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  Chapter One


  



  MY FINGER HESITATES OVER THE buttons of my phone as Leah Carmichael’s contact information floats on my screen. I haven’t talked to her in over a year. Or has it been two already? I’m ashamed that I let so many of my friends slip away.


  Everything I own is in the process of being packed up in boxes around me. Most of them have a big red X on them, signifying that they’ll be going to a storage unit I’ve rented. The remaining few will get stuffed into my car to start my adventure with me — the trip I’m taking to get back to basics, to find myself and figure out where I went wrong with my life… basically how I got to be thirty years old and completely clueless about what I want to be when I grow up. Turns out, being an art teacher isn’t it.


  Not renewing my lease and giving notice a couple months ago seemed like a great way to kick-start this necessary process, but right now as my last days in this apartment loom large, and I realize I have exactly nowhere to go, I’m wondering if I didn’t just give myself a kick in the ass that I’m seriously going to regret.


  I look up and catch my reflection in the mirror. My red hair could stand an intervention. The ends are split and way past my shoulders where I used to wear it all the time. Bangs, a bad idea at any age for me, are finally growing out to the point that I can see again and don’t have to flick my head to the side all the time to move them out of the way. Maybe when I finally land somewhere I’ll get a decent haircut and end my ponytail days forever. Some golden highlights could help perk my amber eyes. Right now this flat, dark copper color I was born with makes everything look muddy. My pale complexion isn’t helping any, that’s for sure. I need some sun. Some time outdoors, maybe. I should get back to nature or something.


  I turn away from the mirror, sick of looking at myself and trying to find ways to look more interesting than I feel. The only thing I should be concentrating on now is my living situation, since I kind of boxed myself into a corner and haven’t found a way out yet.


  It’s probably a good idea to avoid making any more big decisions concerning the rest of my life when under the influence of anything alcoholic. But in my own defense, that tequila I was drinking fifty-seven days ago went down really smooth. I hardly knew I was tipsy and then all of a sudden I was drunk and dropping sixty-day notice, lease-quitting letters in the post office’s mailbox and imagining my grand adventure, living the life of a newly single girl: painting, creating, being free of responsibilities and the pressure of a nine-to-five job… eat, pray, love and all that jazz.


  I check my laptop again to see if anyone’s answered my emails asking for a place to stay, temporary gigs that might offer some privacy so I can work in peace. Unfortunately, my inbox is empty, save for the new message I’ve just received from a Russian girl named Tatiana looking for a good time. She has pictures, should I feel like opening the attachment. How did I get on that spam list, anyway? I don’t even know how to say hello in Russian.


  Leah is my last real hope, the one remaining person who I can reasonably hope will say yes to my plea. We were close once, back in high school, both of us more the creative type than the hard-driving, business types that we were surrounded by. I just pray she doesn’t hate me because we lost touch so long ago and I did nothing to fix that until I needed a place to stay. I hate that I feel like a user right now. A user loser.


  Hopefully her circumstances have changed a little since the last time I talked to her. If I remember the rumors correctly, she was living in a crappy little studio in a not-so-great part of New York City and she was barely scraping by. I have enough savings to pay rent for a while, but if she’s in the same bad shape as before, what I have won’t be enough to make living with her comfortable, and I need a relaxed atmosphere to create.


  I press the call button on my phone, forcing my misgivings to calm down so I can focus on being contrite. Please don’t hate me, please don’t hate me…


  Her voicemail picks up on the first ring, her message just as perky as ever. “Hi, this is Leah! Please leave me a message and I’ll call you back. Unless you’re that jerk who mugged me, and in that case, I will not be calling you back and no you are not forgiven, so stop calling me. Bye!” The phone beeps and I’m supposed to leave a message, but I’m temporarily stunned by her greeting. She was mugged? I guess she’s still living in Manhattan … and probably not in a good area. Should I just hang up? Ack! I don’t know what to do! But I really need a place to stay…


  “Uhhh … hey … Leah? It’s Sarah! Remember me? Sarah Booker? I’m that jerk of a friend who hasn’t called you in ages. It’s been like a year already. Maybe more than that. Ugh, I hate myself. Anyway, I have some news, so I hope you’ll call me back soon so we can talk about it.” I hesitate, wondering how much more I should say in the message. I figure I’d better say something or she might not call me back for a long time, and I’m kind of short on that time resource right now. “I have a favor to ask you. Talk to you soon, I hope.” I hang up before I can say anything that will scare her away.


  Putting the phone down on my kitchen counter, I move into the living room to grab another empty moving box. I have more packing to do and a truck to fill up for the storage unit before I can take a break and eat dinner, so standing around looking at my email inbox and staring at my cell isn’t going to get my anywhere I need to be.


  Listening to the radio, I pack the last few boxes, marking them with a red X as I sneak glances at my phone. Ring, you bastard, ring! It doesn’t listen to me; it just sits there, silently mocking me and my desperation. I grab another empty box, and another after that, and another…


  A half hour later, after I’ve packed every last thing I have left to my name, my phone finally rings. I practically trip over my own feet to grab it. Leah’s name is on the screen, thank God. I take a couple deep breaths, trying to calm myself down so I can sound natural and not desperate. I can do this. I can find a place to live two days before I need it.


  “Hello?” I hope like hell that the response on the other end isn’t going to be cold.


  “Sarah? Is it really you?”


  “Yep, it’s me all right. How are you?”


  “Oh my god!! I’m so excited!! You called me at the perfect time!!”


  A smile takes over my face. I never imagined such a warm welcome. “Really? Well, that’s awesome. Why, what’s going on?”


  “Oh, my god, you have no idea. My life is totally crazy right now. But you said you needed a favor? What’s up? Are you okay? Is everything all right?”


  Her obvious concern and warm tone has me nearly in tears. I’d been so strong until now. “I’m fine, I’m great. Well, okay, not great, but I’m good. Really good.” My voice starts going up higher and higher, and I can’t seem to stop it. “I just called because it’s been such a long time, and I’m moving out of my apartment, and I’m just … kind of being a free spirit right now and I was wondering if you have the space for a visitor maybe?” I cringe as I wait for her reaction. She’s going to hang up the phone, I know she is.


  “Oh my god, that would be awesome!! You can come visit me? Oh, that’s the best news I’ve heard all day. When? When can you come? Are you leaving today? Where are you right now, anyway, are you still in Massachusetts?”


  “Yes, outside of Boston, actually. I can be there in a couple days.”


  “Fabulous. Perfect. Can’t wait. I have so much to tell you.”


  I don’t want to get too excited over this call. It could still fall apart. “Are you sure you have room? I thought you had a little studio.”


  “Oh, I have room, don’t you worry about that.”


  Her laugh makes me wary. “So how have you been? What’s new in your life?”


  “So many things. But how about we save all that for when you get here? It’ll be fun to catch up as you settle in.”


  I shrug. It’s not like I have any other options. “Okay, if you say you have room, I guess I’ll come.”


  The sound of her clapping comes over the line. “Yay! I’m so happy! Can’t wait to see you.”


  “I guess I’ll need your address,” I say, grabbing a pen.


  “Okay, are you ready? Do you have a pen?”


  “Yep,” I say, resting the phone between my cheek and shoulder. “Go for it.”


  “I’m at seven-twenty-five Fifth Avenue.”


  The pen stops moving after I get the number down, and it refuses to continue writing.


  “Fifth Avenue? As in the Fifth Avenue? Manhattan?”


  She giggles. “That’s the one. I’m on the thirty-fifth floor. Just tell the doorman when you get here, and he’ll buzz me to let me know you’re in the lobby.”


  I’m too stunned to really absorb this information. “You live on Fifth Avenue. I can’t believe it. You must have a lot of news to share.” The image of my silly, hippy friend Leah Carmichael living anywhere near Fifth Avenue won’t compute. Maybe she’s giving me her work address and she just doesn’t want to tell me the details over the phone.


  “Oh, trust me, I do. Karma has been good to me. But enough about me, what about you?”


  “I think I’ll save my news for when I get there too. Not that it’s anything near as exciting as being on Fifth Avenue.” Actually, it’s about the opposite of that, but I’m not going to wallow in my sad situation right now. I’m going to let my mind wander through Leah’s possible life and try to guess what she’s been up to instead. It’ll keep my brain occupied as I drive the four and a half hours.


  “Okay, sounds like a plan. So you think you’ll be here by Friday?”


  “Yep. Friday maybe by dinner time? Late afternoon, maybe?”


  “Perfect. I’ll be waiting to hear from you. And I have your number now, so I can call you if anything comes up.”


  “Great. So, I guess I’ll see you soon!” I’m not faking my happiness; now I really feel it. This is turning out much better than I thought it would.


  “Yes! It’s going to be so awesome. Can’t wait. Bye!”


  “Bye.”


  I hang up and slide my phone into my pocket. Finally, my adventure is feeling like a good decision and not a complete disaster.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  WHEN I PULL UP IN front of Trump Towers at six o’clock on Friday night, I don’t know what to expect. When Leah comes striding over to my window wearing a thick, tailored wool coat with a baby in a snowsuit on her hip, I’m too stunned to speak. She looks great. And a baby? Whoa.


  I’ve never seen her dressed like she is now, and her hair is amazing. And if she had that baby herself and not through adoption or a surrogate, she’s managed to already lose all the pregnancy weight. She can’t be more than a size eight.


  I cannot wait to hear what’s happened in her life; clearly her news is going to be much better than mine, and it couldn’t have happened to a nicer girl. Just realizing that makes me the slightest bit cheerful. I roll down my window, letting in a blast of freezing cold air.


  “Hey! You made it!” she exclaims, her breath throwing out puffs of cold-smoke. “Do you want to park in the garage? They have some guest spaces. We can get someone to help you bring your things in.” She looks in the back window of my car. “Wow, you have a lot of boxes.” Grinning at me, she leans in and we exchange a quick kiss of greeting. Her lips are freezing cold on my heater-warmed cheek.


  “You have a baby,” I say, finally finding my voice.


  “Oh, this isn’t my baby. I’m just borrowing her.” She laughs. “Just pull around the block there, and you’ll see the entrance to the garage. I’d ride with you but you don’t have a carseat.”


  “Okay.” I shift the car back into Drive, acting like borrowing a baby is a totally natural thing that people do. “Just over there?” I point to the next block.


  “Yep. Grab a guest spot. Tell them you’re with James Oliver.”


  “Okee dokee.” I roll up the window, turn up my heater to full blast, and pull forward off the curb, wary of all the cabs driving like maniacs around me. Everything in Manhattan goes faster than anywhere else. It’s making me nervous already. The potential ice on the roads is not helping. Winter coming early did not figure into my plans.


  The garage is huge, and much quieter than the main street where everyone has decided that horns are how cars speak to one another and that they should be carrying on conversations all the time. I crack my window open a couple inches when an older man in a uniform approaches me.


  “I’m with James Oliver. I’m supposed to park in a guest spot.”


  He points with a white-gloved hand. “Just over there, Miss.”


  I smile politely and roll my window up as I follow his instructions. I’m just pulling into the generous space when Leah shows up at my door again. I can hear her through my closed window, her voice slightly muffled.


  “Yaaaay! Look, Cassie, my best friend Sarah is here for a visit!”


  Guilt twangs my heartstrings. She still considers me her best friend after I ignored her for almost two years? Whatever happy glow I had coming in here is snuffed out with the realization that I’m a superjerk. After my latest relationship experience, I learned that friendships — real friendships — are one of the most precious things in the world. I haven’t valued Leah like I should have, but that’s going to change as of right now.


  I look up at her and grin as I push the door open. “Yay! I’m so happy to be here!”


  Leah moves back so I can get out, but as soon as I’m free of my car, she leaps forward, enveloping me in a big hug. The baby gets squished right in with me.


  “Ooooo, you look great,” she says. “Have you aged backwards? That’s not fair.”


  I pat her on the back. “No, believe me, I’ve aged. It’s just my high school ponytail look throwing you off.”


  She pulls back and grins. “It looks good on you.” She looks at my passenger seat. “Better grab that coat. It’s colder than a witch’s boob out here.”


  I laugh, reaching in to grab my jacket, a five-year-old staple from my wardrobe that’s not nearly as fancy as hers appears to be. “Same old Leah.”


  “My address has changed but that’s about it.”


  I shut the door and lock it, grabbing my purse and an overnight bag out of the backseat. “Your clothes have changed too.” We start walking towards a door, Leah in the lead. “What happened to my flower child buddy?”


  “Oh, she’s still here, believe me.” She taps in a number on a keypad and opens the door for me to walk through. “But she’s hidden under layers of warm wool because I do not like this early winter crap one bit.” She shudders for effect as I walk past her.


  She lets the door shut and leads me down a hallway and into another door that brings us to a bank of elevators. I can see the giant lobby of Trump Towers beyond.


  “So, you really live in Trump Towers, eh?”


  She puts a key into a slot on the bank of buttons and then presses the thirty-five. “Yep. For now.”


  I nod, waiting for the rest of her story.


  “I’m not sure if we’re going to stay in here though or move somewhere else.”


  “We meaning you and James Oliver?” I can’t keep the grin off my face.


  “That’s him. That’s my Boo.” She grins. “We met in the craziest way. I’ll tell you all about it when we get settled in.”


  “Will I be meeting him right now?” I wish I’d done something with my hair this afternoon, but I was so anxious to get here before it got too dark that I just threw it up in a rubber band again.


  “No, he’s at work. But he’ll be home later.”


  As we exit the elevator, the baby sneezes.


  “Oh, poor baby,” Leah croons, “do you have a stuffy nose? Aunty Leah will wipe it off for you in just a second. Almost home…”


  Aunty Leah? Does this mean she’s married? I can’t see her left hand from where I am. Damn. I’m seriously out of her loop. Superjerk strikes again. She didn’t even invite me to the wedding. I suppose it’s what I deserve.


  “Hold her for me for a sec,” Leah says, turning around and dumping the baby into my arms.


  I barely have time to drop my bag and get a hold of her when Leah lets go to unlock the door.


  “Stupid key. I hate this thing.” She wrestles with the mechanism for a few seconds before it finally gives in. She throws the door open wide and grins. “Ta daa! Condo sweet condo.” She takes the baby from me and I grab the bag at my feet and follow her in.


  I thought after seeing Leah dressed in Burberry and carrying a baby I would be prepared for anything, but I was wrong.


  “Whoa,” I say as I slowly enter the condo and my eyes roam the colorful space.


  “Told ya,” she says, grinning from ear to ear. “I’m still a flower child at heart.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  THE ENTIRE ROOM IS PAINTED a light robin’s egg blue, the walls, the moldings, the ceiling, everything. None of the furniture matches, but it all somehow works. There’s hot pink, zebra print and marine-blue polka dots on the armchairs and couch. Silk pillows war with batik covered ones and yet they both end up winning. There’s a fireplace mantel, but inside it is a television. Artwork on the walls is a mix of multi-media pieces, Native American art, and if I’m not mistaken, a Renoir. I think Leah must have married a Bohemian rock star. I cannot wait to hear her story and meet this James Oliver guy. I have the strangest urge to Google him, but I won’t. I don’t want to be too obvious. I can be cool in the presence of a celebrity. I think.


  “You can put your things in this room,” she says, leading me into a bedroom that’s clearly designed for a child. There’s a crib in the corner and stuffed animals covering every surface. A changing table is set up on top of a dresser and the closet door is open to reveal outfits of every color.


  “Oh, no, this is your baby’s room, I can’t stay here.”


  “Not yet it’s not. But don’t worry, Cassie doesn’t mind sharing.” She puts the baby in the crib, sitting her down in the center of it. “Keep an eye on her for me while I put the kettle on, would you? We can have some tea while we catch up.” She leaves the room before I have time to reply.


  The baby watches her go, her expression going concerned.


  Worried she’s going to start crying, I leave my bags on the bed and grab a stuffed animal off the shelf, shaking at her a little as I approach. “Look! It’s an elephant.”


  She stops frowning and stares at me, her big blue eyes fringed with dark lashes so thick they look almost fake. Her hair is blonde and curls around her head in gentle waves. She reaches for the animal and pulls it away from me, never taking her eyes off mine. She’s suspicious of my motives, I can tell. I don’t have much experience with babies, but this particular girl is very expressive.


  “Don’t worry. I’m not here to cause any trouble. I won’t take your room from you. It’s only temporary.”


  Hearing myself say it, I realize how true it is. I can’t paint here. This place is pristine, and I highly doubt this condo has a room with enough light for me to work in. And even if they did have one, I can’t imagine they’d want me in there with my acrylics. Imagining myself in a corner of Leah’s studio apartment was fine, but here? No. It just feels wrong. Intrusive.


  I hate that I’m already chickening out on my plan. It’s so depressing to think I’m back to square one without a clear future in sight. Leah was my last hope.


  “Tea’s on!” says Leah from the other room. “Could you bring Cassie with you?”


  Lifting the baby from the crib, I smile to keep the little girl from worrying again. She looks so serious as she descends to my hip, still holding the elephant against her.


  “Don’t worry, it’s just me. I’m Sarah. I won’t hurt you. I love babies.”


  Cassie shoves the elephant up into my face, squishing my nose sideways.


  “Oh, thank you.” I lean away from it so I can see my way into the other room.


  She keeps pushing. By the time I’m in the kitchen at the small table set with tea and cookies, I’m halfway to doing a backbend.


  “Cassie, stop that,” Leah says, taking the elephant out of my face. “Sharing is nice, but over-sharing isn’t. Remember? I told you that already about fifty times.”


  Cassie nearly does a head dive trying to retrieve the elephant from Leah’s hands. I hold onto her with an iron grip when I feel her slipping out of my arms.


  “In the highchair first,” Leah says, talking to Cassie, “then the elephant. Come on.” She takes the baby from me and puts her in the chair, trapping her in with a clipped-on tray. “There we go,” she says, breathing out a sigh of relief. Her gaze shifts to me. “Have a seat and we can chat while we stuff ourselves with cookies.”


  I lower myself into the seat opposite her. Cassie is between us, to my left. Leah spills a few Cheerios on the baby’s tray and then busies herself with pouring us tea out of a gorgeous teapot that has a ceramic bird on top of it. She’s too busy to notice me staring at her clothing.


  Never have I seen Leah looking so sharp, so put together, so … so … rich. There’s no other word for it. That outfit had to cost more than her old studio rent.


  “So, what brings you to Manhattan?” she asks, winking at me.


  It’s not cold in here, but I feel like I’m about to start shaking. I squeeze my hands together between my legs, the denim seams pressing into my skin. “Change. A need for change, I guess you could say.”


  “You were living in the city before, right? Down there in Boston? That doesn’t sound like much of a change.”


  “Yeah, I was, but … yeah.” I sigh. Not having a plan sounded bold and exciting a few weeks ago. Now it just feels irresponsible and stupid.


  “At loose ends, is that it?” She sits down and takes a cookie from the plate in front of us. “I know how you feel.”


  My eyebrows go up. “You’re at loose ends?”


  “No, not now. But I was.” She grins.


  The happiness evident in that grin finally calms me down. Who cares about my life? I want to know about hers.


  “So what’s the deal, woman?” I ask. “Last time I saw you, you were living in a hole in the wall, barely making ends meet.”


  “I know,” she says, looking off into the distance. “Remember that?” She turns her attention back to me. “After I saw you, I moved to another hole in the wall. That place really sucked. I got evicted.” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “I don’t know what I would have done if Boo hadn’t come around.”


  “Who is this Boo person, anyway?” I look behind me at the living room. “Is he a rock star or something?”


  She looks up at me surprised and then starts laughing. “Are you kidding me? James Oliver a rock star? That’ll be the day.” She snorts and then crunches away on her cookie. “No, James is a plastic surgeon. He’s about as stick in the mud as a guy can get.”


  I gesture towards the other room. “So what’s all this?”


  “What? That?” She points to the living room.


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s all me.”


  I twist around in my seat so I can take it all in. “Really? Because it’s fabulous. Really, really cool. I love it.”


  “You should have seen it before. I think I have a picture.” She gets up and leaves me with the baby, who is very carefully picking up one Cheerio at a time and eating them. She eyes me with a serious expression, her little arm moving like it’s in slow motion. She’s a very precise child.


  “Here.” Leah comes back in the room and hands me a framed photograph. “That’s James and his sister Jana, and you can see the living room in the background.”


  The difference is shocking. The old decor reminds me of a hotel room — a very expensive one on a private island somewhere. A bit too sterile, though. Definitely nothing like it looks now. And James? Oh my goodness gracious. He’s hot. Definitely not the type that Leah ever went for before. He must really be special, because I know for a fact it’s not his money that got Leah going for him. She was always kind of an anti-money person.


  “It’s very … white,” I say, trying not to offend whoever decorated before Leah.


  “Yeah, tell me about it.”


  I hold it up against the background of the newly decorated room. “The difference is like night and day.”


  “When James asked me to move in, I started redecorating pretty much right away. I couldn’t take all that white and cream. I felt like I was living inside a carton of milk. It was depressing as hell. It really harshed my mellow.”


  Turning back around, I laugh. Leah always had a way of painting pictures with her words. She and I were the perfect buddies; she painted with words and I with acrylics.


  “I can imagine.” I take a sip of my hot tea, burning my throat in the process. “So, how did you two meet? Seems like he’s not the kind of guy you normally date. Are you dating, or are you married?” My gaze slips to her left hand. There’s a diamond there but no other band.


  “We’re not married yet, but we will be. Next summer maybe, if I can hold out that long.” Her hand drops to her waist and she rubs her stomach.


  It’s the first time I notice a slight bulge there. Is she pregnant? Should I dare ask?


  “We met earlier this year when I found a ring he lost … actually his brother lost it … and I tracked him down, and we just kind of fell in love.” Her expression goes dreamy.


  “A ring?” This story is getting better by the second. “How did you find it? How did you know it was his?”


  “Actually, it was an engagement ring he bought for someone else, and I found out it was his by the laser engraving on the diamond. He’d bought it at Cartier, so I just went there with the laser-number and they knew he was the owner.”


  “Wow. That’s just … wow.” Talk about destiny. I’m jealous that the universe is so obviously in her corner. What does a girl have to do to get that kind of power on her side? I wish I knew. It makes me even happier that I came here. Maybe some of her good karma will rub off on me.


  “I know. It’s a long story, but it ended up well.” She rubs her belly again. Suddenly she seems very shy. “We found out we’re pregnant pretty much right after we moved in together. I’m five months along. Almost six.”


  “Congratulations!” I reach over and touch her hand as it rests on the table. If it were me finding out I was pregnant just after moving in with a guy, it wouldn’t be a congratulatory moment, but she seems to be happy about her situation. And who am I to judge? I’m nobody to be moralizing over anyone’s decisions. I don’t even have a place to live anymore, and I’m hoping to sponge off a friend I’ve neglected for way too long. Yeah … judging is the very last thing I should be doing.


  She’s all dreamy again, oblivious to my discomfort. “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing. I was scared to death at first, of course, but after taking care of Cassie every other weekend and getting to know James better, I know it’s a good thing. Karma took good care of me.”


  I look at the baby, trying to see her features on a man’s face. “So who is Cassie? Is she his daughter?” This is getting juicer by the second. I can’t believe my friend is so cool with taking care of some other woman’s baby like that. Cassie can’t be more than nine months old.


  “No, she’s his niece.”


  “Oh.” That makes a lot more sense.


  “His brother has kind of fallen off the map, so James and his sister Jana take turns with Cassie.”


  I’m not sure I understood correctly. “Fallen off the map? What does that mean?”


  Leah’s face loses its sparkle. “It’s a really sad story. Eight, almost nine months ago, Jeremy — that’s James’s brother — was married to this girl named Laura. She was nine months pregnant. One day she went out by herself, and she got hit by a car.”


  “Oh my god.” My heart seizes up just hearing the story, and I don’t even know these people. Poor Jeremy. I wonder how old he is, if he’s James’s younger or older brother.


  “Yeah. It was bad. So Cassie was born as her mother died. It was all very tragic. Jeremy adored his wife, and from everything I hear, I guess she was a pretty special person. James and Jana loved her so much.”


  “That’s so sad.” Tears are welling up in my eyes for complete strangers.


  “Yeah, it is. And ever since her funeral, Jeremy’s been on a mission to basically drink himself to death.”


  “Oh, God. Awful.” I’m shaking my head, picturing this man at a bar slumped over and wallowing in pain.


  “Yes, it’s awful. Worse than awful. James and Jana had to go to court and get guardianship over Cassie. Jeremy never even showed up to the hearing. Now they can’t find him.”


  “That’s horrible!” My tea has gone cold, but I don’t care. I need to drink it to keep my hands busy. I feel like crawling into bed and crying myself to sleep. And I thought my life sucked…


  “So, poor little Cassie here has to deal with me playing mom and Jana playing mom and James trying to be a stand-in dad.” She reaches out and takes the baby’s hand, leaning over to kiss the back of it.


  Looking at Cassie again, I see her in a whole new light. No wonder she’s so serious. Even at less than a year old, she’s aware of her circumstances. I can see it. “What about her real dad? Doesn’t he come visit her at least?”


  “Nope. Never. Even when he was around, he never mentioned her.”


  “But why? She’s so beautiful.” I reach out and stroke her little head. Her hair is so soft and silky. She looks at me calmly as she shoves another Cheerio in her mouth.


  “It’s too painful for him. He told James once that he talks to his wife’s ghost. He’s really messed up.”


  “And you don’t even know if he’s around?”


  “Nope. James hired a private investigator and everything. He’s disappeared without a trace.”


  “Doesn’t he have a job? Or need money to pay for all those drinks?”


  “No, he doesn’t work anymore. He used to renovate houses with his wife, but he only did that to keep busy with her. All of the Olivers have a ton of money they got from their parents and grandparents. He’s not using his credit cards, though. That much we do know.”


  “You said James is a surgeon?”


  “Yeah. He does it to keep busy too.” She refills her tea and sighs. “It’s not that he doesn’t love it, he does. But he doesn’t need to work. He just … does it to keep everyone happy.”


  “Everyone like who? You?”


  “Me? Heck no.” She snorts. “As if. Honestly, I think he’s doing it to keep himself from having to deal with Jeremy right now. I try to get him to slow down, but it’s not easy. He doesn’t really know how to relax yet, but we’re working on it.” She sips more of her tea. “I work for him part-time and for a friend part-time in her shop. Otherwise, I hang out, decorate this place, or take care of Cassie.” She shrugs. “I’ve had friends of Jana’s ask me to decorate their places, but so far I’ve said no. I’m too busy with Cassie, and soon I’ll be busy with my own baby, so…”


  “Sounds like a great life.” I really mean that. I’m not just giving her the response that’s called for after hearing her story. There’s drama here, for sure, but I can sense the love they have in this family. It comes through in her tone, and in the fact that this man from a completely different world from us let this crazy girl come in and turn his life upside down, and gave her a job. I actually envy Leah, when before I think it used to be the other way around. I used to have my stuff together, back in the day, back when I thought I knew what I was doing with my life.


  “I was going to bring Cassie back to Jana’s place. Do you want to come with us or rest before dinner?”


  I stand, bringing my teacup over to the sink. “I think I’ll rest if you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all. Take a nap, shower, do whatever you want. James and I will be back around seven thirty or so and we’ll have dinner after.”


  “Sounds good.” I pause to hug Leah and then kiss Cassie on the top of her head.


  The little angel turns her head sideways and then tilts it way back to be able to see me behind and above her. She blinks her eyes a few times, looking wise beyond her years.


  I’m holding back tears looking at her beautiful face. “See you again soon, Cassie, I hope.”


  “Oh, you will. She’s here a lot.” Leah busies herself with wiping the baby’s face as I leave the kitchen.


  After a quick pitstop in the bathroom, I’m back in my borrowed bedroom. I lie down on the bed and use the throw-blanket at the foot of it to keep warm, thinking I’ll just sleep a half hour or so to refresh myself.


  The next thing I know, it’s eight o’clock and time for dinner.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Four


  



  A TALL MAN IN DARK gray suit trousers and a white shirt with the tie mostly undone is standing in the middle of the living room, a glass of what looks like whiskey in his hand.


  “You must be Sarah,” he says, lowering the glass and walking over to me, smiling.


  I smile back and grasp his much larger, outstretched hand in mine. “Yes, and you must be James.” Thankfully, he’s not one of those guys who tries to prove his manhood by crushing knuckles, nor is he the type to act as though he’ll bruise me by having no grip at all. I’m impressed already.


  “Yes. Welcome.” He looks around the room as our hands disconnect. “To our very colorful home.”


  “I saw the before-picture. This is a pretty big change.” I’m testing him to see how he really feels about Leah’s work. I get the impression a guy like him doesn’t take to change all that easily.


  “Night and day,” he says. His voice goes softer. “I never realized how bland my life was until Leah came into it.” He winks.


  I laugh, relieved to find he’s truly accepting of her influence. “No one could ever call life with Leah bland, that’s for sure.”


  Walking over to a bookshelf, I take in the titles. There’s Shakespeare’s Complete Works, The Count of Monte Cristo, and David Copperfield among others I know Leah would never read. “Looks like she didn’t get rid of everything.”


  James joins me there. “She knows what’s important to me and what’s not, and she works around the things I like to keep.” He takes a sip of his whiskey before continuing. “I don’t expect her to, but she does.”


  “Leah was always pretty sensitive.” I don’t tell him that she was always up for taking on a hopeless case and doing everything within her power to fix it, whether it be a person or a business. I still remember the used bookstore she turned into a tiny coffee shop place with both used and new books. She didn’t even own it; she was just an employee. But it’s still standing today, even with all the other independent shops in town closing up. “She has a knack for not just color but … harmony I guess you could say.”


  James bursts out laughing, startling me. “Harmony? Oh boy … I’m not sure I can agree with that one.”


  I frown, but my next question is cut off by the sound of a door opening and then Leah’s voice. “Hello, family! I’m home! James? Can you help me with this?” Banging ensues.


  “Duty calls,” he says in a stage whisper, putting his glass on the bookshelf and leaving the living room for the front foyer.


  I follow behind, hoping to help.


  Leah’s halfway through the door, carrying the baby, a carseat, a giant diaper bag, and another bag of groceries. “I was going to bring Cassie over to Jana, but Jana was running late, so I offered to keep her a little longer.”


  “How’d you get all this in here?” James asks, relieving her of everything but the baby.


  “Emile downstairs helped me. He’s so nice.”


  “He likes your tips, I know that,” James says under his breath.


  “You won’t miss the tip money, but it’ll make a big difference to him,” she says, coming into the room. There’s a note of censure in her voice.


  “Yes, dear,” James says, not without humor. I get the impression that this is a conversation they’ve had before and they’ve agreed to disagree. Or James has let Leah have her way. It makes me like him even more. Gorgeous, generous, and understanding? Leah’s hit the jackpot.


  Leah grins at me. “Are you ready for dinner? I got take-out. I’m still a terrible cook.”


  “You’re not wearing your takeout dress, though,” James says, earning a frown from Leah.


  “Shush,” she says, quelling whatever inside story it is they’re sharing.


  I grin, not quite getting the joke but wanting her to know I don’t expect her to cook for me. “I love takeout, especially in Manhattan. What can I do to help?”


  “Unpack it. Jana will be here any minute.”


  “She’s eating with us?” James asks, banging away in the front hall closet as he puts things away. “It’s Friday night. I thought she had a life.”


  “She does, but she wanted to meet Sarah.” Leah winks at me. “No pressure, but you’re going to meet my brother, too.”


  My jaw drops open. “Brother? Since when do you have a brother?”


  She grins super big and lifts her shoulders. “Since this year! I’ll tell you all about it at dinner.” She leaves the front hall, expecting me to follow. “Let’s set the table before they get here.”


  I hold the baby as Leah expertly dresses the table. It goes from boring oak to a carnival of colors in five minutes. She takes Cassie from me and puts her in a highchair near the far corner. A few toys on the tray keep the little girl busy.


  “You like?” she asks, standing back to admire her work.


  “I love.” I shake my head in amazement at her talents. “I never realized you were so good with color before.”


  “I know, right?” She leans in closer and talks in a whisper. “I think James’s bland stuff sent a shock through my system or something. Woke up a part of my personality that was in hibernation.”


  “Are you talking about me again?” he asks, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist. He leans in and kisses her on the neck.


  She giggles and spins around in his arms, lacing her hands behind his neck. “Always. I talk about you all the time with anyone who will listen. Everyone’s getting sick of hearing your name.”


  I turn away as they kiss, embarrassed by the passion I see there. No wonder she got pregnant right after they moved in together. Now I really feel the need to cut this visit short. I’m obviously right in the middle of a honeymoon period in their relationship. Talk about a lame houseguest. Just call me Sarah The Wet Blanket.


  “Okay, enough of that,” he says, smacking her on the butt lightly. “We have a guest we’re making uncomfortable and I’m hungry.”


  Leah separates herself from her man with a sigh. “Fine. I have appetizers, by the way. Let me just find them…” She picks up the bag of groceries from the floor and places it on the corner of the table. “Somewhere in here…I have some … springrolls…”


  James retrieves his glass from the bookshelves and walks back over to us. “Can I get you something to drink, ladies? Wine? Scotch? Juice? Water?”


  I respond as Leah pulls out a few white boxes from inside the grocery bag. “I’ll just have some water, thanks. I can get it if you show me the way.”


  He points to the kitchen. “Water’s in the fridge. Flat or sparkling, take your pick.”


  “Glasses are next to the sink,” Leah says as I walk past her. “Pour me an orange juice, would you?”


  “Sure, no problem.” I’m glad they’re not waiting on me. It already feels weird enough that I’m here after inviting myself. I should probably say something about not staying long so James doesn’t think I’m one of those people who come without a return ticket.


  I raise my voice to be heard in the other room. “So, I was thinking I’d stay for maybe three or four days with you guys, if that’s okay?” Taking out two glasses, I wait for the reply. It comes as I’m waiting for ice to drop from the automatic dispenser in the fridge door.


  Leah shows up in the entrance to the kitchen. “Just a few days? I thought you were going to stay longer.” She sounds genuinely bummed.


  “I don’t want to impose.”


  “You won’t impose.” She turns her head to the living room. “Right, James? She’s not imposing?”


  “Not at all,” he says loudly so I’ll hear.


