.

      “Haley!”

      Hands land on my shoulders and I fight them off. “Let me go!” I have to get in there and get Mom. “She’s still in there!”

      “Haley! It’s okay. There isn’t a fire. You’re safe.”

      I shake my head, my lungs burning. I can’t breathe. I’m going to pass out, but something nudges me. I turn, expecting to see Phoenix, her mane ablaze like the stuff of nightmares.

      “Haley,” Aiden says as he pulls me to him. I feel his muscles flex. On some level, I know he’s there and that we are in the kitchen. My mind refuses to believe it. It’s betraying me, putting me back into the barn, back in the fire. “It’s okay,” he soothes. His hands cup my face and his lips press into mine.

      The smoke fades. The roar of the flames is diminished to whispers. I’m standing in the kitchen, safely wrapped in Aiden’s arms. He’s kissing me, anchoring me to reality. He’s saving me.

      “Are you with me, Haley?” he asks softly.

      “I think so,” I rasp. “I’m so sorry.” My lip quivers. Aiden scoops me up and brings me into the living room. He sits on the couch, holding me as tight as he can.

      “You do not have to apologize.”

      “I feel stupid,” I admit. “My mind is broken. I don’t know why it keeps putting me back there.”

      “Your mind is not broken. I think you have PTSD,” he says softly. “And it’s a hard fucking thing to live with.”

      I close my eyes. “Don’t let me go,” I whisper, my hands trembling. “Not yet.”

      “I’m not going to. Not now, not ever. I’m never going to let you go.”

      “Never say never. Hearts get broken when you do.”

      “I am never going to break your heart. I love you, Haley. I will never hurt you.”

      Tears leak from my eyes. I’m still shaking from the flashback. I cup his face in my hands and kiss him. I want to believe it’s true. And if I’m taking things one day at a time, then for right now, I need to.

      I nod and he kisses me again. We fall back, and he’s lying on top of me, softly running his fingertips up and down my arm. “Do you want to stay here, and I’ll finish breakfast?”

      I nod then quickly shake my head. “I can do it. You don’t have—”

      He silences me with a kiss and gets up. I bring my legs to my chest and close my eyes, thinking only of Aiden’s warm embrace, the way his heart beats against mine. I dig my nails into the couch. Breathe, just breathe. I’m calm enough to get up.

      Aiden opens the window above the sink, helping to rid the room of the smell of burnt bread. My heart sinks with guilt. He’s too good for me. How can I be there for him if I freak out like this at nothing, and with no warning?

      “I can’t go to the premiere with you,” I say, and Aiden whips around from the stove.

      “Why not?”

      I shake my head. “Me. This whole situation. I’ve got a few screws loose, and you won’t want me around you in public. I’m a mess, and I don’t want you to get messed up by being around me.”

      “Haley,” he starts, but I know he sees the merit in my argument. He turns the burner off and sets the spatula down. “If you are a mess, then it’s a beautiful mess.”

      I close my eyes. Oh, Aiden. Why do you have to be so amazing? Can’t you see my life is spiraling out of control, that I’m losing my grip on reality?

      “You are the most amazing person I’ve ever met, Aiden. I don’t want to hurt you or burden you with my baggage.”

      “I’m really not that amazing,” he says softly.

      “Yes, you are to me.”

      “I love you.”

      I close my eyes, trying to let down the walls so the words can sink into me, fill me, raise me up. But I can’t. I’m scared, and not just of getting my heart broken. What is wrong with my brain? Why am I flashing back in time, back to pain and fear and fire? “You shouldn’t. There is something hopelessly wrong with me.”

      His arms go around me, and he looks out the window at the barn. “You don’t give up on them, no matter how hopeless it seems. You told me everyone deserves someone to fight for them. Let me fight for you, Haley. Let me love you.” Tears well in my eyes and I just nod, unable to say the words back. “There is nothing wrong with you. Something horrible happened, and it will take time for you to heal. Time, Haley. Time and someone to wait for you.”

      “I don’t want to make you wait. It’s not fair.”

      “Hey, it’s not like you’re making me wait for sex,” he jokes, lifting some of the heavy emotion. “And,” he starts, his eyebrows pushing together, “you’re worth waiting for. I wish you could see that.”

      It’s hard to see anything over the flames. Except him. “I don’t want to disappoint you,” I confess, letting out my breath and flattening my hand against his chest. “So, what should I wear to this premiere?”

      He smiles down at me. “Don’t worry about that.” His hands slip down to my ass, and he pushes his hips against mine, his semi-hard cock rubbing against me.

      “When and how long will we be gone? I need to find someone who can take care of the horses and Chrissy.”

      “Two Saturdays from now, and we can leave Friday night and be back Sunday. I can’t miss any days of filming. It’s a four-and-half-hour flight, which isn’t that bad, but I think you’ll want to get in Friday so you can rest and we can fuck.”

      I laugh and nod. “I’ll hold you to it. Will I be with you the whole time?” My heart beats faster as I think about walking down the red carpet. Holy shit, I’m going to panic there. What if someone asks me questions?

      “You will,” he says. “And premieres are kind of boring, really. There’s just a lot of posing for pictures and answering the same questions over and over while acting like you—oh,” he says, shaking his head. “If you’re with me, the rumors and speculation will start about us being a couple.”

      “That’s bad?”

      “Are you ready to be pestered? It’s not like anyone will come knocking on your door—well, most likely not—but you’ll be in the public eye.”

      “Oh,” I say. “You’re right.” I lace my fingers through Aiden’s. “I didn’t forget, but I didn’t think about it either.”

      “I know.” He smiles. “And that’s just one reason I like being with you. I’m just me when we’re together.”

      “Just Aiden is a pretty amazing man.”

      “As long as you think so. Do you feel up to riding today?”

      My stomach flip-flops, but not with abhorrence at the thought of saddling up without Mom. I’m excited. “Yes.”
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      I lie in lush grass, the warm sun beating down on me. Aurelia wiggles around on my lap, pushing her head onto my shoulder. Once she gets comfortable, I fold my arms around her and close my eyes. Haley is working with Sundance. I can hear hooves pounding on dry dirt as she talks to him, giving him commands and praising him.

      Out of all the exotic places I’ve been, places with white sandy beaches and crystal-clear waters, places full of bikini-clad women waiting on me hand and foot, places claiming to be paradise, nothing compared to this. The darkness has settled inside of me. It’s still there, I can feel it, but it’s gone dormant. I stifle a cough, not wanting to disturb the little foal sleeping on me, and close my eyes.

      I’m almost asleep when my phone rings. Aurelia startles but doesn’t get up. She huddles closer to me, wanting me to protect her.

      “Shhh,” I soothe and silence the call. It’s my manager, and he’ll leave a message if it’s important. Seeing his name pop up reminds me that this isn’t really my life. I’ll have to leave eventually and go back to the hustle and bustle that is my life. I don’t want to, and thinking of the way I used to live makes me a bit ashamed.

      A minute passes before my phone alerts me to a message. Ah, fuck. He’s left a long message. I sigh and unlock the phone, not wanting to hear what he’s got scheduled for me but knowing that putting it off won’t solve anything either.

      I have promo appearances for Shadowland scheduled to start next month, a reminder about panels at San Diego Comic-Con later this month, a radio show I can record via Skype in my hotel room, and another talk show scheduled for this week. I groan and hang up, not deleting the message yet. So much for spending the whole week resting with Haley.

      I pet Aurelia, her soft fur warmed by the sun. I actually like doing talk shows—once I get over my nerves. They turn out to be fun and are pretty easy. Plus, I look good to fans, which is important to me. Image is everything, they say.

      I have to leave Thursday afternoon to be in Burbank in time for filming the talk show. I could stay in California for the rest of the weekend, not having to be back here for work until Monday. That isn’t happening. I don’t want to be away from Haley longer than I have to, and I wish she could come with me. It’s not that easy, I know. She has a job, and most of all, the horses.

      Aurelia gets up after a while and wants to play. I chase her around until I can’t stop coughing, then go into the barn to see the two injured horses. The big gray guy nickers softly, pressing his nose against the bars of the stall.

      “Hey there,” I say, petting him. I haven’t looked at his leg yet. I cast my eyes downward, hesitating. He’s up, though limping, so it can’t be that bad. I move closer and look. The fur has been shaved away, and dark stitches weave around his pink skin. It’s sickening to know someone did that to him. I shake my head.

      It’s odd, how being in this small town has pulled my head out of my arse. I’ve lived out of touch with reality, taking everything for granted. Sometimes I forget I’m only human. I’m not immune to the bullshit that goes on around me; I just choose to ignore it.

      I let out a breath and move to Phoenix’s stall. She’s standing in the back, head hanging in front of her. Can horses be depressed?

      “I know how you feel,” I say softly, unlocking her door. I slide it open half a foot and sneak in, closing it behind me. “You have someone who cares about you,” I tell her, and I’m reminded that Haley feels guilty for not being able to spend much time with the horse.

      I lean against the door and see a pile of uneaten hay on the ground. I grab a handful and go to her, grimacing when I see the burns along the right side of her body. The scene plays out before me: Haley and her mom trapped inside a burning barn. The heat, the smoke, the flames inching closer and closer. I can’t think of anything more terrifying. And then somehow Haley gets out, looks back, and her mom isn’t there. Or at least that’s how I imagine it.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask Phoenix as I hold out the hay.

      She flicks her ears to me and sniffs the hay. I hold out my other hand and gently touch her black fur. She doesn’t move.

      “You’re lucky,” I tell her. “Lucky you made it out and lucky you’re here.”

      She sighs, and I continue to pet her. Her head comes up, and she takes the hay from my hand. I grab another handful and take it to her, going back for more each time she eats it.

      “Want more?” I ask. “There’s a ton over here.”

      I lean against the stall, pressing a hand over my chest as I cough and roll my eyes at myself. It’s so annoying to be sick. Phoenix tentatively takes a small step. Hey, progress is progress, right? I stand there, thinking this is what Haley would do, and hold out a handful of hay. Finally, she turns and takes it.

      “Good girl,” I praise. “Look, there’s more.”

      She lowers her head and slowly nibbles at it. The gate to the round pen opens, rusty hinges squeaking. I look out and watch Haley bring Sundance in. She walks right past me and stops, doing a double-take.

      “Phoenix is eating?” she asks me, her green eyes going wide.

      “I think so,” I say, looking at the horse sifting through her hay. “It took a little convincing.”

      The smile on Haley’s face is worth taking all the time in the world to get this horse to eat. She is so beautiful. She puts Sundance in his stall and rushes over, sneaking into the stall. Her arms slip around me and I kiss the top of her head. She smells like fresh air and sunshine.

      “How did you do it?” she whispers.

      I shrug. “I did what I thought you’d do,” I confess. “I brought her handfuls at a time until she turned and came over to finish the rest, and it worked.” Her smile widens, and it’s one of the few times since we’ve met that she actually looks happy.

      “How did Sundance do?” I ask.

      “Okay,” she says. “Alexis, that girl who came with us Friday, is going start coming over to help out. My mom used to give her lessons, so she’s familiar with these guys. With the extra help, he might be able to start looking for a home in a month or so.”

      She rests her head against me, and I know she’s tired. She got up at six thirty. I heard her alarm go off and her groaning as she pulled back the covers.

      “How do you find them homes?”

      “The Internet is really helpful,” she says. “But my mom was always super strict with who they went to. She looked at where they’d keep the horse, what vet they’d use, and required two letters of recommendation.”

      “That’s intense.”

      “It is. She really cared about the horses. She’d keep them here as long as it took though it never seemed to take that long. It’s kinda lame, but I always felt like something up there was finding the matches, rewarding her for her kindness.”

      “That’s not lame,” I say, pushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You might be right. There aren’t a lot of kind people in this world. I hope they are rewarded.”

      “My mom was one of them, and not just with the horses. She’d help anything and anyone. It didn’t matter. If you needed something, my mom was there.” She closes her eyes, and I can feel her hurt. I run my hand down her back.

      “You’re kind too. One of the kindest I’ve ever met.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Nah. I just like horses more than people.”

      I laugh and look at Phoenix, trying to see the beauty behind the fear and the scars. “Do you ever wonder why people are cruel?” I have, quite often. And not just people, but the world. When the darkness takes over, I struggle to see the point of living in the world.

      “We live in a world where people mistake kindness for weakness, and nobody wants to be weak,” she says slowly. “I think people confuse courage with cruelty sometimes, but they couldn’t be more wrong. It takes courage to be kind, to do what should be done. Standing up for yourself, doing what’s best for you…where do you draw the line? At the expense of others?” She shakes her head and lets out a breath. “Being kind doesn’t mean you get walked over. It means doing the right thing, not the easy thing. It’s having mercy and wanting to contribute to a world that’s larger than yourself.”

      Her words awaken something inside of me that tingles uncomfortably: the truth. I’ve done what was easy, what made me look and feel good in that moment. I’ve put others down, taken advantage of anyone I could, and used my fame to get my way. That’s what I’m supposed to do, right? How could it be wrong if it was expected?

      “Ready to ride?” she asks, taking a step back.

      “As long as you are.”

      “I am,” she says. “I’m going to run inside and pee first, and grab us water bottles and food.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I tell her as I follow her out of the stall. She eyes Phoenix one more time, a slight smile still on her lips. I change while she uses the bathroom, putting on jeans, a baseball cap, and sunglasses. When I go back downstairs, Haley is on the back porch, calling Chrissy inside.

      “It’s too hot for you,” she tells the dog. I love how she talks to animals like they are people and can understand. “Stay in here where it’s cool and I’ll let you out later, okay?” She gives the dog a treat before we go into the pasture to bring in the horses.

      A short while later, they are saddled up. She holds Benny’s reins as I get on. He doesn’t stand still like the well-trained horses I ride on set.

      “He’s an asshole,” she says as she effortlessly gets on Shakespeare. He stands perfectly still. I watch her sink into the saddle and relax instantly. It’s been a long time sine she’s ridden, but it looks so natural for her. The worn leather of the reins slides through her fingers, and her feet slip into the stirrups. Her shoulders go back and she smiles, tilting her head to the sun. “Don’t be afraid to be assertive with him.”

      “Thanks for making me ride the arse,” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      Haley smiles. “If he’s too bad, we’ll switch. He’s good on trails though, and he’ll pretty much just follow Shakespeare anywhere.”

      She cues the white horse forward, and Benny falls in step behind him, just like she says. I didn’t have to do anything. I’m a little relieved since I had problems with a well-trained horse like Rusty. We ride down the driveway and cross the street, going along an overgrown path that leads to woods. Haley slows Shakespeare to a stop.

      “Do you see that barn?” she asks, pointing across a weedy field that’s encased by trees.

      I lean forward, one hand on the saddle horn, and squint. “I think so. I see something.”

      “That barn and the land has been for sale for years. It’s way overpriced, but my mom wanted to buy it and expand the farm. She wanted to take in more rescues.”

      “Sounds like she was an amazing person,” I say.

      “She was.” Haley takes a breath and runs her fingers through Shakespeare’s mane. “The barn is full right now. Sundance shouldn’t be there, or he should at least be in the process of finding a home, but, well, you know. Having another barn for more rescues would be nice.”

      “Isn’t it a little far from your house?” I ask.

      “It’s not that bad, really. My mom had the crazy idea of making it a legit non-profit organization with workers, and running clinics on behavior problems. It would be open to the public, so she didn’t want it that close to the house.” Haley smiles and shakes her head. “I want to buy it, even though I can’t manage the one barn I have. But I want to for her, ya know? Maybe someday.”

      She cues Shakespeare forward and turns around, and sunlight sparkles in her eyes. “How good of a rider are you? You said you’re, uh, a beginner, right?”

      I laugh. “That’s a nice way of putting it. I think I’m okay, but the horses I ride are always very well trained with their handler nearby. I get constant cues and help,” I admit. It’s not like this, even though you’d never guess by watching someone riding a horse on TV or in a movie. Someone is nearby at all times. I’m never just out in the open.

      I’m never free like this.

      She pushes Shakespeare into a trot and circles around. “Put your arms down,” she says. “If Benny bolts and you need to pull the reins back, you’re going to run out of room when your hands hit your chest. Think of it like a “V” with the reins. It gives you much more control.” I nod and lower my hands. She slows next to me. “And push your heels down. Actually, bring your whole leg back and sit deeper in the saddle. Like this.” She pitches forward then slowly rolls her hips into place. “And when you want him to stop or slow down, ask with your seat first.”

      “Come again?”

      “Here, watch Shakespeare.” She loosens her reins and asks him forward. She shifts her weight, sitting on the back pockets of her jeans, and the horse stops. “He’s very responsive. Benny isn’t. He’s an ex-racer and was trained to have someone pulling on his mouth. But sitting deep helps. He knows what you’re asking.”

      “And they can feel all this through the saddle?”

      “Oh yeah. Horses are incredibly sensitive creatures. Shakespeare is calmer and easier to ride than Benny, but you have to be aware of everything with him. Just brushing your legs against his sides can make him go forward. You have to really communicate with him what you want.”

      “I’m starting to think I’m clueless about horses.”