  I sigh and then immediately wish I hadn’t.


  “What’s wrong?” Leah asks, coming into the kitchen.


  “Nothing.”


  “Don’t lie to me. You know I can smell a lie from a mile away.”


  I finish filling my glass with water and turn around, glancing out to where I know James is waiting and probably listening. “It’s no big deal, really.”


  Leah lowers her voice to a whisper. “Tell me.” She reaches into the fridge and takes out the juice, pouring herself a big glass of it. “I’m all ears.”


  “It’s nothing, really, I promise.” I desperately want to play my situation off as no big deal, but I keep trying to picture where I’ll go from here and I can’t. There’s just this big, black void in front of me and it practically sends me into a panic attack thinking about what that means.


  Leah lifts her glass. “Cheers.”


  “Cheers.” I touch my glass to hers, wishing I’d gone with the whiskey.


  “Now, either you spill your guts or I’m going to cry real tears right here in the kitchen.”


  I smile. She’s so crazy. I’d forgotten how much I loved that about her. “Cry real tears? Why would you do that?”


  “Because! We used to be close friends. You told me everything, and I told you everything. You’re not allowed to keep secrets from me, remember?”


  My head drops to my chest as guilt assails me. “I’ve been a terrible friend. We haven’t talked in ages.”


  “Friendship is a two-way street, Sarah. Did you get calls from me? No. Mostly because my phone was dead, but still. I could have called, but I didn’t. And you want to know why?”


  I lift my head, now more concerned about her than myself. “Yes, I do.”


  “It was because my life was complete crap and I didn’t want you to know that. I was ashamed and stressed. The more I thought about it, the worse it made me feel, so I just stopped dealing with it altogether. I got evicted, did I tell you that?”


  I nod, reaching out to squeeze her upper arm. “Yes, you did. And I get it. I really do. And now I feel twice as bad that I never called.” Tears well up in my eyes. I’m a completely selfish asshole. My friend needed me and I wasn’t there, and now here she is giving me a place to stay.


  She points a finger in my face. “No! No crying, you hear me?”


  My smile trembles a little. “No crying? Why?”


  “Two reasons.” She holds up a finger. “One, because you’ll make me cry, and I’m not wearing waterproof mascara, and I’ll get ugly in front of my boyfriend, and I try to avoid that at all costs since I’m going to be really fat soon…” She holds up a second finger. “And two, because you have no reason to cry. Whatever your issues are, we’ll talk them out and resolve them, and then they won’t be issues anymore.” She grins.


  “It’s not that easy.”


  “Sure it is. Try me.” She folds one arm under the other and takes a sip of her drink, waiting expectantly.


  “But James is out there…”


  “He’s taking care of the baby, he won’t hear a thing. Spill it.” Her tone is more demanding. “You have five minutes before everyone gets here, and I want to know what’s going on before you meet my brother.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Five


  



  I’M FEELING PRESSURED, BUT THE temptation to come clean is too much to resist. Besides, I know my friend; she might be this person living in Trump Towers now, but that hasn’t changed the fact that she’s a pit bull. Once she gets her teeth clamped onto something, there’s nothing that will shake her loose until she gets what she wants. And right now, she wants an explanation for my presence. I guess I owe her that much.


  “I just … I’m at loose ends.” I shrug, hoping that’ll be enough. I should have known better, though.


  She nods, her expression intense. “Go on.”


  “You know I’ve been teaching art at the high school for years.”


  “Yes, and I know you used to love it.”


  “Maybe in the beginning, but not so much for the past several years.”


  She frowns. “That’s too bad. You’re so talented, though.” She looks over her shoulder. “I was kind of hoping you’d paint me something for me to put over the couch.”


  “I’d be happy to!” The idea that I could pay her back for her kindness is a huge relief. “It’s not that I don’t want to paint anymore, it’s that I’m tired of teaching painting. I just want to …” I look down at my glass. What I want isn’t possible. “I don’t know.”


  “Yes, you do. Tell me.” She leans down to catch my eye. “Come on, what will it hurt to tell someone?”


  I shrug, fighting tears. “I don’t know. Maybe if I don’t say it out loud I won’t have to deal with it?”


  “Ha, that’s funny. Like that ever worked in the history of the human race.”


  I laugh softly, enjoying the lightness she brings to my day. She has always been like that — an unstoppable force of nature.


  “I promise I won’t laugh,” she assures me.


  I don’t know why, but it’s that promise from her that makes it possible for me to say my dream aloud. “I want to paint. Just paint.”


  She nods, matter of factly. “Excellent plan.”


  I laugh again. “It’s not a plan, though!”


  “Of course it is. You have the what, you have the why, you have the who. All you need to tell me is the where and when, and it’s a done plan.”


  “I also need a how, and that’s a problem, along with all those other … adjectives or adverbs or whatever those were.”


  The doorbell rings and then the sound of the door opening comes right after.


  “Poop, everyone’s here.” Leah frowns. “Just when we were getting to the juicy part, too.”


  I squeeze her forearm. “Don’t worry, we can pick up where we left off later when everyone’s gone.”


  “Or sooner.” Leah grins at me before turning around and leaving the kitchen.


  I follow behind, hoping that comment doesn’t mean what I think it means. I’m about to grab her and make her explain herself, but I’m brought up short by a guy who has to be this mystery brother Leah mentioned earlier. He looks just like her, save for the fact that he appears to be cut out of cardboard. Stiff is the perfect word to describe him. Same hair, same freckles, but none of the carefree spirit that Leah has coming out of every pore.


  “Hello,” he says in a formal tone, leaning in to kiss Leah on both cheeks.


  She throws herself into his arms, forcing him to hug her. “Hello, brother of mine!” She leans back and pats his head. “Nice ‘do. I see you’ve given the gel a break.”


  He grins for a second and then his face goes back to being expressionless. “Thanks. Thought I’d try something new for a change.”


  “Fluffy. I like it.” She grins.


  He frowns. “Fluffy? No, not fluffy. Fluffy’s not good.” He turns around as if searching for a mirror, his hand going up to hover above his head.


  Leah grabs him by the arm and drags him away from the front door. “Stop worrying about your silly hair and come inside to meet my best friend of all time.”


  “Of all time? Oh boy.”


  They stop at the entrance to the kitchen. “Ralph, meet Sarah. Sarah, this is Ralph. My brother.”


  Holding out my hand, I grin. “I can see the resemblance. Nice to meet you.”


  He takes my hand in a limp grip. “Nice to meet you too, Sarah.” He lets me go and frowns with curiosity. “Where do you live? Around here?”


  “No.” How do I describe where I live? Technically, I think I live in my car at this point, since this place isn’t my home and I don’t have an apartment anymore. As if I weren’t depressed enough already. “I’m from Boston, but I’m in between moves right now.”


  He nods. “Nice. Planning to stay in Manhattan?”


  Leah grabs him by the arm and steers him into the living room. “That’s what we’re going to figure out tonight.”


  The door opens again and a woman walks through. I recognize her as the girl in the picture with James. She looks up and grins at me.


  “Hey! You must be Leah’s friend.”


  I move forward to greet her and help her with her bag. It looks like she’s got about fifty diapers in it the way some are bulging out at the sides. “I am. I’m Sarah. And you’re … Jana, is that right?”


  “Yep, that’s me!”


  The foyer fills up with everyone hugging and exchanging greetings. We then move en masse into the living room where Leah makes sure everyone has a drink before we sit down at the table.


  “So, what do you have planned for the weekend?” Leah asks Jana as she scoops some fried rice out of a box and puts it on her plate. “Skiing maybe?”


  “No, I thought I’d stick around this weekend for a change. Maybe go to a museum or something.”


  “That sounds like fun,” I say, picturing myself doing the same. It’s been a while since I’ve laid eyes on the masters, live and in person. Mere photographs of paintings don’t do them justice.


  “You could go with me if you want,” she says, smiling. “I’ve been to just about all of them, but I like to go to the big ones again every couple years or so. They have a special French impressionist exhibition at The Met.”


  “That sounds great.” I almost feel like I have the start of a plan now. I’ll recharge my batteries by soaking up the glory in those brushstrokes.


  “Perfect,” Leah says. “Not that I’m trying to get rid of you or anything, but I had planned to take Cassie to that group play-date thing over at the gym on Saturday, so … yeah.” She grins at Jana. “Thanks for entertaining my buddy while she’s here.”


  “No prob. Maybe she’d like to go out for drinks after?”


  I shrug, feeling bad about leaving Leah behind for the fun stuff. “Maybe.”


  “I’ll join you.” Leah looks at James. “You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Nope. I’ll be home by six.”


  “Perfect.” Leah passes me a box of Chinese food. “So then what?”


  I take the food from her and wait for more explanation.


  “What are you going to do after your visit with us?” she asks.


  My face starts to burn red. I can’t tell if she’s putting me on the spot on purpose or just being an airhead. “Uhhh, I’m not sure.”


  Leah looks at James. “Sarah is an amazing painter. She’s been teaching for years, but now she wants to just paint for herself.”


  I open my mouth to complain, but Ralph starts talking first, cutting me off.


  “That’s so cool. I wish I could paint. I can’t even draw stick figures.”


  “Me neither,” says Jana. “Cassie draws better than I do.” Jana leans over and puts several cut-up noodles on the baby’s tray.


  “Do you have a studio?” James asks, pausing as he’s cutting up a spring roll.


  “No, not yet.” I try to think of something else to talk about to direct the conversation away from me, but the questions come at me too quickly.


  “If you want to paint in a decent studio, you really need to get out of town. The rents around here are ridiculous,” Ralph says.


  “Plus there’s all the traffic and the noise and the pollution.” Leah scrunches up her nose. “It’s not conducive to creativity.”


  “You’ve done pretty well,” James says, waving his fork around.


  Everyone looks at the blue walls.


  “True, but I didn’t have a choice. This was my canvas, and I had to do what I could with it. But Sarah’s a free spirit. She could go anywhere. She needs a place that’s full of inspiration, quiet … somewhere out in nature…” Leah gets a faraway look in her eye.


  “She could use the cabin,” Jana says, looking at her brother. “It’s not too far away, and it’s definitely quiet.”


  “Isolated is more like it,” James says. He takes a big bite of noodles, filling his mouth.


  “You have a cabin?” Ralph asks.


  “What cabin?” Leah adds.


  Jana talks as she cuts food on her plate. “It’s a tiny place up in Middle Mountain, in the Catskills.”


  “It hasn’t been touched in years,” James says, obviously not impressed by the idea. “It’s probably full of mice.”


  I’ve never been to the Catskills, but I know enough about them that I’m intrigued. If it’s a place they never use anyway, maybe it wouldn’t put them out to loan it to me for a short period of time. I could pay rent, even.


  “Actually, it sounds kind of interesting,” I say experimentally. I don’t want to start a fight between Leah and her boyfriend.


  “A cabin in the woods sounds perfect,” Leah says. Her face is so bright it’s practically glowing. “It can’t be that bad, can it?” She looks from James to Jana.


  Jana responds. “Our family used to use it for fishing and camping years ago, when we were little kids. It’s got a big main room and then a small room attached to the side with several bunk beds in it. It’s nothing fancy by any means, but we always had fun there.”


  James nods. “Yeah, we did. But like I said, it’s probably in bad shape now.” He looks at his sister. “When was the last time you were out there?”


  She thinks about it for a few seconds before answering. “Maybe ten years? Fifteen?”


  “It’s been longer than that for me.” James looks at Leah. “But if you want to go check it out, that’s fine with me. Just be careful in the snow.” He looks at Ralph. “Maybe your brother can go with you.”


  Before anyone can answer, I rush in. “No, that’s totally fine. I’d actually love to go up there alone. I could check it out, clean it up, and let you know if there are any major repairs that need to be done.”


  “The roof’s probably a mess. There’s no guarantee it’ll even be habitable when you get there. What would you do if it’s not?” James looks at me, waiting for my answer.


  I shrug, acting like I’m completely cool with the idea of being stuck in the snowy mountains with nowhere to live. “No big deal. I’ll just rent a motel room somewhere.”


  “Are you sure?” Leah asks me, concern shadowing her gaze.


  “Yes!” I put as much cheer into my answer as possible. This feels like the right thing to do, and it’s been a long time since anything’s felt right. “I’m absolutely sure. It’ll be a blast!”


  “If you need help, just let me know,” Ralph says. “I can take a day or two off work.”


  I wave him off with my fork. “No, no need. But thanks. I’m completely fine on my own.” I think. I hope.


  “You aren’t seeing anyone?” Leah asks. “Someone who might want to meet you there, maybe?” She winks at me.


  “Nope, it’s just me.” I’ve had enough of tired, boring relationships that never seem to get past the living-together stage, but I don’t say that part out loud.


  “I guess it’s settled, then.” Jana smiles. “We’ll go to the museum, have a girls’ night out, and then see you off on your adventure.” She loses a bit of her happy expression. “Not that you have to leave right away.” She looks around the table. “You probably planned to stay for a while first and at least catch up.”


  Leah looks at me. “You can stay as long as you want.” She shifts her gaze to James. “Right, Boo?”


  He nods. “Whatever you want.”


  I grin back at my friends, half happy, half scared I’m jumping into something way over my head. But I go ahead and commit anyway, to keep myself from backing out. “I’ll catch up over the weekend and leave on Monday, I think.”


  Now that I have a plan, I’m anxious to get started on it. For the first time in a long time, I have hope that things will get better and not worse.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Six


  



  I MUST HAVE BEEN INSANE to think this was a good idea.


  I’m standing in the driveway leading up to the cabin, hoping there even is a cabin up there somewhere behind all these trees. My tire is stuck in a hole in the ground that could more accurately be called a pit, and the snow is coming down in giant, stuck-together flakes. My hair is quickly being soaked through.


  “What the hell is my problem?!” I yell out, frustrated that the world seems to have it in for me. I must have really done some terrible things in my life to deserve this kind of punishment.


  My tire isn’t going to get out of that hole without help of some kind. I spun it out too many times, letting it dig in really deep. Abandoning my car¸ I set out on foot, continuing my journey up the long, steep driveway I was told would lead to the Oliver family cabin. With my luck going the way it is now, I’ll be safer and warmer sleeping in my car. I can only imagine the horrors that await in a cabin that’s been empty for over fifteen years.


  Five minutes into my walk, the shadow of a building appears through the heavily falling snow. As I get closer, I realize that it’s actually bigger than I expected it to be. When they told me the cabin was one main room with a smaller one attached, I was expecting an apartment studio kind of situation, but this has to be at least a thousand square feet. And it has a porch attached to the front. Dilapidated Adirondack chairs sit askew just past the wood rails that surround the porch. I smile at how quaint it all looks. Yay! Things are already looking up!


  I nod in appreciation. This might not be half bad. Sure, the driveway sucks big time, but the house isn’t so bad. At least not from the outside.


  I turn back around with the intention of getting some of my things before exploring any further. The snow is coming down hard, and the sun will be setting soon. I don’t want to be stuck outside unloading my stuff and then risk getting lost in the woods. Everything looks the same around here when it’s covered in white.


  I’m doing well until just before I get to the car. Then I hit an icy patch and my feet fly out from under me.


  “Son of a bitch!” I yell as I go down, landing on my ass with a hard bang. I have to sit there for a few seconds as I get my breath and my bearings back. When I look around me, I can’t see what caused me to fall. There’s no ice to speak of, just snow. Snow, snow, snow, as far as the eye can see. And trees. I’m well and truly isolated out here. And now my butt’s wet too. Excellent.


  Before, snow everywhere sounded romantic and great for inspiring my inner artist. Now it feels dangerous and downright stupid. Why did I agree to do this again? And where was my self-preservation instinct when I needed it? On vacation I guess. Probably in Bermuda with the palm trees and the sun.


  Struggling to my feet, I groan with pain. My butt is going to be sore for days, I can already tell. I guess that means I’ll be painting on my feet. Not that I’ll probably even be painting. If the inside of that cabin is anything like this crap driveway, there’s going to be some serious clean-up work to do first.


  My car already has a layer of snow covering every inch of it. The edge of panic sneaks in as I realize that my time to get to shelter and have a comfortable first night is running out. I can’t see more than ten feet ahead on the path with this terrible visibility.


  I carry way more weight than I probably should at a time, trying to get the essentials unpacked from the car and on the porch before I lose the rest of the daylight. My car is about half empty before I finally give up on making any more trips down the steep, snow- and ice-covered driveway. The rest will have to wait until tomorrow. I just pray the key I was given still works and the inside of this place isn’t rat-infested.


  I will sleep in my car if I have to. When I told Leah and her family that I’d just rent a room if I couldn’t sleep in the cabin, I wasn’t aware of the fact that motels are in such short supply up here. On my drive I saw exactly two of them, and they were really far from here. Which doesn’t matter anyway, since I doubt very highly that I’ll be able to get my car unstuck in the dark.


  Thankfully, the key slides into the lock, and without too much jiggling, turns. I wait a few seconds, sending up a silent prayer, before opening the door.


  Stale, smoke-scented air hits me first. Then the stench of something else I can’t identify. Garbage, maybe? I look down at the floor, hoping not to see rat droppings. It’s too dark to make anything out beyond the entrance.


  Jana told me she’d call the electric company and make sure everything was still on. She also described where the electric panel is in the kitchen pantry, so I’d be able to get the whole house online as soon as I got in. Even so, my hand searches out a light switch on the wall, flicking it up when it finds it.


  The sudden light blinds me. I hadn’t been expecting it. Blinking a few times, I get my vision back and my brain working again. What I see isn’t really computing, though.


  There are beer bottles on pretty much every surface. Dirty dishes fill the sink and cover the wood counters. The smell of days-old garbage permeates the space.


  My heart stops beating for a few seconds. “Oh my god,” I whisper. “Someone’s been in here.”


  There’s no way the Olivers came in here fifteen years ago and failed to clean the place up. Someone’s broken in here and been living here without them knowing. And I’d bet a box of donuts it’s a group of teen boys, based on their choice of beverage and meal. As I move in closer I notice lots of cans of Chef Boyardee ravioli.


  I’m frozen in fear, standing in the middle of the kitchen, wondering what I should do. Should I run to my car and try to back out again? No, that won’t work. I already tried for twenty minutes, and the more I try again, the louder I’ll become for anyone to hear me — especially bad guys with bad habits like breaking and entering, getting wasted, and overdosing on the world’s worst pasta. I need a board or a rock to put under the tire to get traction anyway. It would be a waste of time.


  Should I go sleep in my car? Just the idea makes me shiver with cold. It’s not that much warmer in here, but it’s definitely below zero out there and getting colder by the hour. I could freeze to death.


  There aren’t any noises inside the cabin, telling me I’m alone. If the squatters aren’t here, maybe that means they’re gone. Surely they’re not out there in the snow at night time. That’d be insane. It looks more like they had a big party several weeks ago and left, never to return.


  That thought eases my mind just a little, and my feet become unstuck from the floor. I walk over to a can of ravioli and stare down into it. The crust inside is dark and peeling away from the edges of the interior. It looks like it’s been here at least a week, maybe longer. Everything around me appears to be old and stale. The thought that the strangers are gone for good gets stronger, more believable.


  “Hello?” I call out, praying for no answer. “Is anyone here? Because this cabin isn’t yours and you shouldn’t be staying here without the owners’ permission.”


  Yeah, that’ll teach them. Give them a good dose of common courtesy lessons and they’ll just walk away and tell me to have a nice stay at Casa Oliver.


  I shake my head at myself. I must be the dumbest woman to walk the earth. Time to get real and take care of this problem.


  I slide a kitchen drawer open as quietly as I can and take out a long knife. I take out a big fork too, while I’m at it. You never know, right? I might drop the knife but then I’d still be able to poke someone pretty good.


  Slowly and quietly, I make my way over to the other side of the main room. I pass a sitting area created by a grouping of a couch and two chairs in ratty fabric, the couch covered in a bunched-up wool blanket, and a coffee table in the middle. There are two doors on the wall to my right, and one on the wall facing me that I assume from its glass panels is the back door of the cabin.


  I try the first door, pushing it in with a loud squeak of complaining hinges, the fork at the ready in case someone jumps out at me. A bathroom with toilet and tub appear as the door swings in. There’s a shower head but no curtain and no separate stall. A single sink with a wall-mounted cabinet above rounds out the offerings. There’s no sign that anyone’s been here in a long time, though — no towels, no hand soap, no toothpaste splatters on the mirror. My mood lightens just the tiniest bit. Maybe there’s nothing to be afraid of after all.


  Continuing on, I reach my hand out to press on the next door. It won’t budge. The door is shut tight.


  My respirations increase as I consider what that might mean. Is there someone sleeping in there? I feel like Goldilocks, intruding on a big, bad bear’s space, and trying to convince myself that this isn’t the case is not working. I feel like the one who’s breaking and entering, even though I have a key and whoever left this mess can’t possibly have one.


  Grasping the knob of the door, I do my best to turn it slowly and quietly. I’m successful until the door leaves its jamb. The hinges are in bad need of oil.


  The room is dark, but even so, I can see the beds are empty. I let out all my air in one long breath. I didn’t even realize I’d broken out in a cold sweat, but now I sense my shirt sticking to me under my winter coat.


  “Thank God,” I whisper, shutting the door and turning around to face the main room.


  Now I can take in the scenery with a more relaxed eye. Breathing deeply in and out a few more times helps bring everything into focus. The place needs a good cleaning and several trash bags to haul things away, but otherwise, it could be perfect for what I need. There’s a nook to the right of the front door with windows on both corners that would provide just the right amount of light for my work. The floor is wood, but I brought canvas and plastic to cover everything and protect it. The kitchen isn’t fancy, but it’s serviceable. I’ll leave an inspection of the fridge for the light of day when I have the strength and sunlight to face whatever nightmare is waiting for me in there.


  For the first time all day, I smile and sigh with happiness. It was a long drive and getting stuck in the muddy snow still sucks, but at least I have a roof over my head, a bed to sleep in, and electricity humming along. And tomorrow starts the first day of the rest of my life. I’m totally ready for this.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Seven


  



  I HAD NO IDEA WHAT I was getting myself into. What was I thinking? Last night was the most uncomfortable night of my life. Too afraid to sleep in that potentially squirrel-infested bedroom, I spent about six hours tossing and turning on the horrible couch under that smelly blanket before I finally gave up and started cleaning. There’s no heating in this place at all.


  I’ve put on every item of clothing I packed in about eight layers. At four in the morning, I was collecting bottles from every surface of the cabin, including the bathroom sink. Slowly as the morning wore on and I built up a sweat, I de-layered myself. Now I’m down to just two layers of clothing, including two pairs of gloves and socks. The only heat available appears to be from a fireplace, and I have no wood.


  I only brought one box of garbage bags with me, and already ten of them are filled to bulging and out on the front porch. I forgot to ask Jana if they have garbage pickup services up here, but my first guess is no, they do not. And my tiny car can haul maybe five of those bags at a time. I’m so screwed. At this rate, I’ll start painting in Spring.


  I check my phone again. It’s December 1st, and I have a mostly useless one-bar cell signal up here in the middle of nowhere. Obviously, I’m a complete idiot for coming without any kind of plan for the realities of living in the mountains in winter. James tried to warm me, but Leah and I wrote it off as worry-wart stuff. Typical us … thinking the universe will just provide whatever we need. I guess in her case that’s a valid belief system; in mine, not so much.


  A look out the frosted windows confirms that sentiment for me. There must be two feet of snow out there from last night alone. I’m starting to wonder if this will be my final resting place. Maybe the Olivers will find me next summer, dead in the back bedroom of starvation and freezing.


  I shiver thinking about it, making me think a ghost just walked over my grave. Time to stop entertaining all those macabre thoughts and get back to improving my situation. I can’t stand the pity party anymore. I have only me out here to fix things, and I know that deep down inside myself there’s a woman I can count on. I just have to remember who she is and how to get in touch with her.


  I go for my purse and the pad of paper and pen I keep in there. Tearing out a page, I set it on the counter now free of cans and bottles. I’m going to make a to-do list. That will give me some direction.


  “One,” I say out to the room, “clean the cabin.” I look around. Do I really need to put the obvious things down on this list? Yes, I decide. I do. Then I can cross them off and feel like I’ve accomplished something.


  “Two … bring in the rest of junk from car.” I smile, imagining my painting materials spread out all around me again. I have enough canvas and wood to make thirty decent-sized paintings. It’ll keep me busy for months. I try not to think of myself attempting to survive out here for that long without a trip to the nearest town. I only have enough food with me for a few days.


  “Three … set up studio.” I look over at the corner of the room, already picturing how awesome it will be. The sun has risen, and the spot is already filling with light.


  “Four … build three canvases.” No pressure. Three is enough to last me for more than a week, maybe ten days. I can commit to ten days out here, right? Sure I can. If I have to survive on crackers, I can do that. I’ve been known to stop eating for days as I paint.


  I haven’t gotten that lost in my work since I was in my early twenties, though. Maybe I can’t do it anymore. Maybe I’ve lost that touch, that connection with my muse. I bite my lip as I worry about my ability to tap into my inner self again. Inner-Me’s been gone a long time…


  “Five,” I say, rededicating myself to powering forward, “get car-unstuck and grocery shop.” As I shiver with the cold, I consider adding something else to the list. Above my last item, I write 5-A: find rock or board to get car unstuck. 5-B: gather firewood.


  I hold up my list and smile at it. If I get everything done today, I will proclaim myself the champion of this cabin. Already, the place is looking better. I can actually see the nice wood counters and small tables interspersed around the other furniture now that the bottles are gone. Next I’ll have their surfaces gleaming with the furniture polish I found under the sink.


  I set the list and the pen down on the counter and move off to finish number one on my list.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eight


  



  I MIGHT BE COVERED IN slushy mud, and my hair may look like an actual rat’s nest, but my car is free from its pit and I’m rolling into town. I am the official champion of the cabin. Now all I need is some food, access to a garbage bin, another box of trash bags, and enough wine to drown my sorrows, and I’ll be all set for the winter.


  Calling the place I roll into a town is being generous. I think I’ll refer to it as a village. Maybe a hamlet. Is anyone even here? I sit in my car and stare at the grocery store in front of me. It’s more a mini-mart, being that it’s about the size of my cabin. Posters in the window advertising beer and cigarettes are faded and curled at the corners.


  A skinny, scrubby terrier-type dog is walking down the sidewalk in my direction with his head hanging low, the only sign of life that I’ve seen so far. My heart instantly goes out to him. He has to be freezing his little buns off out here. Where’s his owner? And how long has it been since he’s had a bath? His fur is matted in several spots, exposing skin to the elements.


  I look around but see no one else. The diner across the street appears to be open with its neon sign glowing, but as far as I can tell there aren’t any customers inside it. The few other stops nearby are closed, their lights off and shades drawn. This place is a ghost town — a terrible situation for a homeless or lost dog, for sure. It’s not so great for me either, but at least I have the cabin and my painting supplies.


  I dig around under the maps splayed out on my passenger seat and find some beef jerky I didn’t finish eating on the road trip part of my adventure. Bracing myself against the cold, I open the door. My breath is stolen from my lungs as the freezing air rushes in and destroys what little body heat I was able to store up on the trip over here.


  “Here, puppy, puppy, puppy…” I walk slowly towards the dog, my hand and beef jerky outstretched. I’ve seen this method on all the Hope For Paws videos I’ve watched. It totally works, even on mange-covered pit bulls.


  He slows and eyes me warily, his body pressing against the front of the building.


  “Do you want some beef jerky?”


  He stops, hunches his back up a little, and growls.


  I stop too, not sure where to go from here. I guess I was expecting him to be grateful for the attention, but he definitely looks like he’s not that interested. Maybe I should have started with a hamburger like they always do in those videos. I never thought I’d rue the day there wasn’t a McDonald’s in town, but here I am doing it. My life really is turning into an adventure.


  The door to the mini-mart opens and an old man walks out with a bag hanging from his fingers. As he crosses the street, he gives out some free advice, not bothering to look at me. “I wouldn’t mess with him if I were you. He’s a mean one.”


  “Thanks!” I say automatically. Then I frown, looking first at the man and then the dog. Lowering my voice, I address the canine. “Mean? You’re not mean, are you?”


  The dog lifts his upper lip and growls at me, showing some teeth.


  “Okay, so you do a convincing job of looking mean, I’ll give you that.” I take a step closer. “But aren’t you cold? Don’t you want to eat and get warm?” I don’t know what I’m offering this guy. It’s not like I can take in a stray right now; I’m a stray myself. Lucky for me, I had Leah.


  The thought makes my heart lurch. This situation is way too familiar to ignore. I was out in the cold — figuratively, but whatever — alone, scared, with nowhere to go… and Leah rescued me. She had a heart big enough to let me in, even though I was a shit friend to her.


  I am this dog. This dog is me.


  This is probably one of those karmic tests where the universe gives you the chance to make the right decision, and the choice you make determines your future happiness. And even if it’s not, what kind of human being would I be if I left this smallish beast out here in the cold? I don’t even have to think about it. No kind of human I want to be, that’s what kind.


  I throw the beef jerky at his feet and stand up straight. “You wait right here, little guy. I’ll be right back.” I notice as I grab my purse out of my car and shut the door that he’s ignoring me and sniffing at my offering. It gives me hope that I can help him somehow. I have no real plan. I figure one will come to me when the time is right. Like Leah always says: the Universe will provide.


  I ignore him now, not wanting to pressure him into running away, and push the door to the mini-mart open. I smile in greeting at the girl behind the counter. She looks to be in her mid-twenties and very pregnant. Much more pregnant than Leah for sure.


  “Hi,” she says, not very enthusiastically, glancing up for only a second.


  “Hello.” I pause, not sure which of the four aisles I should start with.


  “Can I help you find something particular?” She turns the page of a magazine as she hunches over on her stool, one hand resting on her round belly.


  “Ummm, sure.” I pull out the list I made earlier from my pocket. “Garbage bags, some meat, potatoes, onions, garlic powder, bread, peanut butter, jelly, and cereal. Oh, and some milk. And some wine. Oh, and some dog food, too.”


  She doesn’t even look up. “You’ll find most of it over there.” She lifts a finger and waves it to her left. “All the meat’s frozen back in that last cooler on the right.”


  “Okay, thanks.” Great. Frozen meat. As if my life isn’t frozen enough as it is. Oh well. Beggars can’t be choosey, right?


  I glance out the door and don’t see the dog, so I hurry as fast as I can to get my things into my little hand basket that I find at the end of one of the aisles, before he has a chance to wander off. Hopefully that beef jerky will keep him occupied for a few minutes or at least make him curious enough to see what else I might have for him. It sure kept me occupied. I started chewing on it in Manhattan, and I still had some of it in my mouth when I started heading up the first of the foothills.


  It takes two hands to lift my groceries up to the counter when I’m done.


  “You renting a cabin around here?” the girl asks, sliding her magazine over to make room.


  “Yes, kind of.”


  She glances up at me with a weird look in her eye so I rush to amend my response.


  “I’m staying at a friend’s place for free, actually. So I’m not renting it technically, but I’m not a squatter.”


  “Gotcha,” she says, using a gun-thing to beep all the prices. “Hope you’ve got a lot of wood.”


  Wood. Snow. Holy crap, I’m going to freeze. Why was wood not on the top of my list?!


  “Actually, I have none,” I admit. “Do you know where I can buy some?”


  She points with her gun at the door. “Got some out front there. You can buy a bundle or two. It’s seasoned pretty good. But if you’re going to be here for the winter, I suggest you get a cord or two delivered, ‘cuz those won’t last more than a day.”


  “The wood people deliver?” I’m thrilled to the bone, imagining myself wearing only a single layer of clothing when I paint. It’s amazing how excited I can get over something I never before would have thought that much about. Warmth! It will be mine tonight!


  “Sure do. But you need to call ‘em right away, cuz they’re lazy. You don’t reach ‘em before noon, they’ll be too drunk to drive. Not that it stops ‘em much, but they don’t like working after noon, know what I’m saying?”


  I laugh, but then stop when I realize she’s not joking.


  “Do you have their number? And maybe I could use your phone? I have almost no cell signal up here.”


  “No one does. We’re still in the dark ages. You can use the phone over there.” She points to the other part of her counter. “Phone number’s on the bulletin board right next to it. Ben Carver, wood delivery. Ironic, huh? Carver.” She snorts.


  “Thanks.” As she finishes tallying my bill, I move over to the phone and pick it up off the cradle. It’s an old-school model with an actual rotary dial thingy. It would be totally charming if it weren’t so dirty. I’m afraid to put the handset too close to my face, so I let it hang in the air next to my ear.


  The wood-man answers with a gruff voice on the fourth ring, just as I was about to give up. “Ben here.” I can literally picture him sitting on a bar stool somewhere, a cigarette in his free hand, and a twenty-year-old baseball cap on his head.


  “Hello, Ben, this is Sarah Booker. I’m new in town and I need a cord of wood delivered. Right now I’m at the mini-mart, and the girl here said you deliver wood.”


  “That’ll be two hundred bucks, delivery included.”


  I’ve never bought a cord of wood in my life, being a central heating kind of gal in the past. He could have told me it would be five hundred bucks and I wouldn’t have argued. “Sounds reasonable.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “I live …” I have to think about that for a second. Do I know the address? I just followed directions that included a lot of landmarks. “Umm, on Squirrel’s Heath Road? Near the top?”


  “You asking me or telling me?”


  His question catches me off guard. “What?”


  “You’re saying it like you don’t really know. I’ve got four-wheel drive and all, but I don’t want to be drivin’ all over hell and back trying to find your place. So is it up on Squirrel’s Heath or not?”


  “Yes.” Hopefully I’m not sending him on a wild goose chase. I do remember that name featuring prominently on the map. “It’s the Oliver family cabin? Do you know them?”


  “Oliver? You mean like Jeremy Oliver?”


  “Yes. That’s one of them.”


  “That old, raggedy-ass drunk?” He laughs, all full of good humor now. “Well, okay, then. You’ve got yourself a cord a wood, Miz Oliver. Cash only. Have it ready for me when I come, because I have other deliveries today.”


  “And when will you be there?” I don’t bother correcting his misunderstanding about my name. This is a cash-only transaction so I’m probably not going to get a receipt.


  “Sometime today.”