      “Not totally. You’re doing really well. I’m kind of nit-picking. It’s hard not to do.” She smiles and trots around us again. “And I do like a man who can ride.”

      “And I like a woman who can handle sixteen hands between her legs.”

      She laughs. “Shakespeare isn’t that tall.” Benny speeds up, following them. “Do you know how to post?” she asks, looking over her shoulder. My blank stare lets her know I have no idea what she’s talking about. She gives me a short lesson about rising in the saddle to keep myself from bouncing uncontrollably (it’s much more comfortable this way) and we take off again, trotting down the path and slowing to a walk when we get to the woods.

      Haley takes a deep breath and looks up at the patchy sun shining through dense leaves. “I don’t know why I waited so long to ride again. Thank you, Aiden. Thank you for everything.”

      I walk Benny up next to her and reach for her hand. She links her fingers through mine and has Shakespeare stop, leaning toward me. My leg bumps into hers and Benny takes a bite at Shakespeare. So much for a kiss.

      “Benny!” she says. “Be nice!”

      “He really is an arse.” I laugh and give a little tug on the reins, keeping him in check.

      “He is. Come on,” she says, and she pushes Shakespeare into a canter. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      We run through the woods, the wind blowing against us. It’s exhilarating, freeing, and I finally see why people love horses so fucking much. For the first time, I get it. Hooves pound beneath me in time with my pulse. I have just enough control to not be afraid, but I know that I’m at Benny’s mercy. I’m trusting this thousand-pound animal with my life, and it makes me feel so alive.

      We burst through the woods into a sunny field. We’ve been riding for nearly an hour already, and we’ve been pacing the horses going back and forth from running to walking. We go another few miles before Haley stops at the bottom of a small hill. She puts a finger to her lips and moves forward. Benny follows and climbs the hill. When we get to the top, my breath catches.

      We are on the top of a plateau, overlooking a valley. We are on the top of the world, and only Haley and I exist. Slowly, she and Shakespeare move to the edge of the cliffside. She stands up in the saddle and looks down. Then she turns and waves me over.

      I can trust Benny not to take a nose-dive, right? He plods over, stopping next to Shakespeare. I follow Haley’s gaze to the valley. A small herd of wild horses grazes below us. A chill runs through me, the beauty of everything unable to compete with the hot sun. My first thought is to get my phone and capture this moment so I can share it on social media.

      But I don’t.

      Sitting on the back of a horse, next to the woman I love, looking a hundred feet down on a herd of Mustangs suddenly feels intimate. It’s just us, and I want it to stay that way.  We sit peacefully next to each other, and Benny is too distracted watching the Mustangs to nip at Shakespeare. Haley sidesteps her horse closer, and I take her hand.

      She exhales, and I know she feels at peace like I do.

      “I could stay here all day,” I whisper.

      “I have before,” she says, and she lets go of my hand, picking up the reins. “There’s this little spot by a creek I’d go to when I wanted to get away from everything.”

      “I’d be there all the time. Can we go?”

      She nods and turns Shakespeare around. I take one last look at the Mustangs. Things like this don’t exist in real life. The world isn’t really this beautiful, yet here it is, right in front of me. And with Haley in it, it’s perfect.

      We backtrack down the hill and through the woods, turning onto a deer path I hadn’t noticed before. I hear the gentle babble of the stream before we get to it. Haley dismounts and unbridles Shakespeare, clipping a lead rope to his bridle. She has me hold him as she pulls stuff out of her saddlebag and creates a picket line between two trees and clips two coiled red ropes to them.

      “What is that?” I ask her and get off Benny.

      “It’s the ropes to tie them up with,” she says, stretching one of the coils. “They curl back up like this when they’re not pulled straight, which keeps the horses from stepping on them.”

      “Interesting.”

      She smiles. “We got these at a horse convention. I was more excited than I should have been over a rope.”

      “You were that weird horse girl in school, weren’t you?”

      She flicks her eyes to me and walks around Shakespeare, taking more things out of the saddlebag. “I still am that weird horse girl.”

      She opens a collapsible water bucket, fills it from the stream, then sets it down near the picket line. I lead the horses over and help her take off their tack and get them tied up.

      “You have a lot of stuff packed,” I say when she pulls a sheet from another compartment in the saddlebag.

      “Oh, this is nothing,” she says with a smile. “There’s food and water in your bag.”

      She spreads the sheet in the tall green grass and lies down, stretching her arms over her head. I join her, dropping two water bottles and a bag of trail mix next to us. As soon as my body hits the ground, I’m reaching for her, sliding her underneath me, and my lips press to her.

      She wraps her arms around me, pushes me between her legs, and takes off my hat, running her fingers through my messy hair. I slip my tongue into her mouth, craving to be inside of her.

      “Are we in a secluded spot?” I ask softly.

      She bites her lip and rakes her fingers along my back. Fuck it. I don’t care if we’re off a well-beaten path.

      “Secluded enough,” she whispers, her hands traveling down to my waist. “How do you do it?”

      I press my lips to her neck. “Do what?”

      “Turn me on with just one kiss.”

      I grin and grow hard, my cock pressing against the seam of my jeans. I don’t answer, I just kiss her again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Can we stay here forever?” she asks, settling into my arms after we put our clothes back on.

      My heart is still pounding against my chest. “Just like this.”

      She runs her fingers through my hair. I close my eyes and hold her tight, scared if I let go I will wake up and realize this is just a dream.

      “Are you going to cut your hair once Shadowland is over?” she asks lazily.

      “Probably,” I say. “It’s bloody annoying as hell. I never had it long before the show.”

      “Oh,” she says. “I like it like this.”

      “It’s shorter than it is for the show. I cut it as soon as we wrap up a season. It’ll be long enough by the time filming starts.”

      “That’s interesting. All of it’s interesting to me. I know what you do, but not really.”

      “It’s probably not as fascinating as you’d think. Though I do love it dearly.”

      “I can tell. You’re really good at acting.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Really. I totally cried at the end of last season of Shadowland. And I was upset for days not knowing what happens to Gavin.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know yet either.” She pushes up on her elbow, raising an eyebrow incredulously. “I promise I’m not feeding you a standard bullshit line either. I won’t know until I get the script. I’m signed on for the next season, so I know he doesn’t die at least. Or if he does, he still gets screen time somehow.”

      “I had no idea. I thought you knew everything about the whole series.”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “That seems frustrating.”

      I run my fingers over the curve of her hip. “It kind of is, more so on a show like that where the main characters get killed off with no warning. Everyone is scared when we get the scripts.”

      It’s nice talking about work like this, in such a relaxed and real manner. It’s something I don’t get to do unless I’m venting to Claire about a shitty day. Clouds roll over the sun and the breeze picks up. I hold on to Haley a little tighter. We keep talking, lying in each other’s arms for a while, and then sit up and eat.

      “How did you find this place?” I ask her.

      She pulls a grape from the vine. “By accident. Shakespeare and I got lost. I assumed he’d find his way back home, but he found his way to the water for a drink first. You don’t get cell service out here,” she adds. “I couldn’t call my mom and tell her I was lost. When we finally got home, there were two sheriff cars in the driveway, ready to send out a search and rescue. I was only fourteen at the time. I felt so bad.”

      “Was your mum pissed?”

      “Not until the next day. She got me this GPS tracker to take with me when I went out by myself after that though.” Haley slides her hand along my abs.

      “Cold?”

      “No,” I say, and I realize the temperature has dropped. So has the sun. “Are you?”

      “A little. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late,” she says and groans. “We should get back before it gets dark. The trails aren’t safe at night.”
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      Rain falls on us in sheets, blowing into my eyes. Lightning cracks across the sky. I lean forward in the saddle and urge Shakespeare to go faster. We’re almost home.  I’m soaked to the bone and cold. My fingers ache from gripping the reins, and my shoulders are sore from being hunched over, shivering.

      Finally, we break out of the woods and race across the field, not slowing until we get to the road. Aiden keeps up next to us as we rush to the barn. I dismount and lead Shakespeare into his stall.

      “Are you cold now?” I ask Aiden through chattering teeth.

      He smiles. “Just a little.”

      Thunder booms above us. Aurelia paces around her stall, unsure of what to make of her first thunderstorm. I quickly untack Shakespeare and grab a towel from the crossties. Aiden does the same, and we dry the horses as fast as we can.

      “Are they okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, my voice lost to another clap of thunder. “They’re a lot tougher than us. Plus they have fur.”

      “Let’s go in,” he says as rain falls harder.

      “Go ahead. I need to feed these guys.”

      “You’re soaked,” he says.

      “So are you. And you’re sick.” I step out of Shakespeare’s stall and meet Aiden in the barn aisle. My arms go around him. “You’ll get sicker. Go inside. I’ll be right in.”

      “Not without you,” he says, turning and going to the bales of hay. He feeds the horses while I give medication and mix another bucket of formula for Aurelia. I’m not sure if I’ve warmed up or just become numb by the time we are done. Aiden takes my hand and we sprint out of the barn, racing through thick raindrops.

      My hand lands on the doorknob and I push the lever down. “The key!” I say over the rain. “It’s in my saddlebag.”

      Aiden laughs, tossing his head back into the rain. “Of course it is.”

      My eyes lock with his and I laugh too. Lightning brightens the night, flashing across his dark eyes. “I’ll go get it.”

      I dash off the back porch, sprinting through the wet grass and back into the barn. Aiden grabs me around the waist and kisses me as soon as I open the door. We step in, dripping wet, and laugh.

      “That was fun,” he says, and he peels his wet shirt over his head. I open the laundry room door and take off my boots. We continue stripping out of our clothes until we are both naked. I pull towels out of the dryer and toss one to Aiden.

      The lights flicker as a gust of wind hits the house. “Whoa,” I say, looking outside. “I didn’t know it was that bad.”

      “We made it in just in time.”

      I nod and wrap the towel around myself, feeling a little self-conscious of the scars. Being naked in front of Aiden while having sex was different from just being naked in front of him.

      He has no problem with it, and I enjoy taking a look as he flips his head over to dry his hair. Chrissy licks up the puddles of rainwater around our feet. I reach for another towel right as the lights go off. I pause, waiting for them to come back on.

      “Crap,” I say when the house remains dark.

      “Hang on, I’ll get a torch,” Aiden says, and I hear material swoosh and the towel land on the ground. He turns on the flashlight on his phone and holds it up, shining it on my breasts. I raise an eyebrow and try to look pissed but end up shaking my head and laughing instead.

      “Should we light some candles?” he asks.

      Candles. Fire. Burning. Death. Mom. The towel falls from around my body, and I know just the mere mention of a word shouldn’t bring up that sort of response from me.

      “Oh, shit. Sorry, Haley, I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, and I pick up the towel. A chill goes through me and fear slithers down my spine. Am I completely losing it? “And yes, we should. There are candles in the cupboard above the dryer.”

      “We don’t have to—”

      “Yes,” I interrupt. “I need to do this.”

      Aiden takes my hand, understanding. “Let me help you.”

      I move my head up and down, taking in a steadying breath. It’s just a candle. Just one little flame. It can’t hurt me. It won’t hurt Aiden. We are safe.

      I take a tea light and a lighter and go into the kitchen. I wrap the towel tightly around me, sticking the ends into my cleavage to keep it tethered. The tea light sits on the counter in front of me. I hold up the lighter, my thumb poised to push down and strike. Aiden puts his hand on my shoulder, and right then I know that I love him, and there is no denying it.

      I close my eyes and push down. I can see a burst of light through my closed lids. I can feel the heat on my fingers, curled around the plastic device. Slowly, I open my eyes and look at the little flame. I lick my lips and lower my hand, lighting the candle. The flame takes a second to take.

      I set the lighter down and step back, unable to keep my eyes off the candle. I’m shaking, and it’s ridiculous.

      “Are you all right?” Aiden asks softly, his breath warm on the back of my neck.

      “Yes,” I say with certainty. “I am, thanks to you.” I close my eyes again and step into him, my head resting on his bare chest. “It’s just a candle. It shouldn’t be that big of a deal.”

      “It’s more than just a candle to you.” Wind shakes the house. He pushes my wet hair back. “Haley, what happened that night? I mean, what really happened? There’s something more to it—something that’s dragging you down into darkness. I don’t want you to go where I have been. I want to help you, but I can’t if you won’t let me.”

      What happened was me going around the barn. What happened was Mom telling me not to go to toward the flames, but I did it anyway. What happened was my fault.

      “I…I can’t.”

      He kisses my forehead. “Not yet. You’re shivering; you should dry off and get dressed.”

      We go upstairs, using Aiden’s phone for light. I rub my hair with a towel and dress in cotton shorts and a t-shirt. Aiden only puts on black boxer briefs and gets into bed. I climb in next to him, pulling the covers over us both. He envelops me in his arms.

      “Talk to me, Haley. What happened?”

      The truth kindles inside me, wanting out. “It’s my fault,” I blurt.

      “What is your fault?”

      I close my eyes, hearing Mom’s voice. Haley, no! I ignored her. I ducked under the fence and ran. “It’s my fault my mom died.”

      “Haley,” he starts, in a tone that means he doesn’t believe me for a second.

      “It’s true,” I say, breaking out of his embrace. Anger bubbles inside me. “She told me not to go near the fire, but I did. I heard the horses inside. I was the one who told her they were in there. If I had listened, if I had stayed away from the flames, she never would have gone inside. She never would have gotten trapped.” Tears bite at my eyes. “She wouldn’t have died.”

      Thunder rattles the house, and Aiden looks at me, his eyebrows pushed together and lips in a tight straight line.

      “I killed her.”

      He casts his eyes down and shakes his head. “You can’t blame yourself for something you couldn’t control, Haley. She made the choice to go into the barn. You didn’t drag—”

      “I know! I know she was an adult and could make her own decisions. I know! You don’t get it. It’s my fault!”

      He reaches for me and I jerk away. His touch feels wrong right now. I’m tainted, broken, and I don’t want to infect him. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Yes,” I whisper as tears roll down my cheeks. “I want so badly to go back to that day. To tell myself to just listen to her and stay away from the fire. It hurts so much, and this is why you shouldn’t be with me. I’m not a good person like you think I am.” I break down. Aiden sits up and holds me as I cry.

      “It’s okay,” he soothes, but it isn’t—not at all. “You didn’t intend to put your mother at risk. You didn’t kill her. It’s not your fault.”

      I didn’t intend to put anyone at risk. I just wanted to help the horses. I wanted to give them a second chance. My body shudders and I sniffle, wiping my nose with the back of my hand.

      He lets me go and gets out of bed, returning with a box of tissues from the bathroom. I take one and blow my nose.

      “Sorry,” I say, turning away. “I must look disgusting.”

      “Good thing the lights are out,” he jokes, and I smile. “And you’re not disgusting, even if you try.”

      “I’d say you’re a bad liar, but that’s not true.”

      “Hey, it’s my job.”

      I wipe the tears off my cheeks and crumple up the tissue, tossing it into the trash can by my desk and missing by several feet. Aiden pulls me back down and runs his fingers along my collarbone.

      “I love you,” he says, and he kisses me.

      “Aiden, I…”

      “It’s okay.” He lies down next to me, holding me against him. I run my fingers over the scar inside his wrist. He had his own demons, his own dark past. I bring his arm up and kiss the scar. I let out a breath and my heart doesn’t ache. I feel closer to him than I have to anyone.

      I turn in his arms and hook my leg over his. “I’m trying,” I start.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t try. You will love me, Haley,” he says with confidence. “I won’t give up until you give me your heart. And when you do, it will be because you want to because you can’t imagine giving it to anyone else. You and I, we’re not that different. We are both broken and fucked up in the worst kind of way. We are meant to be.”

      I forget to breathe. I close my watery eyes and kiss him. “I do love you, Aiden.” The last wall comes tumbling down, breaking into a million pieces as it falls. I’m holding nothing back. My heart is outside my chest, there for the taking.

      He pushes up and moves between my legs, feverishly kissing me. “I fucking love you, Haley,” he says between kisses.

      “It’s crazy and I’m scared, but I love you, Aiden, so much.”

      “Isn’t love supposed to be scary and crazy? It wouldn’t be the same if it was safe and tame.”

      “You’re right. And as out of control as this seems, it feel so right.” I bring his face to mine, needing to kiss him. My body reacts to my heart, and I need to feel him inside me, thrusting in and out. I need him as close as he can get, and I need him now.

      “I want you,” I rasp, arching my back as his lips move to my neck, sucking at my skin. He just nods and reaches down, his hand going inside the shorts. He slips a finger inside, and I’m wet already. He slowly pushes it in deep, finding my g-spot and gently pressing against it, then releases. Pulses of desire shoot through me. His mouth is still on mine, and I’m kissing him, my hands tangled in his wavy hair. He presses and releases over and over until my muscles tighten and I’m close to coming.

      I yank off his boxers, and he takes the cotton shorts down to my knees. I bend my legs up, moving out of them. Then he’s on me again, the wet tip of his cock pressing against me. He pushes inside and lets out a small groan. I hook my legs around him and moan as he pushes in as deep as he can go. He holds himself there for a second, his lips locked with mine and his tongue in my mouth.