  “Great.” I guess that means I’ll be hanging around all afternoon waiting on him to show up. Not that I had anything else planned, but it’s kind of rude not to give someone an idea of when you’re coming, right? Even if you’re a wood guy? At least the cable man gives me a two-hour window.


  “What’s the road like up there?” he asks. “I haven’t been there in a while.”


  “It’s very muddy.”


  “Gotcha. Okay. See you later.”


  “Okay, thanks. Bye.”


  He hangs up without another word and so do I. I rub my hand on my pants, dreaming I can remove the three billion germs now living on my fingers.


  “You all set?” the cashier asks.


  “I think so.” I take my wallet out of my purse, wondering how many of those three billion germs I’m now transferring to my personal belongings. I fight the urge to use sanitizer on everything right here in front of this girl.


  “Need any cigarettes?” she asks.


  “No, thanks.”


  “Rolling papers?”


  I pause, in the middle of pulling out my credit card. “Rolling papers?” I smile. “No. I haven’t used rolling papers since college.”


  She shrugs. “Pretty good sellers around here.” She glances at her register. “That’ll be seventy-two dollars even.”


  My eyes bulge out as I take in my three bags of groceries. “Wow. Pricey.”


  She shrugs again. “You want better prices, gotta go into town.”


  “I thought I was in town.”


  She smiles and shakes her head. “Nope. You’re still in the middle of nowhere.”


  I hand her my credit card and sigh. “That’s what I get for not shopping earlier.” I’d been so anxious to get here, I told myself I’d shop after I settled in. Little did I know how out in the boonies I’d end up. I look out the front doors, hoping to catch a glimpse of that dog. He’s the one bright side to this rinky-dink town. Maybe I can be a dog rescuer, at least. Surely the nearby town has an animal rescue…


  “Our machine’s broke.”


  I turn back to the girl at the register. “Excuse me?”


  She holds out my card. “Our credit card machine’s broke. Cash or check.”


  “You guys take checks?” I haven’t used a check at the grocery store in years. Maybe ever.


  “Yep.”


  I hand her four twenties and wait for my change. It’s becoming clearer every minute that I’m going to need to find the closest large town and take a big trip there. If I keep buying food at the mini-mart I’ll burn through my savings in three months, and I don’t have that much cash on me to start with. At this point I’d be willing to bet there’s no ATM in this middle-of-nowhere hamlet.


  “Supposed to be a big storm coming through this week,” she says as I wrangle my stuffed bags off the countertop and head for the door. “Hope you have lots of candles and flashlight batteries.”


  I pause with my hand about to push the door open and look back at her over my shoulder. “Do you guys lose electricity often?”


  “Aaaalll the time.” She smiles, but it doesn’t get all the way to her eyes.


  I deflate like a sorry balloon. I didn’t buy candles or batteries on this trip; looks like I need to do a little more shopping. “I’ll just go put these out in my car, and then I’ll come back in for the things I forgot.”


  “Whatever floats your boat.” She sits down on her stool and picks up her magazine, chewing on a lock of hair as she stares at it.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Nine


  



  THE MANGEY MUTT IS RIGHT where I left him, but the jerky is gone. He watches my every move as I pack my groceries into the passenger seat. I take out a can of wet dog food that I just bought and open it with the flip top. Holding it out, I walk towards him. “You want some of this?”


  He growls again. Maybe it’s just wishful thinking on my part, but it seems less ferocious this time around.


  “Mmmm, delicious dog foooood, just for youuuu.” I take several steps forward, bent over with the can out in front of me. If he bites me, he’s going to get a mouthful of glove and metal, so I’m not too worried about getting hurt. Besides, he can’t weigh more than twenty pounds.


  His growl gets louder and his lip comes up again, revealing a yellow fang.


  “I’m going to call you Jaws. How many rows of those teeth do you have in there, anyway?” I’m just a foot away now, the can held out as far from my body as possible. “See? It’s just food, Jaws. Smells good, right?”


  His nose comes up as he sniffs the air. He stops growling for a few seconds before starting up again.


  I stop and wait. “Listen, buddy, I’m not going to beg. Either come eat this food or I’m leaving. I have a wood delivery coming, and if I’m not there when the guy shows up, he’ll probably refuse to come back again, and knowing my luck he’s the only one in a hundred miles who has chopped wood for sale.”


  I stop talking, not because I’ve run out of things to say, but because I realize I’m having a one-sided conversation with a dog who probably hates me.


  He growls again.


  Yeah. He definitely hates me.


  I put the can down on the ground just inches from his nose. His growl gets louder.


  Standing, I back away with my hands up. “Fine. I’m going. You keep the food. And don’t worry … there aren’t any sharp edges on that can, I checked. But if you get your head stuck in it, I won’t be here to help you since you’re growling at me. I can take a hint.”


  He looks back and forth between the can and me.


  I don’t have time to discuss this with him anymore. I’m seriously worried about my wood delivery. It’s only lunchtime, but the temperature has already dropped, and the warning of that incoming storm has me imagining the worst. And I still don’t have my candles and batteries.


  I rush back into the store and grab two armloads of emergency supplies and pay for them with cash. I don’t even get a hello this time from Miss Sunshine behind the counter. She’s too busy filling out a questionnaire in her magazine about the perfect mate. I can see the title of the accompanying article from where I’m standing as I pay for my supplies. I could save her the trouble and tell her the perfect mate doesn’t knock a girl up and leave her to work in a convenience store alone, but I don’t bother. I’m no one to judge; my last boyfriend stole my couch before he left for good.


  Jaws the mutt has finished his food, or as much of it as he can get to. He’s pushing the can around with his paw, but when the opening spins my way, I can see that most of the contents are gone.


  “I’ll come back in a couple days to see you again, Jaws, okay?” I open my passenger door and put the bag in. “Unless you want to come with me?” I leave the door open and gesture to him to go into the car.


  He sits down and licks his mouth.


  “Okay, have it your way.”


  I close the door and move around to my side, settling into the driver’s seat. Driving away, I’m struck by a pang of guilt for leaving him behind in the cold, but tell myself I have to be realistic. This dog hates me. He only accepted my offering because he’s starving. Otherwise, he would have happily bit my hand off.


  His furry body gets smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror, and by the time I get home, I’m crying. I hate myself and my cold, cold heart. Why didn’t I give him more food for later? Why didn’t I ask the girl in the store to watch out for him? Why didn’t I make him like me? This dog has taken the place of all the men who I haven’t connected with over the years. My life: it’s a sad state of affairs for sure.


  Unloading the groceries takes me the better part of a half hour, giving me time to get control of my emotions and come up with the game plan of going back for Jaws with more food in hand. It feels good to have a plan.


  Just as I’m about to head back into town, a giant pickup truck comes barreling up the driveway, its back end swerving a little to the left before straightening out again. The driver rolls down his window as he draws near.


  “You the lady who needs wood?”


  “Yes, that’s me!” The first happy thing that’s come along all day! Finally! I have heat! “The house is up there.”


  He rolls his window up, revs his engine, and leaves me there. His truck plows right through the snowdrift nearby and he makes a new driveway around my car.


  “Oh. Well, that’s handy, I guess.” I trudge through his tire tracks to get back up to the cabin. By the time I reach his truck, he’s already throwing wood out onto the snow.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, breathless as I try to run the last few yards.


  “What’s it look like I’m doing?” He pauses with his hands hanging at his sides. With the red and black flannel jacket, a greasy looking baseball hat, and a few days’ growth of beard, he looks like a lost lumberjack. He’s pretty much exactly how I pictured him, only younger and better-looking, in spite of that disgusting hat. “I’m delivering your wood, like you asked me to.”


  “But you need to put it on the porch.” I look desperately from the pile of wood he’s already tossed out, to the place where I imagined it would be stored. I point for emphasis. There’re a lot of footsteps between there and here.


  “I don’t get paid to stack. I just get paid to deliver.” He starts throwing wood out again.


  “But there’s a storm coming!” I’m whining, but I don’t care. Desperate women are allowed to whine a little.


  “Don’t I know it. I’ve got three more deliveries to get done today and I haven’t even had lunch yet.”


  The bitter woman in me replaces the word lunch with first beer. I suppose I should consider myself lucky that he came at all. I dated an alcoholic once; I couldn’t depend on him for anything.


  I turn around to head back to my car.


  “Where’re you going?” he shouts at my back.


  “To get my groceries! Not that I’d ask you to help me!”


  The jerk actually has the nerve to laugh, like I was making a joke.


  By the time I struggle back up the so-called driveway with my armloads of bags, he’s done throwing my wood out into the snow and is standing on my porch waiting for payment.


  “You got any beers inside?” he asks as I mount the steps.


  “No.” He’s lucky I don’t drop my groceries on his feet. Instead, I let them fall by the front door. Like I’d give a guy a beer who threw my wood in the snow. Get a life. “My purse is in the car. If you want to get paid, you’ll have to follow me down.”


  “You want a ride?” he asks.


  I look up at him to see if he’s kidding. He sounds like he’s about to laugh.


  “From you? No thanks.”


  His voice softens. “Hey, don’t be sore at me. I’d love to help you out, but I really do have a bunch of deliveries to make, and I still have to go split some more wood before I can finish. With the storm coming I’ll be lucky to get home before it hits.” He smiles and reveals a deep dimple in both cheeks.


  I want to stay mad at him, but it’s impossible; he’s too cute with those stupid dimples. And he’s right … I wouldn’t want anyone to be stuck in a storm without enough wood.


  “I’ll meet you down there,” I say, stepping off the porch. The last thing I need is to hook up with a party animal out in the middle of nowhere. He could be dangerous for all I know.


  “Suit yourself.” He fires up his truck and follows me down, careful to leave a lot of space between us, which I’m grateful for, since I could totally picture myself leaping into a snow bank to avoid being run over.


  I hand him his money up through his open window. His tires are so big, I have to stretch up on my tiptoes to reach him.


  “Thanks a lot,” he says, grabbing the bill of his hat and tipping it at me.


  “Hey,” I say, inspiration striking as one of my full garbage bags catches my eye through the back window of my car, “do you know where there’s a dumpster in town?”


  “Sure do. Behind the diner’s one. Behind the police station is another…”


  “If I pay you an extra ten bucks, will you take these bags of garbage from my car and dump them for me?”


  “What’s in the bags? Better not be body parts.”


  My face blanches. “Oh my god, are you kidding?”


  He shrugs. “Stranger things have happened around here.”


  A chill moves up my spine. “I hope you’re kidding. You’d better be.”


  “Sure, I’ll do it for ten bucks.”


  I should probably be worried that he ignored my question, but I’m too relieved to know that I won’t be hauling garbage around with me everywhere I go to press him on it. Besides, if this town were a serial killer’s hangout, I’d have heard about it, right? I make a mental note to get the Internet up and running as soon as possible so I can do a Google search for unsolved murders in the area.


  He gets out of the truck as I open my doors and haul the bags out as fast as I can. I don’t want him changing his mind. The bottles clink together making a big racket.


  “I thought you said you didn’t have any beer in your place,” he says, throwing the first bag up into the bed of his truck. The telltale smell of old booze and the banging of bottles reveals my lie.


  “I don’t. Whoever was partying in the cabin last did, though.”


  He laughs, throwing two more bags in, one with each hand. “Musta been some party.”


  “I have five more bags on the porch, actually.”


  “You want me to take those too?”


  “I’d love it if you’d take those too. Do I have to pay you more?”


  “No, that’s all right. I’m feeling generous today.” He grins at me again as he throws the last two bags in. Dimples, dimples, everywhere.


  “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


  After climbing up into his truck, he makes quick work of reversing up the drive and grabbing the rest of my garbage. I’m just reaching the top of the driveway when he’s leaving.


  “See you around!” he shouts out his window.


  I turn around to watch him go. It’s a huge relief to see the trash leaving with him. Now I have a fresh slate to start with.


  As I imagine that blank slate, I’m suddenly inspired to paint something. It’s a sensation I haven’t had in a long time, so I turn around and rush up the front steps. I need to get a canvas framed up so I can start right away.


  A loud, long honking truck horn and then the sounds of shouting make me stop and turn around. I can barely make out Ben’s voice from the porch.


  “Son of a bitch! Watch where you’re going! You almost made me wreck my truck, asshole!”


  Asshole? Who’s on my driveway now?


  I stand on my tiptoes, trying to see who my visitor might be.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Ten


  



  AT FIRST I SEE NOTHING, but then a very small brown speck appears in the snow. I go down the few steps to the ground and stare at my visitor. He carefully picks his way over the globs of mushy snow and jumps when the drifts are too high for walking.


  “Jaws, what are you doing out here?” My heart feels so light it’s as though it’s going to float away. He followed me home! Now I don’t have to worry about him freezing to death. Hallelujah. A glance up at the sky brings another wave of relief. Now I won’t have to be alone during the storm, too.


  He stops twenty feet away and sits.


  “What are you stopping for? Come on, Jaws, come inside.” I take a step towards him.


  He growls.


  A sigh of exasperation flies from my lips. “Wha… Jaws? What the heck are you doing? You can’t follow me home and then growl at me.”


  He growls again.


  “Fine. You want to stay out here and growl? Stay out here and growl. I have firewood to move.” Forget painting. The muse has abandoned me once again, and I need to have a fire going before the cabin turns into a deep-freezer.


  I start with the pieces nearest the stairs, getting two at a time into my arms. A path of slushy muck soon forms between the pile and the stairs.


  At first I have this idea that I’m going to stack everything perfectly, a pyramid of wood just a few paces away from the front door. But as the sun disappears behind clouds and the snow starts to fall again, I abandon that idea and work on getting the wood under the shelter of the roof overhang any way I can.


  After an hour, I’m only half done, all of it accomplished under the watchful eye of Jaws, the growling, punk dog. I talk to him the entire time.


  “You know, this would go a lot faster if you’d help.”


  His head moves back and forth as I work.


  “I could probably rig up a little cart and a harness. What do you say?”


  At least he doesn’t growl at me now when I look at him. Gee, it only took him forty-five minutes to warm up to me. Little jerk. I fed him a whole can of food; you’d think I’d earned some sort of trust with that. I guess not.


  “I suppose you’re expecting another can of food. I don’t know why, though. You haven’t lifted a paw to help since you got here.”


  I have to stop to wipe my hair out of my face. The snow has turned it into a sopping mess. “What do you think?” I ask my friend Jaws. “Can we save the rest of this for tomorrow maybe?” His expression looks like a yes to me, so I turn around and head for the porch, two logs in my arms.


  “Okay, so back into the house I go. I have to build a fire. Are you coming?” I look at him over my shoulder, but he just stands there.


  “I’m going inside, Jaws. If you don’t come in, you’ll freeze out here. The temperature’s already dropping in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  I drop the logs on the pile that’s spread out over half the porch and open the front door. “Come on in, little guy. I have tons of food in here. You’ll eat like a king, I promise.”


  He stares at me, but doesn’t make a move.


  “Is your butt frozen to the ground or what?” I’m only half kidding. When I can’t decide if it really is a problem for him, I take a step towards him. He moves as if he’s going to leave.


  “Okay, fine. Your butt’s not frozen. I’ll keep the door cracked for you.”


  I’m only inside the house for two minutes before I realize what a horrible idea that is. No way can I leave that door open. I won’t be any good to that dog out there frozen to death in here. Except maybe as food, and that just gives me the willies to think about. I do not want to be eaten by a terrier.


  When I open the door again, I find him closer to the steps but still too far away to indicate he’s committing to this relationship.


  “I’m going to leave this blanket out here for you,” I say, putting the stinky wool blanket from the couch in a pile on the porch. “You can make a nice warm nest in it, and I’ll bring you some food and water in just a minute. Just let me get the fire going first, okay?”


  He looks over his shoulder, like he’s considering leaving.


  “Fine. I’ll leave you to figure it out.” Closing the door, I wait for the sound of paws on the steps, but nothing comes, so I leave for the fireplace.


  I’ve never built a fire before, but I’ve seen it done plenty of times. What I need are some newspapers and some sticks. I look around the cabin and see exactly none of those things.


  “Dammit.”


  Searching through my bags, I find an Architectural Digest magazine that had photographs of some great fabrics in it that I was going to use as inspiration. “Oh well,” I mumble, tearing pages out and crumpling them up. “So much for inspiration.” My life is now all about function over form.


  Half the magazine is in a pile in the fireplace before I stand and go on the hunt for sticks. Out the window I see plenty of them. Problem is, they’re still attached to the trees they’re growing on. Everything else is covered in snow. Then I remember the splinters sticking out of my jacket and scarf, and realize I have a whole pile of sticks attached to the logs out on the porch.


  I nearly trip over the dog on my way out the door.


  He growls so hard it sounds like he’s about to turn himself inside out. But he’s curled up on the blanket, and he doesn’t look like he’s ready to leave it anytime soon.


  “Just relax,” I say, giving him a wide berth. “I’m just getting some sticks. Can’t have a fire without sticks, right?”


  The logs I was given are huge. A few of them look like they were cut into fourths from a giant tree, and on the raw sides, they have some splinters sticking out. But try as I might, I can’t get more than ten of the little slivers with my gloves on, and when I try barehanded, I’m reminded how bad it would be for an artist to get frostbite of the fingers.


  “Dammit.” There is one other solution, but I really don’t want to go there. I need that wood to make my canvases with.


  “We’ll try it this way first,” I say to Jaws, ignoring him when he growls this time.


  I stack my little twiglets up in the fireplace like a teepee, amongst the mass of paper, and pull out my box of matches. The first one flames bright, but it won’t catch the magazine papers on fire.


  “What the hell!” I yell at the fireplace. “Fire meet paper! Paper meet fire! You guys can burn down entire houses together! Come on, man! Work with me!”


  Thirty minutes of trying gets me exactly nowhere with this fire. And now there’s no more sunlight, even though there should be plenty of it according to my watch. The snow’s coming down so heavy my car will be buried in no time.


  “Not like I was going anywhere,” I mumble to myself. Looking around, I chew my lip, trying to figure out what’s next on my agenda, since having a warm cabin isn’t it. My last resort is too terrible to contemplate. I can’t use the wood I brought for my canvases, even though I’m sure it’ll go up in flames within seconds, it’s so dry. I can’t be sure that the bigger town nearby will have what I need, and being here without painting supplies is completely contrary to the meeting of my goals. Damn, I done have goals, plural. I only have one goal: to paint. I have to do what I can to keep that dream alive, even if it means I freeze my buns off in the meantime. There’s always tomorrow for heat, right?


  “What to do, what to do, what to do…,” I say, walking towards the front door. I don’t even have a clear picture in my head about my next steps, but I do know one thing: Jaws is going to be my friend whether he likes it or not. Time to convince him I’m not the enemy. That’ll keep my mind off the fact that I’m stuck in a snowstorm without any heat, or at least I hope it will.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eleven


  



  HE GROWLS THE ENTIRE WAY, but I drag his blanket and his fuzzy little butt into the house anyway. The sense of triumph I feel as I shut out the cold, with him and me inside the cabin, is probably way out of proportion to what I’ve actually accomplished, but I don’t care. This is cause for celebration.


  Jaws sits just inside the doorway eyeing me with suspicion as I take the bottle of wine I brought with me out of the fridge and pour myself a glass of it. There are exactly two wine glasses that survived the parties the squatters had in here, and I’m going to use the hell out of one of them.


  My first sip goes down really well. “Nice,” I say, nodding as I look around the room. Things are looking up. I have a somewhat clean-ish cabin, wine, and a temporary pet dog. Now all I need to do is not freeze to death and I’ll be fine.


  The entire time I prepare dinner, I talk to Jaws about what I’m doing, hoping it’ll help him warm up to me. I also continue to drink wine. By the time I’m ready to eat, half the bottle is gone. It’s helping warm the room up, at least.


  “Here you go, Jaws,” I say, putting a plate of dog food down in front of his blankets. He growls, of course. “Bon appetit.”


  I eat my dinner on the couch, wearing half of what I own on my body, gloves on my hands, and a blanket from the bed over my back keeping me warm as I choke down my formerly frozen and now over-cooked hamburger. At least the baked potato turned out okay. Glancing over my shoulder, I’m surprised to find Jaws still in his bed but his food gone. He’s a sly dog, that one. I giggle at my thoughts as I lean over to pour myself some more vino. More wine is gooooood.


  At some point I put my plate down on the table and lie down on the couch, but I don’t exactly recall the details. All I do remember is stretching my legs out in sleep and hearing a horrible noise coming from the far end of the couch.


  I crack an eye open and try to figure out what’s going on. Did I break the couch? Are those rusty springs below the cushions complaining because I’m moving? Geez, maybe I need to go on a diet.


  But no. It’s not the couch, and it’s not my butt; it’s the dog. He’s sleeping on my legs.


  “What the hell?” I push my upper body up to get a better view.


  He looks at me, rests his head on my leg, and lets out a half-burp, half-growl.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I shake my head at this pitiful mess. The two of us are perfect companions. We both need a bath and a clue. “Come over here, you little beast.” I reach over with my gloved hands and grab him, ignoring his growling bluster. “If you want to be friends, you don’t need to play hard to get.” I have so many layers of clothing on, I’m not worried about him biting me. He could go on a piranha attack and it would probably just feel like a massage. “I’m easy like that. Just snuggle up to me and we’ll be friends. See?”


  He doesn’t bite me. He just vibrates with fake anger, even when I settle him down on the couch near my chest. The copious amounts of wine I drank tell me it’s okay to have the dog near my face, even though he’s threatening to grab my jugular. I imagine this guy has survived as long as he has by acting mad even when he isn’t. Maybe he doesn’t even know when he’s happy anymore. Poor little guy. My heart melts a little at that thought.


  I throw the blanket over both of us and settle down deeper into the cushions, ignoring the siren call of my full bladder. It’s too cold to pee.


  “Go to sleep now, Jaws. It’s late and I’m tired.” I let out a big yawn and then cringe at my own breath when it comes bouncing back at me. Yikes. Better find that toothbrush first thing in the morning.


  As the warmth starts to seep in from our combined body heat, his growls turn to a whisper and then disappear altogether. As I drift off to sleep I imagine that I feel his little tongue lick my chin.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  



  I’M HAVING A NIGHTMARE THAT a bear has broken into the cabin and is coming after me. But I have a guard dog in this dream. He’s growling and snarling and scaring the bear, keeping him from attacking me.


  Yeah, Dog! Get him! Get that bear!


  “What the hell is going on in here?!”


  Hmmm. The bear speaks English. That’s something new. I’ve never had talking bears in my dreams before. Must be the cabin that’s inspiring my creativity.


  “Who the hell are you?!” he growls.


  Rude. This bear has a lot to learn about human manners.


  Then a smell hits me and it doesn’t compute. Smellovision? Since when do I have that in my dreams? My brain urges me to get up because there is something very wrong with this odor. It smells like a stinky dog who hasn’t had a bath in about a year. And it’s right up against my nose.


  “Holy crap, Jaws, have you been rolling in something?” My words are a little slurred, from the wine or the sleep I’m too disoriented to know for sure.


  When my eyelids finally peel open, I have to blink several times to get the images in front of me to make any sense. And then when they do, I shoot from my lying-down position to a sitting-up one and grab the very angry little dog and hold him against me along with the covers.


  There really is a bear in here.


  “You’d better start talking, Lady, or you’re going to be in a lot of trouble.”


  “You’re not a bear.” I’m blinking too much. The wine is kicking my ass. What time is it, anyway?


  He scowls at me. “What?” His gaze drops to the table and takes in my wine glass. “Are you drunk?”


  “Who are you and what are you doing here?” I’m finally getting my wits back and realizing the situation I’m in.


  Me and Jaws.


  Alone.


  In a cabin.


  In the middle of nowhere.


  And a strange man has broken and entered.


  I look out of the corner of my eye and see a knife on the counter about six feet away. My heart plummets when I realize I’ll never make it there in time.


  “What am I doing here?” he asks, incredulous. “That’s pretty rich coming from someone who broke into my cabin.”


  “Your cabin? This isn’t your cabin. This is James Oliver’s cabin. And Jana’s too, probably.” My chin goes up. “They loaned it to me.”


  He lets out a long hiss, shaking his head as his chin drops. “Fucking-A awesome.”


  He’s not reacting like I expected him to. “You know them?”


  He leaves the family room and goes into the kitchen. “You could say that.” Opening the fridge, he leans in to see what’s inside.


  “That’s my food in there, and I don’t have a lot, so don’t even think about stealing any.”


  He glances at me over the door and then goes back to his food-ogling.


  “You buy that wood out there on the porch?” he asks, his voice muffled by the fridge.


  The strange question throws me off, making me forget I should be scared. Jaws is confused too. He stops growling and sits down next to my hip.


  “Yes.”


  He stands and looks at the fireplace. “Tell me you didn’t try to start a fire with ho-logs.”


  “Ho-logs?” I look over at my pitiful attempt at fire-building, trying to figure out what he’s talking about. I used logs, but ho-logs? Is that a brand? “What’re those?”


  He closes the fridge and stares at me with his mouth hanging open. He’s kind of smiling and shaking his head.


  “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “I’m trying to figure out if you’re really that ignorant or if you’ve had waaay too much of that wine.” His gaze fixes on the mostly empty bottle in front of me.


  “What?” I throw the covers off me, accidentally covering Jaws. He struggles to free himself as I stand to face the intruder. “Did you seriously just call me ignorant?”


  “Did you seriously not know you have to split the logs down to a reasonable size to get them to burn? You can’t put the bigger ones on until you already have the fire going or it won’t be hot enough for them to catch.”


  I glance at the logs in the fire and realize they really do look kind of big. Oooooh, waaaait a minute. Did he say ho-logs or whole logs? I’m betting the latter.


  I shrug. “I’ve never lived in the mountains before.”


  “Where are you from?”


  “Boston.”


  “It snows in Boston, last time I checked.”


  “Yeah, well, it might snow in Boston but that doesn’t mean I build fires there.”


  He points to the fireplace. “That’s not going to burn.”


  I cock one hip, pissed and still confused. “So who are you again?”


  “I’m Jeremy. And you are …?”


  The name rings a bell. Jeremy, Jeremy, where did I hear that name before?


  He answers my unspoken thoughts before I have a chance to grill him with any more questions. “Jeremy Oliver. James’s and Jana’s brother.” He pauses before delivering his last shot. “The owner of this cabin.”


  The blood drains from my face. All my plans, all my hopes, all the things I dreamed I could get done here fall away and leave me bare. I have nothing and nowhere to go. Back to square one. Again.


  For a few seconds I feel helpless and sad and ready to fold in on myself. Crying until I either vomit or fall asleep, that’s plan A. Then I look at his scruffy face, his crappy clothes that haven’t been washed in way too long, and his arrogant attitude written all over his stupid face, and I decide: No. This is not how this is going to go down. I am not leaving this cabin until I’ve painted something, that’s all there is to it. It’s not like a have a choice. It’s paint or die and I’m not ready to give up yet. I lift my chin and let him have it.


  “Well, as far as I know, you’re only one-third owner of this cabin, and the other two-thirds said I could stay here as long as I like, so sorry, Charlie, but you’ll have to find somewhere else to stay.”


  He laughs a few seconds and then his jaw goes off to the side. “You’re not kidding.”


  I fold my arms, trying to hide the fact that I’m shaking. “No, I’m not, actually. I’m dead serious.”


  He gestures to the front windows. “Have you been outside lately? There’s four feet of snow out there right now. I’m not going anywhere. I barely made it up here as it is.”


  I shrug. “You can leave in the morning.”


  “Not likely. Roads won’t be clear for days.”


  “Oh, you’re not staying here for days.” I laugh at that. “No way, José. I have work to do.”


  “Work?” He looks around, his gaze landing on my laptop. “What? You write books or something?”


  “No, I paint.” I can’t keep looking at him, so my gaze roams around the room instead. I don’t know why, but he’s getting bigger and bigger the more I stare at him. His shoulders are taking up half the kitchen.


  “What do you paint? Walls? They hire you to paint in here?”


  I glare at him. As if. “No, I don’t paint walls, don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Why is that ridiculous? You think house painters are ridiculous?”


  “No, that’s not what I said.” Now I feel guilty.


  “Sounded to me like that’s what you said.”


  “Shut up.” No, it’s not the cleverest comeback in the world, but he has me too flustered to think of anything better.


  “Shut up?” He laughs. “Did you seriously just tell me to shut up?”


  “Yeah, I did, but it doesn’t sound like you understand what that means.”


  “Oh, I know what it means, but anyone who thinks they’re going to get me to stop talking by telling me to shut up is crazy.”


  This has to be the dumbest argument I’ve ever had in my life. I look back at him and shake my head slowly, hoping to shame him into silence. “Unbelievable.”


  “Yeah, exactly. Unbelievable is a woman thinking she can come into my home and just unpack her life and start living it here without my permission.”


  “No, actually, unbelievable is a guy who disappears off the face of the earth and then has the gall to be upset when his worried siblings rent out a house to a friend in need. That’s what’s unbelievable.”


  He stares at me for so long and so intensely, I have to look away again. Dammit. That’s two points for him and none for me. No more wine for me ever. At least not while this guy is around.


  “A friend in need, huh? What are you so needy for? Boyfriend break up with you?” His mocking tone is impossible to miss.


  “Go to hell.” I storm off to the bathroom, unable to hold in my anger or my pee any longer. I’m liable to say something even worse if I stay for another second in that room with him.


  Jaws follows me in, and I close the door behind us. “That guy’s an asshole,” I say to my little friend as I peel several layers of clothing off so I can get to my jeans and pull them down.


  He lies on the floor and stares at me.


  “Look away, Jaws. You shouldn’t stare at women when they’re about to drop their drawers.”


  He glances to the side, and I have to smile at it. I’m so taming this vicious beast. Too bad the beast on the other side of the door isn’t tameable. He’s probably the one who crapped up this place with all those bottles.


  A tapping at the door has me cutting off in mid-stream.


  “What?!” I yell, louder than I mean to. How embarrassing! He’s listening to me go to the bathroom!


  “Uh, sorry to bother you. I just … you know … wanted to apologize.”


  I stare at the ceiling contemplating my horrible life. I’m having a conversation with a horribly scruffy and yet somehow still cute guy with my pants around my ankles on the toilet, while a small dog who pretends he hates me smells the entire bathroom up and makes it stink like old fish. Jeremy’s going to think it’s me doing it.


  “Apologize for what?” I say.


  “For saying that thing about you breaking up with someone. That wasn’t nice.”


  Jaws tilts his head at me and I know exactly how he feels. Is this some kind of trap, or what?


  “You’re forgiven. I think.”


  “I’m still not leaving, though.”


  I roll my eyes. Not a trap. Just an idiot.


  “Could you please go away. I’m trying to take care of business in here.”


  “Yeah, sorry.”


  “Good. Finally.”


  Jaws lies back down while I finish up and take a few minutes to brush and floss my teeth and then put all my layers back on. Not that I care what this butthead thinks about my breath. He’ll never get close enough to me to smell this minty freshness, the jerk. Trying to kick me out of the cabin where I’m going to do great things? Figure out my shit and get on with my life? Yeah, right. Like that’s going to happen. I’m not going anywhere. He is.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirteen


  



  WHEN I EMERGE FROM THE bathroom, I find Jeremy sitting on the couch, staring out into space. Jaws is at my heels when I stop and fold my arms over my chest just in front of our intruder.


  “Okay, listen … I know it’s cold out and there’s a lot of snow, but if you got in, you can get out. So you can sleep here tonight, but in the morning, you have to leave.” I’m proud of how confident I sound.


  His smile is kind of sad and doesn’t make it to his eyes. “You really think you’re staying here, huh?”


  “Yes, I really do.” My arms fall to my sides as I start to lose my cool, confident feeling. Desperation is sneaking into my brain, bringing fear with it. Where will I go if not here? What will I do? I have no one left to beg from. “I was given this place fair and square. Majority rules. Two siblings against one. I stay, you go.”


  He’s still not looking at me. “I’m no lawyer, but I’m pretty sure that an owner’s rights trump a squatter’s rights.”


  “I’m not a squatter!” My arms fly out to the sides. “Look around you, Bud! I’m the only one not living in here like a squatter!”


  He finally looks up at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means you live like a skid row bum. I cleaned more than fifty beer bottles out of here today. Maybe a hundred. What are you, some kind of alcoholic?”


  His gaze drops back down to the table and he stares and stares at it. His answer only comes just as I’m about to yell at him again. “No, I’m not an alcoholic.”


  “Yeah, right. Because non-alcoholics drink beer until every single surface in their house is covered in bottles and forget to wash their clothes and hair for weeks on end.” A very unladylike snort escapes me.


  His face morphs into a frown and his eyes lose that faraway look. He lifts his gaze to meet mine. Then he smiles. “You just admitted this is my house.”


  I play back my last words in my head and end up wanting to strangle myself. “It’s just a loose term. The point was … the point is, that you’re a drunk, and I’m not going to share this space with someone like that. I cannot create in the midst of chaos.” I cross my arms over my chest again, at this point just trying to stay warm. Standing up here in the middle of this refrigerator of a room is stealing all my body heat.


  He sighs long and loud. “All right, I hear what you’re saying. I’m not going to give you any trouble.” He looks up at me, his expression sad. “I’ll leave as soon as I can, I promise. I just need to wait until the snow melts a little or the plows come through. Fair?”


  I nod, proud that I stuck to my guns and stood up for myself. I’m a powerful woman, and he obviously can sense that about me. Already this new adventure is making me awesome. Most of the panic that had started to rise up has been quelled, and my ears have stopped ringing. I can afford to be gracious now.


  “That’s fine. That’s fair. Hopefully the plows will be here first thing in the morning.”


  “Yep.” He nods. Maybe too much.


  “Why are you doing that?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.


  “Doing what?” He smiles a little, still nodding.


  “Nodding. Why are you being so agreeable all of a sudden?”


  He laughs. “First you’re mad at me because I’m disagreeing, and now you’re mad because I’m agreeing with you?”


  I chew on the inside of my cheek as I consider how ridiculous that sounds. “Maybe.”


  “There any more beers left?” he asks, looking over toward the kitchen. “I didn’t see any in the fridge.”


  “No, there are no more beers left. And you can’t drink my wine, either.”


  He shifts his weight and lies back on the couch, arranging the blanket at his legs.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Going to sleep. If there aren’t any more beers, what else is there to do?”


  “You could start a fire.” I gesture at the fireplace, hope springing up in my heart.


  His eyes close. “Not with those logs I can’t.”


  “Are you telling me I bought bad logs?” I’m beginning to hate myself for being so stupid. They must have seen me coming from a mile away. Maybe that girl and Ben Carver are running a wood-selling racket, scamming tourists left and right. It’s the perfect crime; their victims freeze to death before they can come after them for retribution.


  “No, you just didn’t split ‘em,” Jeremy says, interrupting my thoughts.


  I look over at the big tree trunk parts I put in the fireplace earlier and imagine them split into pieces. A big lightbulb goes on in my brain as I remember the fires I’ve seen in the past. Of course they had split logs in them. How stupid can I be?


  Quite stupid, apparently.


  “Oh. Yeah. That would have been better,” I admit.


  “I’ll split a few for us tomorrow morning.”


  “But you’re leaving in the morning.


  “Eventually. But I can split some wood before I go.”


  I nod, watching him settle deeper into the cushions. Jaws stepping on the top of my foot wakes me up to our next problem.


  “You can’t sleep there,” I say.


  “Why not?” He doesn’t even open his eyes. Instead, he folds his arms over his chest and smiles. “Kind of feels like I can.”


  “Because, that’s my bed.”


  His eyes open but the rest of him stays put. “There’s a bedroom here with beds in it, you know.”


  “I know that. I just don’t want to sleep in it.”


  “How come?”


  I shrug. I’m not going to admit to him that I’m afraid of being that far from the center of the cabin. It makes no sense, but I can’t let him get the upper hand, thinking I have a weak spot.


  “It’s too cold,” I say, as my excuse. I’m not even sure that claim is true since I haven’t even gone in there yet, but it sounds reasonable to me.


  He uncrosses his arms, sighs, and throws the blanket back off his legs. “Fine. I’ll sleep in there. You take the couch.”


  As he walks past me, I move as far back away from him as I can and hold my breath, not letting it out until he’s at the bedroom door. Earlier I had a whiff of body odor, and normally it would repulse me, but with him, it just makes me feel like he’s been working hard, getting sweaty. Obviously the wine is still working its crazy voodoo on me when I realize that’s turning me on a little.


  “I don’t smell that bad,” he grumbles, opening the door. I guess he noticed me flinching.


  I could say a lot of things right now in response, but I won’t. It’s better if he just goes his way while I go mine. I take the couch and settle Jaws in next to me. He’s finally given up the growling baloney, which is a good thing, because I’m not in the mood for it at all. I already have enough man-garbage to deal with.


  “Do I?” he asks from the darkness of the bedroom. Bed springs squeak.


  “Do you what?” I ask, kind of holding my breath after. This feels like flirting, and I don’t want to be flirting with this dummy. He’s leaving tomorrow and I’ll never see him again.


  “Do I smell that bad?”


  I have a two-second war with myself about how to respond and then the answer flies out of my mouth without any filter.


  “Do bears poop in the woods?” I smother my giggle in the blanket.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Fourteen


  



  WAKING UP IN A CABIN whose temperature has to be near zero is one of the worst things I’ve ever had to do. It’s almost as bad as having to walk over and open the front door to let a dog out and the swirling snow-cold wind in. Jaws bolts for the driveway and disappears into the vast whiteness, hopping like a rabbit to get over the drifts.


  I shut the door and lock it behind him. “Fine. Leave. See if I care.” I can’t keep the sadness from my voice. I thought Jaws and I had bonded over my horrible wine-breath, but I guess not. Fuzzy little punk. He kept my feet warm all night, though. I probably shouldn’t complain about our short-lived relationship.


  I’m in the kitchen, but my eyes keep darting over to the bedroom. The door is half open, but I can’t see him. Jeremy. He slept here last night, and as far as I know, he hasn’t left yet. Surely Jaws would have barked if he’d heard him moving around, right?


  Just in case he is still here, I make enough eggs and bacon for two. He’ll need extra calories to get through the snow to his car, so I add some toast to his plate. Just as I’m finishing up with the buttering part, the bedroom door opens and Jeremy comes out. He stops and stares at me in the kitchen.


  “Hey,” I say, feeling shy. He looks even frumpier than he did last night, but by no means does he look ugly. If anything, he looks better with a bad case of bedhead. How is that possible or fair?


  “Hey.” He takes two steps towards the bathroom.


  “I made breakfast.” I hold up the plate in his direction so he can see the results of my culinary prowess. No one can crisp up a strip of bacon like I can.


  He looks over at me again and then at the plate, his expression going dark. “No thanks.”


  I blink a few times, not sure I understand. “No thanks?”


  “I’m not hungry.” He pushes in the bathroom door and walks inside.


  “How can you not be hungry?”


  The door shuts behind him and soon after the tub water goes on. I never do get an answer to my question.


  Maybe he means he’s not hungry before a bath or shower or whatever he’s doing in there. I get that. My appetite would suck too if I smelled as bad as he does.


  Now that I’ve resolved that mystery, the idea of him naked in the shower comes to mind and gives me chills. I can’t blame it on the temperature in here, especially now that I’m really starting to warm up. He’s probably standing naked as a jay bird in there right now, soap and water running down his skin…


  Dammit. Jeremy’s hot. I might as well just admit that and stop spending so much energy trying to deny it. Even with all that scruff and stink he’s got going on, he’s still way better-looking than a guy has a right to be. He reminds me of Harry Connick, Jr. on a bender, which isn’t making my situation any easier, seeing as how I’ve had a long-standing crush on Harry for most of my adult life, and I have a special weakness for bad boys.


  This must be some kind of crazy test sent by the universe to see how dedicated I am to dragging myself out of this hole I’ve gotten into. Paint and get my life back together, or fall into a deeper pit of despair throwing myself at a hot, bad-boy, raging alcoholic.


  It should be an easy decision, right? So why am I still picturing him naked? And why am I thinking about throwing myself at him? I can’t be that desperate, can I?


  I eat my eggs and bacon even though they’ve lost most of their flavor. Cardboard. They taste like cardboard cutouts of what they’re supposed to be. Paper bacon, sponge eggs. Yuck. No wonder Jeremy didn’t want to eat this crap.


  A sound on the porch and the realization of what it means perks me up a little. Opening the front door, I find Jaws there, his little back covered in snowflakes. He glances up at me before entering. Then he gets busy sniffing the floor, tracking down a scent of something. He only pauses once, to shake the snow from his back and leave it on the floor.


  “You hungry?” I ask him.


  He stops and sits, looking at me expectantly.


  “Here.” I take the rest of my breakfast and put it on the floor for him, plate and all. “Bon appetit. Eggs and bacon, mmm, yummy.”


  Jaws scarfs it down in two seconds and then looks up at me. I swear he’s smiling.


  “The rest is for Jeremy, so you’ll just have to settle for dog food.” I take a scoop from the food bag on the counter and put it onto the plate, and watch as he wolfs that down too. He may be tiny, but he sure has a big tummy.


  I can’t help but smile. There’s something very satisfying about seeing someone enjoy what you’ve made for them. Okay, so it’s not that I made this dog food, but still… I bought it and served it up. At least someone around here appreciates my efforts. I try not to be hurt by the idea that Jeremy doesn’t appreciate my eggs and super-crispy, amazing bacon.


  After I’ve cleaned everything up but Jeremy’s breakfast plate, the bad boy himself comes out of the bathroom. It takes a little extra effort to swallow when I see him standing there in jeans and a fresh sweatshirt. He still has the scruff on his face, but it’s not awful, now that I can imagine it’s clean. It’s probably good he keeps it there, actually. From what I can tell, the face underneath is too handsome. At least this way I can still picture him being a really bad idea for me.


  He lifts his chin at me in greeting. “Morning.”


  “Morning.” I hold up his plate. “Breakfast?”


  He shakes his head and goes into the bedroom.


  I hiss out my offense and mumble to myself. “Not even a ‘No, thank you.’ What a jerk.” I lower the plate to the floor.


  Jaws makes quick work of my offering to Jeremy. I stop to pet him a little, thanking him for being so enthusiastic about my efforts. He doesn’t seem to notice my gratitude, though, too focused on licking the plate clean. His belly bulges out on both sides.


  I’m standing with my back to the main part of the cabin when Jeremy emerges again, as I busy myself sterilizing the plate that just got a tongue bath from Jaws. Ew. I have to remember not to give him food on our plates anymore.


  Dammit, I mean my plates, not our plates. Jesus, what’s wrong with me? Why am I imagining Jeremy as a roommate? He’s leaving in less than an hour.


  I lift my gaze to look out the window above the sink. All I can see is white everywhere, and the flakes are still falling. It’s like the universe is conspiring against me getting any painting done. Why? Have I not hit rock bottom yet? Are things going to get worse before they get better?


  “Got any coffee?”


  And so the universe has spoken; not surprisingly, it has the voice of Jeremy Oliver.


  I bite my tongue to keep my honest response from flying out. When I can trust myself to speak nicely, I finally answer. “Nope.”


  “You don’t drink it?”


  “Nope.”


  “Are you angry at me for something?”


  “Nope.”


  I hear his footsteps but I’m still not prepared for the moment he shows up at my elbow. The smell of his soap or whatever he used after his shower washes over me and makes me feel faint. Wow. Now I almost wish I hadn’t urged him to get cleaned up. He’s dangerous when he’s not stinky. I’m almost ready to forget he rejected my breakfast.


  “It sure seems like you’re mad.” His voice is soft and kind, smoothing over my rough feelings and making me wish my life was completely different and his was too.


  “Well, I’m not.” I scrub at the plate that’s already been scrubbed enough to remove the outer coating on it.


  “Are you worried about the snow?”


  “No.” I pause the frenetic cleaning for a second and then start again with renewed vigor. “Why would I be? You have a truck.” I can see the bed of it sticking out from behind a pile of snow.


  “Are you serious? Come on, you know I can’t drive in that mess.”


  I drop the plate in the sink and turn sideways to face him. He’s way too close, but I’m not going to be the one to take a step back. Any sign of weakness would be a mistake with him. “You have to.”


  He smiles, his good humor completely disarming. “You want me to get stuck in the snow somewhere and freeze to death? Man, I must have really stunk bad when I came in here last night.”


  I can’t look at him anymore. Not when he’s smiling at me like that. I turn back to face the window and grab the plate again, scrubbing three times faster than I was before. “No, of course I don’t want you to freeze to death. Don’t be ridiculous. I just can’t have you here right now.”


  “Why? You expecting a date or something? Worried he might get jealous seeing me here?”


  I frown at that idea. Me and a guy up here? Ha. That’ll be the day. “No, don’t be ridiculous. I need to paint.” Just thinking of all the painting I’m not doing is frustrating. And my fingers are getting raw with all the scouring I’m doing, but I don’t care. I need this energy to go somewhere out of my body.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll leave you alone.” He backs away, making me feel suddenly bereft. “I’ll spend an hour or so splitting some wood, and we’ll get a fire going. Then you can paint without getting frostbite.”


  Mollified by the idea of warmth and being able to paint with only two layers of clothing on instead of four, I relax my hold on the plate and sponge. I turn on the water to rinse all the soap bubbles away as I respond. “Fine. Just don’t expect me to cater your meals or anything.”


  “Cater my meals?” He laughs, confused.


  Dammit. I’ve exposed my hand, let him know that he hurt my feelings by not eating the eggs I made him. God, could I be any more pitiful? Probably not. I sure hope not.


  “Never mind.” I grab the dishtowel and dry the plate, putting it in the cabinet when I’m done.


  “I don’t expect you to cater my meals,” he says in a softer voice.


  I shrug, like I don’t have a care in the world. Which I don’t, obviously. It was just eggs and bacon. It’s not like I baked a soufflé or anything. “Whatever.”


  “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings by not eating the breakfast you made for me.”


  I turn to face him, my arms crossing over my chest without conscious thought. I hate that I’m that easy to read. “I didn’t make them for you, I just made them.” I shrug again.


  “I actually like bacon and eggs. It’s my favorite breakfast.” His smile holds an apology but his words make no sense.


  “Then why didn’t you eat it?” I hate that my vulnerability is right out there for him to see, but it’s too late to pull it back now.


  He lets out a long sigh and drops his gaze to the floor. “It’s stupid, really.”


  “You prefer beer for breakfast?” The mean comment comes out before I can stop it, and his calm acceptance of my cruelty makes me feel even worse.


  “No. It’s just that my wife used to cook my breakfast every morning, even when she was nine months pregnant and her feet so swollen they wouldn’t fit in her shoes anymore.” He looks up. “When I saw you standing there in the kitchen holding that plate up, I had a flashback, I guess.” He pauses, his voice changing when he speaks again. “She died. Earlier this year.”


  I have a hard time swallowing. It’s impossible not to share the sorrow I see in his expression. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I mean, I heard about your loss — and I’m sorry for that, by the way — I just … didn’t know she cooked you eggs and bacon.”


  His expression is bland. Maybe a bit sad. Maybe angry. It’s impossible to know for sure because he’s a stranger to me — a dark, mysterious, formerly smelly but now way-too-handsome stranger who I need to avoid at all costs. My life is already enough of a mess.


  “And there’s no way you could know, so don’t apologize.” He walks away without another word, grabbing his jacket hanging by the door before he walks out onto the front porch and slams the door shut behind him.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  



  FROM MY SPOT AT THE kitchen window, I can see everything pretty clearly, even though the snow is still falling. Dammit, at this rate, we’ll be snowed in for a week.


  I don’t know where Jeremy found the axe, but within ten minutes of leaving the kitchen, he’s out there swinging that thing around, making wood fly. I hadn’t noticed the large stump under a giant pine tree until he’d brushed it off and started using it as a base for his log-splitting operation.


  A glance at my art supplies brings me nothing but disappointment in my lack of inspiration, so I bundle up and head out the door, Jaws at my heels. Might as well make myself useful.


  Jeremy’s face is red, probably from both the cold and his efforts. Two small piles of split wood lie on either side of the big stump he’s resting the large logs on before he splits them into several smaller pieces. I watch as he balances one he’s already split once on its end and brings the axe down again to make it half its original size. I have to jump back to avoid getting hit by one of the pieces.


  “Get out of the way,” he says, practically growling.


  “I’m here to help.” And I’m feeling stupid because his simple demand has hurt my feelings. Since when have I been such a big marshmallow?


  “You can’t lift this, so go back inside. It’s no help to have you freezing to death.” He rests the axe head on the ground with the handle against his leg as he lifts another big log onto the stump.


  Maybe I should listen to him. Not that I agree that I can’t lift the axe, but there is a very high probability that I’d end up burying it in my shin if I tried to use it, and it is pretty damn cold out here. But I can’t just sit in the house and watch him work, especially when he’s going to be leaving soon and he hasn’t even had breakfast yet. I’ll feel too guilty about kicking him to the curb.


  “I’ll stack the wood, then.” I grab as many split logs as I can and walk back to the porch, placing them neatly in a row just outside the front door.


  “I wouldn’t put the stack so close to the entrance if it were me,” he says, still focused on his work. He swings the axe up behind him and then down onto the log, only getting it stuck halfway in. He jiggles the axe until it releases and then he takes another swing, successfully splitting the stubborn wood. His strength is impressive. I would have given up after the first swing, I’m sure of it. Even with all those clothes on, I can see the muscles it’s taking to do the job. A shiver passes through me, and I’m pretty sure the outside temperature isn’t the inspiration for it.


  “Why not?” I look at the door and my pile. It seems logical to me that we’d want to reach right outside the door and grab a piece of wood instead of walking across the porch and freezing to death for it.


  “Critters,” he says.


  I back away from my pile in a hurry. “Critters? What critters?”


  “Mice mostly. You don’t want them having such easy access to the front door.”


  “Yeah. Okay. Good plan.” I kick the wood a few times before I dare pick it up again. I don’t know what I’m afraid of, though. What mouse is going to hang out in a bunch of snowy logs? Not a very smart one. And if he does hang out there, surly he’ll be frozen solid, so it’s not like he’s going to run up my arm and into my jacket.


  I start a new wood pile at the corner of the cabin anyway, about fifteen feet from the front door, figuring I’d rather risk a cold set of buns rather than have a mouse making a nest in my art supplies or worse, under my bed.


  Jeremy and I work in silence for a good ten minutes or so before I decide I can’t take it anymore. I was never one for the silent treatment. I try to think of something that we both have in common to discuss, but pretty much come up empty.


  “So, when do you think you’ll be leaving?” I ask.


  He rests the axe against his leg and stares at me, his breath coming out in large puffs of white air. “You that anxious to get rid of me?”


  I feel bad for my choice in conversation openers and for thinking how much I need him to be away from here, especially because it’s not for the reasons he thinks. It’s not that I want him gone, it’s just that it’s better for both of us if he leaves before I do something stupid like flirt with him. It’s so very, very tempting when he’s standing out here in the snow with those work boots on, flushed from his hard labor, and wearing just that tight sweatshirt over those broad shoulders. And that scruffy beard… damn.


  I very nearly slap myself to get my mind back on track. Luckily fate intervenes and causes two logs to fall against each other and pinch my finger between them. I yank it out and breathe deeply a bunch of times in rapid succession, trying to will the pain away. It doesn’t work.


  “Holy mother of all angels … ow, shit that hurt.” I shake my finger and dance around a little, but stop when I notice Jeremy’s still waiting for an answer from me. Now I’m just cranky. When did this go so pear-shaped?


  “No, I’m not anxious to get rid of you.” Time to lie. “I just wanted to know how many of my logs will get split before you go.”


  He smiles and picks the axe up, eyeing his next chop. “Ah, I see. So you’re using me for my wood-splitting skills, eh?”


  “Something like that.” I walk over, happier now that we’re talking and he hasn’t taken offense to my rude comments. I think I was starting to have one of those Jack Nicolson all-work-and-no-play moments or something. I’m usually better at casual conversation than this.


  I’m bent over, arranging awkwardly-shaped, split logs in my arms, when a giant pile of ice-cold snow lands on the back of my neck and somehow finds its way down into my jacket to my bare skin.


  I screech and drop the logs, jumping back and bending over left, right, backward, and forward, trying to dislodge the snowball from my body. It melts before I can get any of it off, dripping down my spine to rest in my underpants.


  Jeremy is laughing so hard, he’s bent over, holding his stomach, his axe forgotten at his side.


  “You!” I scream, pointing at him. I cannot believe he had the gall to dump a snowball on me. How rude! We don’t even have a fire going yet! How am I going to warm up?! I could get frostbite! On my butt of all places!


  He points at his chest. “Me? Why me?” He’s still laughing.


  “You did this!” Without thinking, I grab a glob of snow from a pile next to my foot and wing it at him, instantly triumphant when it splats right in his face. A surge of pure happiness fills me from head to toe. “Yeah, baby! Take that! Right in yo’ face! Woo hoo!” I pump my fist a few times for good measure.


  His laugh cuts off instantly, the moment the snow makes impact, and he stands there frozen in place. Then he spits out a mouthful of snow. He blinks and his eyelashes carry lumps of the cold white flakes with them, up and down, up and down. His ultra-zen facade is pretty damn intimidating. My hilarity quickly turns to dread.


  “I can’t believe you just did that,” he says calmly.


  “I was just getting you back.” I’m whining. Why do I feel so guilty? He started this!


  “Getting me back for what? Not letting you use the axe?”


  “No, Stupid, for throwing that snowball down into my jacket.”


  He tilts his head sideways like a confused canine and then reaches up to wipe the rest of the snow off his face and out of his hair. “What snowball?”


  I’m getting nervous. He’s too calm. I know there’s something boiling just beneath the surface of that unaffected facade of his. The question is, what’s he going to do? Ignore my anti-social behavior or come for revenge?


  “Don’t play stupid, Jeremy, you know very well you threw a snowball at me.”


  He points to the tree above me. As soon as I look up, a clump of snow from one of the branches slides off and hits me on the shoulder.


  “There’s your snowball thrower,” he says.


  I look back at him and cringe. “Oops.” Holy crap! I can’t believe I attacked an innocent man and did a victory dance too! An innocent man who’s spent the last hour chopping logs for me! “Sorry about that.”


  His axe falls to the ground next to his leg and he leans over to the nearest drift, pulling up two hands full of snow.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, backing away.


  “Forming the perfect snowball.” He pushes his hands together, creating a ball, packing it tighter and tighter, his elbows jutting out to the sides. His grin goes decidedly evil as he adds more snow to it.


  “You’d better not be planning to throw that at me.” I continue to back away slowly, worried if I flat-out run, he’ll tackle me and make me eat that thing. He’s that bear from nightmare again, and my forest survival guide says that if you see a bear, you shouldn’t run; you’re supposed to curl up in a ball and pretend to be dead. But I can’t be that easy, can I? Or maybe I can. With this bear, anyway.


  “And why wouldn’t I be planning to throw this at you?” he asks, an evil grin making him look ten times sexier than he already did. “Seems only fair, since you started this war.” He takes a step in my direction.


  “War? Jeremy, no. I’m not kidding. I’m already freezing cold.” I wrap my arms around myself and fake a really big shiver. Truth be told, I’m not really feeling the sub-zero temperature. As he slowly advances on me with that feral look in his eye, I’m anything but cold. Hot is more like it.


  “Freezing, huh? Try taking a snowball to the face.” He comes three steps closer to me, spinning the now perfectly round weapon in his gloved palm.


  “I told you I was sorry!” I take two slow steps backward, but when his tongue comes out and strokes the corner of his mouth, giving the impression of a sex fiend on the attack, I abandon all hope of reasoning with him and turn to run.


  “Jeremy, no! Stay away from me!”


  “Ah ha!!!” he yells from behind me.


  My breath comes in gasps as I race as fast as I can across the snow towards the cabin. The drifts are up to my knees, making me flash back to a nightmare I had once where I was running in ocean waves that wouldn’t let me go. In my dream it had been some unknown, dark force coming for me that I couldn’t escape. Here, it’s Jeremy with a snowball, but it’s no less frightening. I scream again, the sound coming out a half-screech, half-laugh.


  I’m halfway to the front steps when a streak of matted gray and brown hair comes flying across the snow from my left. Angry shouts and ferocious growls soon follow.


  I turn around in time to see Jeremy launch his snowball at Jaws, who’s put himself between my attacker and me. The little guy is trying to be tough, but he keeps falling through the snow and getting buried in it. The giant snowball hitting his back does not help his situation.


  “Call off your attack dog!” Jeremy shouts, throwing up big piles of snow on top of Jaws in an effort to keep from being bitten.


  “Jaws!” It’s hard to discipline the dog when I’m laughing so hard.


  “You’re laughing while he’s trying to kill me? Perfect.” Jeremy’s face and beard are totally white from his snow cannon imitation.


  Jaws is being kept busy, biting all the snow that’s thrown in his face, snapping at it as he tries to get through to Jeremy.


  “Jaws, come here!” I say in a more serious tone.


  The dog pauses to look back at me, and Jeremy takes advantage of the situation by burying his little, furry body again. This time I lose sight of him completely.


  “Stop that, you big bully,” I scold, walking back to join them. I have to lift my legs really high to go fast enough. I get there just in time, as Jaws’s nose pops out of the snow and he eyes his victim with malice. I snag the little mutt and hook him under my arm at my waist.


  He starts to growl, burps, and then stops abruptly, going silent.


  “That’s better,” I say. Then I move closer to Jeremy and reach up to wipe his face off, clearing most of the snow from his beard with a few rough strokes. He stands perfectly still, suffering my ministrations in silence. “All clean. All better. See?”


  He has his eyes closed during the clean-up, but as I speak, he opens them up. I’m startled by how blue they are. His daughter inherited that gorgeous shade. Why did I not notice that before? And when is this guy going to show his ugly side? Because as far as I’ve seen so far, he doesn’t really have one. But every guy has one. I’m guessing his comes from the bottom of a bottle.


  “Are you finished yet?” he asks.


  My hand drops away from his face and I rest it on Jaws’s snout, just in case he gets it in his head to try to bite Jeremy again.


  “Yes, I’m finished.”


  “Do you mind if I go back to splitting logs?”


  “Do whatever you want.” Just don’t leave.


  Ack! I just said that to myself! What the hell! I need to stop this nonsense right this second. Get your brain back on track, Sarah, or you’ll never paint another canvas for as long as you live!


  “But you need to go before it starts to get dark.” I nod my head once really big to prove my dedication to the idea of him disappearing forever from my life.


  “It’s only eleven in the morning,” he says wryly.


  “Oh. Well. It feels later than that.” I glance over at all the wood that was delivered yesterday, still sitting in a giant mound under several inches of snow.


  He turns around and walks back to the tree stump and the snow-ball throwing pine, through the trail he already made coming after me. It makes me kind of sad to see the back of him getting smaller.


  Holy shit I need to get a grip.


  “I’m going make some hot chocolate,” I say, turning towards the house. “You want some?”


  “Nope.”


  “Of course you don’t,” I say, shaking my head. He’s going to starve to death out here, but it’s not going to be my fault. Stupid jerk. Rejecting all my peace offerings.


  “I’ll take some bacon and eggs, though,” he says a bit louder.


  “Oh no you won’t,” I yell back. As if I’d make him a fresh plate after he rejected my first breakfast.


  His laughter follows me as I walk into the house and head to the kitchen. My heart is pounding away, and my spirits are soaring once more. I cannot believe how pitiful I am right now. I’m falling in lust over a guy who plays head games over breakfast? Holy crap. I need to get a life.


  Bacon and eggs, coming right up.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  



  INSTEAD OF STANDING IN THE kitchen, hovering over Jeremy and waiting at his feet like a pitiful dog for some sort of attention or comments about my cooking, I leave him to his bacon and eggs for my soon-to-be painting alcove. There are a few boxes stacked on the floor and supplies piled in the corner that are begging to be organized and set up. I can already feel the creative juices starting to flow.


  Jaws settles himself into the corner of the alcove nearest the fireplace, smart little dog that he is. Now that Jeremy has the fireplace working and a raging fire going inside it, the cabin’s temperature is actually somewhat pleasant. I’m wearing just a shirt, two sweaters, and gloves with the fingertips cut off instead of everything I own.


  In the first box I find various tubes of paint, brushes both new and old, some palette knives mixed in with pastels, watercolors, and a small table-sized easel. Other boxes hold junk I probably could have left behind but was worried I might need. Extra palettes? Three Exacto knives? Turpentine? A pack of fifty cleaning rags? I must have been fantasizing about how much painting I’d be doing while drinking copious amounts of wine.


  As I’m battling my large easel that doesn’t want to go up, I glance over at my houseguest and catch him pouring something into his coffee from a bottle I hadn’t seen before.


  “What’s that?” I ask, straightening up.


  “Irish coffee. Want one?” He holds up a brand new bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey.


  “No.” I glance at the clock in the kitchen. “It’s only 12:30.”


  “There’s no bad time for an Irish coffee in my book.” He slugs the whole thing down and then cringes. “Haah, ooooh, damn, that was hot.”


  “It’s coffee, Stupid, what did you expect?” I go back to my easel, determined to ignore the annoyance I feel building inside me at his drinking. Even so, I watch him out of the corner of my eye.


  He gets up from his stool without answering and takes a clear glass from the cupboard. Into that he pours straight whiskey and drinks the entire thing in one gulp.


  It takes everything I have not to comment. Just keep your head down and get your work done, Sarah. He’s not worth it.


  I wish I believed myself. I glance over and find him staring out at the snow in the front yard through the kitchen window. He looks angry. Another shot of whiskey goes down just as fast as the first and second.


  “You didn’t have to eat the eggs and bacon,” I say, wondering if I’m right about the reason for his emotions getting away from him.


  “I know that.” He doesn’t look over, but he does pour another glass of whiskey, this time a much bigger one.


  The easel is finally standing, so I open up the last box I brought — a small build-it-yourself table from IKEA — and pull out the directions.


  “What’s that?” he asks me, wandering over.


  “It’s a table.” I’m not paying him any attention any more, too busy reading the directions and trying to decide if I’m going to be able to put this thing together by myself.


  I don’t want to ask his probably drunk ass to help me any more today. Splitting all those logs was more than enough. Plus, I’m disappointed in him for being such a mess, and I know that’s not really fair, seeing as how I don’t even know him. So, since I can’t seem to control my judgment-o-meter and we have to be together for at least another couple hours, I decide not to engage in conversation with him if I can help it.


  “Need a hand?” he asks.


  “Not from you.”


  He takes a smaller sip of whiskey this time. “That sounded kind of harsh.”


  “Did it?” I turn around to search for my toolbox. I saw it here somewhere earlier, I know I did.


  “So it wasn’t an accident.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shove packing papers and garbage out of my way, searching for the red metal box I keep screwdrivers and my one hammer in.


  “It was no accident that you’re being short with me.”


  “I’m not being short with you. I’m just busy.” I catch a flash of red under a box top and move it out of the way, locating my tools. A quick inventory tells me I have what I need to get the job done.


  “I may be out of practice, but I’m pretty sure I can recognize when a woman’s pissed at me.”


  I stand up straight, abandoning the toolbox for a minute for some bare honesty. Maybe it’ll help him leave sooner.


  “Listen, Jeremy, I appreciate all your help, I really do, but I don’t want any more of it, especially when you’re drinking whiskey in the middle of the day like it’s water.”


  He frowns first at me and then at his glass. “My whiskey is what’s bothering you?”


  “No, it’s you that’s bothering me. When I came in here yesterday, this place was covered in beer bottles. Covered. It took me hours to clean it all up. What kind of person does that? Who lives surrounded by a mess like that?”


  He shrugs. “I dunno.”’


  I point at his glass. “I’ll tell you what kind of person. An alcoholic on his way to the bottom of the barrel.”


  He frowns at me. “I’m not an alcoholic.”


  “Said every alcoholic since the dawn of time.”


  “Yeah, but I’m not an alcoholic.”


  I shake my head, even madder now than I was when I started being so rudely honest. “Keep telling yourself that. Maybe one day when you drive around drunk off your ass you’ll just kill yourself and not some innocent person in another car or walking across the street.”


  His face goes white and so do his fingers as the grip on his glass tightens. “I would never drink and drive.”


  It’s then that I remember the story about how his wife died, and I feel instantly terrible, like the worst asshole in the history of all assholes ever.


  My face falls. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “I think you did.” He turns around and goes back to the kitchen, ditching the glass for the bottle. He drinks straight out of it, tipping his head back so far he looks like he’s about to do a backbend.


  “Are you deliberately trying to piss me off?” I ask, hands on hips.


  I swallows an entire mouthful of whiskey and answers with a hoarse voice. “Nope.” He walks over to the couch and drops down onto it, taking another sip from the bottle.


  “You say you don’t drive after drinking, but you’re supposed to be leaving here as soon as the roads are open.”


  He says nothing.


  “Were you just saying that to shut me up?”


  “Nope.”


  “You’re not planning on staying here are you?”


  “Nope.”


  I’m so ready to wring his neck. “Are you going to say anything other than Nope to me?”


  “Nope.”


  I grit my teeth hard to keep from saying anything worse than I already have. Instead, I throw myself into my organizing and arranging.


  Two hours later, I’m finally finished. Standing at the entrance to the alcove I smile, taking in the view of my easel in the corner with a fresh canvas ready to go, already gessoed and begging for a sketch and some paint. My little IKEA table is set up, put together by the most awesome woman in the house — me —, and my water and brush cans are all resting on top of it with the paints on the shelves below. Now all I need is some inspiration.


  A snore over my shoulder interrupts my thoughts and my beautiful visions. I turn around to find Jeremy passed out on the couch with almost half the bottle of whiskey gone.


  Angry at his bad choices and at the world for forcing him into the bottle he’s drowning in, I storm over, grab the whiskey from his limp hand, and go right out the front door. I stand there shivering in the cold air as the liquid pours out into the snow over the side of the railing.


  After I go back inside, I search through his bag in the bedroom and find two more bottles of Jack Daniels and a six-pack of beer. All of that goes out into the snow too, along with the bottles of wine I have in the fridge. If I’m going to be stuck in this place with him for another day while we wait for the snow to be plowed, I’m not going to watch him get drunk and stupid or, God forbid, see him drive away under the influence. No. When those roads are clear, he’s outta here sober, no excuses.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Seventeen


  



  JEREMY WAKES UP FROM HIS drunken stupor as the chicken-fried steak I have on the stove starts to sizzle. I hate to admit it, because of what it says about my feelings towards this man, but I chose this particular frozen cut of meat to thaw because I’ve gotten so many compliments on it over the years. I know it’s really just greasy-spoon-diner-type fare, but I have to take the cooking compliments where I can get them. I’m no Julia Child.


  He gets off the couch and stumbles into the bathroom, bumping into furniture and walls as he goes. I’m torn between being angry and sad as I watch him go. Is this what he does every day? Gets fall-down drunk and ignores everyone and everything around him? And how long has his wife been gone? Hasn’t it been almost a year? That’s a lot of alcohol for one liver.


  When he comes out of the bathroom and looks over at me, I force myself to look and sound cordial. “Did you have a nice nap?”


  “I didn’t take a nap.”


  “Oh. Well, you were snoring, sooo…”


  “I passed out. That’s not the same thing as a nap.”


  I nod. “You’re probably right about that.” At least he’s not in denial. That’s one step in the right direction, I guess.


  “Where’s the Jack? I know I left it on the table.” He looks around the room and rubs his head, making his hair look even worse. “At least I think I did.”


  I shrug. “I have no idea. I was busy building my IKEA table.” I gesture over to the alcove to get his mind off the missing bottle. My heart is thumping away in nervousness. He’s going to figure out what I did eventually. And what will he do in response? I probably should have thought that plan through a little further before executing it. Oops.


  “Cool,” he says absently. Instead of taking the bait and admiring my furniture construction skills, he wanders around the room, looking under and behind things. He stops in the kitchen and lets his eyes roam the space. Then his gaze lands on me.


  “Did you put it somewhere?”


  “Put what somewhere?” I’m getting irritated now as I flip the two fried steaks in the pan. Why can’t he just let it go? Is my company so lame he has to be wasted off his butt to enjoy it?


  “The whiskey. What’d you do with it?”