      I run my fingers down his back and grab his ass, squeezing it and pushing him into me. Then he slowly pulls back and thrusts in. Hard. He pulls out again and pushes in harder and harder. Tingles run their way through me. He takes his lips off mine, moving them to my neck. His tongue lashes against my cool skin.

      I love him. So fucking much. I cling to him, my head falling to the side. My nails dig into his skin as I come, the orgasm rolling through me with such force I can’t move until it’s done.

      I push Aiden’s hair back and roll him over, climbing on top. His hands land on my hips, rocking along with me as I move up and down. I take his hands in mine and move them up, dragging his fingers along my side and over the scar. He cups my breasts and moans. I pant and lean forward. My wet hair falls over my shoulder. I shake it back and put my hands on his chest, my mouth opening and muscles tightening.

      He grabs me, pulling me down onto him right as I come again. He flips me back over and quickly thrusts into me.  A stream of warmth fills me as he finishes, and it’s only then I realize he didn’t put a condom on.

      My heart still racing, I hold on to Aiden. He flexes his hips and pushes in, letting out a final moan. He relaxes against me with his head on my breasts. I run my hands over his hair, panting.

      “I meant to pull out,” he says and sits up. “But I couldn’t make myself. Sorry.” He shrugs and lays down next to me, taking my hand in his.

      “It’s okay. It’s just this once.” I stopped taking birth control last month. I didn’t think I’d need it anymore. My period has yet to start, but I know better than to think that was enough to keep me safe from getting knocked up.

      “I don’t have anything,” he says. “In case you were wondering.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” I confess. “I’m just hoping we didn’t make a baby Aiden right now.” His face pales and I laugh. “I’m sure we’re fine.”

      He rolls over on my stomach and kisses me. “Say it again.”

      I smile and look into his eyes. “We’re fine.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I love you.” His lips crush against mine and he hooks his arm around me. “Wait,” I say and reach for the tissue. “It’s seeping out.” Aiden makes a face. “It’s your stuff,” I say, holding a tissue between my legs as I get up and go to the bathroom to clean up. My head is spinning from the roller coaster of emotion I’ve been on.

      Love is scary and crazy.

      It’s supposed to be. And it means having someone there to walk with you through the storm, picking you up when you can’t go on, carrying your baggage when you don’t have the strength to do so anymore.

      I get back into bed with Aiden, falling into his arms. This is crazy. This is scary. This is exactly what I want, what I need. And I’m never letting him go.
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* * *

      “This is what happens when I work doubles on the weekend,” Lori says into the phone. I switch hands and slow my Jeep to a stop at a light. “I miss all the gossip.”

      I yawn and kick myself for forgetting my mug of coffee on the kitchen counter. Oh well, at least it’s there and ready for Aiden whenever he gets up. Being wet and cold made his fever come back, and I spent the rest of the night doting on him. It was the least I could do, really. He’s given me so much, made me feel even more. He healed me.

      I smile. “You did miss a ton.” I roll down my window, squinting in the sun. I’m almost to work, and I just filled Lori in on one of the most emotional yet best weekends of my life. I left my sunglasses at home as well. I let out a breath, still smiling. “He invited me to go to a movie premiere with him.”

      “No way! You’re going, right? Please tell me you’re going.”

      “I want to,” I say honestly. Thinking about getting dressed to the nines and walking down the red carpet with my arm linked through Aiden’s excites me. “And I will as long as I can find someone to take care of the horses.” I wince when I think of what it will cost me to get someone to come out to the barn multiple times a day to check on the horses. It’ll be more than just paying someone to come over twice a day to feed them. I need someone with a basic medical knowledge and know-how to treat wounds.

      Okay…maybe going out of town is a bad idea. I can’t just leave the horses. I sigh. I have this week and next to figure it out. The new guy might not need as much care by then, but I don’t know. He has the drive to get better. I just hope that carries over into him actually healing.

      “So, Aiden is still at your house?” Lori asks.

      “Yeah. He was sleeping when I left.”

      “Oh my God. How the hell did you force yourself away from that?”

      I laugh softly. “It was hard. He’s so…he’s perfect, Lori.” I let out a deep breath and push on the gas. “Am I completely crazy?”

      “Not at all. Sexy celebrity status aside, he seems like a really great guy who really cares about you. And,” she adds quickly. “It’s normal to be freaked out a bit when you start a relationship. With anyone. Especially one as passionate as what you guys have. Fuck, I’m so jealous. Seriously. This isn’t fair.” She laughs.

      I nod, then realize she can’t see me. “Thanks.”

      “What is he doing? Isn’t it killing you to know he’s in your freaking bed right now?”

      It does, but half of that is because I’m so tired. “Yes. He sleeps naked too.”

      “You are killing me!” she says, and I laugh. “What is he going to do? Just hang out?”

      “Yeah. For today and tomorrow at least. He has to go back to California for some talk show, then he’ll come back to finish filming the movie. He’ll stay here again until next Thursday when he flies back home to L.A. for another interview and then the premiere. I’m leaving Friday after work.”

      “Oh my God,” she says again. I hear her car door slam shut. “Ugh. I’m at work, but I don’t want to go in.”

      “I hate work,” I grumble as I turn onto the street the press is on.

      “Maybe you won’t have to work!” she exclaims.

      “Way too soon for those thoughts, Lori,” I correct.

      “Celebrity couples get married after like five or six months all the time. You’re like halfway to a diamond the size of your fist.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “We’ll see.”

      “Oh, before I go,” she starts. “What are you wearing to the premiere?”

      “I don’t know. Aiden said he’d take care of everything.”

      “That is so romantic!”

      I shake my head but smile. “I suppose it is, and it’s not the first time he bought me a pretty dress.” I pull into the parking lot at work and cut the engine. “I’m at hell too. I mean work.”

      “We should go in. On the count of three, hang up and march our asses inside.”

      I get out of the car, not bothering to roll up the windows or lock the doors. “One, two, three.”

      I end the call and drop my phone into my purse. I make a face but suck it up and go into work. I should be grateful I got a job in my field right out of college. Lori is still working at the Super 8, being bored out of her mind behind the front desk.

      “Hey, Haley,” Shondra says, looking up from filing her nails.

      “Hi,” I say with a smile.

      “You look good today. Did you do something different to you hair?”

      I flick my eyes up like I could actually see my hair and shake my head. I washed it last night and let it air dry. I went so far as brushing it and pushing it back with a headband this morning. I had to forego doing makeup since I lay cuddled up next to Aiden for ten extra minutes. “Uh, no. But thanks.”

      She nods and goes back to her nails. I get as far as putting my purse on my desk before Mr. Weebly comes up behind me.

      “Haley!” he exclaims. I turn, and his eyes go right to my chest.

      “Hi,” I say with a pressed smile.

      “So, it’s been a while. Put any more thought into that picture?”

      Picture? What picture. Oh, right. The one he wanted me to get by using Aiden, the one he asked for weeks ago and won’t freaking let it drop. I tell him no every time he asks. I thought he’d stop after the second time, getting the hint I wasn’t going to illegally sneak a picture into the press. If it’s that important to him, he should creep around and take it himself. Geeze. “No,” I say and debate on telling a lie. It would be believable to say I hadn’t seen Aiden lately, really. He was busy and I was, well, just some girl from Montana, ya know, not the typical person an A-list actor hangs around. “If you want pictures, you need to contact his agency.”

      His eyes narrow and he strokes his jaw. “Huh. Well, I’ll let you think about it for a few more days. You two must be pretty close by now.” He winks and my skin crawls. I know exactly what he imagines goes on between us. “The article you wrote about the horses was good,” he says. I just smile and nod, knowing he hasn’t even read it.

      I sit at my desk, trying not to let that get to me. It makes me mad that people don’t think of Aiden as a person, only as a celebrity. He is so much more than that.
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      I should be sleeping. I should be in bed, tucked in, catching up on the sleep I didn’t get last night. Or this morning. I dozed on the plane but never fell into a deep sleep.

      I miss Haley and being alone in my house is unnerving. I miss the Montana farmhouse, the tight fit in our sleeping arrangements.

      I miss her.

      She is worried coming back here will remind me of the life I used to love so much, but she is wrong. It reminds me how fucked up this life it, how all of Hollywood is. It stirs the darkness and it creeps up and takes a hold of me.

      I should be sleeping, but I’m sitting at a private table in a bar with several cast mates from Shadowland. The place is packed and loud, the smell of body odor and perfume mixed with bleach and alcohol. It’s one of the hottest places in L.A., and fucking hard to get into. Unless you’re me, that is.

      I down my third shot of Scotch and feel my mind unwind, yet the more I drink, the harder it is to hold back the darkness. It’s a battle, and for a brief moment the darkness wins. Then I drink more and drown it out completely. I don’t want to get to that point, especially when I have to be up early for filming, but I don’t want to feel the pain of the dark even more.

      Everyone is talking and laughing, and I’m playing my part like I was born to do it, fooling them all. I’m deep in conversation—well, as deep as any drunk person can be—with my co-star on Shadowland, Sam McGuire, about who’s going to get killed off next, when someone slides into the booth next to me.

      “Hey, Aiden,” she says into my ear.

      I stiffen. Kennedy. I turn, and she’s right up next to me. She’s wearing a low-cut red dress and a full mask of makeup. I can’t deny that she looks good; Kennedy is a very beautiful woman. But her over-the-top look is too perfect and turns me off. From her airbrushed makeup to her surgically enhanced tits, everything about her screams fake, and it reminds me just how fake her affection for me was. Once, she noticed the cuts on my arm and made a snide comment about how ugly scars were.

      “Hello, Kennedy,” I say without missing a beat. I relax my shoulders and smile—just like I should.

      She leans in and puts her hand on my thigh. She’s drunk or acting drunk, probably. She did that a lot in the months we were together, just for attention. “I haven’t seen you in so long,” she says. “How are you? You look good.”

      “So do you.” I put on the charm without thinking. It’s what I do. It’s who I’m supposed to be. “And I’m good. Really good.”

      “Aww, that makes me so happy to hear.” She bats her lashes. “You’re such a good guy, Aiden.” She scoots closer and flicks her eyes across the table. I see the flashing lights from the dance floor reflecting off a camera. Oh, for fuck’s sake. I move away from Kennedy. I haven’t kept track of her career since she parted ways on Shadowland, but I know she hasn’t worked on anything big. Is she getting so desperate for attention she’s staging a reunion between us for the fucking paparazzi?

      “How’s your new movie?” she asks, leaning in again.

      I sit back against the seat. “It’s great. We’re wrapping up filming soon.”

      She laughs and touches my arm, curling her fingers under my sleeve. “Of course it’s great. And it must be keeping you busy. You’ve been so quiet.”

      I nod. Between the movie and Haley, I’m busy. Really busy. I spend all my free time on the farm, with the woman I’ve given my heart to. “Yeah.” I cast Sam a look. He shakes his head then puts his fingers under his chin and pulls an imaginary trigger. I give him a tiny nod. That is exactly how I’m feeling.

      “So that girl with the horses on your Instagram,” she starts. I internally laugh. I should have known this was about Haley. “She’s just some handler from the set, right? You were so sweet to post those pictures. Probably made her day.”

      Should I start counting down the minutes until crazy Kennedy makes an appearance and begs for us to get back together? “She’s my girlfriend, which I’m sure you know.” I signal a cocktail waitress to bring me another drink. There were several pictures of Haley and me together circulating around the Internet. It was even a trending topic on Twitter when a picture of me kissing Haley in a coffee shop surfaced.

      There is no way Kennedy doesn’t know.

      “You don’t date regular people.”

      “I’m a regular person,” I say, my fingers tightening around the empty shot glass. I look up, feeling relief when I see the waitress bring my drink over.

      “No, you’re not,” Kennedy says. “We’re not regular. Aiden, what the hell? I know you had a few ‘issues’ when we were together but come on. You’re joking with me, right? That girl is not your girlfriend.” She nudges my arm and laughs, looking out at the crowd again. She spots a man with a camera and moves in close, throwing her arms around me.

      I want to shove her and tell her to get the hell away from me but stop, the image of my father pushing my mum to the ground flashing through my mind. The darkness rises, and rage floods my veins. I gulp my drink as terror plagues me. I will not be like my father. I twist away as the camera flashes.

      “I’m not joking,” I say calmly, working hard not to cause a scene and freak the fuck out.

      “Well, good luck with that. Where is your regular girl now?” She looks around the table like Haley will just appear. Anger boils inside me and I start to feel out of control. I take another drink, needing to calm down.

      “At home,” I say, not explaining that “home” is her home, not mine.

      “Interesting,” Kennedy says before she lets out a breath. I know she’s disappointed. Was she hoping to hook up? “Listen, Aiden, you should really think about this, okay? I only say that because I care.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I blink and finish my drink.

      “Once the novelty wears off, you think she’ll still want you—want this? Oh, right, you think you’re such a stand-up guy.” She rolls her eyes and waves her hand at me. “Yeah, getting drunk, passing out, and pissing your pants makes you a winner. Has this regular girl seen that part of you yet? She doesn’t get your life. She doesn’t understand how things work. And people who don’t understand—who aren’t impressed with what you are—don’t stay, Aiden. She’s not going to want a long-distance relationship with you while she’s home cooking and cleaning and you’re on some exotic set with a sexy co-star. She can’t handle it. Trust me. Leave her before she leaves you, because that will not be good for your image. Aiden Shepherd, dumped by a nobody horse-trainer from Nowheresville, Montana.”

      I sulk back, trying not to let Kennedy’s words bother me, but they do. Not the part about Haley leaving me because I don’t think she will. I believe her when she says she loves me, even though she tried hard not to fall. What bothers me is the part about me drinking and passing out. I promised her I wouldn’t do that again, and I know I will break that promise.

      I know I will break her heart when I said I never would. She is too good for me. I’m not a good person, and the darkness inside of me sometimes wins.

      Like tonight.

      I’m feeling worse and worse about myself, so I’ll keep going until I’m completely obliterated and can’t remember my own name. It doesn’t make things better. I know. Yet I still do it. Fuck. I can’t stop. I can’t resist taking pills and getting shit-faced. I promised I’d stop and I’m not going to. I hate myself for it.

      I hate myself.

      Soon Haley will too.

      It’s only a matter of time, really. Everyone who knows the real Aiden Shepherd hates him eventually. Maybe it was a mistake letting Haley see me, the real me. Maybe then I wouldn’t have gotten in this deep and hurt so fucking much. And maybe she wouldn’t hurt either.

      I’ve had enough, and I get up to leave, not saying a word to my friends. I pull my phone from my pocket to call Claire but stop. It’s two a.m. and she’s asleep. It’s a dick move to wake up her when I’m perfectly capable of getting my own cab and going home.

      I text Haley when I sit in the back seat of the taxi. I have my hood up and hair in my face, trying to conceal my identity as best as I can. The cabbies around here are used to it and don’t get all star-struck, thank the Lord.

      I miss you, I type. I hope I’m not waking you up. Just wanted to let you know I love you. It takes me several minutes to get the letters in the right order. I’m too drunk to type straight. I send the message and hope for a response, but I don’t get one. It’s good, really. She needs to sleep.

      I’m tired, and my body aches as I go up the curved staircase to my room. I shower and lie in bed naked, cool air from the ceiling fan rushing over my damp skin, causing me to shiver. I’m cold now, and tired.

      I stare into the dark, unmoving. Ten minutes pass. Then twenty, thirty, and I’m still lying there, unmoving.

      My phone vibrates, pulling me out of the darkness. I sit up and grab my phone off the nightstand. It’s a text from Haley.

      Haley: Miss you too. Get some sleep. Love you.

      I smile and get under the covers, thinking of her. Yet I can’t sleep. I can’t shut off my mind, and now invasive thoughts are running rampant, showing me images of Haley’s lifeless eyes, skin on her face blackened and burned. And somehow it’s all my fault.

      She worries there is something wrong with her, that her mind is broken. It’s not, not at all. She’s hurt, grieving, dealing with an enormous amount of guilt she shouldn’t put on herself.

      What’s my excuse? Why is my mind so fucked up? I close my eyes and see death. If not my own, then that of others—others who I love. I think about dying, even when I want to live. I can’t escape the darkness no matter how hard I try. Not without her.

      I can’t take the visions of Haley’s dead face flashing before me. I get up and open the top drawer of my dresser, taking a bottle of Ambien from the back. I pop a couple in my mouth and swallow them dry. My throat hurts from forcing the pills down. I focus on the pain and lie back down. Twenty minutes later I’m still awake, still getting flashes of death, still feeling my heart rip out of my chest at the thought of losing Haley. I force myself up and pull out another pill bottle, my mind too fuzzy to read what I’m taking, but I think they’re pain pills. I take three or maybe four—fuck, I don’t know. I wash them down with a mouthful of vodka and fall back onto my mattress, waiting for the effects of the drugs to kick in and knock me the fuck out.
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* * *

      “Aiden!” Someone shakes me. “Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

      “Mmmhh,” I groan, and I try to open my eyes. I can’t. I can’t move my arms or get a word out. I’m still drugged.

      “Aiden, you’re freaking me out!” It’s Claire. She shakes me again then pats my cheek quickly with her fingers. “Open your eyes!”

      I try, really, but I’m too tired. I slip back into sleep. I take a shallow breath and try to open my eyes again. I can’t. It should alarm me, right? I should be concerned that I’m hardly breathing, unable to sit up, talk, or open my fucking eyes.

      But I’m too drugged to worry, too far under to care.

      Claire keeps talking to me, shaking me, pulling the covers back, doing anything she can to wake me up. She jostles my body around, and it takes me a minute to realize she’s putting trousers on me. Right. I’m still naked. Cold water splashes my face, doing nothing to rouse me.

      I think she’s crying. I hear a door slam and then her talking to someone, words all jumbled. I think of Haley’s soft lips pressing to mine. I don’t understand why she’s not here with me. I want to call to her, tell her to come here and hold me until the dizziness passes and I’m good enough to get up.

      I have no sense of time. Claire was just in here, shaking me, and now she’s doing it again. I groan when something tightens around my arm. Voices surround me, male voices. What the fuck? I use everything inside of me to open my eyes.

      “Aiden?” someone asks, their face so close I can feel their breath on my skin. “Aiden, can you hear me. Open your eyes if you can hear me.”

      “He’s unresponsive,” someone else says. “Get the Narcan.”

      “No, I’m not,” I say. Or at least I think that’s what I say. Really, my voice dies in my throat and only a gurgle leaves my lips.

      Someone grabs my other arm and a needle pierces my skin. Cold liquid flows through my veins. Within seconds I’m able to open my eyes. There are three people crowded around the bed. One holds an IV bag while the other two assess me. Claire’s at the foot of the bed, her hand over her mouth and tears in her eyes.

      “What the fuck?” I spit as I try to sit up. I’ve come to, but I’m weak. I push the IV guy back.

      “Sir, you need to calm down.”

      “Don’t call me sir,” I say, pushing him away again. I hate being called sir. I think. I don’t know, and I don’t care. All I know is he’s pissing me the fuck off just by being here next to me.

      “Aiden,” Claire calls. “Calm down.”

      “Blood pressure is still low,” another EMT says. “Let’s take him in.”

      “No!” I yell, and I start pulling at the IV in my arm. All three EMTs swarm me, holding me down. “Get the fuck off me!” Why are they here? I’m fine. I need to go…somewhere. I can’t recall where, but I know I have shit to do. “Get off me!” I struggle against their arms.

      “It’s okay,” I hear Claire say over my struggle. “Aiden, calm down. We just want to take care of you!”

      “I’m fucking fine!” Don’t they see that? What the fuck? Everything is annoying me, getting under my skin. My stomach twists, and I stop fighting, only to turn my head and throw up. Hardly anything comes up, but my body retches two more times. And now I’m shaking, gasping for air.

      “Did you check his sugar?” one EMT says. I’m too busy dry-heaving to hear the response, but I feel a sharp prick in my finger.

      “Sixty-one.”

      “Aiden,” another EMT says slowly. “When was the last time you ate?”

      What the fuck does that matter? And I have no clue. I still don’t know what they are doing here, why I’m being harassed for no reason. I’m fine. They need to get the fuck out of here.

      “I’ll call it in,” a female EMT says. “We need to get him out of here.”

      “No,” I protest when I see them bring the gurney over. “I’m not going to the fucking hospital.”

      “I really think you should go,” an EMT says, and his persisting patience annoys me even more. “Just to get checked out. It’ll be a quick trip.”

      I’m not a fucking child. I’m not falling for that shit. “No, I’m not going,” I say between retching. I’m shaking and cold, and my mouth is so dry and my throat is burning. Claire pushes through the EMTs and bends over. Tears fall from her eyes. I’ve never seen her look at me with that much fear before.

      “Please, Aiden. Let them take you. You’re not well.”

      “I’m fine,” I grumble, leaning back and reaching for the line in my arm. I want to tear it out.

      “Aiden,” she says again as she pushes my hair back. It’s stuck in my mouth and covered with frothy vomit. I jerk away.

      “Give him a minute,” one of the EMTs says. “It’s normal for patients to be angry and agitated.”

      “He’s not okay.” She shakes her head and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’ve seen him bad before, but never like this. What did you take, Aiden?”

      I let my head fall back and take a deep breath. I feel like shit. Complete and total shit. Everything aches, my head pounds, and I can’t stop shaking. I want another pain pill to make me pass out and not wake until my fucking body feels better.

      My phone rings, and despite the hazy shitstorm going on in my mind, I know only one person is calling me this early.

      Haley.

      I reach out for the phone. I have no idea where it is. I keep my phone in my pocket, and I’m not wearing the jeans I had on last night. When did I take them off?

      “Get that,” I say to Claire.

      She takes a few steps and picks up my clothes off the floor. “I’ll take a message,” she says.

      “No, give it to me!”

      “You really want Haley to talk to you when you’re like this?”

      I don’t care how I am. I need to hear her voice. I need to know she’s okay, that those horrible things I thought of really didn’t happen. I need to know she still loves me, even though my life is a fucking mess and I’m lying in my bed, covered in my own vomit.

      I need her.

      Claire just shakes her head and silences the call. “You don’t want her to witness this, not even over the phone. You’re not well, Aiden. You have a problem.”

      “I’m fine,” I say for the millionth time. When will she get it? What the hell kind of problem did I have? I. Am. Fine. “I’m not going to the hospital. I refuse to let you take me.”

      The EMTs look at each other, and I know they can’t force me to do anything against my will. I need a shower, water, and a protein bar and I’ll be fine. My normal hangover cure. It’s worked before; it’ll work now. And I need it fast. There is a reason I’m here in L.A. and not with Haley. Ah, fuck. I’ll remember it later.

      “Aiden,” the female EMT says, kneeling down. “You overdosed on something. We gave you medication to counteract the overdose, but until we know what and how much is in your system, you’re still in danger. Your blood pressure and sugar levels are low. It would really be in your best interest to go to the hospital and get checked out, okay?”

      “No,” I say shortly. “I’m bloody fine, dammit.”

      “Can’t you just take him?” Claire asks, and they say something I can’t hear. Claire relaxes and looks down at me. “Aiden, you’re going to the hospital. I know you don’t want to, but please, cooperate. Do it for Haley.”

      Haley.

      My eyes flutter closed and I see her face before me. We’re on the horses again, running through the woods. Wind blows her hair, and she turns around, her eyes locking with mine for a second before turning back.

      Haley.

      I left her because I have to work. The sooner I work, the sooner I can get back to her. “No,” I say.

      The EMTs meet eyes again, nonverbally deciding what to do. They’re going to leave, that’s what, because I’m fucking fine. Then I hear one of them say something about restraints.

      Another chill rolls through me and exhaustion hits. Suddenly I’m scared. What the hell did I take last night? I don’t want to be sick. I nod my head just as an EMT lowers the gurney. They’re taking me after all and had always planned to. The hesitation wasn’t because I was refusing. It was in hopes I’d come to my senses and not be a pain in the arse.

      “I can walk,” I say, knowing the spectacle it will be if I’m taken away on a bed, loaded into the back of the ambulance. I’m sure a small crowd has already gathered.

      “That’s not a good idea,” Claire says like she’s afraid they might let me. Of course, they don’t, and soon I’m strapped in and being wheeled outside the house. I don’t look to see who’s watching.

      I go in and out of consciousness on the way to the hospital. Claire is in the back of the ambulance with me, feverishly texting on her phone, sending messages and canceling events. I don’t see her once I’m in the ER. I can hardly stay awake as I go through a battery of tests. Things start to get hazy again, and I pass out or fall asleep, not waking until I’m in a room.

      Claire and my agent are there. Ah, fuck. I realized I’m screwed the same time I realize I’m lonely, so fucking lonely. I’m Aiden Shepherd. Popular, loved by millions, with loyal, devoted fans. I hang out with other rich and famous actors, date supermodels…yet no one knows me. No one cares.

      “Aiden?” Claire asks softly. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah,” I croak. I’m hooked up to machines and have wires attached to all parts. “What happened?”

      “You overdosed,” Thomas says point blank. He looks pissed. Claire’s still scared and worried. “You’re goddamn lucky your assistant found you when she did. She saved your life.”

      “I would have been fine,” I say, and I try to smile. I’m so weak, it’s hard to even keep my eyes open.

      “No, you wouldn’t have.” Thomas pushes off the register he was leaning against. “I saw the tox report. You had three different narcotics, sleeping pills, and a high blood alcohol content. What the hell were you thinking?”

      I was thinking about the horrible things that could happen to Haley. I don’t know why those thoughts went through my head. I don’t want them to. But I can’t stop them. Once those thoughts settle in and take over, the pain starts. I had to stop it before it hurt me.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” I mumble. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “I don’t care what you did or didn’t mean to do,” Thomas says. “People don’t mean to overdose most of the time. They just do, and let me repeat how lucky you are someone found you.”

      I close my eyes again. “I’m fine now. I can work.”

      Thomas lets out a snort. “No. You’re not well enough yet. It’s already been handled. You’re in the hospital with dehydration and exhaustion. You were sick all week, so this works. The fans love you, and you’re getting a lot of sympathy. You’re lucky, kid.”

      I hate when he calls me that. It’s his way of reminding me I’m new at this, that he knows much more than I do and I need to shut up and listen. Maybe he’s right. I sigh and nod.

      “Thanks,” I say, and both Thomas and Claire look stunned. “I can do a video update for the show,” I offer.

      “That’s actually a good idea,” Thomas says. “Let me make a call.” He leaves the room, and a nurse comes in to check on me. I’m recovering well and am allowed to eat lunch. The mention of food makes me realize how hungry I am.

      Claire sits on a chair next to the bed once the nurse leaves. “Haley called,” she says. “I don’t know if you remember that.”

      “I don’t. I don’t remember anything. Just waking up here.”

      “That’s probably good.”

      I turn my head. “Thanks, Claire.”

      She shrugs. “It’s what I do. And if you die, I’m out of a job.”

      I smile. “Nice.”

      She looks up, blinking away tears. “Aiden, you need help. You can’t keep doing this.”

      “I won’t do it again,” I say. “I can stop when I want. I don’t always take the pills.”

      Claire presses her lips together, not believing me. “It’s okay to ask for help,” she says softly, and I’m reminded of something similar I said to Haley. Or had she said it to me? Fuck. I still can’t think straight.

      “I don’t need help,” I say. I just need Haley. I lean back on the stiff hospital pillow. “Do you have my phone?”

      She digs it out of her oversized bag and hands it to me. I have a slew of messages from my so-called friends asking if I’m okay. They don’t really care about me, but they want me to care about them, so I will invite them to a Shadowland party. It’s the most successful TV show in history. The last premiere shattered records. I’m starring in this new movie based off a book that sat at #1 on the New York Times best sellers list for two solid months. I’m doing as well as any new actor can be.

      I unlock my phone and open my pictures. I only have a few of Haley. The first one, with us around Aurelia, another of her right after sex, holding the sheets over her breasts, her hair a mess, giving me a why-the-hell-are-you-taking-my-picture look, and two taken before I left. She’s smiling in one, and the other is a badly positioned selfie of us kissing. My eyes were closed and I cut off half my face. At least I can see her.

      “What are you going to tell her?” Claire asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.” I flick my eyes up. I haven’t said anything to Claire, or to anyone, but she knows how much Haley means to me. If it were just sex, I’d go back to the hotel and then back to L.A. once I got a week off work. I wouldn’t leave the hotel for a farmhouse with weak Wi-Fi and no one to run my errands and bring me espresso when I wanted it. And I never would stay at the house, alone, while Haley went to work. I wouldn’t sit out in the barn, talking to a damaged horse with scars from a fire along her neck, if I didn’t care about Haley.

      “The truth is a good place to start.” Claire stands. I nod and look back at the phone. I’m not afraid to tell Haley the truth. I never have been, and I’ve never felt judgment from her. She believes in second chances, after all. She believes that the worst of the worst can be healed with time and love, and can go on to live a life worth living.

      Have I already had my second chance? The heart monitor beeps a little faster when I think about that night. Before I cut myself, before I decided I wanted to die, I hid under my bed with a pillow over my ears, drowning out the sound of my mum crying and my dad yelling. Mum said she knew what he’d done to me—what he’d been doing to me—and knew he wasn’t going to stop. I couldn’t hide the bruises forever. She was calling the police. The fight went on for hours, and the police never came.

      When I left my room to get the knife, I could hear the moaning and groaning coming from Mum and Dad’s room. She’d forgiven him, like she always had, and like she always would. She’d chosen him over me yet again because I didn’t matter. I’d never matter.

      I shut my eyes and the darkness consumes me. I remember it all clearly. The cold steel blade of the knife pressing into my skin. I hesitated, afraid of the pain. I didn’t want to feel hurt. I just wanted it to end. The little pain I was about to feel was worth the infinite black that would take over. I closed my eyes and dragged the knife along my skin. I hadn’t pressed down hard enough. I bled, but it wasn’t not enough. The pain, the blood, it excited me. Each drop that spilled out was bringing me closer and closer to the end.

      I lined the knife back on the red track, pushed, and sliced. It stung, and the pain radiated up my arm. The knife clattered to the ground, slipping out of my fingers. The pain, the years of hurt and abuse, poured out of me as the blood rushed down, dripping onto the bedroom floor.

      Moonlight reflected off the crimson and I watched, waiting, wanting to feel my life slip away. I held my arm out, wanting it to drain faster. I wanted to die. I couldn’t find the knife in the dark. I felt around for it, holding my bleeding arm out. As soon as my fingers wrapped around the blade, my sister came into the room.

      Lucky.

      That’s what they said. Lucky she found me, lucky she was only eighteen but had enough sense to wrap my wound and take me to the hospital. Lucky my heart didn’t give up when so much of my blood had left my body. I hadn’t felt lucky.

      It was an accident. I didn’t really try to kill myself. Why would someone like me be depressed? The doctors and nurses questioned me over and over, but I stuck with the lie Dad had decided was the truth. Sometimes I think he actually believed it. Being depressed was a choice, he’d say. I was being dramatic and needed to stop. Asking for help several weeks before that was a cry for attention. He wasn’t going to waste his hard-earned money on a crackpot therapist. And I cut myself to make a mess and get a rise out of my mother. I didn’t really want to die. People like me didn’t get depressed.

      Someone knocks on the door then immediately enters. “Hi, Aiden,” a nurse says. “How are you doing? You’re heart rate went up.”

      I look at the monitors. Right. They could see everything on computer screens in the nurses’ station. “Yeah, just in pain. Can I get something for it?”

      She presses her lips together. “I can get you a Tylenol. The doctor won’t prescribe anything stronger.”

      I glare at her and she smiles apologetically. Right. I’m now labeled a drug-seeking patient. Well, I am. I just want to forget the darkness and go to sleep. “When can I leave? I want to go home.”

      “I’ll page the doctor and see if he can talk to you. He wanted to keep you under observation.”

      “I won’t stay all day,” I say flatly then feel bad for being an arse. She’s done nothing to me.

      “I’ll let the doctor know.” She leaves and my phone rings. For the few seconds it takes for me to pick it up and turn it over, I hope it’s Haley though I know I shouldn’t answer. I should just cut myself off and let her move on, find somebody better, someone who won’t break promises and isn’t constantly fighting the darkness.

      I grunt and decline the call. It’s Kennedy. Not interested in talking to her. I pull up Haley’s number and Thomas walks back in.

      He’s all about my video update idea and takes it further to stream it live to the audience and allow a few questions. It’ll make me seem really devoted to my fans, he says. Someone comes in to do hair and makeup, making me look not as sick as I really am.

      By the time we’re done, I’m exhausted for real. The same nurse from before comes in and shoos everyone from the room. She assesses me then leaves, saying I need to rest. She’s patient and kind, and I think she knows what’s really going on, despite me saying I accidentally took the wrong pills. She closes the door and I lie back. I close my eyes and fall asleep before I can call Haley. She’s on my mind as I drift to sleep, and I dream of being with her and know that I can’t. I broke one promise, and I’ll do it again. I can’t subject Haley to the darkness inside of me. She’s too good for it, too good for me.

      I am undeniably in love with her. She is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and she deserves so much more than I can ever give her. Walking away might be cruel, but staying is even worse. She’s beautifully broken and I’m a fucking mess. Pieces of me are scattered everywhere, dripping with blood and tainted with poison. There’s no putting me back together. I’m not just broken, I’m ruined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Haley

          

        

      

    

    
      I call Aiden on my way to work that morning. He’s supposed to be up early for the talk show, and I hope I can catch him before he gets whisked away into hair and makeup. His phone rings only a few times then goes to voicemail. He must be in a location with crappy service. He wouldn’t hang up on me.

      I think about him all day and am eager to watch him on the show tomorrow. I’m even more eager for him to get back. I thought about Mom last night, about the fire, and I didn’t have a flashback. Admitting my guilt to him absolved me of some of the dark horror that surrounded me. Aiden makes everything better. I am so completely in love with him.