  “Nothing. I’m cooking dinner in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  “Yeah, for the last ten minutes, maybe. What else were you doing while I was passed out?”


  I don’t answer, but dread builds as I hear his footsteps fading out towards his bedroom.


  “Goddammit!”


  I guess he discovered my little invasion of his privacy. Oops again.


  I just keep on moving the steaks over the greasy pan’s surface, trying to act like I’m too busy to pay him any attention.


  “You had no right!” Long strides have him just a couple feet away from me in seconds.


  I reach over and take hold of a nearby knife, just in case. Not that I feel threatened, but he’s still pretty drunk if the smell of his breath is any indicator.


  “No right to do what?” I’m feigning a casualness I do not feel.


  He’s super pissed, practically growling at me. “You know very well what you did. You hid my alcohol.”


  Despite his obvious anger, he reminds me of Jaws. All bark and no bite. I release my hold on the knife and pick up the spatula instead.


  “No, I did not hide it.” I did much worse, actually. At the time it had seemed like a good idea, but now I’m not so sure. He seems pretty worked up about it. Maybe him drunk and passed out would have been preferable to him drunk and angry.


  “I’ll find it, you know.”


  “Have at it,” I say, waving my spatula around like I could care less.


  I’m going to leave the knife on the counter, certain now that he won’t touch me, even if he is madder than a wet hen. I’ve met his family and heard his story. He split all my logs knowing he was going to be leaving soon. He’s not an angry drunk, he’s a sad one.


  “I will,” he says, sounding like a huffy kid.


  “Knock yourself out. See if I care.”


  I flinch and cringe as he throws things around and tips over furniture, but I don’t say a word. I’m not going to defend my actions. Let him come to his own conclusions about my motives. They were pure, and nothing he says or thinks will change that.


  He storms outside, and a few seconds later, I hear a roar that’s almost inhuman. There’s that bear again. I guess he found the stains in the snow or maybe the empties. I hid them in a garbage bag under a bush; it was too cold to move them very far away from the porch steps.


  The door bangs closed, and Jaws growls from his blanket on the floor in response.


  “You dumped all my stuff out in the snow, didn’t you?” His voice is calm. Way too calm.


  I turn around to face him, finding bravery in the knife on the counter at my side. “Maybe.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  I shrug. “Maybe because I don’t like seeing a perfectly healthy guy try to kill himself.”


  “What I do with my life is none of your business.”


  “It’s my business while you’re in my cabin.”


  His face goes beet red and he yells at the top of his lungs. “This is not your cabin! This is my cabin and that was my whiskey and my beer and you had no right to go through my things!” Every vein in his neck is bulging out and I’m pretty sure he showered Jaws in spittle with every word.


  I’m proud of how calm I still am, all things considered. I speak to him like a teacher would to a recalcitrant student. “Be that as it may, there’s nothing you can do about it now. Why don’t you sit down and eat some dinner? Maybe tomorrow the plows will come and you can leave and go drink yourself to death then.”


  “You think after you steal my things and violate my trust like that, that I’m going to sit down at the dinner table with you and eat like nothing happened?”


  I laugh. “Aren’t you being just a little dramatic? It’s only alcohol.”


  “It’s not only alcohol!” He’s back to yelling like a maniac again. “It’s my medicine!”


  My eyes bug out a little at that. He sounds serious. “Your medicine?”


  “Yes! My medicine!”


  “I know your brother’s a real doctor, so I’m preeeetty sure you haven’t been given a prescription for Jack Daniels.”


  “Fuck my brother and his prescriptions.”


  “Okaaaay.” Wow, there’s some venom in those words. I wonder what happened between them.


  “I need a drink.” He comes over to the fridge and yanks the door open.


  “You’re not going to find anything in there other than orange juice and milk.” I go back to moving my steaks around in the oil. They’re almost ready.


  “You had wine in here earlier, I saw it.”


  Turning the heat off the meat, I use the spatula to transfer them over to the plates. “Not anymore. I dumped those bottles out too.”


  “Why in the hell would you do that?” He sounds like he’s about to cry.


  I turn to face him. “Because, I didn’t want to tempt you with something you shouldn’t have.”


  He comes at me so fast, I don’t have time to grab the knife. His body is pressed up against mine and his face is bearing down over me. “I need that whiskey.”


  I look up into stormy blue eyes and nearly cry for him. He’s so sad. I can see it so clearly now. It isn’t anger and maybe it’s not even addiction driving him to drink. It’s his wife. His dead wife.


  “I’m sorry, Jeremy, but there isn’t any left.”


  He glares at me, his mouth trembling, his eyes going red and tearing up.


  I put a hand on his arm and squeeze gently, trying to show him that I understand. “Why don’t you just sit down and eat with me?”


  He spins around and roars, yanking his arm away from me, his hands flying out to his sides as he half spins back towards me.


  “I can’t eat dinner with you! I need to forget, don’t you understand?!”


  “No!” I shout back, worried he’s about to lose his mind and we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. I have no idea how to help someone who’s so tragically broken. “I don’t understand at all! And I’m sorry about that, I really am!”


  He glares at me, his face a mottled red. “You stand there in the kitchen cooking and making those faces at me, and I know what you’re thinking, but I don’t care! I don’t care, do you hear me!”


  “Well, you’re shouting, so yes, I hear you loud and clear, but that doesn’t mean you’re making any sense, Jeremy.”


  “I need the whiskey,” he mumbles, wandering over to the couch. “I need the beer.” He pulls his jacket from the bunch of blankets and shoves his arms into it.


  “Where are you going?” I’m worried he’s thinking about going outside.


  “I need it. It’s my medicine.”


  I move to block the front door. “Medicine for what? What’s your illness?”


  He walks towards me, stopping when he’s just a couple feet away. “My illness?” He laughs, but it’s bitter. “Memories.”


  “Memories?”


  “Yes. I need to forget how much I’m missing her.”


  I try to sidestep and block his progress, but he gets around me anyway, taking me by the upper arms and setting me off to the side.


  “You can’t go outside!” I shout. He’s crazy. It has to be below zero out there right now, and with the windchill factor, I’ll bet minus thirty or more.


  A blast of cold air comes in and makes me grab for my chest as I try to hold onto the last bit of warmth I have.


  “Watch me.” He walks out the door and slams it shut behind him.


  I run to the window and see him fighting through the drifts of snow as he heads down the driveway. Within minutes, I lose his dark form in the swirls of white that are heavier now than they were just ten minutes ago.


  My chest hurts with the pain I feel for him, but I’m not sure whether it’s pity or anger fueling the emotion. I’ve known people who’ve lost spouses before, but I’ve never seen anyone fall as far as this guy has. And he has a baby he’s left behind too. What a horrible thing this whole mess is. And here I am taking over his cabin — the place he came to escape everything and everyone.


  Jaws walks over and sits near my feet. I look down at him and try to smile. Unfortunately, the only thing I’m capable of right now is tears. “I think he’s gone, Jaws. What do you think about that?”


  Jaws tilts his head and then stares at the cabinet in front of him. He looks about as sad as I feel.


  I bend down and pick him up, telling myself I can move on with my life and pretend like I didn’t just drive a man out to his death in the snow.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eighteen


  



  I TRY TO IGNORE THE idea and images my brain is conjuring up of Jeremy freezing out in the snow somewhere, but as the sun goes down and its last rays are blocked out by more falling snow, I finally give up.


  “Come on, Jaws, I need your help.” I have every bit of clothing I brought with me layered on my body and mittens over my gloves. “I just need to make sure he’s not lying out in the snow somewhere.”


  I almost change my mind when I open the front door and the cold air hits me in the face. When I breathe in, the hairs inside my nose freeze. “Holy shit, it’s cold out here.”


  Jaws takes off down the stairs, leaps from the bottom one, and promptly disappears into a pile of snow. All I can see is the hole where he fell into it.


  By the time I get the door shut and run down the icy stairs after him, his nose is sticking out, but his entire face is white. He sneezes and sends flakes everywhere.


  “Come on, little man.” I pull him out of the hole and adjust him in my arms. “I’ll carry you. You’re too tiny for this weather.”


  We struggle through the snow, making very little progress. My thigh muscles are burning with every step. Talk about a workout.


  “Jeremy!” I yell, my voice muffled by the echo-dampening, snow-covered trees around us. “Are you out here?!”


  I’m only ten feet from the porch, but my rate of respiration makes it seem as if I’ve already run a quarter-mile. The bend in the driveway keeps me from seeing either of our vehicles, so I have to keep going.


  “Jeremy! If you’re out here, I’m going to kill you!” I’m scared by my next thought: if he is out here I won’t need to kill him; he’ll already be dead from the cold. It spurs me on. My shoulders churn awkwardly as I try to stay upright and hold onto the dog at the same time.


  “Jeremy! Answer me, would you?!”


  I don’t remember hearing a motor starting up after he left. I pray the sounds were just hidden by the snow and that he’s long gone from here, sleeping in a motel bed with a beer by his head. Just let him be alive, God, and I won’t bitch at him about his drinking anymore.


  After what seems like way too long, I’m finally at the driveway and the corner of my car is the first thing I see. There’s a thick blanket of snow covering the rest of it. Four more steps forward, and I can see that behind my car is a pickup truck, and its windows have steam on the inside.


  “Oh, crap.” He didn’t leave. He passed out in there. Is it be warm enough to stave off frostbite? I have no idea, but I have my doubts.


  I drop Jaws into the snow next to me and he disappears again. “Come on, Jaws, you have to walk on your own.” I put all my effort into moving my body through the path that Jeremy made earlier. Jaws unburies himself and follows in my footsteps, hopping like a rabbit.


  “Jeremy!” I shout as I make my way toward his truck. “Jeremy! What are you doing, you idiot?!”


  When I finally reach the driver’s side door, I bang on the window. “Jeremy! Are you okay in there?!”


  He doesn’t answer, and I can’t see anything through the fogged up windows. Thankfully the door is unlocked. When I pull it towards me, a rush of warm, humid air hits me. And then a body follows. A very heavy body.


  “Ooph!” I fall ass over teakettle, the weight of Jeremy’s body throwing me into the snow onto my back. Jaws jumps to the side just in time to keep from getting squashed.


  “Holy shit, you’re heavy.” I wait for Jeremy to say something, but he’s completely silent.


  Several things run through my head at the same time. Dead? Suicide? Frozen? Passed out again? I have no idea what his problem is, but at this point, I’m more worried about myself than him. If I don’t get his two-hundred pound body off me soon, I’m going to die out here. I can already feel the cold from the snow seeping in through the back of my coat and jeans.


  “Get off me, you stupid, drunk jerk!”


  I have one arm free, that’s it. I wave it around and have just enough arm-length to bat Jeremy’s arm with my puffy gloves. It does me absolutely no good at all.


  “Jaws, bite him.” I look to my right and see little brown doggie eyes right there next to me, just inches away. “Bite his hand or his foot or something. Wake his stupid ass up.”


  Jaws steps gingerly over the snow in my direction. I can hear the tiny crunch of his footsteps compacting the snowflakes together. Crunch, crunch, crunch. It’s like listening to the theme song from the Jaws movie. I’m worried about the look in his eyes. Is that deviousness I see? Ack! Why did I name this crazy mutt after that man-eating shark? Was it foresight on my part? Please, God, don’t let him eat me! I don’t want to suffer a slow, painful death-by-terrier!


  “Not me, Jaws. Jeremy. Bite Jeremy.”


  Jaws stops and sniffs at my face. Then he licks my cheek.


  “Oh, God, no, not my face! I saw you licking your balls earlier! Gross!”


  Jeremy moves and I struggle to get away from Jaws’s enthusiastic tongue bath. The mutt’s expression has gone from devious to joyous. I can read his thoughts like they’re being projected in subtitles on the snow: A captive human face! How wonderful! What? Is it Christmas and someone forgot to tell me? I must have been on Santa’s good-boy list!


  “Ack! Go away! Horrible! That’s disgusting! Oh, no, the smell! God, what did you eat! Is that dog-ball smell?! Waaahh, hellllp meee somebodyyyy!”


  “Huhhh?” Jeremy moves around a little more and then rolls off me, onto his side.


  “Thank God,” I say, punching him on the back once before using his body as leverage to get up. I glare at Jaws as he scampers out of reach. “You little punk. I’ll get you later.”


  “Who me?” Jeremy rolls onto his back and stares up at the sky. His breath comes out in a long stream of smoky air.


  “No, I’m not talking to you, Idiot. Get up.”


  He frowns, confused. “Did you just accuse me of licking my balls?”


  Just then, Jaws sees another opportunity and grabs it. He dives in and tongue-kisses Jeremy for a full three seconds before Jeremy realizes what’s going on.


  “Holy hell, what was that?” He jerks to the side and moves Jaws off him with a sweep of his arm. He looks around in confusion and then locks eyes on me.


  I can’t help but grin in satisfaction. “That was the dog who was recently licking his balls scouring the inside of your teeth with his tongue.” I hold out my arm. “Would you like help getting up?”


  He glares at me for a few seconds before answering. “Sure.” He reaches up and grabs my hand, but yanks too hard. I lose my footing and go down on top of him.


  “Oh, Jesus Christ.” I groan, trying to hold in my breath since my mouth is only an inch from Jeremy’s and we both just recently French-kissed a mutt.


  “I wondered how long it was going to be before you made a move on me,” he says, his words slurred. He’s grinning like a fool.


  I push on his face and chest to get away from him. “Oh, give me a break, would you please?”


  As soon as I have my feet beneath me and can get upright, I start heading back to the cabin.


  “Where’re you going?” he calls out, laughing. “Don’t you want to make out?”


  “Make out? What… are you in junior high school now?” I’m so embarrassed, I have to get away. Let him freeze out there in the snow, see if I care. This will teach me to run rescue operations for idiots. I can’t believe he was actually thinking about kissing me. It makes my heart feel like it’s flipping around in my chest.


  I’m only halfway back to the cabin by the time he catches up.


  “I was only kidding,” he says, churning up fresh snow next to me as I continue to struggle through the path I made earlier.


  “Shut up.”


  “You came out to rescue me, didn’t you?”


  “No, I came out to make sure you were gone.”


  “I told you, I don’t drink and drive. You knew I wasn’t gone.”


  “No, I didn’t know that. You were wasted. For all I knew you were passed out in the snow somewhere getting frostbit.”


  “So you were out here to rescue me. You got all dressed up in eight layers of clothes, just for me.”


  I refuse to talk to him anymore. He keeps trying to trip me up and I’m so cold it’s working. I stomp up the stairs to try and get as much of the snow off my boots and legs as possible. Jaws follows and shakes himself. It doesn’t do much good, but that’s okay. I plan to put his fuzzy, stinky, bad-breath-having self in the bathtub as soon as we get inside. That’ll teach him to kiss me on the lips.


  “Thanks,” Jeremy says, stomping his boots behind me on the porch. “For the rescue.”


  “You’re not welcome.” I go into the house ahead of him, fully intending to ignore him for the rest of the night, but he has other plans. He runs inside and grabs my upper arm, holding on until I turn around.


  “What?” I glare at him, trying to discourage him from saying anything else that will embarrass me.


  His voice is much softer, kinder. “I just wanted to apologize. For the way I acted earlier. There’s no excuse for it.”


  I wasn’t expecting this. Some of my anger dissipates when his sincere expression comes through. “Don’t worry about it. No apology necessary.” I’ve been known to hold a grudge before, but I can’t with him. I just can’t. I don’t know why, either, because a grudge would probably be a good idea where he’s concerned; it would help keep him at arm’s length at a time when I’m finding it hard not to stare at his lips. I wonder what it would have been like to make out with him out in the snow…


  He glances over at the kitchen. “Still have some of that chicken-fried steak?”


  His question jerks me out of my crazy fantasy. “How’d you know I cooked chicken-fried steak?”


  He smiles. “I’d recognize one of those anywhere. It’s my favorite.”


  I pull myself from his grip and gesture to the kitchen island. “Go ahead, if you want it. I left it on the counter.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “To give the dog a bath.”


  “Brush his teeth while you’re at it,” Jeremy says at my back.


  “Sure, no problem,” I shout from inside the bathroom. “Where’s your toothbrush?”


  He laughs but doesn’t respond. I find myself smiling at my image in the mirror. I guess we survived our first whole day together without anyone getting killed or maimed by frostbite. That has to be a good sign, right?


  I roll my eyes. Who am I kidding? This is a complete mess. He’s a train wreck and I’m spending all my time worrying about him when what I should be doing is focusing on my work and myself. I’m just as much a mess as he is, but I don’t have a big fat bank account to pay my bills when I run out of money like he probably does.


  Those snow plows better come tomorrow or who knows what’ll happen. At the rate we’re already going, one or both of us is going to come down with a serious case of cabin fever, and then I don’t want to know what kind of crazy stuff is going to happen.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  



  JAWS IS ALLERGIC TO BATHS, or so he’d like me to think, the way he’s sneezing, coughing, and straining to get away the whole time. But when I’m done with him, using a comb I find in a drawer in the bathroom and my hair dryer to fluff his wiry brown and white fur up, he looks almost good enough for a dog show. Unfortunately, Jeremy doesn’t keep his toothbrush in here, otherwise, he’d have sparkling-white teeth too.


  “Are you ready to make your grand entrance?”


  Jaws glares up at me as I rest my hand on the inside handle of the bathroom door.


  “Don’t look at me like that. You know you feel better without all that matted hair everywhere.”


  The mutt shifts his gaze to the door, probably trying to cast the magic doggie spell he thinks will open it up. Apparently, he’s not speaking to me right now.


  “Fine.” I open the door and let him leave. He runs over to the fireplace, sits down on the rug, and promptly starts licking his nether regions.


  Jeremy’s on a stool at the island in the kitchen watching the dog. “Wow, he looks different. Better. What breed is he?”


  “I have no idea. He’s not mine.”


  Jeremy looks over at me. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean what I said. He’s a stray, I think. He didn’t have a collar and he followed me up here.”


  “From Manhattan?”


  “No, from the little grocery store down in the town a mile from here.”


  “Huh. I thought I recognized him.” Jeremy points his fork at the dog. “That’s Stanky.”


  “Stanky? Do you know his owner?”


  Jeremy shakes his head and stands, taking his dish to the sink. “Nah. As far as I know, he’s the town stray. Everyone just calls him Stanky because he stanks.” Jeremy chuckles.


  Little Stanky isn’t stanky anymore, and that name seems kind of disrespectful of the little lion heart he has beating in his chest.


  “I’ve been calling him Jaws, but it doesn’t really fit. I need to come up with something else.”


  “You planning on keeping him?”


  I shrug, realizing I hadn’t thought about it that far. “I don’t know. Maybe. If he wants me to.”


  “Thanks for dinner.” Jeremy rinses his dish and leaves it in the sink.


  “You’re welcome.” I walk over to my painting alcove, moving things around on the top of my new table. I already organized everything, but I’m feeling a little awkward being alone with a now sober hot guy in a cabin in the middle of nowhere. He’s too attractive for comfort.


  Jeremy walks over and stops just outside my little painting area. “Sooo, you paint, I guess.”


  “Not walls.” I smile to myself, remembering our first conversation. It seems like it was so long ago, but it was only last night.


  He laughs. “No, not walls. But what kind of painting? I mean, what style?”


  “Depends.” I pick up a new brush I bought in Manhattan before I left and drag it gently over the canvas that’s propped up on the easel. Usually I can already imagine what will be there when I look at a vast expanse of whiteness, but not right now. Not when Jeremy is standing so close. His presence commands all of my attention, even when I’m acting like it doesn’t.


  “Modern stuff like Picasso or more traditional like … Renoir?”


  “I’ve done some impressionistic stuff. Picasso wasn’t always into cubism, you know.”


  “No, actually, I didn’t know. My parents would have loved for me to study art, but I refused.”


  “Why?” I look over and see him staring at my blank canvas.


  He shrugs. “Dunno. I resisted a lot of things my family put on me.”


  “You don’t get along with them?” I put the brush down and open up a tube of paint, checking the color. The red is hard to see in this light. I can already tell I’m not going to be able to paint anything after sundown.


  “They’re nice people. I just … I can’t be with them for too long at a time. I feel … stifled. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”


  I think about my parents and how they were so much older than my friends’ parents. I never felt stifled in their presence. I felt … safe. And loved. “I’d give anything to have my mom and dad with me again.”


  “When did they die?” Jeremy takes a step closer, stopping just next to my easel.


  “A few years ago. They had me when they were both in their fifties. I’m one of those surprise babies.”


  “You can’t be more than thirty years old, though. Did they die young?”


  “Yes. In a car accident. Drunk driver.” I try not to look at Jeremy when I say that, but I can’t help it. He was just out in his car after downing half a bottle of whiskey.


  His eyes are tearing up and his expression is going dark. “That’s how I lost Laura.”


  My throat starts to hurt as the tears try to get out. I won’t let them, though. Now is not the time for crying. Jeremy doesn’t need a crybaby on his hands. He’s too much of one himself, I think.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” I sound like a man, my voice is so scratchy.


  “I’m sorry about your parents.” His voice is similar to mine. He twists his head away and acts like there’s something very interesting to see out of the dark windows. His hand reaches up to wipe at his face. When he’s looking at me again, his cheek carries a trace of wetness.


  “Thanks.” I smile a little, thinking of my mom and dad. “I know it sounds crazy, but I’m glad it happened to both of them at the same time.”


  “That does sound a little crazy,” he says, not unkindly.


  I sit down on the stool I dragged over from the kitchen earlier and grab another tube of paint to check it out. The blue is also impossible to see in this light; it might as well be black.


  “It’s just that they were so in love. If only one of them had died and left the other one, it would have been a big mess. I don’t know how I would have handled it.”


  Jeremy nods, but doesn’t say anything.


  “They held hands all the time.” I smile, thinking about it. My friends used to make fun of me, and I’d pretend to be embarrassed, but I never was, really. I knew I was lucky then, and after all the unsuccessful attempts I’ve made at trying to find true love, I know it even more now.


  “I used to go into their bedroom when I was little, before they were awake in the morning, and I’d find them asleep holding hands.” I shake my head at the memory. “They had something almost no one ever finds. A …”


  Jeremy and I speak at the exact same time.. “…One in a million love.”


  My head jerks up and I stare at him. He’s staring at me too.


  “That’s what Laura and I always said about us. We had a one in a million love.”


  My lips tremble as I try to hold onto my smile. “I never heard anyone else say that before.”


  “Laura used to quote things from books to me. We’d read together on the couch at night. I still remember one she said a lot.” He looks off into the distance as he speaks. “He’s more myself than I am. Whatever souls are made of, his and mine are the same.”


  “Who wrote that?” I ask, feeling his pain now. I’ve never had anyone say anything like that to me, but to lose a partner like that to a drunk driver? Geez. No wonder he’s swimming around in the bottom of a bottle. He’s lucky he hasn’t offed himself yet. I’m sure many other people would have done the deed had it happened to them.


  “Emily Brontë. Wuthering Heights.”


  “Wow. I don’t remember that line from the story. I think it’s been too long since I’ve read it.”


  Jeremy leaves the room in a hurry. “I think I have a copy in my bag.”


  I put the paint tubes back as I wait for him to return. He’s there two seconds later with a well-worn copy of the novel.


  “I have another one marked she said a lot. After I’ve had too much Jacky D, I read this over and over to myself.” He hands me the book, open to a page that has pencil underlining in it.


  I read it aloud. “If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger.”


  I look up at him and see him for who he really is, for the first time since I’ve met him. “The world is a mighty stranger to you.”


  He nods, his throat working up and down as he tries to keep his emotions under control.


  “Is that why you don’t hang out with your family?”


  He shrugs, reaching over and taking one of my older brushes from a can on the table. “Maybe.”


  “How do you think your wife would have reacted if it had been you who passed away?”


  He plays with the bristles, bending them back and forth as he answers. “Much better than I have, for sure. She was always the rock of our family. Not just for me, but for everyone. She just had this way about her. She could see the inner you, to the best part of you. She knew how to bring that out.”


  “So you think she would have just gone on with her life?”


  “Don’t you?” He looks up at me, the brush forgotten.


  I look down at the book in my hand, imagining I can sense traces of the woman who held it before me. “No, not really. I mean, I didn’t know her, but no one who feels that way about her husband would just bounce right back and be fine after. She’d suffer.”


  “Yeah, but she wouldn’t have … she …” He looks over my shoulder with unfocused eyes. He’s silent for so long I think he’s lost his train of thought. But then he shrugs, comes back to the present, and throws the brush on the table, missing the can it came from entirely. “Doesn’t matter. She’s gone and I got left behind.”


  “Is that how you see it? That you got left behind?”


  He shrugs. “Pretty much.”


  “And what about your daughter?”


  His expression changes lightning quick to one of anger. “What about my daughter?”


  “Did she get left behind too?”


  He walks away from the alcove and into the family room. “I don’t want to talk about her.” He drops down onto the couch and slouches down really low.


  Alarm bells are ringing in my head, telling me to back off, but I can’t. I keep thinking about that phrase in the book, about how everything becomes a stranger. He’s a stranger to his own daughter, and it’s so unfair. He has a choice about how he’s living his life, and he’s making the wrong one.


  I page through the book and see another underlined text. I read it loud enough for him to hear. “Be with me always — take any form — drive me mad! Only do not leave me in this abyss, where I cannot find you! Oh, God! It is unutterable! I can not live without my life! I can not live without my soul!”


  “Exactly!” Jeremy shouts, throwing something across the room.


  “She didn’t leave you on purpose,” I say softly.


  “So? It doesn’t make any difference. She’s gone. That’s all that matters. I’m alone. Forever.”


  “But what about your daughter? You don’t have to be gone from her life. You’ve made the choice to do that, but is that fair to her?”


  Jeremy roars, standing and spinning around to glare at me. His face is deep red and every vein in his neck is standing out. I can see that his hold on his temper is tenuous, but I don’t back down. I glare back, waiting for an answer.


  “Don’t talk to me about my daughter. Ever.”


  “As long as you’re in the this cabin, I can talk to you about anything I want.” I shrug. “And right now I want to talk about that beautiful baby I saw at your brother’s apartment. She’s beautiful, you know. Does she look like your wife?”


  Jeremy storms over to the front door and throws it open, grabbing his coat off the hook and stepping outside.


  “I’m not coming out there to rescue you in the dark!” I yell as the door closes.


  “Good!” he shouts back.


  I settle down onto my stool, cringing at the pain in my butt cheek from my fall in the driveway yesterday, and look around the canvas through the window overlooking the front yard. I watch as Jeremy grabs the axe and starts chopping the hell out of the stump under the pine tree.


  I pick up a nearby pencil and begin to sketch something on the canvas. I can finally see what is waiting to be painted.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty


  



  I’VE BEEN SKETCHING FOR AN hour straight, the images coming through loud and clear. But when I hear the clomping of Jeremy’s boots on the porch, I throw down my pencil and toss an old paint-stained bedsheet over the canvas. I can’t afford to piss Jeremy off and have him destroy my inspired work. Surely he’ll be gone by tomorrow and he’ll never be the wiser.


  The door opens and a blast of cold air flows into my painting alcove. I grab my coat and shove my arms into it. I’ve learned that the fireplace takes a while to re-heat the room once the door has been opened.


  Jeremy shuts the door and leaves his boots on the mat. Then he surveys the room. “You painting?”


  “No, just sketching.” I get up from my stool and head towards the living room so he won’t be tempted to come over and look at what I’ve done.


  “You feel better after attacking that tree stump for an hour?” I ask as I walk around the couch and take a seat in the armchair next to it.


  He shrugs. “A little.” His head drops as he slides his hands into his front pockets, stiffening his arms and lifting his shoulders. “I wanted to come in and apologize, actually.”


  When he looks up, I see a vulnerability in his expression that makes me want to weep. I’ve suffered the loss of my parents and many doomed relationships, but I know I’ve never been in as much pain as he has. I can see the scars from it reflected in his eyes.


  There’s a part of me that wants to do anything I can to make it go away, to heal his hurt, and that makes me nervous. I’ve been known to do stupid things where men and my heart are concerned, always a sucker for a lost cause. I know I shouldn’t let my path be changed to another direction by a man in as bad a shape as he’s in right now, but it’s tempting. The only thing keeping me from jumping in head first is the knowledge that he doesn’t need a woman in his life right now; he needs a whole army of therapists.


  Jaws leaps up and settles himself down in my lap, turning a few times in circles until he’s comfortable. He lets out a long breath, props his head on my arm, and closes his eyes. At least one of us is relaxed.


  Jeremy walks over and gently kicks the couch. He’s nervous, maybe. I wait to hear what he has to say, not wanting him to rush but hoping he’ll be honest and say what needs to be said.


  “I have a hard time controlling my emotions when conversations about… my family come up.”


  “You mean about your daughter.” I stare him down, daring him to fly off the handle again. He has to deal with this sometime, so why not out here in the middle of nowhere, where no one but me will see him react? Seems like the perfect situation to me. I’m no therapist but I’ve been told I’m a good listener.


  “Yeah, my daughter. And my wife.”


  “Sit down and tell me about them,” I say, gesturing towards the couch. “Come on, sit. You’re giving me a neck ache making me look up at you.” It’s a lie, since him being across the room makes it no problem to watch him, but I want him to relax. He can’t keep running out of the cabin and out into the snow when he’s mad. He could easily freeze out there, and I don’t want to be responsible for that.


  Jeremy hesitates for a few seconds, but then he gives in and takes a spot on the end of the couch farthest from me. He stares at his folded hands in his lap.


  “How old was she when she died?” I cringe inwardly at the bluntness of my question, but at the same time I know that we might as well just talk about it, without trying so hard to be polite and circumspect.


  “We were both thirty-two. Too young.”


  “And she was pregnant?”


  “Yep. Days from giving birth. Her due date was three days after her accident, in fact.”


  Jeremy stares at the table and speaks almost in a monotone. But I’m not going to let him stop now. He’s on a roll.


  “So she was killed by a drunk driver, you said?”


  “Yeah.” He looks up. “But that’s not what I want to talk about. Not her death. I want to talk about her life.”


  I smile. “Great. Tell me about Laura’s life.” I fold my legs under me, disturbing Jaws’s nap, but he doesn’t seem to care much. He goes right back to closing his eyes and snoring his soft little doggy snore. I play with his fuzzy ears as I listen.


  “We met when we were twenty-two at this fountain in Manhattan. You know the one outside of the Apple store?”


  I shake my head. “No, sorry. I don’t know Manhattan very well.”


  “Anyway, doesn’t matter. We used to go back there a lot and toss coins in.” He smiles at some memory. “My brother threw an engagement ring in there, did he tell you? A damn meteor of a diamond.”


  “Actually, I heard that you threw it in. Jana told me when we spent the day together.”


  “Yeah, maybe. But he told me to. If it were me, I’d have traded it in for the money or given it to charity, but it’s what he wanted.”


  “I heard his girlfriend tried to do all that.” I smile as I remember the story Jana told me while we were in the museum together. Leah was crazy when I met her years ago, and she’s just as crazy now. I was happy to find that even though her address had changed, she hadn’t.


  “I don’t know her,” Jeremy says.


  “She’s my friend. My very good friend. It’s how I ended up in this cabin. But that’s enough about me; tell me more about Laura.”


  Jeremy leans back and lifts his legs, putting them on the coffee table, appearing more relaxed and not like he’s on trial anymore.


  “She was an only child, so her parents really spoiled her, but it didn’t make her self-centered or anything. It just made her one of those people who focused on things. I guess she had so much attention focused on her all the time, she thought that’s how life was supposed to be.”


  “And it’s not?”


  He shrugs. “I don’t know. I shared time with two siblings. Nothing was ever focused on just one of us. It’s just a different life, I guess.” He sighs. “Anyway, she focused on me. She focused on what she loved to do. She paid attention to people. She could read their moods like a book was open in front of her.”


  “And she liked books,” I say, glancing over at the copy of Wuthering Heights near my painting supplies. The binding is worn through in several spots.


  “Yeah, she was a real book nerd. That’s what she called herself. I can’t even tell you how much money she spent on the damn things. I never complained, though. I liked listening to her talk about what she was reading, what she thought about this character or that one. Sometimes she’d read at night in bed and wake me up laughing. When she’d see I was awake, she’d beg me to let her read a paragraph or two. It always ended up being more than that. But I never cared about losing sleep that way. I liked listening to her read.”


  “What was her favorite genre?”


  “She was a sucker for a good romance. She said she liked the romantic comedies best.”


  “Sounds like you guys laughed a lot.”


  He smiles and looks up at me. “We did. I mean, not all the time. We fought like any couple does. But we were laughing more than we were crying, that’s for sure. She had a great sense of humor.”


  “Do you think your daughter will inherit that from her?” I hold my breath, hoping he won’t be offended at my blatant poking and prodding. His daughter is obviously his hot-button. I’m tempted to keep pressing it for some reason.


  “I hope so. I really do. Then maybe I can hear it again. Experience it again.”


  I just stare at him, waiting for him to make the obvious connection I see floating out there in the air between us.


  He sighs out long and loud and breaks his gaze from mine. “I know what you’re going to say.”


  “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”


  “You’re going to say that I won’t ever know if I don’t spend any time with her.”


  “Actually, I wasn’t going to say that, but you’re probably right about that.”


  He lifts his head to look at me. “What were you going to say?”


  “I was going to say that it might be hard for her to display any of the qualities of either of her parents if she’s never around them or never with someone who could teach her about the one who’s not around anymore.”


  “My brother and sister will talk about Laura with her.”


  “With her? You mean with Cassie, right?”


  He sighs again. “You’re very pushy, you know that?”


  I grin. “I prefer to call it determined.”


  “Fine. Yes, I meant Cassie.”


  “I agree that James and Jana will do as good a job as they can at raising Cassie with memories of her mother, but that’s not going to be enough.” I stand, knowing that a little distance between us will be good for him right now. He’ll feel less pressured without my direct gaze on him and hopefully that will translate into him being more free to express himself.


  I sense this discussion is good for his soul. I’ll bet he hasn’t talked to anyone about Laura since her death. At least not sober. He was too touchy about the subject before to let me believe otherwise.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” His gaze and voice follow me as I make my way to the kitchen. “Are they doing something I won’t like with her?”