      He doesn’t call me back by the time I get home from work. Assuming he’s still busy with filming or meeting with his agent, I don’t worry and instead go about my day. I change into barn clothes then start chores.

      As soon as I step foot into the barn, I know something is wrong. The smell of blood hits me, and I run to Phoenix’s stall.

      “Oh shit.” I go through a moment of panic, not knowing if I should call the vet or get bandages first. “Hang on, sweetheart,” I tell her, and I rush into the tack room to grab gauze and disinfectant. Somehow she scraped off the large scab—that was almost healed—on her neck and is bleeding. Badly.

      I clean up the blood the best I can to assess the damage. She’s missing a large section of her skin, a section larger than my hand. I cover the area with antibiotic ointment and padded bandages, then wrap her neck with gauze. I wipe the blood off my hands and call Dr. Wells.

      She says she would have done everything I did, and there is no reason for me to have to pay for a barn call unless Phoenix takes a turn for the worse. I can give her an increased dose of pain meds and need to keep her inside for a few days to allow the wound to heal.

      I hang up, already shaken up, and now I’m worried that I haven’t heard from Aiden. He’ll call. I know he will. After all, he promised he’d never hurt me, and I believe him.

      I spend the rest of the night in the barn, keeping my phone tucked in my bra so I won’t miss a call, a call that never comes. I text Aiden, asking if he’s okay, and go over all the excuses I can for him.

      He lost his phone, or it’s dead and he doesn’t have the charger. I know that’s a bullshit excuse; he can send Claire to get him one. Maybe he’s so tired from being sick he’s sleeping, or maybe he took more pills and passed out.

      Unease grows inside of me, and I toss and turn all night. I wake up and call him again, sure he will answer. I get one ring then his voicemail. I leave a message, asking if he’s okay, asking for him to call me back and just let me know what the hell is going on.

      But I get nothing.

      I should have known this was coming. I should have known he’d break all his promises and leave me. When something seems too good to be true, it is.
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* * *

      A week passes and I hear nothing from Aiden. I’ve called him twice and texted him five times. That is more than enough. I’m worried about him as much as I’m pissed at him, and I put his name in for Google Alerts. I don’t want to find out through the grapevine if he got arrested for a DUI or something.

      My alarm goes off that morning, and I break down as soon as I open my eyes. I want to go back to sleep, back to the black where nothing hurts. I want the hurt to end. I can’t take much more, and I don’t know how long I will last.

      The alarm beeps for ten minutes, but the noise is drowned out by my crying. I don’t want to get up and face the world. I don’t want to get up and be reminded how alone I am, how stupid I am for believing Aiden’s lies, for falling for him.

      I drag myself out of bed for them, the horses who will never judge me and never leave me. I’m on autopilot as I go down the stairs, not changing out of my pajamas yet. Everyone whinnies a hello…everyone except Phoenix. I blink, my eyes puffy and swollen from crying so much, and look down the barn aisle. She’s standing in the back of her stall, head down, and not moving.

      If my heart weren’t ground into dust, it would break for her. But there is nothing left. Nothing. Just a cold, dark pit in my chest.

      I go through the motions of feeding, tossing hay to everyone, filling up water buckets, and dishing out grain. I give everyone breakfast then sit on a hay bale, hands in my lap, unmoving, until the sound of chomping grain quiets. They’re done eating and can be let out.

      I blink and push up, ignoring the growling coming from my stomach. It’s odd, being physically hungry but having no drive to feed myself. Skipping one meal wasn’t going to hurt me…again.

      I let Benny, Shakespeare, Sundance, Gandalf, and then Aurelia into the side pasture. I watch, making sure the foal doesn’t get bullied though I doubt I’d be able to do anything in time if she were. It takes everything inside of me to keep on my feet and keep going.

      I open Phoenix’s door last and step aside, waiting for her to come out. When she doesn’t, I move inside and see she hasn’t touched her hay or grain from this morning. And most of last night’s hay is still there.

      “Phoenix,” I whisper as I go back into the barn and enter her stall from the aisle. “You have to eat, sweetheart.”

      The patch of flesh she scraped off hasn’t healed. It doesn’t look any different from how it did days ago. Fuck. It looks worse.

      “Eat, Phoenix,” I say, nudging her feed dish. She pushes her ears back.

      “You have to eat if you want to get better. Just eat, dammit!” Tears fill my eyes, blurring my vision of the horse. “I can’t give up, so you can’t give up! Just please, eat! I’m doing everything I can! I’m sorry it’s not enough. I sorry I’m not enough. Why are you doing this to me?” I slump down in the stall, crying.  “I can’t lose anyone else.”

      And then it hits me like a knife to the heart. I’m not mad at Phoenix. I’m mad at him. He let me in, made me happy, told me he loved me…and then he left without a second look back. He picked me up when I was a million tiny pieces of broken glass, put me back to together, and then threw me into darkness where I broke into a million more.

      And there’s no coming back after that. After getting my heart shattered over and over until there is nothing left.

      The sobs pour out of me, shaking my body. I bring my hands to my face, catching teardrops. Why did I let this happen? I knew it would end in the worst kind of pain for me, yet I let him fool me. I hate him. I hate Aiden Shepherd with every fiber of my being.
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* * *

      I get to work half an hour late. My eyes are red and no one says anything. They know Aiden and I haven’t spoken, but no one knows the extent of my heartache. No one knows how much I let him in. They whisper, say I’ve grieved over my mother long enough and it’s time to move on, but no one says anything to me.

      Halfway through the day, Mr. Weebly calls me into his office.

      “Have a seat,” he says. I’m wearing a scoop neck black shirt, and he’s not eyeing my breasts. I should worry I’m in trouble, but I don’t. Just like the first time I took a seat in this chair, I feel nothing. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I say automatically.

      He just nods and lets out a dramatic breath. “I read the article you turned in. It was rather dark.”

      “Depression is a dark problem,” I start.

      “We don’t publish stuff like that,” he says slowly. “It might make people uncomfortable.”

      “That’s the point,” I say back. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. People suffer in silence every day because they’ve been told their issue is something to be ashamed of.”

      “Maybe in a bigger city, but here, it won’t go over so well.”

      I swallow. I want to feel angry, offended. Something. But nothing comes up. I stare at Mr. Weebly blankly and blink. “Okay.”

      “You want to bring awareness to something? Write about how walking along the mountain trails can be heart-healthy.”

      I move my head up and down. “Okay.”

      He leans forward. “Are you sure you’re all right, Haley? Maybe you should take the rest of the day off, gather your thoughts and come back tomorrow, well rested with a clear head.”

      Another nod. “Okay. I should.” I stand and turn toward the door. “Thanks,” I say, forcing a smile. I go back to my desk, finish the article I’m working on, then leave without a word to anyone. Shondra calls after me as I hurry through the lobby, but I don’t slow, don’t stop and turn around. I need out of here.

      I sink into the driver’s seat of the Jeep. My body shudders with a sob, but there are no tears left. I stick the keys in the ignition and start the car.

      My phone rings on the drive home. My purse is on the floor behind me and I can’t get to it. I’m not anxious to get it anyway. It’s Lori checking in on me, and I don’t want to fake another laugh and lie to her, telling her I’m sad but okay.

      I’m not okay, not at all. And I never will be.

      I change into jeans, boots, and a t-shirt as soon as I get home. If I stick to my mental to-do list, I can get through the day. I close my eyes. The list. First thing is Phoenix. I left her Dutch door open this morning, giving her the option to stay in and out of the sun or go outside. She’s still in her stall. I treat her wounds, then sit in the stall with her, resting my head on my knees.

      I long for Aiden’s arms to wrap around me. I shake my head at myself. His fake embrace means nothing. My throat tightens. I will not cry. He is not worth another tear. He never loved me. He’s a liar, a liar who promised he’d never leave me, never hurt me.

      He did all that and more, and I will never be the same.

      Phoenix shuffles closer. “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t been here for you—again—like I should. You and me, we’re destined to crawl through hell. But I won’t give up on you, Phoenix. Not now, not ever. This is your second chance, and I’m going to make sure I give it to you.”

      She presses her muzzle into my neck. I wrap my arms around her head and hold her, tears pooling in my eyes. We stay like that for a minute before she pulls away and eats her hay. She eats a bowl of grain that I give her, then turns and slowly walks out of her stall, joining the other horses in the pasture.

      All she needs is to know that someone is here for her and has faith in her. Not having someone to love you, someone to fight for you and tell you they believe in you, makes you feel like the struggle isn’t worth it. I lost my fighter, but she didn’t lose hers.

      I go inside and sigh, looking at the bills I tossed on the counter. They aren’t going to go away and ignoring them doesn’t make my payment any smaller. I grab one from Dr. Wells’ office and tear it open. My hands shake as I unfold it, scared to see the damage and knowing that I have nowhere near the funds to pay it off.

      “What?” I say aloud when I scan the bill. “That can’t be right.” I blink and stare at the zeros. I check the date and make sure this is current. It has to be a mistake. There’s no way I owe nothing. Dr. Wells cuts me a break, but I at least have to pay cost for the supplies, and the last time I checked, I owed several thousand dollars.

      But this…this is saying I owe nothing at all. It hits me, and my breath catches in my chest, my eyes blurring with tears. I bring my hand to my broken heart, pain ripping me open.

      Aiden.

      I sink down onto the kitchen floor and clutch the bill, holding it as if I’m somehow holding on to him. I miss him so much it hurts. A sob bubbles up from deep inside, and I crumple up the bill and throw it across the room. He left me. He walked away. He hurt me and broke my heart, even when he promised he wouldn’t.

      Couldn’t he leave me alone? Give me a chance to pick up the broken pieces and move on before he shoves himself back into my life. Doing this hurt. Only giving me a piece of him, just enough to make me miss him, to make me long for him, is cruel.

      I want to hate him. I want to scream his name in anger, cursing the day I met him. But I don’t. I can’t. What I want is him back here, his arms around me, telling me things are going to be okay and that he’s here.

      I lean forward, crying so hard my body shakes. How could he do this to me? How could he make me fall headfirst and catch me, lifting me up and making me feel loved before throwing me off the cliff? I wish I could hate him.

      I can never hate him. I’m still in love with him.
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* * *

      “Come on,” I call to Chrissy, looking for her black shape through the dark night. The full moon is hidden behind clouds. I just got done in the barn. The horses were brushed, fed, and happily munching on hay when I left them for the night. I don’t want to go inside and be alone. I stayed out as late as I could, trying to keep busy and not think about Aiden paying the vet bill for me.

      Why? Why would he do something so kind? He doesn’t care, obviously. If he cared, he’d be here. Hell, if he were a fucking decent human being, he’d at least offer me a reason for why he just vanished.

      I get into the house then remember my purse is still in the back seat of the Jeep. I grab it, feeling around inside for my phone. I need to call Lori back before she gets worried and drives all the way over here. I press the home button, and the screen lights up the dark garage. I have three missed calls and a voicemail; two are from Lori and one is from Aiden.

      What?

      No, that’s a mistake. He called me on accident and hung up after the first ring. That’s it. He has no reason to call me. I’m holding my breath, staring at the screen of my phone until it goes black. I blink and unlock it, my heart hammering. The voicemail is from him.

      I swallow hard, my fingers shaking. I stare at the message. I’m scared to see what he has to say. Finally, I press play.

      “Haley,” he says, and I know right away this wasn’t a wrong number. He meant to call me. “I don’t know what to say.” His words slur just a bit. I think he was drunk when he recorded this. “Other than I’m sorry. I’ve been a complete wanker and I’m so sorry. I wish I had an excuse, something good to tell you that will make you forgive me, that will make you love me again. But I don’t. You say you’re broken, but you’re not. I’m the one who’s fucked up, and you shouldn’t be with me. I left because you’re too good for me. I can’t keep promises and stay clean and be there for you. The darkness inside is taking over, and you’re too beautiful to be blackened by me. I love you, Haley. Please, call me back. I need you so fucking bad right now. Even if you hate me and never want to see me again, just call. I’m trying not to, but I can’t. I…I…” His voice is muffled, and I can’t tell what he’s saying. Tears roll down my cheeks. The emotion in his voice hurts me. “Please, Haley, call me.”

      I listen to the message two more times. I don’t hesitate. I call him back. My heart hammers with each ring. Answer, please answer. I get his voicemail. I open my mouth to talk after the beep but give up and end the call. He’ll see I called back at least.

      I put my head in my hands. What the hell am I supposed to do?

      “Mom,” I say. “I’ve never felt so lost or alone. First, I lost you, and I wanted to die too. I let myself die inside, I really did and I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it until I met Aiden, and I loved him so much. He brought me back, made me happy and made me feel love. And now he’s gone too, asking for me back. Fool me twice, shame on me, I know.”

      I close my eyes, tears freely falling down my face. “Please, Mom, I need you. Just give me a sign or something. I don’t know what to do.”

      I let out a deep breath and go inside. I’m not going to get a sign. There is no one up there looking out for me. How could there be?

      I go upstairs and get into the shower, sitting on the floor as hot water rushes down on me. I have no strength left, nothing inside me to keep going. I lie back, wanting to fall asleep and wake somewhere else, somewhere heartache doesn’t exist.

      My phone rings.

      I sit up, my eyes going wide. It’s on the counter, and I can reach it from here. I dry my hand on the towel hanging next to the shower and grab the phone. I don’t recognize the number, but I know the area code to be from California. I turn off the shower and answer.

      “Haley?” A voice comes through before I can even say hello. “It’s Claire. Haley, I know what happened, and I don’t want to bother you, but…it’s Aiden. There’s been an accident.”
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      The air leaves my lungs and my wet skin prickles with cold. “Is he okay?” I ask.

      “No,” Claire says. “He’s not, and the doctors don’t know—” She breaks down crying. “I’m sorry,” she says, sniffling.

      I put my hand out, catching myself on the shower wall. I’m trembling as I slide down. “What happened?”

      “His car hit a pole. I think he took something and drove. They have him in surgery. He’s not conscious, and they don’t know if he’s going to wake up.”

      I don’t breathe. I don’t move. And I don’t want to live my life without Aiden. “Where is he?” I ask, finding the resolve inside myself to stand. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      She gives me directions and says she’ll get a flight booked. All I have to do is get myself to the airport. I thank her and hang up. I’m still standing in the shower, naked and shivering, too stunned to move. I was mad at Aiden, wanting to hate him. I knew the possibilities of us getting back together and working through our problems was small, but part of me believed it was going to happen. It won’t now, not if Aiden doesn’t make it.

      I close my eyes, feeling like I’m going to throw up. My lip trembles, and I bite the inside of my cheek. I can’t cry. Not now. I pull back the shower curtain and get out, wrapping a towel around my wet body.

      I have to get to Aiden. I have to tell him it’s okay, and I forgive him, and that I love him, the real him. And I will always love him, even if he’s gone. Tears roll down my cheeks. He can’t leave me. Not this way. Not forever. I need him, I love him, and even if his lips never touch mine again, he needs to be okay. He needs to know he saved me, that he put out the flames and kept the fire from swallowing me whole, burning me until there was nothing left but ash and dust.

      I throw open a dresser drawer and pull out underwear and socks, letting the towel drop. Why couldn’t I have done the same for him? Why wasn’t I enough to save him too? Oh, god. He had called me hours before the accident.

      A sob escapes me, and I pitch forward, catching myself on the bed. Is this my fault? If I had answered, if we had talked, would he be okay?

      Chrissy presses her nose against me, and I get up, nodding. “Right,” I tell her. I have to get up, get dressed, drive to the airport. I put on yoga pants and a t-shirt. I throw clothes in a bag, not paying attention to what’s going in. I hurry into the bathroom and add my toothbrush, brush, and makeup case. That’s good enough. If I need anything else, I can buy it.

      Water drips from my hair, soaking my shirt. I’m still shivering, but I don’t notice. My heart hurts and frustration rips it apart. I need to be with Aiden. Now. He needs me too.

      I call Lori as I speed to the airport. She’s coming over in the morning to feed the horses and take care of Chrissy, then will be back at night. I forward her all the numbers to call to ask for help. She says she’ll handle it, and tells me to just go to Aiden. She’ll figure it out.

      I’m too numb to worry about anything else. I thank her and hang up, tears blurring my vision. The miles stretch on forever, and the desperation builds the closer I get. Hang on, Aiden. Just hang on. I’m coming. You’re going to be okay. For the first time in months, I pray, asking God to have mercy on someone as damaged and conflicted as Aiden.

      Claire calls me when I pull into the airport parking lot. I’ve never driven myself and don’t know where to go.

      “Hello?” I say into the phone, my heart dropping, terrified of bad news.

      “Haley,” she says, her voice tight. “You have a flight in two hours. It stops in Vegas but then comes here. It’s the best I could do this late. There aren’t a lot of flights out of Billings.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “How is he?”

      “I don’t know,” she tells me. “Still in surgery, I think. I haven’t heard anything else. But I will let you know if I do.”

      “Thank you again.” I park and get out. Claire needs my email address so she can forward everything to me.

      “Haley,” she says after she sends the email. “I don’t know the full story,” she starts. “And I didn’t ask. But I do know Aiden didn’t walk way because he doesn’t love you.”