  “I guess you’ll never know, since you aren’t involved. You know they have guardianship over her, right?” Jana told me how depressing it was taking Jeremy’s parental rights away the way they did, without him even there. She said they hired an investigator to locate him, but he came up empty. I’m going to have to ask Jeremy how he’s been flying under the radar for so long. Surely he uses credit cards to buy his booze.


  He doesn’t answer, so I keep talking as I’m pulling mugs and chocolate powder out of the cabinet.


  “No one knew Laura like you did. I mean, I heard about her from James and Jana while I was at James’s apartment, but none of them talked about her like you are now.”


  “They better not have said anything bad about her.”


  I frown over at him. “Of course they didn’t do that, don’t be ridiculous.” I go back to my hot chocolate making. The pan and a container of milk come out next. “They loved her, but they weren’t in love with her, you know what I mean? They could never talk about her to Cassie like you could. You’re the only one who laid in bed with Laura at night and dreamed about having a child together, laughed over her romance novels with her, discussed quotes from Wuthering Heights.”


  I pour milk into the pan and start the heat going under it before I continue.


  “Every kid should know about his birth, about the joy that went into conceiving him or her, if at all possible. I loved hearing my mom and dad talk about the years before me and how they’d given up hope of having a baby and then how I came along and was such a big surprise. It really made me feel grounded and wanted.”


  Jeremy’s voice is rough when it finally responds. “Are you saying Cassie doesn’t feel grounded?”


  I shrug as I stir the milk gently to keep it from burning on the bottom of the pan. “She’s not even a year old yet, but you know, they say that kids are very impressionable in their first year. They sense things without even knowing what’s happening from an adult’s perspective.”


  “You think she feels like her real parents are missing?”


  “I do.”


  “But my sister and James … they’re great parents. They’re amazing people.”


  “James is a great uncle and Leah and Jana are great aunts, but they aren’t Cassie’s parents. They don’t live together, they didn’t share in her creation, they’re all massively stressed over your problems, and they’re busy trying to live the lives they had before she was born. Lives which didn’t have a kid in them and by all rights, shouldn’t.”


  “You make it sound as if they’re neglecting her.” Jeremy gets up off the couch and comes into the kitchen, stopping at the island and looking at me. He’s stressed; I can see it written all over his face.


  “Of course they’re not neglecting her. She has everything a baby could need or want and then some. But you have to understand … they are not her parents and they don’t want to be her parents.”


  “Are they pissed at me?”


  I sigh as I think back on the conversations I had with his family. “No. They’re very worried about you and don’t blame you for losing your shit. They loved Laura too.”


  “Losing my shit.”


  I look over my shoulder and smile. “What would you call it?”


  He smiles too, although it’s a weak attempt. “No, you’ve got it about right. I have lost my shit on a number of occasions.” He shakes his head and looks off into the distance. “I haven’t been sober in …” He frowns like he’s doing calculations.


  I fill in the blank for him. “Since Laura died.”


  He nods and looks at me again. “Pretty much.” He drops his gaze to the counter. “Pitiful, huh? A grown man, college-educated, having a year-long pity party?”


  “It hasn’t been a year, has it?”


  “No. She died on March fifteenth. The Ides of March, Laura used to call it.”


  I cringe. “That sounds prophetic.”


  Jeremy looks up at me, and I could swear I see hope there. “It was. She was.”


  My milk-stirring stops without me even realizing it. I sense this is a big deal to Jeremy, that I consider his wife something of a soothsayer.


  “You’re saying your wife could tell the future?”


  “No, not like that. Just that… she sensed she was going to die young. And she knew things. About people.”


  “Lots of people think they’re going to die young.” Even so, a shiver moves through me.


  “She talks to me, you know.”


  I start stirring again, wondering if he’s so bad off that he really thinks he’s talking to a dead woman. Goosebumps are standing up off my arms.


  “From where she is now,” he continues.


  “Do you want some hot chocolate?” I ask, putting several tablespoons of cocoa powder and sugar in with the hot milk.


  “Did you hear what I just said? I talk to the ghost of my dead wife.”


  “Yes, I heard you. Do you want some hot chocolate or not?”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-One


  



  “YEAH, I’LL HAVE SOME HOT chocolate.”


  Neither of us speaks as I pour out two mugs of the warm drink. Now that he’s confessed he’s talking to a dead woman, I’m a little more worried than I was about the state of his mental health. I’m not sure what to say to him now. I’m definitely not qualified for this. I should probably stop probing him for information.


  “She didn’t talk to me at first. It was like four months after she was gone that I heard her for the first time.”


  I decide to attack the issue from a scientific perspective. Brain chemicals can be pretty powerful. “Are you sure it’s not just your own brain talking to you? Chemicals misfiring or whatever?”


  He shrugs and takes a cautious sip of his drink. “I hope not. I like talking to her. It makes me feel like sticking around.” He frowns and looks down into the cup. “This is pretty good, actually.”


  I laugh. “What did you expect?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anyone make it from scratch.”


  “It’s the only way, or so my mother always said.”


  “Do you ever hear her in your head? Your mother?”


  I shrug. “I guess. Echoes of her.”


  “So I’m not so crazy, then?”


  I smile, a softness for him making me go warmer inside than the hot chocolate could ever make me. “I don’t talk to my mother, though. Big difference.”


  “Maybe you could if you tried.”


  “I did a seance once at a party when I’d had too many shots of vodka, and I’m never doing that again, trust me.” Nothing really happened, but the very idea of calling to spirits freaked me out and I ended up vomiting in the bushes outside my friend’s house. Never again will I mess with the veil between the worlds. More goosebumps come out to join the party, making the hair on my legs instantly grow another millimeter.


  Jeremy drinks more of his chocolate and then looks down at it as he talks. “I’d talk to Laura every day if I could, but I only hear her sometimes.”


  “Do you hear her when you’re drunk or sober?”


  “Drunk, I guess. I haven’t been sober much since she died. On and off I have, but not for extended periods. A couple days in the hospital when James had me locked up, I had nothing — no booze, no drugs — but that’s it. I’ve been high on one thing or another pretty much since Laura died.”


  “James had you locked up? Like on a psychiatric hold?”


  “That’s about it, yeah. I guess I got a little rowdy somewhere downtown and pissed a cop off, but they called him and he told them to Baker Act me.” He mutters, “Asshole,” before taking another sip of his drink.


  “From what I could tell, he was just worried about you and trying to find a way to reel you in.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.” Jeremy finishes his chocolate and walks over toward the sink.


  I back up until my butt hits the edge of the counter to avoid getting too near him, but he doesn’t seem to be suffering the same concerns as I am. His arm brushes up against me as he goes by.


  My heart is fluttering as he rinses his cup out. Was that on purpose? He could have gone around the other side of the island, but he came right next to me and touched me. What does that mean? Probably nothing. Still, my pulse is going faster than it should.


  “James has been up my ass since he went away to college, always telling me what to do and how to do it. This is just more of the same.”


  “I didn’t get that from him at all.” I hold my mug in front of me with two hands when Jeremy turns around. It’s a barrier between us. I don’t want to step away and make it obvious that being near him makes me nervous in a silly way … in a you’re-really-too-good-looking way, but I have to do something. I mean, damn; we’re standing here talking about his dead wife whose ghost he thinks is still hanging around, and all I can think about his how well-built he is and how great he must look naked. What is wrong with my sex drive, anyway? It’s obviously been way too long since I’ve gotten any action.


  “I’m pretty sure I know him better than you do,” Jeremy says, oblivious to my discomfort and raging hormones.


  I shrug. “Maybe, maybe not.”


  Jeremy leans back against the kitchen sink, folding his arms over his chest, his smile going sexy. “Really? You think you know him better than I do?”


  My chin goes up when I catch the mocking tone in his voice.


  “I might not know him better, but I think I can see his motivations where you’re concerned a little clearer than you can.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes. It is.”


  “You’re feisty.”


  His assessment of my character is not what I was expecting. It tones down my defensiveness when it feels like a compliment.


  I shrug. “Maybe. Sometimes.”


  “Actually, now that I think about it, you haven’t stopped giving me shit since the moment I walked in the door.”


  He’s smiling so I know I’m not supposed to take offense, but still. What game is he playing? This feels like flirting, but I go with it anyway.


  I raise an eyebrow. “Is that what you call making someone homemade hot chocolate? Giving them shit?”


  “Okay, so the hot chocolate was an aberration.”


  “And the chicken-fried steak? I thought it was your favorite.”


  He narrows his eyes at me. “Did my sister tell you? Is that why you cooked it for me?”


  I have to laugh at his arrogance. Guffaws flies out of my mouth, making me sound like a barking seal.


  “What’s so funny?” he asks cautiously, watching me carefully.


  “What’s so funny is that you actually think I’m trying to trick you with chicken-fried steak.” Trying to stop laughing, I accidentally snort.


  “Not trick me. Woo me or whatever.” His face goes a little red.


  My jaw drops open, but I keep on laughing. “Woo you? Are you serious?” I shake my head, floating in a cloud of happy. This is the most ridiculous conversation I think I’ve ever had. Jeremy is so full of himself. Woo him? Wow. Too much Wuthering Heights for that guy. Even being a drunken mess of a jerk, he still somehow thinks women would want him enough to woo him with a piece of chicken-fried steak. And that I’d be that woman.


  Holy hell, I know I’m pretty bad in the romance department, but surely I could come up with something sexier than that. I suppose I should be insulted, but I’m not. I’m just happy to be here, standing in this kitchen with a man who could be wooed with chicken-fried steak. Too bad he’s so messed up, because he would be perfect for me. Just my luck.


  “Serious?” he asks. “Kind of. Maybe. Maybe not.” He grins at me, his face delightfully pink now.


  “Trust me, Jeremy, if I wanted to woo you, as you put it, I wouldn’t do it with chicken-fried steak.”


  He pushes off the sink and takes a step closer to me. “Oh yeah? How would you do it, then?”


  I take a step to the side, trying to act like my movement is totally casual and not in response to his coming toward me. “I’m not going to tell you.” I place my mug down on the island counter as I step around to the end of it.


  Jeremy keeps coming at me, reminding me of a jungle cat stalking its prey. “Why not? You afraid?”


  “Afraid? Of what? You?” I snort. “Not likely.” Now I’m on the opposite side of the island from where I started.


  “Where are you going?” he asks, grinning like a fool, taking another step in my direction.


  “Nowhere. Where are you going?”


  He takes a giant step around the island, and I squeal, running in the opposite direction.


  “Don’t chase me!” I scream, a giant ball of laughter welling up inside me. My dad used to chase me down the hall to bed at night, and I can remember with absolute clarity the thrill of it and how it would make me screech with laughter at almost getting caught before I leaped into my bed and burrowed under the covers.


  Jeremy pulls up short, his smile falling away. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  I’m breathing heavily, holding onto the edge of the counter for support. My entire body is shaking with adrenaline. “I’m not scared.” I bite my lip as I take in his giant shoulders, trim waist, muscled forearms. No, I am most definitely not scared.


  A slow grin lights up his face. “Well, okay then.” And like lightning, he launches himself at me, yelling like a caveman.


  I scream like a woman being chased by a madman and run for the front door. I don’t know what I’m thinking by escaping outside; all I can focus on is escape, and this seems like the most expedient route.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jaws scrambling off the couch just as I’m getting to the door. I fling it open and I’m halfway down the front steps in the freezing cold, when Jeremy’s shouts of pain and anger reach me, stopping me in my tracks.


  “Ow, ow, get off me, you crazy mutt!”


  I turn around and race back to the door where I find Jeremy just inside the entrance with Jaws attached to his leg.


  “Oh my god, no! No, Jaws! Bad dog!” I feel terrible that I caused this. And also a little proud of my little pound puppy who felt the need to protect me from my crazy, temporary roommate. Even just the thought of it makes me want to giggle. Roommates.


  “Bad dog?!” Jeremy yells. “That’s the best you can do?! He’s trying to eat my leg!”


  I grab the dog’s little body and hold him out to the side. “Let go, Jaws. Let go right now!”


  Jaws releases Jeremy’s pant leg and turns his head to look up at me. His tongue comes out and I swear to God, he smiles at me.


  I can’t help but smile back as I cuddle him to my chest. “Oh, you sweet boy, you came to my rescue.” I nuzzle his neck in an effort to share affection without getting a mouth-licking.


  Jeremy’s voice is an octave higher than normal. “You’re praising him for attacking me. Unbelievable.”


  I peek out at Jeremy and smile. “Did Jaws really hurt you, you big baby, or are you just being dramatic again?”


  “Again? Since when have I been dramatic?”


  “Oh, pretty much since the moment you stepped foot inside this cabin.”


  Jeremy slams the door shut and the stares at me, his hands on his hips. “Feisty,” he says, matter-of-factly.


  “Observant,” I say back, my chin again in the air.


  “Fussy.”


  I glare at him. “Creative.”


  His head tilts to the side as he stares at me. “Unique.”


  I blink at the compliment. It feels like too much. “Normal.”


  He laughs and shakes his head. “Never normal. Normal is boring.”


  We both smile at each other.


  “Peace?” he asks, holding his hand out.


  I put Jaws down at my feet and take his hand in mine. “Peace.


  I never should have done it.


  I never should have touched his skin to mine. As soon as our palms touch and our fingers wrap around each other’s hands, sparks light up my chest like a bunch of fireworks on the 4th of July. Boom! goes my heart.


  Both of our smiles fall away and we take a step closer to one another.


  “Pretty,” he says, his voice gravelly.


  “Sexy,” I say, hating myself the minute the word is out of my mouth.


  “You’re telling me,” he says, lowing his head toward mine.


  It’s just as we’re about to kiss that Jeremy jerks his head away and shouts, breaking our contact by yanking his hand away.


  “Goddammit, Dog!”


  I look down in horror as Jaws is once again latched onto Jeremy’s leg.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Two


  



  AFTER CLEANING THE SMALL BITE-wound on Jeremy’s leg and laughing our way past the awkward moment our out-of-control sex drives created earlier, we part ways and go to bed, Jeremy in the little room off to the side, and me on the couch again.


  I toss and turn for an hour before I finally give up and go back to my easel. I can’t paint in the bad lighting conditions, but I can sketch onto the canvas what I will paint. The image rapidly takes shape from my earlier attempts.


  There’s a man, sitting on a stool, reading from Wuthering Heights, with a dark expression on his face, as a small dog sits on the ground and stares at his leg. I giggle as I fill in some detail.


  Just a little paint, I tell myself an hour later, just to get a little outline going.


  And then another hour later, I have to see more of it. I drag a lamp over from the family room and take the shade off it. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than the pale overhead light. I fill my palette with the muted colors of Fall and being painting over my sketch in earnest. I don’t fully realize what’s going on until I’m up to my elbows in it. I’m painting tonight. This is happening. I want to sing with joy.


  My back aches and my neck is stiff, but still I continue. I haven’t felt this energized in years. I think it could possibly be sexual frustration fueling my muse, but who cares. This is amazing.


  As I fill in the detail around the man’s face, I think about Jeremy and how he made me feel — when he was talking to me, open and vulnerable, when he was joking, when he chased me out into the cold. I get warm running through the memories. There’s just something about that man. He’s so broken and yet so tough, too. He looks strong enough to lift a house.


  I can’t figure him out. He’s mourning the loss of his wife, but he’s flirting with me. I can’t deny the obvious truth of that any more. And I’m flirting back, as crazy as that is. Is it wrong to do that? Am I taking advantage of his vulnerable situation? It makes me feel like a heel, making it easier to fill in the darker parts of the painting, the mood that I sense surrounding the man and the dog.


  A noise outside, the large cracking of a splitting, frozen tree, wakes me up to the fact that the sun is rising. I check my watch, and my eyes bulge out as I realize I’ve been painting non-stop for about seven hours.


  Placing the palette down on the small IKEA table, I massage the back of my neck. There’s still some paint to put down, but the major elements are in. It’s a much darker piece than I thought I’d be creating before I arrived here, but right now it feels exactly right; the last couple days have been pretty dark, after all.


  When I hear Jeremy moving around in his room, I quickly move to put the sheet over the canvas, careful to keep it from touching the wet surface in front. No way do I want him seeing this. Just as the material is falling into place, I hear his voice behind me. I turn to face him.


  “Wow, you’re up early.” He rubs at his head, scratching his scalp. His hair is so horrible, it’s cute.


  I long to walk over and smooth it down, but I don’t dare. I’ve decided; I can’t take advantage of his vulnerability. I’m not that kind of girl. I look down at the ground to keep myself from drooling over his hot, well-muscled body, easy enough to see through his thin T-shirt and loose, baggy jeans. I can’t imagine how he stays so fit with the amount of alcohol he drinks. If I drank as much as he did, I’d have to wear yoga pants 24/7.


  “I haven’t gone to bed yet, actually.” I unbutton and slide out of my painting blouse, leaving it on the stool behind me.


  “Are you kidding? You stayed up all night working?” He walks closer, his gaze on the covered painting.


  I slide over sideways to block his approach. “No peeking.”


  He stops short, frowning at me. “What do you mean? I can’t look at it?”


  “No.” I shake my head for emphasis.


  He grins. “Why? Did you paint me?”


  I can feel my face burning immediately. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m painting the dog.” It’s not a complete lie, anyway.


  “Why don’t you let me take a look, then?” he acts like he’s going to go around me.


  I grab a palette knife and hold it up at him. “Don’t even think about it. I’m not kidding. No looking. It’s a rule.”


  “Not my rule.” He looks down at the knife. “Uh-oh. Are you going to stab me with your one-inch, painter’s knife?”


  I lower the tool to my side. “No. Not if I don’t have to.”


  He laughs and moves away, heading for the kitchen. “You want some coffee?”


  “No. I need to go to sleep, and the caffeine will keep me up.”


  “You should use the bedroom,” he says, banging around in the kitchen with pots and pans. “It’s quieter.”


  “Promise you won’t peek at the picture?”


  “Nope.” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “Then I guess I’ll be sleeping out here.”


  “Oh, don’t be such a hardass. I won’t touch your precious painting.” He turns around and grins. “I didn’t figure you for the sensitive creator type.”


  “Whatever.” I roll my eyes at him, confused as to why I’m annoyed. I probably just need to brush my teeth. Bad breath always makes me cranky.


  I’m rinsing my mouth out with mouthwash when Jeremy shows up in the doorway.


  “I peeked,” he says, taking a sip of coffee.


  I check his expression, and when I see it, I know he’s lying. I’m not a total egotistical diva, but I’d know if he saw himself in that painting. He’d definitely have something to say about it.


  I shrug. “Told you it was just a dog.”


  “Why are you so worried about me seeing it?”


  “Because, I don’t like anyone seeing an unfinished work.”


  “Superstition?”


  “Maybe.” I shrug. “If you want to call it that.” I brush my hair slowly, wondering if I can get away with not washing it today. I’m going to be sleeping the majority of the daylight hours. Maybe Jeremy won’t notice it’s a little greasy. And why do I even care what he thinks about my hair? Stupid. I have to stop playing this game with myself. I slam the brush down on the counter and glare at my reflection.


  “I take it you’re not a morning person.”


  I turn my glare on him. “I’m a great morning person, usually, it’s just that I’ve been up all night and I’m being harassed by someone I’d rather not be looking at right now.”


  Argh, he makes me say the stupidest things.


  He backs away with a hand held out in surrender. “Okay, okay, I get it. You know, Laura wasn’t much of a morning person either.”


  “Do not compare me to her.” The slow burn of anger bubbles up in me, but I have no idea where it’s coming from. It feels way too much like jealousy to be comfortable.


  “Why?”


  “Why? Because she’s dead and I’m not. She was your wife, and I’m not. Because it’s not healthy, that’s why.” I go back to brushing my hair because I have nothing else to do and apparently my mouth has gotten away from me once again. I’d run out of the house to escape my embarrassment, but it’s too damn cold outside.


  Jeremy walks away quietly, leaving me to my misery — a sadness that is compounded by the fact that he isn’t fighting back. It’s like I’ve beaten a puppy or something the way it’s making me feel about myself.


  When I’m sure he’s really gone back to the kitchen, I sneak out of the bathroom, let Jaws outside to do his business, and then go right into the bedroom without saying a word, locking the door behind me. I obviously need to get some sleep, and then when I wake up, I’ll apologize. I’ll make him see that I’m not a horrible person who should have her mouth taped shut with duct tape.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Three


  



  SLEEP, GLORIOUS SLEEP. THAT’S ALL I needed. I wake up with a new outlook, ready to fix what I broke this morning when I should have been sleeping and not talking to another human being. Jeremy didn’t deserve my snark. I need to apologize, assuming he’s even going to talk to me.


  The smell of something cooking greets me when I walk out into the living room.


  “There she is. Sleeping Beauty lives.” Jeremy glances up for a second before going back to his frying pan. He doesn’t sound angry, at least. That’s a good sign.


  “What time is it?” I ask, trying to smooth my hair down. I probably look terrible, but it shouldn’t matter. It’s probably better if he sees me ugly; then he won’t be tempted to flirt with me anymore and vice versa.


  “Six. You slept for ten hours.”


  “I guess the snowplow didn’t come.” I look out at the white expanse beyond the windows. The last bit of light exposes the snow-covered everything. Only a few branches are showing through.


  “Nope. Probably tomorrow, though.”


  I sit down at the kitchen island and try to see what he’s up to.


  “You feel like eating spaghetti?” he asks.


  “Yes.” I frown at the stovetop. “Is that a frying pan?”


  “Yep.”


  “Are you frying the spaghetti?”


  “No, just the bread.”


  He flips the buttered slice onto a plate and shows it to me. “Garlic bread, Oliver style.”


  I lift it from the plate and take a bite. “Nice,” I say, my mouth full of garlicky goodness.


  “I do it diner-style, basically. Like it was done on a griddle.”


  “I’ll bet you’re good with a pancake,” I say, before I realize it sounds like flirting again.


  “You don’t even want to know. Pancakes are my specialty. You’ll gain five pounds in one meal.”


  I look down at my stomach, regretting the fact that I probably shouldn’t indulge in these famous pancakes of his anytime soon. I’m pushing maximum density as it is.


  “Not that I’m saying you can’t stand to gain a few pounds.” He’s looking at me, obviously concerned he’s said something he shouldn’t have.


  I grin, not ready to let him off the hook yet. “Nice try.”


  Ack! More flirting! I really need to stop.


  “Seriously, you’re not fat. You’re thin. You’re beautiful, I promise.”


  “Beautiful?” I look up at my bangs that I know are flying north, south, east and west.


  “You’re suffering from a little bedhead, but that’s nothing a brush can’t fix, right?”


  I act like I’m going to throw the rest of my bread at him and he ducks, but I don’t want to waste it. It is pretty good, this diner-style garlic bread. I drop the last bit on the floor for my faithful hound who’s sitting at my feet. He gobbles it up before it even hits the floor.


  I’m supposed to be apologizing to Jeremy for my earlier mean-girl act, but now it feels like it would turn the atmosphere awkward, so I put that plan on hold.


  What I really want to know is how he’s maintained such an amazing body when there’s no gym anywhere around here. His back is practically twice the width of mine and his arms are as big around as my thighs, well muscled with veins showing everywhere. But I know what kind of trouble that question would get me in, so I stay with the boring conversation topics.


  “So, where’d you learn to cook spaghetti?” I ask, working hard at keeping the conversation going and on neutral, non-sexy ground.


  “My wife. Laura. It was a family tradition. We used to do it every weekend, on Sunday. Everyone would come to our house and Laura would serve it up. My sister would bring the garlic bread and my brother would bring the wine.” Hearing him call Laura his wife, like she’s still alive, makes me sad again. And jealous. I want someone to feel that way about me. Someone who would want to keep my memory alive long after I’m gone. Laura was one lucky girl.


  “Sounds awesome,” I say. I imagine doing weekly spaghetti dinners with a family, alongside a man I love. I could totally get into that scene. I picture Jeremy and Cassie and his siblings and my friend Leah.


  When I realize I’m imagining myself as Jeremy’s plus-one, I quickly pull my head out of that fantasy and change the subject.


  “So, what do you do for a living?”


  He shrugs. “Not much.”


  “How are you surviving out here if you don’t have a job?”


  “I have money. Why?” He looks over his shoulder at me and grins. “You worried about me?”


  “Maybe a little. I know your family tried to track you down and couldn’t find a trace anywhere.”


  “That’s how I wanted it.”


  “But you must be using credit cards or something.”


  “Nope. Just cash. When I run out, I go back to Manhattan and pull some out. No big deal. I don’t live large or anything. The electricity bill is practically nothing, and I live on burgers and fries pretty much.”


  “That’s horrible for your health.”


  “Not something I cared about for a long time.”


  “You said ‘Cared.’ Past tense?”


  He shrugs but doesn’t answer.


  I get a shiver of happiness when I imagine it might have something to do with me being here, with my influence. But then just as quickly I slap myself down. Could I have a bigger ego? I don’t think so. So what’s the reason for the use of past tense? Why does he care now? I’m burning to know, but I don’t want to seem desperate. Better to stick to less personal questions.


  “Did you work when Laura was alive?”


  “Yes. We rehabbed brownstones and apartments in Manhattan and flipped them. She was the designer and the general contractor, and I worked with various sub-contractors doing different things, like finish-carpentry, drywall, some plumbing and electrical.”


  “Sounds like you were a great team.”


  “We were. In pretty much every way.”


  I can’t think of what to say to that. All I can imagine is what it might feel like to be so in love with someone, so perfectly matched, and then have it all disappear in a single moment when your back is turned. I try to picture what that day was like for him — the day he got the news that his wife was gone. But I can’t. Nothing in my life could have been even remotely devastating. My morbid curiosity gets the better of me and I speak before I think.


  “What happened the day she died?”


  Asking that question puts me squarely in the role of Asshole of the Year, but it was out of my mouth and in the air between us, so he either had to answer or completely ignore me. I’ve gotten the impression over these past couple days that Jeremy has manners and he feels bad when he doesn’t use the good ones, so I prepare myself for what I expect to be a very sad answer.


  He faces the stove as he speaks. “We were working a job. A renovation on the Upper East Side. One of the subs ran out of material. Drywall tape, if my memory isn’t totally shot. I was going to go get it, but I was up to my elbows in soldering, just finishing up the installation of a sink in the kitchen. Laura said she’d go, and I just grunted. I was angry at the stupid pipes, if you can believe that. I wasn’t even thinking about my 9-month-pregnant wife having to go out in the rain to get something as stupid as drywall tape. I remember I didn’t even stick my head out to give her a kiss goodbye.” His shoulders move as he stirs a pot of what I assume is sauce. “That was something we always did. We never parted without a kiss. I think that was the first and only time it happened.”


  “Superstition?” I ask.


  “No. Maybe kind of. It’s just that Laura was always saying you never know when it will be your time to go.” He sighs and stops stirring, his hand just hovering over the stove. “I used to go along with her silly ideas, kissing her before she left every time, knocking on wood when I said certain words like cancer or HIV, whatever; but I never believed in that stuff the way she did. I never thought God would take her away so young. We were doing everything right. We were good people. We gave to charity and treated people the way we wanted to be treated. We were playing by the rules, but we still lost.” He shakes his head and hisses as he stirs the pasta in boiling water. “She was convinced she was going to leave earlier than the rest of us, and I was convinced she was crazy to even think it.”


  The goosebumps are back, and I have the strangest desire to look over my shoulder. But I don’t, because I don’t believe in ghosts, and even if I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to go looking for one.


  I try to think of something supportive to say, but my brain draws a blank. Again, I just let the words fly out. “So, to sum everything up, it was basically the worst day of your entire life.”


  “Yes. Easily, it was the worst day of my life. The death of my parents was bad, but nothing like the day Laura left me.”


  The room has gone so dark with his sad memories, I can’t stand it anymore. I have to lighten things up.


  “So what are your plans now?”


  Jeremy puts two bowls down on the island counter and then strains the water from the pasta in the sink. “What do you mean?” He comes over and puts half the noodles in one bowl and the other half in the second.


  “I mean, what are you going to do with your life now? You’ve been in solitary confinement, mourning for around nine months, but you have to come back to the real world eventually. So what’s the plan for that?”


  He pours sauce over both bowls of pasta, hissing when some of it splashes up and hits his bare hand. I try not to stare as he puts his mouth to his skin and sucks on it, but it’s impossible not to. I can picture those lips on mine so clearly.


  I squirm in my chair, uncomfortable with the fact that my brain can talk about his tragedy at the same time it’s fantasizing about being naked with him. What is wrong with me? What kind of sex-monster am I?


  “Says who?” he asks, jerking me out of my troubled thoughts.


  I have to think for a second about what I asked. Oh, yeah. Plans for the rest of his life.


  “Says everyone who cares about you. Says your own common sense. Says your survival instinct.”


  “I’m surviving out here.” He pushes a bowl in my direction and hands me a fork, smiling for the first time since I started this conversation.


  I take the fork from him, nearly having a heart attack when our fingers touch and another spark flies out into the air between us.


  I literally try to laugh my reaction to his touch off, acting like he’s a comedian. “Ha-ha! You call that surviving? If I hadn’t thrown the booze out into the snow, your liver would be getting pickled right now.”


  He doesn’t say anything to that; he just digs into his spaghetti, feeding himself a bite big enough for a St. Bernard.


  We eat in silence for a while before he talks again.


  “I guess my plan up until now has been to just forget.”


  “And now?”


  He shrugs. The air between us is positively electric. I’m holding my breath.


  “I dunno. Maybe I should make a plan.”


  I point at him with my fork. “You should! Absolutely. That’s what I did.”


  He looks up. “You made a plan? When? Last night?”


  “No, silly, a couple months ago.” Has it only been that long? It feels like it was a year ago that I made that fateful decision to end my lease. And ended up here with this gorgeous man, snowed-in together in his cabin.


  Deep breath. Just relax.


  I look up and recognize his curious expression and realize that I’ve said too much. He’s going to want an explanation now and I can hardly refuse him, especially since he’s revealed so much about his life and his past.


  I chew my lip, nervous about where this conversation is going to go next.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Four


  



  “TELL ME ABOUT IT,” JEREMY says. “This big plan of yours.” He winks at me to take the sting out of his mocking tone.


  I twirl some pasta around my fork, wishing the conversation weren’t about me. “This is great spaghetti, by the way.”


  “Thanks.”


  Silence. I keep eating, hoping he’ll come up with something more interesting to talk about.


  “So?” he prompts. “You made a plan?”


  “It’s no big deal. I just … decided to make a change in my life.”


  “A change from what?”


  I look up, expecting to see a smile, but instead I see genuine concern. It makes me go warm inside and loosens my tongue.


  “I was teaching art classes at a high school for several years, but I just got to the point where I wasn’t into it anymore.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know.” I push pasta around in my dish. “Maybe I’m not a good teacher. My students seemed happy enough, but I stopped painting in my free time.”


  “That’s not good.”


  He says it like he understands, and it fires me up, reminding me of the reasons why I’m out here in the middle of nowhere with no snowplows. It was a good reason, and I need to stop second-guessing myself.


  “No, you’re right, it wasn’t good at all. I’d been painting since I was in grade school, and then I just stopped.” I shrug. “I hit a wall. I couldn’t do it anymore. My creativity dried up and my muse left me.”


  “Wow. You’ve been painting since you were that young?”


  I smile at some memories flitting across my mind. “My parents decided I was a prodigy when my classmates were drawing stick figures and I was drawing self-portraits in crayon on the walls using the bathroom mirror to see myself.”


  When he laughs, my head jerks up and I catch him looking genuinely happy for the first time since I met him. His eyes crinkle at the corners and his grin reveals beautiful teeth that could be featured in a dentist’s ad.


  “You drew your face on the wall?” he says.


  I nod. “Yep. I covered every wall in the house with my work. My parents finally got me private lessons to try and curb my juvenile delinquency a little.”


  “Did it work?”


  “Nope. I just made better drawings on the wall than I was making before.”


  “Classic. I wish I could have seen that.”


  “Oh, you can if you want.” I think of the stack of binders I boxed up and put in storage. “My mother took pictures of every one of them and put them in photo albums. She documented my progress as an artist all the way through college.”


  “Wow, that’s awesome. I wish I had done that. With my marriage, I mean. Then I’d have something to look at when I start to forget.”


  “I thought you were trying to forget,” I say softly.


  “Not everything.” He grabs more pasta onto his fork, but his mood isn’t as dark as I expected it to be, considering the subject matter.


  “What parts do you want to remember?”


  He swallows his food and points a fork at me. “No fair changing the subject. We’re talking about you now.”


  “Just answer that one question,” I beg. I’d much rather talk about him than me.


  “Which parts do I want to remember?” He lets out a long sigh and stares off into the distance. “I’d like to remember everything and nothing.” He moves his head and his gaze locks onto mine. “Obviously I’m a fucked up individual.”


  “No, not fucked up. At least not for that reason. I know exactly what you mean.”


  “You do? Well explain it to me, because I don’t.”


  “You want to remember everything because it was so wonderful, but you want to forget it all too because it hurts so much that it got taken away. Sometimes you must think to yourself that you would have been better off never having met Laura. That’s got to be totally depressing in and of itself.”


  His hands rest limply on the counter as he looks at me. He chews very slowly. We’re staring at each other so intensely, I finally have to look away. I focus on the fridge behind him instead. After a few seconds, I look at him again.


  “What?” I say, trying to break the tension.


  “Hearing you say it makes me angry at myself,” he finally says.


  “Why?”


  “Because. First of all, you’re right. That is how I feel. And second, it’s idiotic. It’s a vicious circle going nowhere but down. And worst of all, it’s disrespectful of Laura’s love for me. She deserves better than that.”


  “I guess.” I shrug. “If you say so.” I’ve gotten kind of lost in the philosophy, but I’m glad he seems to be perking up.


  He sounds frustrated but energized. “She’s gone, but to think that she never should have been around is worse. It’s totally worse. I know that it’s worse. Why am I doing that to her?”


  “Great. That’s a good sign, right? Clarity?”


  “Yeah.” He bows his head and scratches at the back of it. “I guess I was so messed up with the booze and the drugs, there was no hope of any clarity for me.” He looks up. “But that’s how I wanted it, you know? It’s how I needed it to be.”


  “But not anymore?”


  He shrugs. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t.” He looks behind him at the fridge. “If there were any beers in there, I’d probably be drinking them.”