      My throat tightens and I close my eyes, slowing to a stop. If he still loves me, why did he leave? “I wish that were true,” I finally say.

      “He loves you,” she says. “I’ve worked on and off for Aiden since his start; I know him well. He opened up to you, and I’ve never seen him do that before. He loves you, Haley. He still loves you, and whatever his reason was for walking away might not make sense to us, but it does to him. His mind…it doesn’t work like other people’s.”

      I mop up the tears that fall and walk into the airport. “If you see him,” I say slowly. “Tell him I’m on my way.”

      “I will.” She takes a few seconds to collect herself. “A car will pick you up from LAX and bring you to the hospital.”

      “Okay.” I close my eyes and take a breath. He’s going to be okay. He has to be. He promised me he would never leave me. He might have walked away, but he can come back. He will come back.
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* * *

      Six hours later, the plane takes off from Las Vegas. I stare out the window, so numb I’m calm. Claire texted me, telling me that Aiden was out of surgery and in recovery. The doctors “did all that they could do” and now the rest was up to Aiden to pull through or not.

      He is lying in a hospital bed, alone, living out one of his worst fears. It kills me to think about him by himself, surrounded by doctors and nurses but ultimately alone. Claire is there at least, and though she’s his employee, she’s just as much a friend.

      I close my eyes, a vision forming in my mind beyond my control. It’s of Aiden, lying bandaged and bruised in a hospital bed. A band of gauze wraps around his head like in the movies. I take his hand and sit with him throughout the night. Then he wakes up and it’s a miracle. His first words are “Haley, I love you.” We kiss and live happily ever after.

      But that’s not life.

      Life doesn’t hand out happily ever afters. You have to work for them, claw your way through the darkness, through all the trials and tribulations, and find your own happiness. Then you hold on to it like it’s life itself, and in a sense it is. It’s someone else’s life, but it’s a part of you, living, breathing, beating in sync with your heart.

      Aiden is my happily ever after. He is my second chance. And I want to be his.

      “Do you want my sweater?” the old woman next to me asks.

      Goosebumps cover my arms, and I don’t realize I’m cold until she says something. “No thanks. I’m fine.”

      She extends a pink and yellow knit sweater. “Please, honey. I brought extra.”

      I just nod and she drapes it over me. “Thanks,” I say softly.

      “Who in L.A. are you going to see?” she asks.

      “A friend,” I say, closing my eyes in a long blink.

      “I hope things turn out all right for them.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m going to see my great-grandson. He was born a few hours ago.”

      I force a smile. “Congratulations. That’s exciting.”

      “He’s my fourth great-grandchild. I never thought I’d live long enough to see this many.” She smiles, and wrinkles form around her red lips. “I wish my Harold were alive to see them.” She lets out a sigh. “He’s been gone for twenty years, and I miss him every day.”

      “That must be hard,” I say quietly and turn, hiding my tears.

      “It is,” she continues. “But we had a lot of good years together.” She taps her chest. “He’s with me, right here. Always.”

      I bit my lip. “Always.”

      The old woman is quiet the rest of the flight. She gives me one more smile as we part ways. I get my bag from the overhead storage and fall in step with the crowd slowly walking off the plane. I want to push past them and run. Anything to get to Aiden.

      I see a man in a suit holding a sign with my name on it. He leads me through the busy airport and into a car. The sun is rising on the horizon. My eyes flutter closed on the drive to the hospital, and I get flashes of the start of dreams, dreams about Aiden.

      I see the first time we made love, feel the passion between us that neither could resist. I see us cantering through a thunderstorm, cold rain pelting our bodies. And I see the first time we went out, the first time I had a flashback in front of him. I want to be able to feel his arms wrap around me again, to feel his heart beating against mine.

      “Miss?” the driver says, shaking me out of dreamland. I land in cold reality. “We’re here.”

      I blink, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. I fumble and get out of the car, thanking the driver and wondering if I should tip him. I have no cash on me. Whatever. In the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t matter.

      Aiden matters.

      I walk into the cold hospital and look around. I’ve never been to L.A. before. Everything is huge, and everywhere is crowded. I text Claire that I’m here and she quickly responds, giving me a room number and telling me not to ask for Aiden by name. Fans have already tried sneaking in. I walk behind a group of three nurses grumbling about the early hours and stop by the desk in the lobby.

      “Can I help you?” a volunteer asks. She eyes me up and down and smiles sympathetically.

      I nod. “I’m here to see a friend. He’s in the ICU.” I look down at my phone. “Room two-oh-three.”

      She types something into the computer. “Ah, I see him. And what is your name, honey?”

      “Haley Parker.”

      “Haley,” she repeats, running her fingers along the computer screen. I assume she’s checking a list of approved visitors, making sure I’m not a crazed fan. “I’ll let them know you’re on your way,” she says, and she gives me a paper map, highlighting where I need to go in pink marker.

      I walk through hallways, carefully keeping track of signs so I don’t get lost. I take an elevator up several flights and go down another hall. Claire is in the ICU waiting room, a hospital blanket draped over her shoulders. She’s leaning against the wall with her eyes closed and her phone in her hand.

      She sits up when the door closes behind me. “Haley,” she says, stretching her arms above her head. I go over by her and drop my bag on the ground. She hugs me then leads me to another door and gets buzzed in.

      A young nurse with long blonde hair in a perfect French braid takes me to Aiden’s room. He’s right across from the nurses’ station, and the curtains aren’t pulled around his bed. I can see through the glass wall, and my stomach flip-flops.

      “You can talk to him,” the nurse says softly. “He can’t respond, but he might be able to hear you.”

      I clench my jaw, my eyes widening in horror as we close in on him. The nurse steps inside the room. I close my eyes and cross the threshold.

      “Aiden,” she says. “You have a visitor.”

      He’s worse than I imagined. His face is bruised and swollen, hidden behind tubes and wires. He’s hooked up to multiple machines, including one that is breathing for him. A sheet is lightly draped over his body, hiding the damage to his torso.

      A brace is around his neck, and his left arm is propped up on a pillow. Black rods run along the length, screwed in place and I cringe when I see the metal going through his flesh and into his bone. His skin is stained with iodine and blood, and seeing the flesh pucker in around the screws makes me sick. Blood rushes from my head, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      The nurse rushes over and takes my arm, leading me a few steps forward and into a chair next to the bed.

      “Deep breaths,” she says.

      I nod and inhale slowly. I wipe my eyes and move to the edge of the chair. The world is spinning and my ears are ringing. My vision blacks, and I think I might pass out. I lean back, not wanting to fall onto Aiden or pull one of the many tubes or wires connected to him.

      It’s terrifying to see him like this. He hardly looks like himself. I focus on the slow, steady beeping of the heart monitor and look at his face. “Aiden,” I say softly, reaching out and trying to find a patch of unbandaged skin to touch. I sweep my fingers over the top of his right hand. “Aiden, I’m here.” Gently, I lace my fingers through his. “I’m sorry it took so long, but I’m here now.”  I close my eyes, pushing out tears. They splash onto the bed.  “I love you,” I say softly. “Please don’t leave me.”

      When I thought my heart couldn’t hurt any worse, the tiny pieces rip again. “What’s wrong with him?” I ask, scared to hear the answer. “Why isn’t he awake?”

      “He’s in an induced coma,” she says. Is that good? Is being in an induced coma better than being in a non-induced coma? “We’re monitoring intracranial pressure right now; it’s higher than it should be, but not high enough to require opening the skull.”

      I softly stroke his skin. This isn’t happening. It’s a nightmare—a horrible, horrible nightmare.

      “He has six broken ribs and a punctured lung. His left arm is fractured in three places, and he has a right fibular fracture and unstable blood pressure.”

      The nurse moves back to Aiden, checking on him and adjusting tubes. I try to swallow everything she so calmly told me. “Is he going to be okay?”

      She gives me a small smile. “I can’t answer that. The bones can heal, but there’s no telling the damage from the head injury until he’s awake.”

      “Do you know when he’ll wake up?”

      She moves along the bed, fixing the sheet. The room is warm, yet seeing a thin sheet draped over him doesn’t seem like enough. “The doctor will reassess him in a few hours. A lot depends on the intracranial pressure. If it’s not down enough, a lumbar-peritoneal shunt will be put in.”

      I just nod, not understanding what she is talking about. All I know is Aiden’s brain is swollen, and that’s not a good thing. At all.

      “I’ll be in the nurses’ station if you need me,” she says before she goes to the door. “And I’ll be coming in every fifteen minutes to assess him. Take your time, talk to him. There is a bathroom down the hall and coffee in the waiting room.”

      “Thank you,” I say. She leans in and pulls the curtain to give me some privacy. I slide my other hand under his, cupping his fingers in mine. “Aiden, I’m not sure if you can hear me. I really do love you. I love you so much. Whatever happened, whatever made you think you had to leave, I forgive you for it, and I want to help you. You said we were meant to be, and I believe you. I think we are meant to be too. I need you to hang on and pull through so you can wake up. We can’t be together if one of us leaves.”

      I wait, my breath bated, for him to squeeze my fingers or flutter his eyes. But there is no movement except the mechanical rise and fall of his chest.

      “I posted Sundance on the adoption site,” I tell Aiden. “I think he’ll make someone really happy, even if he is lazy. Aurelia is getting big too. She tries to boss Gandalf around. It’s pretty funny to see that big guy move away from the water trough when she comes over. I blame you for that,” I say with a half smile. “You pretty much raised her.”

      “And Phoenix…” I trail off. I don’t want to lie, but I don’t want to tell him bad news. “She’s the same. I think she misses you, actually. We all miss you.” I rub his skin. “I rode Shakespeare a few times, and Benny is still fat as ever.”

      I rest against the side rails of the bed, looking at his face. I want so badly to kiss him. “I thought about buying that property more, but it sold and someone had the barn torn down already, probably to build something new. I haven’t looked at what they are building yet. It makes me sad to know Mom’s dreams won’t happen, so I avoid it.” I close my eyes. “And there a few more cats hanging around the front porch. I still don’t know where they come from. They just show up for food but won’t let me pet them. I’m going to try and wrangle up what I can and have them fixed. Well, probably not. I don’t have much money.”

      Money. The vet bill. And now I’m crying again. Maybe Claire was right. Maybe he never stopped loving me.

      “I will never stop loving you,” I whisper. “Never.”

      I rest my head on the bed, not letting go of his hand. I stay there for hours until my stomach is grumbling so loud that the nurse gently puts her hand on my shoulder and tells me she ordered me breakfast.

      I kiss Aiden’s fingers and leave the room, my heart aching to be near him. I use the bathroom and see how awful I look. My hair dried in frizzy waves around my face, dark circles cling to the skin under my eyes, and my cheeks are sunken in and hollow. There is no light, no spark in my eyes. I feel dead inside.

      I sit in the waiting room and eat pancakes. I didn’t realize I was hungry. I had gotten to the point of being so hungry the hunger pains went away. Plus, the pain in my heart was worse, outweighing everything else.

      When I go back in, the door is closed. A doctor and two nurses stand around his bedside. My heart drops and I freeze. The same young nurse from before tells me to wait. Nothing new has happened, but the doctor is checking on Aiden.

      I wrap my arms around myself and stand outside the door, watching feet move under the curtain. Don’t they know I need to be in there? He needs me as much as I need him. When the doctor leaves, the nurse goes over the prognosis. Aiden hasn’t changed. The pressure in his head hasn’t gotten worse, but it hasn’t gotten better either. He is getting more medication, and if that doesn’t work, they will have to put in a shunt. I’m shivering, imagining a drain being drilled into his forehead. That probably isn’t how it works. I’m definitely too scared to ask.

      I take my spot at Aiden’s side, softly rubbing his fingers. The young nurse comes in and gives him medicine, pushing it slowly through an IV port. She empties the catheter bag and carefully repositions his left arm.

      “Do you need anything?” she asks me.

      “No,” I say, not taking my eyes off of Aiden. She leaves and comes back with a bottle of water, a pillow, and a blanket. I cover up and take off my shoes, curling my feet under myself on the chair. I get as comfortable as I can while still holding Aiden’s hand, and close my eyes.

      I dream that Mom is there, standing over Aiden’s bed. His body is lying there, unmoving and broken, but his spirit is up, sitting at the foot. He and Mom are talking, and she’s drilling him with questions, making sure he’s good enough for me.

      I wake, so disturbed, and oddly comforted at the same time, I burst into tears.

      “I love you,” I whisper between sobs. “Please, Aiden. Come back to me. I need you. Please.”

      I cry myself back to sleep, not waking until Claire comes in later that afternoon.

      “How is he?” she asks.

      “The same,” I say. “I want him to get better.”

      “Me too.” She perches on the edge of a table at the back of the room. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Aiden over the years, it’s that he’s a fighter. He works hard for what he wants, and I like to believe he wants to recover.”

      I look at him, at his dark curly hair stuck under his head, ends crusted with dried blood. Does he want to recover? He told me before he thought about death—including his own—many times. He tried to kill himself before. He wanted out before. What is there to anchor him here, to make him want to fight through the pain and live?

      Me? No, I’m not enough, or at least I don’t think so.

      “Aiden,” I say, rubbing his fingers again. “We both really want you to pull through. Please, baby, hang on.” I watch the heart monitor and note that his blood pressure is higher than the last time I checked. Which is good, maybe? It was too low before.

      “There’s a room down the hall,” Claire says. “For family members to stay when someone is in the ICU. You can go lie down if you want. I put your bag in there.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not leaving him.”

      “You need to sleep, Haley.”

      “I can sleep here.”

      “Should I call his mom?” she asks me.

      I turn to her and push my eyebrows together. “I don’t know.”

      “His sister? I know they still talk on occasion.”

      “Maybe,” I say. I really have no idea. But if Aiden is this bad, she should know. “Probably. She should at least know what’s going on.”

      “You’re right. She can decide if his parents need to know. Aiden always said he didn’t want them contacted unless he was dead. He’s not, but…”

      She doesn’t have to say it. He’s not dead, but he’s close. He’s in a coma, and no one knows what will happen once the medications are stopped and he’s given the chance to wake up on his own. I start shivering and wrap the blanket around myself. Whatever happens, I’m never giving up on him.

      Never.
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      A week passes before the doctor gives the order to wean Aiden off the chemical-induced coma. And I’ve stayed by his side, stroking his skin, telling him I love him, and that I won’t give up.

      Lori took Chrissy to her house, and Judy, Alexis, and a few vet techs from Dr. Wells’ office rotate taking care of the horses. I offer to pay them, not knowing how I can afford it yet. Though it doesn’t matter. I’m not concerned with money.

      Claire has been here every day. Aiden’s agent and manager stop by a few times, and Sam, his friend and co-star from Shadowland comes by. His sister, Avery, arrived three days ago and has been here since. We don’t talk much. She’s crying nonstop, and exhaustion has hit me. I take a four-hour nap in the room down the hall, as well as shower and change my clothes. Claire brings me pajamas to wear instead of the jeans I packed.

      Avery is sitting in the chair next to the bed, holding her brother’s hand, when I come back into the room. Today is day eight of Aiden being in the hospital. Time passes in a weird way. I feel like we’ve been here forever, and then I don’t want the days to end. Each day that passes with no progress darkens the hope we have of Aiden making a full recovery.

      “He’s lucky to have you,” Avery says, looking up when I walk into the room. She looks like her brother, with wavy hair and dark eyes. I shut the door behind me with a soft click. I do a quick check of the monitors. I’ve gotten to know the norms and what to watch for.

      “I’m the lucky one,” I say, walking to the foot of the bed. I straighten out the sheet then sit at the table across the room. It’s a small room, and I’m still close, but I feel so far from Aiden.

      She smiles and gives Aiden’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Our mum is coming,” she says. “I know Aiden wouldn’t be happy about that, but he is her son. She wants to see him.”

      I just nod and hope seeing his mother, the woman who stood by and did nothing as his father beat the shit out of him on a nightly basis, won’t cause him any stress. I should probably tell the nurse his history, just in case, that way she can make her leave if need be.

      The nurses’ station is filled with flowers that were sent for Aiden. News of the accident hit the public just hours after it happened, and pictures of the wreck went viral. I haven’t looked and I don’t want to, probably not ever. Claire told me about it, and I declined offers to look at the articles about him.

      “Why isn’t he waking up?” Avery asks out loud.

      “The nurse said it can take a while for the drugs to leave his body.”

      Avery nods. “He’s a good guy underneath it all, really.”

      “He is,” I say, thinking of all the things he’s done for me just to make my life easier. “I wish he knew that.”

      “He will,” Avery says, standing. She leaves to use the bathroom and get something to eat. I take the spot next to him right away.

      “Aiden,” I say, lacing my fingers through his. “It’s Haley again. You’re doing great today. Good blood pressure, and the nurse turned down the strength of the ventilator. They want to remove it soon. I’m sure you’re looking forward to getting all that stuff out of your throat. And getting out of here. Once you’re better, I think we should go back to that spot by the creek in the mountains. We can stay there all day, doing nothing, but maybe each other,” I add quietly. I rub my thumb in small circles on his palm. “I miss you. I miss your voice, miss looking into your eyes, and I miss kissing you. I’ve missed you for so long, Aiden. Don’t worry or think I’m mad. I’m not at all. I just want you, and we can go back to how things were before.”