  “Because you’re an alcoholic?”


  “No. Because I don’t think I know how to handle Laura’s death on my own.”


  “Most people don’t. That’s what therapy is for.”


  “Have you ever gone to therapy?”


  I push the last of my food around in my bowl, uncomfortable now that he’s bringing the conversation back to me. “No. Art has always been my therapy.”


  Jeremy gestures over to the covered painting. “Is that one therapy for you? That painting over there?”


  I can’t look him in the eye. “Maybe.”


  “I didn’t peek at it, you know.” He says this softly, as if he knows how important it is to me. “I wouldn’t do that.”


  I bite the inside of my cheeks to try and control my stupid smile. It wants to take over my entire face. “Thank you.”


  “But I’d love to see it.”


  “Not today,” I say in a rush.


  “Okay, not today. Maybe before I leave?”


  “Maybe. No promises.” I can only imagine what he’d think seeing that painting. He’d know right away I’m hot for his body. Out of the ten million things I could have chosen to paint, I put him on the canvas? A guy I just met and disliked for most of the time I’ve known him? Yeah. I’ve got it bad.


  He reaches over and takes my empty bowl and fork. “You in the mood for dessert?”


  My heart flips over twice. Is he flirting with me? Was that supposed to be as sexy as it sounded?


  “Maybe. What’s on the menu?” Will he say himself? If he does, will I be happy and take him up on the offer or will I run?


  He turns around and wiggles his eyebrows at me. “A surprise.”


  “Ooo, I love surprises.” I rub my hands together, acting like I’m getting into the mood when what I’m really doing is freaking out. I’m on auto-flirt-pilot.


  “Just give me two minutes to clean up my mess, and then I’ll show you. Get your coat and boots on.”


  “Oh, boy. I hope this dessert isn’t at the quick-mart or whatever that place is. I’ll never make it, not after all those noodles.” I hold my stomach for extra drama.


  “Are you kidding?” He laughs. “That’s carbo-loading, baby. You could walk to the Wal-Mart from here on that fuel. But don’t worry, I’m not going to take you far. Just to the edge of the woods.”


  I look out the window. It’s pitch black out, but I know the place he’s talking about isn’t more than twenty feet from the front door.


  I get dressed in all my gear, while butterflies battle each other for space in my belly. By the time Jeremy’s done with the dishes and dressed in his boots and coat, I’m ready for anything. I’ll even make snow angels if he asks me to, as long as he does it with that smile of his.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Five


  



  JEREMY TAKES A MIXING BOWL out of the cabinet and walks to the door. “Off we go,” he says, grabbing the door handle. “You ready?”


  I join him and smile, wondering what the bowl is all about. “Ready for anything.”


  He pauses before turning the handle. “Anything?” His eyebrows go up.


  I punch him playfully on the arm. “Get your head out of the gutter, boy.”


  He yanks the door open and shoves me outside. “Well, all right then, if you insist!”


  I half expect him to slam the door shut and lock me out of the house, but he’s right behind me, herding me across the porch and down the stairs. Jaws is at his heels.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Just keep moving, Lady! Head for the trees.”


  I take one step off the porch and promptly sink up to my thigh in snow. “Holy crap it got deeper out here while I slept!”


  “Worst winter since 1977!” he says, way too brightly. He picks Jaws up and holds him in his armpit.


  “You don’t have to sound so happy about it,” I grumble, struggling to stay upright.


  “See that tree over there?” He points, using the bowl, to the left of the cabin at a giant evergreen with broad branches full of snow.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s where we’re going. Come on … follow me.” He trudges through the snow with large, swinging elbows and high steps that bring his boots almost to his waste. I follow in the churned up snow he leaves behind. It’s a lot easier moving forward in his path than making my own. In the lights coming from inside the house, shining out of the cabin windows, I can see Jaws’s curled up hindquarters and his scraggly tail hanging out from behind Jeremy’s arm. He doesn’t seem to mind being the baggage of the guy he tried to eat earlier. I guess he and I have that in common: one minute we hate Jeremy, the next we love him.


  My heart spasms painfully. I just thought-said love.What insanity is this?! What’s next? A marriage proposal? Jesus!


  We reach the tree in a couple minutes, and I’m sweating like I’ve just run a mile, too exhausted from my trekking to worry about the direction my innermost thoughts are taking.


  “Okay,” Jeremy says, putting the dog down on a pile of snow, “you’re going to stand here with the bowl above your head.” He hands me the bowl and starts to walk off.


  “Where are you going?” I ask, mystified. Are we about to do a moondance? Are we catching the moon’s rays or something? Is he a Wiccan and just forgot to mention it?


  “I’m going to climb.”


  “Climb?” I say mostly to myself, as I watch him stop at the base of the tree.


  He looks back at me and gestures with his arm. “Hold it above your head.”


  I slowly raise the bowl up. “The bowl? Like this?”


  “No, put it on top of your head.”


  Well, he’s obviously completely crazy, but what the hell. I’m out here in the middle of nowhere. If he wants to do a moon dance, who am I to argue? I turn the bowl upside down and put it on my head. My arms drop to my sides and I wait.


  He starts laughing so hard, he falls over into the snow.


  I slowly lift the bowl off my head as my face burns. “What?”


  He struggles to his feet, and points at me, his hand flapping like a bird wing in slow motion because he’s still laughing. “Not that way, you goofball.”


  I cock my arm with the bowl behind my head, ready to wing it at him.


  “No! Don’t throw it! Just put it on your head the other way!”


  I stare at the bowl in confusion. “What other way?”


  “Right side up! How’re you going to catch any snow with it upside down?”


  Suddenly the lightbulb goes on. “Oooooh, you want me to catch some snow in the bowl? Why didn’t you just say so?” I take it and bend down, planning to scoop up a whole bunch of the fluffy white stuff.


  “No, not that crap on the ground. You want the snow from the trees. Hold on, I’ll get it for ya.”


  My jaw eases open as I prepare to respond, but then the words are stolen away by surprise when I see him climbing the tree. Tiny limbs and barely-there ridges are enough for his boots to get a grip, and suddenly he’s up to the same level as the branch above me.


  “Now put the bowl on your head like I told you.”


  I sigh out really loudly, letting him know how silly I think this whole thing is. But I put the bowl on my head now and wait. “This is ridiculous. I feel like an idiot.”


  “Just oooone moooore second…” Jeremy climbs up a few more feet, stands on the branch, and begins jumping up and down on it, holding onto the tree trunk for balance.


  I open my mouth to protest, but close it when it fills with snow.


  Every bit of the frozen white pile that was on the branch is now on me.


  “Awesome!” Jeremy yells. “Hold it right there! Don’t spill any of it!”


  I’m too busy spitting snow out of my mouth and blinking it off my eyelashes to answer him. He’s going to be in so much trouble when I get my hands on him.


  I hear a big BOOF! and realize that he’s jumped out of the tree and into the snow. He struggles through his former path to get to me, a huge grin on his face.


  “Are you ready for some dessert?” he asks.


  I blink at him, melted snow making it look like I’m crying. “If you tell me my dessert is snow, I’m going to kill you.”


  He reaches up slowly and takes the bowl from my head. “Easy now. Wouldn’t want you to spill your dessert.” He gives me a big exaggerated wink, pushes me in between the boobs, sending me on my back into the snow, and takes off running with the bowl held to his chest.


  I point at his back, my other arm and legs flailing around, trying to make contact with something that will help me get to my feet. “Kill, Jaws! Kill! Bite him in the ass!”


  Jaws picks his way over the uneven snow and stops when he gets to my leg, using it to leverage himself up onto four feet. He starts walking daintily up my leg. When I see him coming for me and guess his plans, I flip onto my side and then get on all fours. “No way, you stinky mutt. No French kisses. Not anymore. Not ever again.”


  Struggling through the snow, I make my way back to the cabin with Jaws behind me. The door to the cabin slams shut as I reach the bottom of the stairs. My heart is racing and my pulse pounding, and it’s not all from the workout I just got trying to get through the snow. Jeremy is most definitely flirting. I just have to decide what I’m going to do about it.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Six


  



  STOMPING LIKE A BIG GIANT among Lilliputians as I cross the porch helps to get rid of most of the snow from my body and boots. I leave the rest to melt into puddles just inside the door to the cabin. Jeremy’s already undressed and standing in the kitchen with two bowls.


  “Do you prefer maple syrup or blueberry?” he asks.


  My plans for revenge are tempered by two of my favorite words. “What?” Maple syrup? Blueberry? Sex on a beach? What?


  He holds up two bottles. One looks like regular old maple syrup like I’d buy for my pancakes, and the other looks like something that would be at a snow-cone machine at a state fair. I can’t help but grin like a kid.


  “You have snow-cone syrup?”


  “Always. It’s a tradition up here at the cabin. But you have to use the right snow. You can’t risk anything that’s been on the ground. Too many critters with bladders around here.”


  I sit at the stool where I had my dinner and watch as he pours maple syrup over a round ball of snow in a bowl.


  “How’d you get it so perfect?” I ask, pointing to its smoothly domed surface.


  He grins to himself. “Secret. Can’t tell you.”


  “No fair. No secrets in the cabin.” I pretend-pout.


  He looks over at my painting alcove. “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”


  I scowl at him, trying like hell to ignore the jolt of sexual electricity that just raced through my body and zapped me in the nether regions. Does he want to get naked as much as I do?


  “Not fair,” I finally say, possibly a little out of breath.


  “All’s fair in love and war,” he says, grinning again.


  The silence that follows nearly eats me alive. I have to look away. I can’t imagine he’s feeling what I am, thinking what I am, namely: Which is this? Love or war?


  When he first arrived, it felt like war. Now it doesn’t so much. Does that mean there’s something else happening between us?


  I nearly laugh out loud at the path my thoughts are taking. I must be way lonelier than I thought. This poor guy can’t think or talk about anyone but his deceased wife, and yet I’m imagining him falling in love with me. Crazy town. I need to paint these deranged feelings out of me, ASAP.


  “Here,” he says in a more subdued voice, “try mine, and if you like it, I’ll make you one with the maple.”


  I take a small bite and decide it’s my new favorite cabin dessert.


  “You like it?” His smile reminds me of a little kid giving the perfect present on Christmas.


  “Love it.”


  He reaches for the bowl, but I wrap my arm around it and drag it closer. “Mine.”


  He laughs. “I’ll make you another one.”


  “Mine.” I hover closer over the top of it and hold my spoon out in a threatening gesture. “I will cut you.”


  He puts his hands up in surrender. “Fine. Yours. I’ll make myself a new one.” He licks his lips as he starts the process. “But with more syrup this time.”


  “Hey! No fair!” I reach over and hit the bottle with my spoon as he pours it over his snowball. “Save some for me!”


  “I don’t knooow,” he says in a singsong voice. “Maybe if you agree to show me your painting later, I might be able to save you some.”


  “No deal.” I pretend to be mad as I eat more of my maple-flavored snowball. I can’t call this a mere snowcone. It’s much better, plus there’s no cone in sight.


  We crunch our snowy desserts in silence, grinning at each other over the island. Twice he pretends to try and steal some of mine and twice we enter into a spoon-sparring competition. Of course, I win. I think he’s letting me, though.


  When we’re done, he takes our bowls and rinses them in the sink.


  “Now what?” I say, resting my chin in my hands and my elbows on the counter. My lips are sticky, so I keep licking them. I watch his every move, too, so the whole scene makes me think I must seem like a total weirdo. Luckily, he’s not giving me any strange looks.


  As he moves around the kitchen, his muscles bend and flex. I could get used to staring at him all day. He’s a truly beautiful specimen. I haven’t done any nudes in a while, but I could sure be convinced to do one of him…


  I sit up suddenly, jerking myself out of my dream-haze. A nude? Of Jeremy? Am I insane? Talk about playing with fire; I’m already sweating.


  “Now what?” he says, parroting my question as he wipes down the counter with a sponge. “Now, we have you telling me the rest of your story.” He looks up at me and winks. “Thought I forgot, didn’t you?”


  I shrug, hating that we’re back on this subject. It’s so boring and not something I want to re-live. I’m totally ready to move on. My time here with Jeremy has at least brought me to that conclusion. I knew it before, but now I feel it too, all the way deep in my bones.


  “It’s not a big deal,” I say, shrugging. “I just got burned out, and one night after I had a bunch of tequila shots, I drafted a letter to my landlord telling him I was putting in my notice and then mailed it.”


  “Wow.” He tosses the sponge in the sink. “I’ve heard of drunk-dialing and drunk-texting, but never drunk-notice-giving.”


  “I know.” I smile a little at my foolishness. Those were the actions of a girl in high school, not a grown woman. “I’m original, what can I say.”


  “So you gave notice, and then what?”


  “Well, then I looked around me and realized I had enough money in the bank to stop working for about six months, and since I didn’t have a life outside of work and I hated working, I really didn’t have any other choice.”


  “What do you mean?” He leans on the island with both forearms, staring into my eyes.


  I can’t look away. “I was lost. Disconnected. I didn’t know who I was anymore or what I wanted. All I knew was that I needed a change and I needed to be able to paint again.”


  “And you drove out here?”


  “No, I called up my friend Leah and she invited me to come visit her in Manhattan.”


  “James’s girlfriend, I guess,” he says.


  I nod, hypnotized by his beautiful eyes. “I drove out, thinking I’d stay a little while and paint there, but when I saw his place …”


  Jeremy grins.


  “…I knew it wouldn’t work.”


  “Not very art-studio-ish, is it?” he asks.


  “No. I mean, Leah’s changed it all around. It looks nothing like it did before. But still, it’s too beautiful to mess up with my stuff.”


  “James changed his condo?” Jeremy stands up straighter at this news.


  “Oh my god, yes.” I laugh remembering the before and after photographs. “Completely. He let Leah loose in there.”


  Jeremy tilts his head. “What’s she like?”


  I look out the front window, trying to see past the darkness, but all I can see is our reflection. My mind falls back in time to my past. “Leah is colors. She is an entire color wheel on legs. She has energy, she’s silly, she’s a hippy born in the wrong generation, and she’s very kind. And forgiving.”


  “Not James’s type at all,” Jeremy says.


  I turn my gaze back to him. “Oh, you’d be surprised. They actually compliment each other really well.”


  “I don’t get it.” Jeremy shakes his head.


  I slide off the stool and go over to my studio. “I’ll show you.”


  Jeremy follows me over and stands behind me as I grab my palette and squeeze some colors out onto it. I turn around with it and several small paintbrushes in my hand.


  “This is James,” I say, grabbing some of the brown and sliding it across my palette’s surface.


  “Yes. I can see that.” Jeremy laughs silently for a second. “Brown. Dull, boring, and predictable brown.”


  “Not so fast,” I say, winking at him. I use another brush to draw a stripe of hot pink next to it. “This is Leah.”


  “Bright.”


  I add a stripe of electric blue next to it. “And this is Leah too.”


  “Colorful.”


  “And this is Leah.” I add some yellow and orange to the lines I’ve already painted.


  I hold up the palette so it’s below his chin. “Tell me what you see now.”


  “Well, I see lots of colors around the brown streak.” He laughs.


  “And what do you see in the brown? Anything?”


  He stares and shrugs.


  I turn on the lamp without the shade on it and wait for him.


  “Maybe I see some red.”


  “Very good. Anything else?”


  “Orange? Spices?”


  I put the palette down. “You said spices.” I feel like hugging him. This is what I used to feel like when I first started teaching — pride in a job well done.


  He looks embarrassed. “I know. Stupid, huh?”


  “No, not at all. Spices can seem muted when you first look at them, color-wise, but if you spill some out on a white piece of paper and really look at them, or put them next to something with a complimentary color, you often will see them differently.”


  “So you’re saying that James is like a spice.”


  I laugh. “Maybe. I don’t know him that well, but I do know Leah, and I can guarantee you, she wouldn’t be having a baby with a guy who was boring.”


  “A baby?” Jeremy takes a step back. “She’s pregnant?”


  “You didn’t know?”


  “Why would I? No one tells me anything.” He sounds offended.


  I have to laugh at his outrage. “Well, they’d love to tell you things, but you’ve been impossible to find.” I tilt my head and really look at him. “You’re missing out on your entire life, hiding out here in this cabin. Is that what you want? To miss Cassie growing up? To miss your brother becoming a father?”


  Jeremy shakes his head, and then turns around, staring at the front door. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  “I don’t believe that. Be honest. You love your family, I know you do. You should go see them. You should go see your daughter.”


  His chin drops to his chest. “It’s too late for that.”


  “Too late? Are you kidding? Don’t be ridiculous. It’s never too late to make things right.” As I found out recently when I went back to a friend who’d I’d left in the dust. Thank goodness Leah is so forgiving. I wouldn’t have met Jeremy if it weren’t for her kind heart, and I already know that would have been a tragedy. Even if he leaves tomorrow, I’m still a better person having spent this time with him.


  Jeremy’s upset. “You said they already took custody away from me. That sounds like too late to me.” He walks away and sits down on the couch.


  I follow closely behind, suddenly desperate to get him to understand. “No, it’s not like that! They just did it as a temporary measure in case she needed medical care. I guess she got really sick one week and they worried the hospital wouldn’t take their treatment decisions without something legal to back them up. And they couldn’t find you. They tried really hard. Jana told me they drove all over the city, going to every place they knew you went to before.”


  “Sick?” Jeremy’s head jerks sideways to look at me as I come around the couch. “How sick?”


  “Nothing bad, but for a couple days they were worried about her fever.” I sit down next to him and take his hand in mine, resting it on my leg. “Please go back home. Please go back and see your family.”


  He looks down at our hands and then up at me. “Why do you care so much what I do?”


  My heart is beating too fast. I’m afraid he’s going to figure out that I’m panting after him like a dog in heat. I try to pull my hand back, but he grabs my fingers and holds on tight.


  “Tell me,” he says, his eyes now smoldering where before they were full of anger and pain.


  “Ummm, because I want you out of the cabin so I can paint in peace?” I try to sound firm about it, but it comes out like a question.


  “I don’t think so,” he says.


  We stare at each other for a long time. I hold my breath until I start to see stars swimming around his head.


  “I want to kiss you,” he whispers. “I haven’t wanted to kiss another woman in years. Since I first met Laura.”


  I let out my breath in a loud huff. “Don’t.”


  The two of us kissing feels like a really bad idea. I know me. As badly as I want to feel his lips on mine, I know I won’t recover from this one as easily as I’ve recovered from bad hookups in the past. This one will really hurt. Jeremy’s not like other guys. Not even close.


  “Why not?” he asks, his eyes showing hurt now.


  I want to answer honestly, but I have no answer that makes sense. “I don’t know,” I finally admit.


  He leans in and puts his free hand gently on my cheek. Only his fingertips are there, sending electric shocks and shivers down my face, my neck, and across my body. He’s so close I can feel his breath on my face. He smells like sticky-sweet maple syrup.


  My eyes are drifting closed and I’m thinking about all the ways I’m probably going to regret this, when suddenly a loud bang, a yelp, and a crash yank me out of the moment and away from Jeremy’s touch.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  



  MY PAINTING IS ON THE floor and the cloth that was covering it is halfway across the room. Jaws is under it and trying to escape, dragging it around with his struggles.


  “What the hell?” I scramble around the couch to get to the alcove before Jeremy does.


  By the time I get there, Jaws has lost his attacker-sheet and is hiding in the corner, looking like he’s afraid he’s about to be kicked or something the way he’s cowering and shivering. He’s knocked the easel over and spilled an entire paint-can of brushes too. Thank goodness I’d emptied it of dirty water this morning before I went to bed, otherwise the painting would be destroyed.


  I wrestle the easel back into place and then bend over to grab the painting. Jeremy is standing there to help, but freezes when he sees the image on the canvas.


  I walk over and grab the sheet without a word. As I start to throw it over the painting, his hand on my wrist stops me from completing the motion.


  “I’m sorry …,” he says absently, “…I didn’t mean to look.” He’s still staring at it, his eyes scanning every inch of the images there.


  “Never mind,” I say, pulling away from him and gathering the sheet up so I can throw it over properly. “It’s not your fault. Jaws is the guilty party.” I raise my eyes to my furry friend. “Look at him. Have you ever seen anyone look so guilty?”


  Jeremy ignores my attempt to pull his gaze away from the painting.


  “That’s me,” he says, staring at his likeness.


  I don’t respond. What am I going to say? That it’s not? Of course it is. I know I’m good enough to paint someone’s image with clarity. I’m just embarrassed that he caught me reading him, delving into his emotions. I couldn’t help it, though. That’s how I saw him when he first arrived here. Now I realize I see something, someone else when I look at him in this moment. Some of the darkness has lifted from around him. Some of the pain that was swallowing him up has left. Or at least I’d like to think it has.


  “Do I really look that sad?” he asks, stepping closer to it.


  “Maybe.” I’m embarrassed. More eloquent words escape me.


  “I can see the words on the page.” He reaches out to touch the book in the painting, but I stop him.


  I lower his hand down to his leg again. “It’s wet. Don’t touch it.”


  He takes two of my fingers in his grasp and looks at me, finally tearing his eyes from the canvas. “Is it me? Is that really me?”


  I shake my head. “No, Jeremy. It’s not you. It’s who you were, but it’s not who you are. Not now.” I yank on his hand to wake him out of that hypnotized place he looks like he’s fallen into. “It’s not you.”


  His mouth moves up into a lopsided, sad smile. “That’s what Laura used to say.”


  I frown, confused. “What?”


  His thumb rubs the back of my hand and he looks at me. His expression is unreadable. “Whenever I’d act like a dick or out of character, she’s just look at me and say, ‘That’s not you, Jeremy. It’s not you.’”


  I shrug, casting off the crazy feeling that I’m being watched by her ghost. “She sounds like a smart and patient girl.”


  “She was. So are you.”


  I pull my hand away. “I told you before not to compare me to her.”


  “I’m not,” he rushes to say. “I promise. I was just noticing that quality in you, and I meant it as a compliment, not as a comparison.”


  I raise the sheet up like I’m about to throw it over the canvas.


  “Please don’t cover it up.”


  I look at him. “Why?”


  “Because. It’s a good reminder.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of me not being me. I need that. Laura always wanted me to be myself, and she was right about that. That’s who I need to be.”


  I let the sheet fall to my side. “It’s just a painting.”


  “Maybe to you. Not to me.” He looks over at it again and points to the dog. “I love that part. He looks like he’s trying to figure out which part of me he wants to bite first.”


  I smile, a little embarrassed about what I’ve painted. It’s a new experience for me. Usually there’s no question about what I should paint or that it should exist. But this time it’s different; some of my own personal emotions are mixed up in that paint. I shouldn’t be surprised; that’s the way my work should be. It’s just that it’s been so long since that’s been the case.


  “It was right after he bit you. I couldn’t resist.”


  Jeremy shifts to the side a little, getting closer to the easel. “I like the mix of emotions. The darkness surrounding the guy. Me, sitting there sad. The dog with only one thing on his mind. The book and what I know it means to the man sitting there. It works.”


  “Well, thank you,” I say, kind of laughing, feeling shy. I’m pleased he understands my take on his emotions, but still wish he hadn’t seen it. It reveals way too clearly how closely I’ve been watching him. Will he notice that part of it? What will he think?


  “Maybe when you’re done, you’ll let me buy it from you.”


  I shrug, moving back to the living room. “Maybe. We’ll see.”


  “Here,” he says, going into the kitchen. He pulls a small, clear, glass cereal bowl out of a cabinet. “My secret.” He puts it down on the island.


  I walk over and pick it up. “Your secret is a bowl.”


  “Not just any bowl.” He takes it from me and mimes filling it with something. “See? Put the snow in, pack it down, flip it upside down. Perfect snow ball for syrup.”


  “Ah-haaa, very sneaky.” I hand the bowl back to him. “I guess now all our secrets are out on the table.”


  He puts the bowl down on the counter. “Not all of them.”


  I raise an eyebrow. “You have more?”


  He shrugs. “Maybe. What about you? You got any good ones you’re holding back?”


  I shake my head but say nothing.


  “Scared?” His grin is positively evil.


  “Do not look at me like that,” I say, pointing at his face.


  He holds his hands out at his sides, all innocence. “Like what?”


  “You know exactly what.” I turn to walk away, but suddenly I’m grabbed from behind.


  “Gotcha!” he yells with glee.


  I squeak like a mouse caught by a python.


  “What are you doing? Put me down, you fool!”


  A couple seconds later, he stops swinging me around and I stop fighting. My feet go to the floor and he leans over from behind me, resting his face on my shoulder. His breath stirs the hair by my ear and make me shiver.


  “I’m sorry. I got carried away. I just wanted to hug you.”


  I look to the side, taking all the bravery I have in me and using it for this moment. “If you wanted a hug, all you had to do was ask.”


  “I’m not good at asking for things.” He lifts his head a little and rests his chin on my shoulder. His warm, strong arms are wrapped around my middle. I rest my hands on his forearms, praying this won’t stop anytime soon. My heart is going nuts. I can hear its beat in my ears.


  I stare straight ahead, worried if I keep looking at him we’ll be making out in five seconds flat. “You can ask me for whatever you need. I won’t tell anyone.” I didn’t realize how suggestive that would sound until it was already said. Oh well.


  “Deal.” He lets out a long sigh. “Can I have a hug?”


  “Yes.” I wait a few seconds, but nothing happens. “But you’re going to have to let me go so I can turn around.” My heart is hammering away worse than before.


  I can do this. I can hug him and not kiss him and not slide my hands all over his body. I just have to think of something very unsexy as he wraps his arms around me and holds his body against mine. Like… like… Dammit. I can’t think of anything but him taking his clothes off.


  He releases me enough for me to turn around, but he doesn’t let me go. I look up at him and he tips his head down to look at me. “I’m really glad you came to the cabin to paint.”


  “And I’m really glad that you were using it as your escape.”


  “I’m going to miss you when I go tomorrow.”


  “I’m going to miss you too,” I admit, with a lump in my throat and tears in my eyes.


  He leans down and wraps his arms around my back and holds me against him with a strength I didn’t know he was capable of. It’s not muscles that bind us; it’s emotion. Something’s happened out here in the middle of nowhere, and I have no idea what’s going to come next.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  



  IT TURNS OUT BEING SOMEWHAT intimate with Jeremy is a lot easier than I expected it to be, this hugging and being hugged. I’ve never felt as complete as I do in his arms. Everything seems do-able, like anything I come up with for my life’s future can be accomplished. There’s some kind of strange magic happening in this cabin, and I don’t want it to stop.


  But then the inevitable happens, and I’m sure it’s not just all me. The heat begins to build between us. I can feel him growing hard against me.


  His hand starts to stroke my back. My fingers move up to touch the back of his hair at his neck. The smell of maple syrup mingles with the scent of skin warmed by the fire and our bodies pressed together.


  He moans. “Mmmm, this feels good. It’s been so long since I’ve touched another human being.”


  I wiggle a little, trying to get closer. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t control myself anymore. He’s leaving tomorrow. What’s the harm in enjoying one night together? Even if it’s just a few kisses?


  “I’m having a hard time keeping this to just a hug,” he says in a deep voice.


  “You’re not the only one.”


  “Tell me to stop if you want.” He sounds like he’s hoping I won’t take him up on his offer.


  I can’t say anything. If I tell the truth, I’ll be to blame when everything goes south; but if I say nothing, it could be his decision. Maybe he’s the one who needs to make the choice, not me. It’s his life that’s been destroyed. Mine is only confused, ambling. His was moving into very dark territory.


  As I consider all this and let images of the potential dire consequences roll around in my mind, I realize that the best thing for me to do is stop this before it goes any farther. He’s not in the right state of mind to do the best thing by himself. He said it himself; if there were beers in the fridge, he’d finish them. I don’t want to be part of his path to self-destruction.


  I pull back and rest my hands on his arms. “Jeremy, I really like you.”


  He smiles, leaning towards me.


  I lean back, cutting him off. “But I don’t think we should do anything … in that way.”


  He stands up straighter, his expression falling off and leaving his face blank. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”


  I feel like crying with the unfairness of it. I fight to keep my voice reasonable and even. “No, it’s not what I want. What I want doesn’t matter, though. What matters is that we do the right thing.”


  “And the right thing is nothing?”


  “The right thing is to recognize that you are leaving tomorrow, and we’re away from the real world for only one night. And we’ve shared a lot of good things today that are probably influencing our decisions right now in a way they shouldn’t.”


  “You think we’re under a spell,” he says.


  “Maybe. Kind of. I don’t know. I just know that when you go tomorrow, I want to know that we didn’t make any mistakes. That we didn’t mess this up.”


  “This? What is this, anyway?” He steps back from me and looks around. I think he’s frustrated, but pray he’s not mad. “What is it that we have?” he asks.


  I shrug, feeling cold not being in his embrace anymore. The embers in his eyes have died down, snuffed out by my cold and analytical approach to his desire for me.


  I squirm at the question, trying to come up with a good answer. “Friendship? Mutual admiration?”


  He nods. “Okay. If that’s the way you want to play it.”


  “Why are you being so cold?” I ask, battling tears. Was it all a trick? Was I fooling myself to think this was something special? Am I just a warm body for him to bury himself into?


  His entire body sags. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be.”


  With just those words, he restores my equilibrium. The relief that washes through me is indescribable in its amplitude. It doesn’t make any sense.


  “I guess I’m out of practice,” he says, looking embarrassed. “I was never a very smooth operator, but I used to at least know how to act around a pretty woman.”


  His use of the word ‘pretty’ makes me blush. “You were doing just fine, believe me.”


  “And yet, you still turned me down.” He smiles, again, looking very devilish.


  “I’m just trying to do the right thing. Don’t make me feel bad for that.” I pout, attempting to lighten the mood.


  “I like teasing you.” He bites his lip, giving me the impression he means to tackle me.


  “Stay away,” I say, backing up.


  “Are you sure?” he asks, stalking me as I walk backwards around the couch.


  “Yes, I’m sure. Go away.”


  He makes as if to leap, and I shriek, running into the bathroom and locking the door behind me.


  His responding roars come through the door likes it’s made of paper.


  “Ow, goddammit! Dog! Get off me!”


  I laugh so hard I have to hurry up and pull my pants down and sit on the toilet to keep from peeing myself. I can totally picture what’s happening outside that door; Jaws has gone on the attack again.


  “Don’t think you’ve escaped my wrath,” he warns through the door.


  I hear Jaws’s responding growl.


  “Okay, okay! Jesus, give it a rest, would ya, Stanky? No one’s going to hurt your momma in there.”


  My whole body warms at the idea of being called somebody’s momma. There’s seriously some crazy magic going on in this cabin. After teaching high school for eight years, the last thing I wanted to do was have kids, but now I’m picturing some little girl who looks a lot like Jeremy calling me Momma.


  I finish up my business and then take some time to tame my hair and brush my teeth before I emerge. My pulse rate is climbing as the door is opening, and as I imagine the sparring with words Jeremy and I will be doing soon and the hugging and kissing that could follow. I think I was wrong to turn him away earlier. I should have given him a green light. We’re both adults. We can handle this…whatever it is.


  Jeremy is lying on the couch, gently snoring, one his hands resting on his chest, the other hanging off the edge of the cushions. A glance at the clock tells me it’s a lot later than I thought it was. He looks so sweet and young when he’s asleep, I can’t bother him.


  I consider going to bed too, but instead I go into the alcove. Jeremy’s leaving tomorrow, and I want him to have this painting if that’s what he wants. It’ll still be wet, but I can probably prepare it for shipping without too much trouble. He’s traveling in a truck that I presume has heating that can help dry it out.


  I pick up my brushes and focus on the image before me. There’s just a little more to be done before I’ll feel pride in signing my name at the bottom.


  As I stare into the paint that covers the area around the man in the picture, a faint light appears off to my left. But when I turn my head to look at it, it disappears. At first I think it’s a car coming up the driveway, but that makes no sense since the driveway is in front of me, and the light isn’t that bright.


  I go back to staring at the picture and it returns. Goosebumps rise on my skin as I realize the only explanation for what’s happening: She’s here. Laura. She’s looking at the painting with me.


  I can hardly breathe. I’ve never allowed myself to believe in the afterlife or the ability of spirits to remain on this earth, but there’s no denying I feel something in this cabin other than the three living beings I know are here.


  When I was at that seance many years ago, I felt nothing but abject fear. Now, there’s none of that. Whatever it is, it’s a neutral enough presence that I’m able to get control of my emotions fairly quickly and can go back to staring at the painting and focusing on the subject.


  All I can see is Jeremy now, and something doesn’t feel quite right as I take in all the darkness I’ve painted around him.


  I pick up a brush and add some yellow to it. Then some brown. Then more yellow. One stroke near his back brings in some light.


  In my head, I hear words as if I were thinking them to myself:


  That’s not him.


  I know immediately that I didn’t think those words. She did.


  I jerk my head to the left, trying to catch a glimpse of her, but there’s nothing there.


  My brush goes to work again. More light comes into the painting. Then I add a ghosted image on the very edge of the canvas, just as I see it out of the corner of my eye. I let my hand do the work without conscious thought. I’m not even sure what I’m painting, if it’s just a fog or an actual figure. It reminds me of being in the bathroom as a child and staring at an image as I made a portrait of my own face, seen through the eyes of a baby who hasn’t yet experienced the real world.


  That’s not him.


  I drop my brush into the water can and turn in my stool to face the ghost. She’s not there, of course, but does that stop me from talking to her out loud? No. Of course not. Because anything can happen in this cabin and anything is happening in this cabin.


  “Listen, Laura, I hear what you’re saying. That’s not the Jeremy you knew. But it’s the Jeremy who’s here now, okay? It sucks. But I’m going to try and help him change that. Just don’t keep haunting me, because it’ll freak me out, and then I won’t be able to be around him anymore.”


  Of course no one responds. And the ghostly presence is gone when I turn around again to face the painting. I consider spending more time on the piece, but then decide against it. This is it; this is Jeremy as I see him. It’s time to call it a day and go to bed.


  I sign my name in the bottom right corner and turn out the lights around me. Jaws goes out for a pee and then we cuddle up together in the bunkbed I slept in earlier today. I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  



  I WAKE UP WITH A headache, and my watch says it’s eleven in the morning. “Holy crap.” I scratch my head, realizing as soon as my fingers touch my hair that it’s a total mess and a half. “Time to take a shower.”