      I close my eyes and slowly let out a breath. Where is my miracle? After all I’ve been through, all that I’ve lost, something has to give. Mom, if you’re listening, tell Aiden to come back to me. I don’t know if his soul is in his body, or how any of that works. But if you can see him, please, Mom, make him come back.

      I rest my head on the bed, holding Aiden’s hand in mine. I kiss his fingers. Please, Aiden. Wake up and come back.
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* * *

      The next day, I lie down for a few hours in the family suite down the hall, shower, change, and call Lori to check on everything at the house. Alexis, being on summer vacation, has pretty much lived at the barn all day. She brings friends with her, and they keep themselves busy riding Shakespeare, Sundance, and Benny. Phoenix enjoys their company and eats almost all of her food. I smile as I look through the pictures Lori sends to reassure me everything is okay.

      When I go back to the ICU, Avery is sitting in the waiting room. My heart drops to the floor.

      “It’s okay,” she says, seeing the horror on my face. “They’re washing him up.”

      I let out a breath. “Oh, that’s good.” For days, he was in a too fragile state for a bed bath or any sort of cleaning.

      “They said it will take a while since they have to be careful not to move him too fast or something like that. Do you want to get breakfast from the cafeteria with me?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her. I grab my wallet from inside the guest room and get in an elevator.

      “We don’t talk often,” she says, pressing a button to go downstairs. “I try to call him once a month. Normally he doesn’t answer, but I know he listens to my messages. He answered the last time I called, right around the time he finished filming that cowboy movie.”

      I glance at her, not sure where she’s going with this.

      “He told me he’d met someone and was in love.” She smiles at the memory. “I laughed because I didn’t think it was possible to love someone that soon. But seeing you, Haley, I know it’s possible.” Tears fill my eyes and she hugs me. We both break down. “Thank you for making him happy. Life hasn’t been easy for my brother. He makes it seem like it is, but it’s not, not at all.”

      I grind my jaw, feeling guilt weigh down on me. If I made him happy, if he loved me, then why did he leave? What did I do—or not do—that forced him away? I go over everything and blame myself for his accident. If only I had answered the phone, or maybe if I’d tried harder.

      “He made me happy too,” I whisper. If I tell her what I’d been through before, I’ll start bawling for sure. She lets me go as the elevator doors open. I dry my eyes and walk down the hall into the cafeteria. I get a tray and order breakfast, pay, and then wait for Avery.

      I look around at the busy cafeteria. It feels weird to be around people again, after a week of being in the ICU. We go outside onto a patio, sunshine and wind foreign against my skin. I blink in the bright light and take a seat.

      “I’ve never been to L.A. before,” Avery comments as she cuts apart a piece of French toast.

      “I haven’t either,” I say, earning a surprised look from Avery. “I run a horse rescue. It’s not easy to leave injured horses. I met Aiden when he was on location for that movie.”

      “Oh, makes sense now,” she says.

      We eat in silence, both eager to get back upstairs to Aiden. I finish my breakfast and stand, turning just in time to see someone snap a picture of me.

      “That’s Aiden Shepherd’s girlfriend!” he says to another person with a camera next to him. “How is Aiden? Any change? Is it true he was drunk when he crashed his car?” The tray leaves my fingers, clattering to the ground. The paparazzi meets my eye and back steps, turning to run. Rage takes over, and I jump over a chair and run after him, catching the back of his t-shirt in my hand.

      “Seriously?” I bark.

      “Haley!” Avery says.

      Ignoring her, I shove the paparazzi into a table. “Have some respect! You are so pathetic, creeping around a hospital cafeteria for days just to get a picture!”

      His partner is holding out his phone, recording the whole exchange. Avery takes my wrist and tugs me away.

      “It’s not worth it, Haley.”

      I glare at the man recording me, shaking my head. But Avery is right. It’s not worth it, and I want to get back to Aiden. Hospital security comes in, keeping the two paparazzi from following us upstairs.

      Aiden’s door is still closed when we go upstairs. The young nurse from before is working again and sticks her head out the door to tell us everything is fine, but they need a few more minutes. Avery and I go back into the waiting room.

      “Our mum’s plane lands in two hours. They haven’t spoken in years. Did Aiden tell you what happened?” she asks, casting her eyes down, ashamed.

      “He did.”

      “I wish I could have done something, but we were so young, and I—”

      “He doesn’t blame you. You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

      She forces a smile. “I know you’re right. But I still do. I could have told a teacher, a friend…anyone, and maybe it would have stopped.”

      “Or maybe you’d have gotten hit too,” I say, letting her know I understand her fear. It hurts me to think of them growing up in that house, fearing their father and resenting their mother for doing nothing.

      “He protected me,” she says, teary eyed again. “He still does. He sends me money. Last month he sent fifty thousand euros. I can only be a stay-at-home mum because of the money he sends. He says it’s important for me to be home with the kids since we didn’t have that growing up.” She wipes her eyes. “I miss my kids. They’re home with my husband.” Tears run down her face. “They’ve never met their uncle Aiden before. I really hope they get to.”

      My heart aches again, and I wonder how much more I can take before it just gives out and stops working. Avery wipes her eyes and says she’s going to lie down in the guest room for a bit. I promise to get her if anything happens and sit in the waiting room alone.

      The ICU door opens and the nurse tells me I can come in. She’s smiling. “I have a little surprise,” she says, ushering us into Aiden’s room. “No more vent!”

      And now I’m smiling, looking at Aiden lying in the bed with no tubes coming out of his mouth. He’s still sleeping—or in a coma, I guess, since there is a difference—but he doesn’t look so critical anymore. I watch his chest rise and fall, thinking it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

      “He’s breathing on his own?” I have to ask, just to be sure this isn’t a trick.

      “He is!” she says with another smile. “And his intracranial pressure has been stable and normal for days now.”

      I flick my eyes to the brain pressure monitor. “So he’s going to be okay?”

      Her smile wavers. “I still can’t say until he wakes up, and there’s still a lot riding on so many different things. But I can say that from what I’ve seen, he’s making good progress. He’s a fighter, that I know for sure. And he has a good cheerleader.”

      I’m crying again, for the millionth time since I arrived at the hospital. It’s a wonder how I have any tears left. I go to the chair by the head of the bed and link my fingers through Aiden’s. The room is quieter without the whooshing of the vent.

      “Hi, Aiden,” I say softly as I put my hand on his cheek. “You’re doing so well, baby. I’m so proud of you.” I lean over and gently kiss him, my heart fluttering when my lips touch his.

      His fingers tighten around mine. I freeze. Did I really just feel that?

      “Aiden?” I whisper again and wait. Then he does it again, squeezing my hand. I turn, but the nurse has slipped out of the room. “Aiden? It’s me, Haley. Can you hear me?” I kiss him again and run my fingers over his stubble-covered face. “If you can hear me, squeeze my fingers.”

      I wait, my heart in my throat, and nothing happens. I close my eyes, tears streaming down my face, and sit down in the chair next to the bed.

      Then he squeezes my hand. Hard. I stand up again, and his eyelids flutter. I gasp and press the call button for the nurse. “Aiden, I’m here, baby. I’m right here. I’m here for you.”

      The nurse hurries in. “Is everything okay?”

      “I think he’s waking up,” I say, not taking my eyes off of Aiden. “He’s squeezing my hand.” His eyes flutter again.

      “He might be.” The nurse unclips a phone from her waistband and leaves the room, calling the doctor or another nurse, probably.

      I lean over the bed and stroke Aiden’s cheek. “I’m here,” I say. “It’s okay. Take your time.”

      Aiden’s eyes open for two seconds, not focusing on anything, before shutting. I keep talking to him, telling him it’s okay and that I’m here. His fingers tighten around mine and his legs twitch.

      The nurse returns with a syringe of medication. “He might be really confused,” she tells me. “And might not know who you are. Don’t worry just yet. Give him time to adjust.”

      I nod. “Aiden, it’s Haley. I’m right here.”

      His eyes open again, and he looks around the room, blinking. He twists his hand around in mine and laces our fingers. Our eyes meet and he parts his lips.

      “Haley,” he says, his voice raw and scratchy.

      “I’m here, Aiden.” Tears are falling down my face. “I love you.”

      His eyes flutter shut again. “I love you,” he whispers. “Always.”
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      Everything hurts. I don’t know where I am or why I can’t move. My throat is so dry and my tongue sticks to the sides of my mouth. Haley is looking down at me, crying. What is happening? My eyes close and I’m tired, so tired. I must have taken something, a bad combination of pills. Fuck. I didn’t mean to—again. And not in front of Haley.

      “It’s okay,” Haley soothes. “I’m here, Aiden.”

      A door opens and a man with a heavily accented voice comes in, speaking to Haley and someone else, I think. Haley’s hand slips off mine. I try to reach for her, lifting my left arm up and am hit with a horrible pain. My eyes flutter open and I realize I’m not in Haley’s bedroom. Panic sears through me. What the fuck? Why is Haley walking away? I need her. She can’t leave me.

      “Hi Aiden,” someone says, speaking slowly. “It’s Dr. Gupta. Can you hear me talking to you?”

      A doctor? I look away from Haley, who is standing in the back of the room. My eyes haven’t adjusted and I can’t see her features. Just her outline.

      “Yeah,” I tell the doctor. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital,” he says. “You were in an accident. What do you remember?”

      From there, I go through a battery of tests. I become more and more alert as time passes. I’m told I was in a bad car wreck over a week ago, and that I’ve been in a coma ever since.

      I don’t remember anything.

      The last thing I remember was waking up in Haley’s bed, missing her while she was at work, and knowing that I had to come back to California for work before I could return to her. Then everything is black.

      I’m fucked up and injured. Thankfully I’m kept heavily medicated. Just looking at the bars screwed into my arm makes me queasy. I thought rods and screws went under the skin. I can’t think about it or I’ll puke though I’m sure there is nothing to come up. It’s not like I was able to eat while I was in a coma.

      When the doctor finally leaves, Haley comes back in. I want to sit up and hold her and kiss her, but I can’t. I can’t even lift my head.

      “Haley,” I say and look into her eyes. She’s crying again, but the tears are happy. She comes to my bedside and takes my hand.

      “Aiden,” she soothes and leans over, kissing me. I smile and curl my fingers around hers. She wasn’t in the car with me, was she?

      Someone else steps into the room, closing the door behind them. I click my eyes past Haley and get hit with emotion when I see my sister.

      “Aiden,” Avery says, tears streaming down her face. I swallow the lump in my throat and hold Haley’s hand tighter. Avery comes over and gently hugs me.

      “Hi,” I croak out, throat still dry. “You got old,” I say and smile.

      Avery laughs and wipes tears from her face. “And you haven’t aged a day. It’s not fair.”

      I smile back. “It’s Hollywood magic.”

      She sits near the foot of the bed and looks at me, shaking her head. “The doctor said you don’t show signs of major brain damage so far.”

      So far? And wait, brain damage? I don’t feel brain damaged. Well, not any more than before. I look at Haley.

      “You’re going to be just fine,” she says softly, and I believe her.

      “I don’t know what happened,” I tell them. My eyes close. I’m so tired. “Can I have water?”

      “I’ll ask the nurse,” Avery says and leaves the room.

      “You were in a car accident,” Haley explains. “You were going too fast and your car hit a pole.”

      “Oh. Which car?”

      Haley raises her eyebrows, giving me that look that grounds me into reality. “I don’t know. I didn’t want to look at the pictures of the wreck.”

      “You weren’t with me?” I ask, hopeful.

      “No, I wasn’t. You really don’t remember?”

      Her tone says something her words don’t. “No. What happened? Why wouldn’t you be with me?”

      Pain flashes across her face. “It doesn’t matter, Aiden. Just focus on getting better, okay?”

      I tip my head to my broken arm, thinking of the metal rods sticking into my bone. I feel sick. I close my eyes and wait for the nausea to pass. And I thought needles were bad. Fuck.

      “Tell me later?” I ask and Haley nods. Avery and the nurse come back. I’m allowed to suck on tiny ice chips and let them melt in my mouth. Haley carefully spoon-feeds them to me.

      “I have to go,” Avery says, standing and blinking back tears. “But I’ll be back soon.” Her eyes go to Haley’s and her jaw tightens. She lets out a breath and looks back at me. “Mum is coming,” she says, guilt rippling across her face. “She’s very worried.”

      I close my eyes. I’m too tired and weak to get pissed. “I don’t want to see her,” I say.

      “Aiden,” Avery starts.

      “Wait and see,” Haley says. “You just woke up. If you don’t want to see her now, then don’t. But maybe tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I say, so grateful for Haley. I know she won’t let that woman who claimed to be my mother into the room if I didn’t want her.

      “All right,” Avery says. She comes over and kisses my cheek before leaving. I’m alone with Haley.

      “I love you,” I whisper and let my head fall to the side. “I always will.”

      Haley leans over and presses her lips to mine. “I know you will. I love you too.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      My mum has been here for two days, and for two days I’ve refused to let her into the room. I’ve slept most of that time, anyway. On day three, Haley and my sister go down to the cafeteria for breakfast while the nurses give me a sponge bath. I can hardly move, but I hate this so fucking much.

      I’m weak, and I’ve been told I’ll need a lot of physical therapy once the bones are healed. But they will heal. I will get better and can go back to work. I just have to be really careful until then.

      I won’t be able to live on my own. There is talk about live-in nurses and physical therapists coming to my L.A. home, that I can be treated there once I’m released from the hospital. That’s great and all, but it’s not what I want.

      What I want is Haley. What I want is to go back to the farmhouse and pick up right where we left off. She said things were wonderful between us, and then I left and got in the accident. Something is missing. I can tell by the pain in her voice, the pain that’s reflected in her eyes.

      What the fuck did I do?

      And why the fuck did she forgive me? I was drunk when I crashed. My blood work came back showing that I was seriously fucked up on pills and booze. I’m lucky I didn’t hit anyone and kill them.

      I don’t just need physical therapy, I need rehab. For the first time, I see that taking prescription pills is a problem. My problem.

      I have a problem.

      “Aiden?” Haley calls as she comes into the room. “Are you awake?”

      I open my eyes and look at her. I’m sitting up in bed, watching TV as I wait for her to come back.

      “Yeah,” I say with a smile. “How was breakfast?”

      “The food is surprisingly good here,” she says and sits next to me. I take her hand in mine, only able to use my right hand. “Your mom wanted me to ask you…” she starts and trails off with a sigh. “Aiden, you should make peace with her. Not because she deserves it because I don’t think she does, but for your own sake. You can let it go and move on.”

      I look at her incredulously. Forgive my mother? The woman who let her husband beat the living shit out of her first born? No fucking way.

      I open my mouth to say so and stop. Haley has no mother to be mad at. She has no mother to hate and resent.

      “You’re right,” I rasp. “I’ll never be okay with what she did, but you are right. For my own sake.”

      Haley smiles and takes my hand. “I’ll stay the whole time. If you want her to leave, just squeeze my hand like this.” She gives my hand three short squeezes in a row. “And I’ll take care of it.”

      My heart speeds up just a bit at the thought, but I have Haley with me. I can do this. With her, I can overcome anything.
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      I stand outside Mom’s bedroom door. I’ve yet to go in since she passed. I close my eyes, reach for the doorknob, and twist. It creaks open, the familiar groan of the hinges sending a wave of sadness through me. I’ll never hear that door open and see Mom coming in or out again.

      But Aiden will be, and I need to get the room ready. It was his idea to come here; he asked me if it was okay. Of course I agreed right away. After weeks in the hospital, he was released but still needed quite a bit of help. Having a broken arm and a broken leg made it impossible to use crutches, and he still had to be careful with his broken ribs, a lung injury, and head trauma.

      He was coming tonight, and I had the day to get things ready. I open my eyes and look around the room, feeling emotional. As I step in, a feeling of peace washes over me, and I just know Mom is looking down at me, smiling.

      The bedspread is pulled back on the mattress. A cup of coffee sits long evaporated on the nightstand. It’s like Mom was just here, and like she’s coming back.

      It’s okay, kid, I hear her say. I nod and look up. It is okay. Aiden can’t go up or down stairs yet, and we need a bed bigger than the one in my room. I can’t squish next to him until his injuries are healed.

      I sink on the bed, smelling the last remnants of Mom’s perfume. Chrissy barks when the doorbell rings. I look around the room once more and go to answer the door. It’s boxes of Aiden’s stuff, packed by Claire. I drag it all inside and dump it on the couch, using the boxes to stash Mom’s stuff. I’ll go through it all someday, when I’m ready.

      Four hours later, the room is done. I put fresh sheets on the bed and throw the comforter in the wash. It’s the only large comforter I have, but seeing it reminds me of Mom, and I can’t do that. I bring my old quilt from my upstairs bed and spread it out.

      I have just enough time to take care of the horses before Aiden arrives. He has a long recovery and probably months of physical therapy ahead of him, but he’s going to be okay. He promises me so, at least.

      He has no memory of the accident or the week leading up to it. He doesn’t remember leaving me, and he looked so guilty, so completely torn when I had to explain. We wished I could forget too.

      I shower, change into pajamas, and start making chicken enchiladas—one of Aiden’s favorite meals. I pull them out of the oven right as the car comes down the driveway. My heart swells and I run outside to greet him.

      He struggles out of the back of the car before anyone can help him, smiling broadly as soon as he sees me. I throw my arms around him, careful not to press on his injured torso. He kisses me, tongue slipping into my mouth and giving me the same knee-buckling, panty-melting kiss as before.

      “Fuck, I missed you,” he pants. “And I missed this place.”

      “I missed you too,” I say. “And so did everyone else.”

      Aurelia whinnies from the side pasture, and Aiden smiles. He looks past me. “Is that my girl? She’s so tall!”

      I blink back tears. “She’s a leggy little thing. We can see them in the morning. You should get inside.”

      Aiden raises an eyebrow, sick of me doting over him already. He better get used to it. He’s got a few more weeks in that cast. He loops his arm around me and refuses his wheelchair, insisting on hobbling to the house instead.

      “It smells good,” he says when we get inside. We eat dinner then move to the bedroom. He settles into the pillows and holds out his arms for me. I rest my head on his chest, careful to avoid hurting him.

      “Haley,” he says, running his fingers over the burn on my right shoulder. “I will never leave you. This time I promise. And I will never break another promise. I love you, and I always will.”
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      “I’m really lucky,” I say as I pick at the label on my coffee. I flick my eyes up to the woman interviewing me from E! News and force a smile. Lucky. The word has been said so many times it was beginning to lose its power.

      I was lucky to escape the wreck with the injuries I did. I was lucky the EMTs arrived within minutes and pulled me from the car before it burst into flames. I’m lucky I made a full recovery. And I’m lucky to have someone to take care of me, who stayed by my side the entire time and never gave up.

      It wasn’t luck that kept Haley with me, it was love. Calling it luck seems insulting, like it discredits her devotion to me. When it comes to us, I am the lucky one.

      The journalist nods. I can’t recall her name. Chelsea, maybe? “You look great,” she says, flashing a smile. “If I hadn’t known about the accident, I never would have guessed.”

      I smile and laugh like I’m supposed to. I have scars, and a little patch of short hair on the back of my head from having the brain pressure monitor inserted into my skull. It’s hidden underneath my stupid long curls, and I tried to use it to get the producers of Shadowland to let me cut the rest of my hair to match. They didn’t go for it.

      “And you’re back to work now?” she asks.

      “I am. It’s so good to be back. I’ve missed it a lot after nearly six months off.”

      “Are you able to do everything like you did before?”

      I hook my nail behind the label and rip it down. “No, I can’t do all my own stunts at the moment, and it kills me. I’m so particular about my character. I’m probably driving the stunt guy nuts.”

      “What are you working on now?”

      We talk about the current season of Shadowland and future projects. It’s a standard interview, one I consider boring, and my thoughts drift to Haley. I’ve been away filming and we haven’t seen each other in two weeks. I flew into New York yesterday for a talk show, and she thinks I’m going to be here for another few days, but I’m leaving early in the morning to surprise her.

      It’s a week and a half before Christmas, and I have a while off work. I can’t wait to spend my days with her. Again.

      “So,” the interviewer says. “Let’s talk about your girlfriend. Haley, right?”

      Haley got her fair share of media attention after she told off a paparazzi at the hospital, and the whole thing was filmed. Once the public found out about my girlfriend—a random girl from a small town in Montana, suffering the tragic loss of her mother and struggling to keep her farm—they became a little obsessed.

      We kept quiet for months. I didn’t have much choice, anyway. I relied on Haley for everything. With extensive injuries, I needed help with simple tasks and couldn’t even get up to use the toilet on my own. Haley was patient and took care of me.

      Things weren’t perfect between us though. I lost all memories for the week surrounding the accident. The last thing I remembered was flying back to L.A. after wrapping up on location for The Last Ride. Then it’s black after that. I know Haley was at the hospital with me. I vaguely remember her holding my hand and hearing her voice. I know I opened my eyes and saw her face, but things get fuzzy.

      I don’t remember walking away from Haley. I don’t know why I would. She is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. It didn’t take long for her to trust me again, and to know that I will never leave her—again.

      “What about Haley?” I say, getting defensive.

      “You two met when you were filming in Montana, correct?”

      I nod. “We did.”

      “And it’s a bit of a Cinderella story. Small-town girl, falling behind on payments on the family farm, then she meets her Prince Charming, who gives her the happily ever after she was searching for all along.”

      I shake my head. “It is a bit of a Cinderella story, but you’ve got the rolls reversed. She gave me the happily ever after.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I impatiently look out the barn door, waiting for Haley to come home from work. Shakespeare nudges me.

      “I know,” I huff. “I’m bored too. And a little nervous,” I admit. Benny paws at the ground. He’s tied up in the crossties, and both he and Shakespeare are saddled and ready for a trail ride through the snowy mountains.

      I arrived this morning, just hours after Haley left for work. She’s still writing articles for that small press, still hating it, and still wearing high-collared shirts to work to keep her creeper boss from staring at her tits.

      “Maybe she won’t have to do that much longer,” I tell Shakespeare. I zip my coat all the way up and breathe on my cold hands. Gray clouds stretch across the sky, promising snow. I look outside and down the road, feeling impatient. I want to go into the heated tack room and warm my hands—and my toes, my face, well, pretty much my whole body.

      But I don’t want to risk missing Haley. I step closer to Shakespeare for warmth. He lowers his head.

      “Thanks, mate,” I tell him, pulling my gloves from my pocket and putting them on. Phoenix and Aurelia are still here and will stay here. Aurelia is my horse now, and I want Haley to teach me how to train her. And Phoenix was always going to stay. Her burns finally healed, but it wasn’t without a fight. I still don’t know how Haley did it all: taking care of me, taking care of the horses, and then going to work. She really is amazing.

      Sundance and Gandalf found homes. I wasn’t here when they left, but coming back to the barn without them was bittersweet, and caused a little flicker of sadness in my heart that I wasn’t expecting. Their stalls filled quickly, and right now Haley is working with two wild mustangs that were injured during a BLM roundup.

      The whirl of a car engine echoes across the land, and snow crunches under tires. I peek out the open Dutch doors and smile. I move Shakespeare away from his door. Haley will notice right away when two of her horses don’t lean out to greet her, and she’ll come rushing into the barn.

      I hear her Jeep door shut and she calls to Shakespeare. I buy his silence with a carrot. I’m smiling as I wait, and my heart flutters when the barn door slides open.

      “Benny!” she exclaims, seeing him in the crossties. “What are you—”

      She cuts off when she sees me. “Surprise,” I say, stepping out of Shakespeare’s stall. Her hands fly over her mouth and tears pool in her eyes. She runs to me, and we embrace. I pick her up, spinning her around in my arms, and press her against a stall wall. We kiss, and I suddenly feel warm.

      “You said you wouldn’t be home for days!” she cries, wiping her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She’s kissing me again.

      “Want to ride?” I ask, running my hands down her body.

      “Of course.”

      “I put riding clothes and your jacket in the tack room.”

      She smiles, looking like she’s going to cry again. Just wait, Haley. She breaks away and changes, emerging from the tack room with two helmets. I roll my eyes but put it on. Falling and hitting my head again this soon after the accident would be bad. Very bad.

      We mount our horses and slowly walk down the driveway.

      “Have you seen that new barn?” I ask as I flick my eyes down the road.

      Haley huffs. “I have, but I try to avoid it. It just makes me mad.”

      I have to look away so she doesn’t see my smile. “Why?”

      “It’s so nice! I’m a little jealous,” she admits.

      “Let’s go check it out. You might not be that jealous when you see it.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Fine. I’m curious anyway.”

      We cross the street and snow starts to flutter down on us. I feel like I’m in a postcard again as I look at the distant Beartooth Mountains, then back at Haley. She slows Shakespeare as we near that barn.

      “I don’t get why no one is using it,” she says. “It’s beautiful. And huge.”

      “Yeah, it is big,” I say. “I’d guess it has twelve stalls, two wash racks with heated water, a lounge with a viewing window looking at the arena. Oh, and radiant heating throughout to keep it warm in the winter.”

      Haley scrunches up her nose. “Yeah, and brass fixtures and—wait, since when do you get so technical about barns…or even know what half that stuff is?”

      I shrug and reach into my coat pocket and pull out a small, silver box. “I might have been in there a time or two,” I say, extending my arm. “Happy Christmas, Haley.”

      Her face blanks in disbelief and she just stares at the box in my hand. “No,” she says, and she starts smiling. “No way.”

      “You’ll never know if you don’t open it.”

      She rests Shakespeare’s reins on his neck and opens the box. Her eyes widen and her mouth drops. “You…you built me a barn,” she whispers, her voice tight with emotion. She holds up the key, still processing everything. I cue Benny forward and get off, leading him to the door.

      “It’s locked from the inside,” I tell her, and she just nods, still staring at the key. Finally she shakes herself and gets off her horse. I hold on to Shakespeare, still smiling as she goes to the front door. She sticks the key in the lock then stops and runs over to me, ducking under Benny’s neck.

      “I love you,” she says before she kisses me.

      “I love you too,” I tell her. “Open the door. I want you to see everything.”

      She races away, letting herself in. A minute passes before the large door slides open and I can lead the horses in. I haven’t been in the finished barn before. I’m even taken aback by how beautiful it is.

      Haley is standing in the aisle, her hand over her mouth in shock. She slowly turns around, taking it all in.

      “How did you do this without telling me?” she asks as she takes Shakespeare’s reins. We put the horses in stalls that are full of fresh, fluffy bedding and take off their tack.

      “It wasn’t that hard,” I say with a laugh. “I guess I bought this place days before the accident. So I forgot about it.”

      “There was a sold sign put up that week, and the old barn got torn down shortly after that.”

      “The company I’d contacted about building the barn emailed me, and I had to piece things together.”

      “Aiden,” she starts, leaving the stall carrying the heavy saddle. “This is incredible. I can’t believe…” She breaks off, looking up and blinking away tears.

      I motion her to follow me into the tack room. “What you do is incredible, Haley. This is the least I can do for you.”

      I open the tack room door and watch Haley look around in awe. We put the saddles and bridles down, and I give her a tour, ending in the heated and air-conditioned lounge. It’s tiled and drywalled and looks like a little studio apartment. There is a leather couch, a lounge chair, and a love seat set up like a mini living room, complete with a coffee table and a large TV hanging on the wall. Behind that is a table and chairs, a tiny kitchen, and a bathroom with a shower. A large window stretches across the wall behind the table, looking into the arena.

      “I could live here,” Haley says, looking around the room.

      “That was kinda my thought,” I say. “Not literally living here, I mean, but when you have to spend nights in the barn, you can do it comfortably.”

      She takes my hands, and suddenly we’re kissing, falling back onto the leather couch. Desire for Haley pulls me under, and I unzip her coat. If I start, I won’t stop, and we’re running out of daylight.

      I move my hands back to her face and kiss her forehead. “Let’s go to that spot,” I say softly. “The one by the stream.”

      “We could stay here instead,” she says as she runs her hand up my thigh, cupping my balls through my jeans. Fuck, this is going to be difficult. I’m getting hard against her hands.

      “We can come back.”

      She lets go and hugs me instead. “Do you have more surprises for me?”

      I shake my head. “I just want to be there with you.”

      “Okay,” she says and kisses me again. “We should hurry, though. The light is fading fast.”

      We get back on the horses and head out, Haley leading the way. The snowfall slows to just flurries, and it’s perfect. The snow-covered trees glisten with sinking sunlight, and my heart hammers in my chest, hoping we’ll get there in time.

      “I’m in shock,” Haley says, turning around in the saddle. “Is that barn really mine?”

      “It is. And I thought we could give your old barn a similar treatment. Ya know, to be fair to the horses.”

      Haley’s eyes meet mine, and her smile makes everything worth it. We ride the rest of the way in silence, getting off the horses when we get close to the stream. The ground is slippery with snow, and we can’t get as close as we did before. I tie Benny to a tree and pull another box out of my pocket. Haley’s back is turned; she’s petting Shakespeare and brushing snow out of his mane.

      “Haley,” I say, my voice catching in my throat. She turns around, her eyes dropping to the black box. If she thought she was shocked before… “Haley,” I say again. “I love you. You gave me a second chance and stuck by me through the worst times. You are my happily ever after, and I don’t want to live a day without you.” I get down on one knee, snow soaking through my trousers. I open the box. “Will you marry me?”

      Tears roll down her face and she moves her head up and down. “Yes.” She breathes. “Yes, Aiden, yes!”

      I get up, take her glove off, and slip the ring on her finger. She brings her hand to her face, looking at the large diamonds. “I love you so fucking much,” I tell her, and then we’re kissing. I hold her close, knowing that I will never, ever let her go.
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      Three years later…

      “I have a meeting with a director tomorrow,” I say, speaking loudly so Haley can hear me. I look at my reflection in the bathroom mirror and nod, satisfied with how I look in the tux. Shadowland is over, and I can finally cut my hair. I cut it short last summer and missed the long curls. Haley did too, so now I’m letting it grow back out. “If I get it, I’ll have to cut my hair again,” I say. I’m going over lines for the role of United States Marine Sergeant Underwood in a zombie movie. My agent says I’ve already got the part, but I’m still nervous. Just a little.

      “That’s okay,” Haley says, her voice muffled. I look out the bathroom and see her lying on the bed, knees bent up and eyes squeezed shut. “It’ll grow back, and I’m sure you’ll get the part. You are brilliant.”

      Even when she’s sick, she’s my biggest fan. I leave the bathroom and give her a kiss on the forehead, going to the fridge to get a can of Sprite. I pop the top and take a sip before I hurry back to her. I sit on the edge of the bed.

      “Babe, if you’re sick we can stay home.”

      “No way,” she says, opening her eyes. She’s wearing a black evening gown, and her hair and makeup have been professionally done. She looks stunning, as always. “I’m okay.”

      I laugh. “You just threw up.”

      “I know,” she groans, taking the Sprite from me and taking a few sips. “But I want to go for you, Aiden. You’re nominated for an Oscar. This is a huge deal. You at least have to go.”

      I put my hand on her stomach. “A long time ago, someone told me it’s not what you have but who you have.” I lean over and kiss the small bump on her belly, smiling when I feel our baby kick. “If you—both of you—need to rest, then we’re staying home.”

      She reaches up and caresses my face. “We want to be there for you. This little girl wants to see her daddy win.”

      I take my jacket off and lie down next to her, spooning my body around hers. “We don’t know if I’ll win,” I say, and I try not to think about it. Just being nominated was big enough. I’ve been so lucky, so blessed, it doesn’t matter.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Haley says. “You’ve overcome so much.”

      “And you’ve put up with so much,” I tell her before I kiss her neck, thinking back. After the accident, I tried to get clean. Really, I did. But it wasn’t as easy as I thought. A few months after getting out of the hospital, the pain and lack of independence got to me. I had a hard time dealing with my lost memory, and I hated myself for causing Haley pain. I relapsed and took too many pain pills, washing them down with a bottle of wine.

      And Haley stayed with me through it all. I still wonder why. I’m not that great. But she loved me for some reason, and I loved her.

      “It was worth it,” she says, turning over and groaning. “I thought the morning sickness was supposed to go away at the end of the first trimester. I’m almost halfway through the pregnancy. It’s been long enough.”

      “Someday we can tell our daughter how tough her mommy is.”

      Haley nods and wraps her arms around me. She takes a deep breath then sits up and slowly drinks the Sprite. “I’m feeling a lot better now, really.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Yes. If I take an anti-nausea pill, I can get through the night without puking on whoever I’m sitting next to. I can’t promise I won’t fall asleep,” she adds with a smile.

      “I can’t make that promise either.” I laugh. “This thing is really long.” I help her up and smooth her dress, assuring her she still looks beautiful.

      “So we’ll go home in two days?” she asks as we go into the hall.

      “Yes. Well, assuming I don’t have to go through callbacks. We’ll see.”

      “That’s fine,” she says as she puts her hand on her belly. We’re in a hotel suite in L.A. I sold my mansion a few months after we got engaged, not needing it anymore. Home is in Montana, on a horse farm overlooking the Beartooth Mountains. It’s rough, being separated during filming. Depending on the extent of care a rescue requires, Haley sometimes leaves and comes to set to be with me. She owns and operates her own rescue now, and has employees to look after the horses when she goes away.

      “Can we stop for food on the way there? I really want a taco,” Haley asks as I open the door.

      I laugh. “You know there is food there, right?”

      She makes a face. “But I’ll have to wait while you get your picture taken and get asked the same questions over and over.”

      I loop my arm through hers. “I can’t argue there. And of course we can.”

      We get into the limo a few minutes later. Haley takes my hand. “Are you nervous?”

      “A little,” I admit. I put my arm around Haley and rest my hand on the baby bump, feeling our daughter kick and move around inside Haley’s belly. “But no matter what happens, I’ve already won.”
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