  I get out of bed, way more excited than I should be that I’m about to see Jeremy again. I slip into the bathroom without even looking out into the living room. My hair is too greasy to face the world with, especially when that world has such a hot guy living in it.


  While shampooing my hair, I dance and sing to a tune that’s playing in my head. I haven’t felt this happy about getting up and starting my day in years. I think the last time was when I was starting my new job as a teacher. I used to love going to school and seeing all those kids. It makes me wonder what made me fall out of love with it.


  When I emerge, Jaws is dancing in circles. I bundle my hair in a towel, throw some sweats on, and step out of the bathroom. I need to let him out before he pees on something.


  My eyes scan the cabin as I prepare myself to take in the sight of the most handsome guy on the planet. I’m disappointed to find the place empty. The fire has died to just embers.


  “He must be out there chopping some wood,” I say to Jaws, as if he gives a hoot. It makes me feel like less of a desperate chick to think I’m just keeping track of things for the dog.


  I let Jaws out and shut the door behind him. I need some tea before I face the day. A note on the counter catches my eye as I move into the kitchen. My heart fills with dread when I see the masculine handwriting. I move closer and touch the paper as I read it.


  Dear Sarah. Do you spell it with an ’H’? I hope so, since I just did. I wanted to thank you for everything. I know we don’t know each other very well, but I can still say that you’re a great friend. I’m really glad we met. I took your advice and decided to go home and see my family. The plows showed up at 5:00, so I took off as soon as I had a clear path. I’ll bet you’re glad to be rid of me! Sorry about all those beer bottles, by the way. You’re a real sport for cleaning the place up. Anyway, good luck with your painting, and if you ever find yourself in Manhattan, or if you just need to talk, give me a call. Here’s my cell number.


  I stare at the numbers as tears well up in my eyes. He left? Without saying goodbye in person? Without a hug? Without a kiss? Without having sex with me?


  I wander over to the front door and let the dog in. I barely feel the freezing cold wind that flows into the room. Tea gets made, I assume by me, but I’m too busy swimming through the sea of regret that’s flooded my brain to pay attention to the details.


  Why did I say no to him last night? Why did I have to be a do-gooder, overthinking, goody-two-shoes idiot and tell him we should just be friends? God, I have to be the stupidest woman on earth! The universe handed me the hottest, nicest guy in the world on a silver platter, out here in the middle of nowhere — snowed-in no less — and I turned him down? Holy shit. Talk about cabin fever. I’m obviously sick in the head. I plop down onto the couch and stare at the orange embers glowing in the fireplace. It’s over. Over before it began.


  I try to make myself feel better by thinking how it’s probably a good thing he’s gone. Less complication for my life, that’s for sure. And he’s a raging alcoholic, right? Who needs that? Not me. I have to get my life back on track. Paint some things. Wake up my creative muse and make her sing.


  I sip my tea and cry when it burns my lip. “Why did you have to leave?” I ask the air around me.


  Jaws climbs up onto my lap and quickly gets me wet from the melting snow clinging to his underbelly. I don’t care. So what if I look like I peed my pants? It’s not like there’s anyone here but me to see it.


  The cabin that used to feel like my escape feels like a prison now. I’m in solitary confinement with only a mutt to keep me from going crazy. I take another sip of my tea and burn myself again.


  “Goddammit!” I throw the cup across the room. It smashes against the fireplace and spreads pieces of porcelain and splashes of tea everywhere.


  Jaws looks at the shards and then at me, as if to say, ‘Are you okay?’


  I hug him to me and cry into his fur. At least it doesn’t smell like stale, burned popcorn anymore. “I shouldn’t have let him go,” I moan. “I should have told him to stay.” I can’t believe how lonely I feel. I was perfectly fine being alone before. Why do I care so much now? Nothing is making sense. Maybe I’m the one who needs therapy. It sure feels like it today.


  Jaws angles himself around to lick my face. I have to stand to get him away from me.


  I look around the cabin and take stock of my situation. If I’m going to be here, I can’t be crying in my tea and breaking dishes all day. This isn’t high school anymore; I have to move on with my life and accept the facts as they are: Jeremy left and I’m here, by myself, exactly how I wanted it three days ago. I have wood, I have fire, I have a dog. I have enough canvas to paint until the end of January. I have food and I have money. I arrived with the same thing I have now, and moaning over the loss of something I never really had in the first place seems really ridiculous to the common sense part of my brain.


  “No problem,” I say to Jaws, sniffing really loudly. “I can do this. I came here to paint, so I’m going to paint.”


  I walk over the to the alcove and sit down on my stool and stare at the painting of Jeremy. It makes my heart hurt, so I move it to the floor and prop it up against the easel. Fifteen minutes later, I have a new canvas ready, and start gessoeing it.


  As I cover the canvas in white, preparing it to take color, I try to imagine what will be there a few days from today. Will I paint a landscape of the area around the cabin? Will I paint the girl at the quick-mart who would rather read her magazine than sell me groceries? Or maybe I’ll paint Jaws coming out of a hole in the snow with his muzzle covered in white.


  None of these ideas inspires me. All I can think about is Jeremy: how his back fills out his shirt, the hills and valleys of his muscles creating shadows on the material; the way he smiles, making the corners of his eyes crinkle up and the cleft in his chin spread wider; how his hands look impossibly large, hinting at a fist that could crush bones, but only held me tenderly.


  I think of the woman who had him as her man, who bore his child for him even as she left this plane of existence, who stood next to me as I painted him, looking sad and saying, ‘That’s not him.’


  And then I bend over double and cry, because I realize I’m not going to be able to paint today. My muse has left me once again.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty


  



  HE DOESN’T HAVE MY PHONE number. I have his, but unless he somehow hacked my password, he won’t know how to get in touch with me. The cabin has no phone.


  I stare at the note he left me, especially the part at the bottom that invites me to call him if I want to chat.


  Should I do it? Should I dial that number? Try to get through with my one bar of service?


  For hours I resist the pull, but eventually at dinner time, I can’t do it anymore. We’re friends, right? Friends check on friends after they drive on snowy roads. It’s no big deal.


  Besides, I’m not going to call him. I’m going to text him. Easy. Casual. Nothing to see here, people, move along. It probably won’t even go, the signal is so weak. I’ll just try and if it doesn’t work, then I’ll know it’s not meant to be. No big deal.


  I press the digits into my phone and then type out message itself.


  Hey, Jeremy. Hope you made it back okay. Just wanted you to know I’m going to have a blueberry snow dessert tonight in your honor.


  I smile and hit Send. Then two seconds later I cringe when I realize it actually went through. What did I just do? Am I completely stupid! That was so obvious! He’s going to know I’m totally crushing on him, like a love-sick high school chick.


  I shove my phone away from me on the counter and go over to the cabinet. “Come on, Jaws. Let’s go get some snow for dessert.” I’m eating it before dinner. I’m a grown-up. I can do that if I want.


  I bundle up in all my clothes and go out onto the porch. Scanning the area in front of me, I wonder how I’m going to get the right snow for my project without someone to shimmy up a tree for me.


  Hmmmm… Jeremy said he was worried about animal pee. Surely that means the snow on my car is safe? I trudge through the snow, the top of it crusted over from partially melting and then freezing again. Jaws hops behind me like a rabbit, going from one big footprint to another.


  I stop in my tracks when I get to my car. All the snow has been cleared from the car’s surfaces and the windows, and there’s a message in the ice on the glass.


  Call me, maybe.


  When that annoying song starts playing I my head, I start laughing so hard I fall down on my butt. Jaws of course takes advantage of the situation and lick-attacks me, but this time I don’t shove him away. I just wrangle him into a hug and get on my feet again with him under my arm.


  “He likes me, Jaws! He likes me!” I try to twirl in a circle, but fall over again. Thank goodness there’s a snowbank there to catch me.


  I stare up at the evening sky and sigh. Things don’t suck quite as much now as they did five minutes ago. That’s a step in the right direction, right? He told me twice to call him. That’s got to mean something.


  I find some good snow on a branch hanging lower than the one we used last night, and gather up a bowl of it. Back in the house, I use the smaller glass bowl Jeremy showed me to make the perfect snowball. Instead of the blueberry syrup, I use the rest of the maple stuff, feeling way too sentimental to try anything new. Jeremy smelled like maple syrup last night, so it’s now officially my favorite flavor.


  I’m eating the last bite when another ghostly light appears off to my left. I don’t move suddenly, even though every instinct in my body is telling me to.


  Call him.


  Again, I hear the words as if I were saying them to myself in my own head. I glance at the phone on the counter. There’s no response to my text, which kind of makes me doubt whether Jeremy really wanted to talk to me in the first place. Maybe he was just being polite. Maybe he changed his mind after he left here and got back to the real world, away from the magic that surrounds this cabin. Or maybe it’s just the bad signal.


  I scrape my spoon around in my bowl, trying to get the last drop of syrup to my tongue.


  Call him now.


  The flash of light is back at the corner of my eye. Bigger. Brighter.


  I grab the phone and press the buttons that will bring up the last number I texted. My thumb hesitates over the spot that will dial his number for a voice call.


  Just do it.


  Okay, so now his dead wife’s ghost is quoting Nike slogans in my head. Is she going to make me start jogging too? I hate jogging. I’d rather nap.


  “Okay, okay, keep your pants on. Or your sheet, whatever ghosts are wearing these days.” I hope this ghost has a sense of humor. Vengeful spirits sound like a bad idea when combined with an isolated cabin.


  The light flashes off to the side again. I try to turn my head to look at it, but there’s nothing there. A headache starts to appear behind my eyes. I sigh heavily and dial the number.


  Fine. A ghost wants me to call her husband? I’ll call her husband. Maybe she needs me to give him a message from beyond. Two days ago I would have laughed out loud at that thought; today, I give it serious credence. I do, after all, have cabin fever. I’m pretty sure that’s an official diagnosis.


  The phone rings three times before someone picks up.


  “Hello?” The reception is bad, but not so terrible I can’t tell this is not Jeremy on the other end of the line.


  “Um, hello. This is Sarah. Is Jeremy there?”


  “Hang on a sec. I’ll see if he can talk.”


  I’m totally confused. It didn’t sound like James either.


  I hear a voice in the background that I finally recognize. “What are you doing answering my phone, man? That’s not cool.” Then he’s on the line. “Hello? This is Jeremy.”


  “Jeremy, hey, it’s me.” I hesitate as my face turns pink. “Sarah.” I add that at the end because I don’t want him accidentally calling me the wrong name. Who knows how many girls he’s told to call him? Maybe hundreds. He said it had been a really long time since he’d touched another human, but maybe a long time in his eyes is a few days.


  “Hey! Sarah! Great to hear from you. Hold on a sec, okay?”


  “Sure.” I’m a little less nervous now than I was, but still kind of wishing I hadn’t called. I should have waited for him to answer my text. I’ve totally blown the most important rule of dating: do not act too interested. Not that this is dating or anything like dating.


  I’m just a friend checking on a friend. A friend checking on a friend. I say it a few more times, trying to convince myself it’s true.


  I hear muffled voices again. I think Jeremy is trying to cover the phone, but he’s doing a terrible job of it.


  “I told you, man, I’m not interested.”


  The other guy’s voice is deep, so harder to hear. It sounds like mumbling. Then Jeremy speaks again.


  “I know what I said before, but I changed my mind. You need to go. I have to take this call.”


  Fear sparks up in me. Jeremy’s tone is either angry or scared, maybe a combination of the two. Is this why his wife wanted me to call him? Am I interrupting something bad?


  “I’ll call you later, okay? We’ll work something out.”


  I hear more deep-voice mumbling, footsteps, a door shutting, and then sounds of the phone moving around before Jeremy’s voice comes back to me.


  “You still there?”


  “Yep, right here!” My nervousness makes me sound like a deranged cheerleader.


  “So cool you called. I got your text. I was just about to answer it when I got interrupted.”


  “Who was that? Your brother?” I ask innocently, even though I know for a fact it wasn’t James.


  “Who? That guy who answered my phone?” He’s being evasive. This isn’t good.


  “Yes, that guy.”


  “No, that wasn’t James.” Points for honesty, at least.


  “Who was it?”


  “Just a guy.”


  “Just a guy? He answered your phone. He must be a pretty good friend.”


  “No, he is most definitely not a friend.” He clears his throat and then jumps right in again. “So, how’s the painting going?”


  “Not good. But I don’t want to talk about that yet.”


  “You don’t?”


  “No. I want to talk about that guy.”


  Jeremy sighs loud and long. “Can we just drop it?”


  “You said in your note that I’m a good friend.” I have a hand on my hip, ready to lecture him.


  “Yes. So?”


  “So? Would a true good friend let that situation slide?”


  “Yes.”


  “Be honest.”


  “I’d rather talk about your painting.” I can tell his resistance is crumbling because he’s trying to trick me with his cutie-pie voice.


  Time for some tough love. “Later. Tell me who the guy is or I’m hanging up.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-One


  



  I SIT ON THE KITCHEN stool and stare out the window, waiting for Jeremy to come to terms with the fact that I really am a good friend and I’m not going to walk away when things get difficult or weird.


  “Okay, you really want to know? I’ll tell you. That guy was my dealer.”


  My heart hurts at that admission. Is he going to use drugs again already? I latch onto the one bit of hope his sentence contained.


  “Was? As in past tense? Used to be, but isn’t anymore?”


  “Yes. Absolutely.”


  “Then what’s he doing at your house? Are you at your house? Where are you?”


  “I’m at one of my houses. A rehab I’d started and kind of left. He’s found me here before.”


  “So, what’s he doing there with you if you’ve quit?”


  “He’s not on board with me quitting, let’s put it that way.”


  Anger boils up inside me and threatens to explode, but I do my best to keep it cool. “Well, that’s not his decision, is it?”


  “No. But trust me when I tell you that he can be very convincing when he wants to be.”


  “When he wants your money, you mean.”


  “Yeah, sure. I’m not under any illusions it’s anything else. We’re not friends.”


  “How much did he used to make off you?”


  “I’d rather not say.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t. Say it anyway.” I cross my arm under the one holding the phone, waiting for the horrible answer.


  “About three grand a week. Maybe more.”


  My head drops as I think about how much I could be doing with that kind of money. “Oh my god.”


  “Yeah, I know. It’s disgusting.”


  “Did you get rid of him?” My fingers drum the counter now as my impatience grows. I worry that with him being so far away, whatever good influence I’ve had on him with disappear like smoke on a windy day.


  “For now. But he’ll be back.”


  “So you need to go. Don’t be there.”


  Jeremy sighs, but he doesn’t say anything in response. I find myself pleading.


  “Jeremy, please. Don’t go back to the drugs or the booze. Your life is so much better without all that.”


  “I don’t know,” he says, sounding depressed.


  “Of course you know! Don’t be stupid!”


  “When I was with you, yes. I agree. Life seemed better without the numbing effects. But now that I’m back here, I’m not so sure.”


  “Is it Manhattan? Is it a bad influence on you? All the traffic and the energy and the noise?”


  “I don’t think so. I did plenty of drugs in the cabin. And you saw the bottles.”


  “Yes, I saw the bottles. I’ll never forget that. You’re better than that, Jeremy. You don’t need that stuff. It turns you into a jerk.”


  “A jerk?” He laughs. “That’s harsh.”


  “That’s the truth. Now, you need to get a grip on yourself. Have you seen your brother or sister yet?”


  “No.”


  “Cassie?”


  “No.”


  “Anyone besides your drug dealer?”


  “No, I just got here. Relax.”


  My eyes bug out. “Did you just tell me to relax?”


  He laughs again. “Um, yeah. Maybe.”


  “Don’t ever do that again. It has the opposite effect, trust me.”


  “I do trust you.” His voice has gone serious and softer. “I really do.”


  I chew on my lip as I consider my next words. Should I tell him what’s happened here at the cabin? Do I want to resurrect the ghost of his wife just as he seems to be letting her go a little?


  “Maybe it’s you,” he says out the blue.


  “What’s me?”


  “Maybe you’re the difference. I did drugs here, I did drugs there, I did drugs around my family. The only time I didn’t want to do them was when I was around you.”


  “Uh, wrong. You wanted to drink yourself into oblivion when you were with me, but I cut off your source.”


  “Yeah, but my brother did the same thing when I was Baker Acted and I had zero interest in sobriety, even when I had an army of therapists on my ass.”


  “Maybe you just weren’t ready.” I’m flattered he finds me that much of a positive influence, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to take the credit for his sobriety. He needs to find the strength inside himself for that, I’m pretty sure. Otherwise, it won’t last. It’s not like we’re going to be roommates, or get married or anything. Even just the thought of that makes my heart do gymnastics. An image of him in a tux at the end of a church aisle has me feeling dizzy. A headache starts to pound behind my eyes.


  “Maybe,” he says, sounding unconvinced.


  I see the flash of white out of the corner of my eye again. It’s fuzzy. Undefined. There, but when I look left, it moves and stays just out of reach.


  “Jeremy, listen, I have to tell you something.” Time to share my ghostly encounters. They’re starting to creep me out.


  The flash of white is suddenly followed by black. It’s like a dark curtain is closing over my left eye. “Ahhh!” I shriek, trying to get away from whatever is coming after me, losing my grip on my cell phone.


  “What’s that?” I hear him say as the phone hits the counter.


  No matter where I look, the black is there. It’s halfway over my eye. I reach out to bat at it, push it away, but my fingers touch nothing.


  “Jeremy!” I yell, frozen in panic.


  His voice sounds as if it’s coming from really far away. “Sarah? Sarah? Are you okay?”


  I locate the phone with my one good eye and hold it to my ear, shaking all over. It’s coming for me. A ghost. Something.


  “Sarah! Talk to me!”


  “I’m here. I’m here.” My voice is trembling. “Something’s wrong.”


  “What? Is someone there? What’s going on? Talk to me!” He sounds angry and worried.


  “I’ve been seeing your wife’s ghost and now I think she’s trying to hurt me!” I keep turning left, trying to see what’s coming after me, but every time I move, it moves too, just out of range.


  “What?”


  “Jeremy help me!”


  “Is this some kind of joke? Because I’m not finding it very funny, Sarah.”


  “Jeremy I would never joke about something like this!” The black moves closer. “Ahhhh! Help!” I run across the room and jump onto the couch, burying myself under the blanket. I can sense Jaws next to me, trying to join me in the dark, but I’m too scared to move.


  “Sarah!” I hear the voice down by my waist and I realize I’m clenching the phone in my fist. I put it up to my ear.


  “I’m here.” I whisper, afraid the ghost will find me again.


  “What in the hell is going on over there?”


  I start to cry at the anger in his voice and the fear I have for my life and sanity. I’ve never experienced a psychological break before, but if this is what’s happening, I’m going to check myself into mental institution and get myself on some serious meds, stat. I’m terrified.


  “I don’t know, Jeremy, I don’t know,” I say, practically crying. “I saw your wife’s ghost a few times and she talked to me. That’s why I called you after I texted you. I knew it was stupid, that it would make me look desperate, but she said I needed to do it now. And you were with that drug guy, so that was a good call, I guess, but now she’s mad, I think.” I big shiver overtakes my body and I can’t talk anymore. My teeth are chattering with stark, cold fear. The headache is blazing behind both eyes.


  “Sarah, I don’t know what the fuck is happening right now, but I can tell you for a fact that Laura wouldn’t hurt so much as a flea in life and she wouldn’t do it in death either. Stay there. I’m coming back.”


  “You’re really far away. You should stay gone,” I weep.


  “You need me, I’m there. Don’t do anything stupid until I get there.”


  “Stupid? Like what? Imagine a dark ghost is after me?” I try to laugh, but it sounds like crazy personified.


  “Just relax and wait. Take a nap, maybe. You’ve probably overworked yourself painting too much.”


  A bitter laugh escapes my lips. “Ha, that’s funny. When you left, you took my muse with you. I can’t paint shit unless you’re in the next room, apparently.”


  “I’m going to try not to let that go to my head,” he says, his voice calmer and kind again.


  “Shut up. Just come.”


  “I’m on my way. Do you want me to keep you on the line while I drive?”


  “No. The signal sucks. I’m going to take a nap like you suggested.” Right here under this blanket in the dark where no one can get me.


  I let Jaws in with me and lie down, burrowing under the thick wool and letting my eyes drift closed. I recite the prayer my mother taught me when I was little:


  Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord, my soul to keep…


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Two


  



  I HEAR A BANG AND then a barking dog. Jeremy! He’s here! I sit up and throw the blanket off when the sound of his boots clomping up the stairs assure me it’s my savior. I can’t believe I slept through his entire almost three-hour drive. The headache is still there, throbbing away.


  “Sarah!” he shouts, banging on the door. “Let me in!”


  Damn, it’s dark in here. I can’t see a damn thing.


  “Jeremy?!” I reach out and touch the coffee table in front of me. Why can’t I see it? It’s like the blanket is still over my head. I reach up to make sure I’m just not feeling it there, but it’s not blocking my vision. It can’t be; it’s around my waist.


  Panic starts to well up in me. “Jeremy!” I screech.


  “Sarah! What’s wrong?! Open the goddamn door!”


  “I can’t! I can’t see! I can’t see anything!”


  A few seconds later I hear breaking glass and then more barking.


  “Go away, Stanky! I mean it! I’ll kick you this time, I swear to God!”


  “Jaws, come here!” I yell, my voice several notches higher than normal. The ghost has won. She’s taken me into the darkness with her. I cannot see a single thing.


  There’re more sounds of glass falling and then fumbling and finally banging on the ground and a blast of cold air. Footsteps follow and then ice-cold hands touch my arms.


  “Ack! Get off me!” I shout, for a moment imagining that the Grim Reaper himself has arrived to drag me over to the other side.


  “Hey! Hey! Calm down! It’s me, Jeremy, okay?”


  I grab the snow jacket I feel at my hands and pull it closer, trying to see him, but I can’t. It’s pitch black in here.


  “Turn on a light, I can’t see you.”


  Jeremy’s cold hand touches my face. “Babe, the light is on. I’m right here in front of you.”


  Tears pour out as I realize what’s happened. “I’m blind. I can’t see anything.”


  Suddenly I feel myself flying up in the air.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, breathless.


  “Taking you to the hospital.”


  “The hospital? Can they help…?” My next words were …Get rid of a ghost’s curse. But I keep that part to myself.


  “Let’s hope so. Where’s your jacket?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Here. Put this on.” Jeremy puts me back on my feet, staying close enough that I can feel the heat of his body nearby. Whatever he’s putting on me is warm. I realize when my hands don’t reach the bottom of the sleeves that it’s his jacket I’m wearing.


  “You’ll freeze.”


  “I have a heater in the truck. Come on. We’re outta here.”


  “But what about Jaws?”


  “He can stay in town.”


  “No!” I stop walking, even though Jeremy is tugging at my elbow. “I’m not leaving without him.”


  “Fine! Just… come on. I don’t like the way your eyes look.”


  I pause near the front door as he unlocks it. “What do you mean? What do they look like?”


  “Never mind. Come on.”


  “Wait!” I yell, grabbing his arm as he’s about to lift me.


  “What now?!”


  “Take the painting.” I gesture behind me where I think the painting is resting on the easel.


  “Why? Come on, we don’t have time for this.”


  “Just take it. I can walk in the snow. I’ll just hold onto your back while you carry it. And I need my purse too.”


  Jeremy sighs in annoyance, but I can hear him doing as I asked. I try to zip his jacket up, but can’t figure out the zipper parts without my sight to help me.


  “Okay, I’m going to open the door. We’ll go out on the porch and I’ll lock up.”


  “Do you have my purse?”


  “Yes, I have your purse.”


  “But what about the window you broke?”


  He sighs in annoyance. “I’ll put that blank canvas over the hole. Just wait right here.”


  The cold wind stops hitting my face and then he’s back. “Follow me. Here’s my arm.” He puts my hand through the crook of his elbow.


  I shuffle behind him, taking baby steps, afraid I’m going to walk into a wall or the door. I’ve never been so literally in the dark as I am right now. My eyes are gone. I’ll never paint again. I try not to think about it, but it’s impossible. I start to cry once more, but I do it quietly so Jeremy won’t hear me.


  Getting to the truck is an adventure in itself. I fall down no less than five times before Jeremy puts my hand on the truck.


  “Wait here. I’m going to load the painting in the back seat with your purse and then I’ll help you in.”


  I feel around and figure out I’m standing at the front of the vehicle. I take small steps to the side, making my way over to the passenger door. I get there as Jeremy joins me.


  “Up you go,” he says, placing my hands in places he thinks will help me navigate.


  “Here?” I ask, waving my foot near where I think I might find a step up.


  He takes my foot and places it on the runner.


  “Thanks.” I rarely ride in trucks, so I’m not that familiar with them or how they’re laid out. I blame my amateur status as the reason why I slam my head into the top of the truck and then fall back into the door.


  “Here. Just let me do it.” Jeremy picks me up like a baby and places me on the seat.


  I reach out to pat his cheek. “Thank you.” I touch something, but I’m not sure what it is. My hands are frozen at this point.


  He buckles me in, shuts the door, and a few seconds later, opens his own. The truck bounces around as he gets in and then the motor fires up.


  “You ready?” he asks.


  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


  I feel movement as the truck begins its descent of the driveway. Vertigo starts to take over as I realize I cannot figure out which way is up, down, left, or right. Reaching out, I put one hand on the window ledge and one on the seat.


  “You okay?” he asks.


  My nerves make me laugh. “Okay? Not really.”


  “Can you see anything?”


  “Not one thing. It’s completely black.”


  He pats me on the hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you to the ER and my brother will make sure the best doctors in the state take care of you.”


  We drive on in silence and my mind wanders over my situation. I’m a painter. I came out here to this cabin to get away from all the stress of real life and reconnect with myself, and just days later, I’m leaving with a guy who should be a complete stranger but who feels like the beginnings of a boyfriend, I’ve talked to his dead wife’s ghost and somehow pissed her off, and now I’m as blind as a bat.


  I’d say my adventure is a complete failure. I wish I knew what the hell was going on.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Three


  



  “I WAS GOING TO TAKE you to Manhattan, but it’s too far. I’m taking you here.”


  “Where’s here?” I ask, turning my head to face him.


  His sharp intake of breath is impossible to miss.


  “What? What’s wrong?” I hold Jaws against me tighter, letting him lick-attack my wrist.


  “Nothing. I just need to get you into the ER.”


  I reach out and swing my hand around until I make contact with his arm. I squeeze it and plead. “Please tell me. What’s wrong? Is it my eyes? What do they look like?” This irrational thought goes through my mind that his wife didn’t want me looking at her husband anymore so she blinded me with her ghost voodoo. Can someone turn that bad when they die when they were apparently an angel while alive? All I’ve ever heard about Laura is how kind and loving she was. Surely she wouldn’t blind an innocent woman for liking her man, would she? That expression about hell having no fury like a scorned woman comes to mind, but she was anything but scorned. She was adored by this guy.


  “Your eyes are messed up, that’s for sure. We’ll find out why very soon. Stay put. I’m just going to park in this valet area and get a wheelchair.”


  I wait as he follows through on his plan, my hands floating up to touch my face. I close my lids, but they feel completely normal to my fingers. That’s a relief. I guess they’re not sealed shut or anything supernatural creepy like that. I take several long, deep breaths, trying to soothe my panicked brain and my thumping headache. It doesn’t work at all.


  My door opens letting in more cold air. “I’ve got ya,” Jeremy says, lifting me out.


  “What about Jaws?”


  “He’ll be fine in the truck for now. He has a big blanket there to snuggle up in, and if we’re still here in an hour and they expect you to stay, I’ll board him at a nearby vet while we’re here. We passed one just down the street that has 24-hour emergency care.”


  “Okay. Okay.” A tiny ray of relief zips through me. At least I won’t have to worry about my fur baby. I hope he’s not worried about me.


  A woman’s voice is off to my right. “I’ve got the chair. Go ahead and put her in.”


  Hard angles bump into my elbows. I grab the arms of the chair as soon as I realize what they are.


  “What’s going on?” the woman asks as the chair starts wheeling forward. I’m jerked to the left and then the right as she turns corners.


  “She called me on the phone, and we were talking, and then suddenly she screamed and said she thought something was after her. I went to help her and this is how I found her. Look at her eyes.”


  The wheelchairs stops and I smell someone with smoker’s breath in front of me. “Hmmm. Could be detached retinas. We’ll get her in right away and have the doctor take a look.”


  “Detached retinas?” I say. “That sounds really bad. Is it permanent?”


  “Shhh, not a word that I said anything,” the nurse mumbles. “We’re not supposed to make diagnoses out here. Just relax. Everything’s going to be just fine.”


  I grip the arms of the wheelchair with everything I have. The metal digs into my skin. Detached retinas? What the hell is that? Are my eyeballs going to fall out into my lap? Jeremy will be disgusted. My life will be over. I’ll never paint or see anything worth painting again.


  The biggest pity party I’ve ever had has officially begun, and I’m the guest of honor. I can’t stop crying. My heart is breaking for the future I’ll never have.


  I can hear Jeremy jogging next to me as the nurse starts yelling things out, I assume, to her co-workers. We’re out of the cold and the smell of sick people and antiseptic is strong. I must be in the hospital now.


  “Babe, it’s going to be fine,” Jeremy says, his voice surprisingly calm. “I’m going to call my brother as soon as you’re in a bed and he’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”


  I can’t listen anymore. I don’t know if it’s what the nurse said making it happen, but I’m starting to feel pressure in my eyeballs. It hurts worse than the headache. I can’t stop crying. They become sobs, loud ones.


  “Listen, you need to relax,” another nurse says. “The more you put pressure on yourself, the worse this is going to get.”


  “That’s easy for you to say!” I shout at this stranger. “Your eyeballs aren’t about to fall out of your head!”


  Someone laughs, but the voice that responds is very calm. “Your eyes are not going to fall out. Just relax. We’re going to take good care of you.”


  Thank God I have COBRA for my insurance, or I’d have to be planning my first bankruptcy hearing after this little visit. As it is, the co-pay’s going to eat up most of my savings. I don’t have to be a doctor to know that fixing sudden blindness has to have a giant price tag. I’ll never get any painting done now. I’m going to have to find a job, but who in the hell’s going to hire a blind person? No one, that’s who. I’ll have to go on disability. The tears keep coming.


  The wheelchair stops moving. “Okay, young lady, we need you to stand up now and get in the bed that’s just to your left. I’ll help you. Don’t move too fast; we don’t want you falling.”


  I continue to cry softly, but the sobbing goes on hold as I concentrate on following her directions, this nurse who maybe is the one who laughed at me. I’ll bet she wouldn’t be laughing if it were her eyeballs at stake. Jerk.


  I hate everyone now. Why did this have to happen to me? I must have done something really wrong to someone to get this kind of karmic punishment. I hear Leah’s voice in my head, schooling me on the what-goes-around-comes-around lesson. She was always worried about the balance of the universe in her life. I’m starting to think she was right about that stuff. I need to make amends fast. I should probably start with the nurses who are trying to help me.


  “Thank you,” I say. “I appreciate your help.” My tears finally stop.


  There are hands all over me. I think two of them are Jeremy’s when I hear him speak just next to me. “Here you go. Just come towards my voice. I’m on the other side of the bed. I’m going to help you up.”


  “Sir, we can do it. Just step back.”


  “No, I’m helping. She needs me.”


  “It’s okay if he helps,” I say, my heart warming at his protective tone.


  I settle onto my back on the bed, but a nurse holds my shoulder. “Don’t lie down. We need you to stay sitting up.”


  “Good,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “Because it was bugging my eyes to lie down.”


  “That’s the pressure. We’ll get rid of that for you soon.”


  “Are you going to stick a needle in my eye?”


  “The doctor will be right in to examine you, don’t worry.”


  I turn my head to face where I think Jeremy is. “I think that means Yes.”


  The woman pats my hand. “No one’s going to stick a needle in anyone’s eye. Just relax.” She squeezes me once. “I’ll be right back to start an IV.”


  “I hate IVs.”


  “Haven’t met a single person who liked ‘em yet,” she says, and then her squeaky footsteps fade out.


  “I’m going to call my brother now.” Jeremy sounds nervous. Concerned. I wish I were in a better position to comfort him.


  I nod, afraid of what I’ll say if I speak. I’ve never felt so needy and weak. All I want to know is Why? Why did this happen to me? What did I do wrong? Is this the universe telling me that I shouldn’t be painting anymore? I sure have gotten enough signs of that lately. The idea is positively depressing. Without painting, I’m not even sure who I am. It’s been a part of who I am my whole life.


  I let my head slump down to my chest and focus on breathing past the pressure building behind my eyes. Jeremy’s voice filters in as if I’m dreaming it.


  “James, hey. It’s me. Jeremy. Yeah, I know, but listen, I have an emergency here, and I need your help.”


  Silence, and then a sigh.


  “No, it’s not about me, all right? Just listen, Jesus. You know that girl, Sarah, the one you loaned the cabin to? Yeah, I met her. I’ve been with her for the past few days.”


  “I know; it was a great place to hide. But that’s not why I’m calling. I came back early this morning to Manhattan to talk to you guys about everything that’s been going on with me, but before I could get there, I got a call from Sarah about an emergency she was having.”


  Silence.


  “No, not with the cabin, a medical one. I’ve brought her to the closest ER, and the nurse said something about detached retinas.”


  Silence.


  Jeremy leaves the area and drops his voice, but I can still hear him. My ears have superpowers now that my ability to see has been taken away.


  “She can’t see anything and the whites of her eyes are blood-red. Seriously. Like demon-eyes or something.”


  I reach up and touch my eyelids again. Demon eyes? Oh my god! That’s worse than I imagined! I start crying all over again, knowing in my heart that I’m going to be blind forever. And with demon eyes to boot. I’ll never get married. I’ll have to live in some kind of residence home with around-the-clock nurses. I won’t even be able to play checkers with the other patients, because I won’t be able to see the board. Not that they’d want to play checkers with a demon-eyed woman. I wonder if my tears are saline or blood. My life is utter shit. And for a while there, I thought it couldn’t get any worse. Wrong! Wrong again!


  “All right. Okay. Yeah, I’ll call you as soon as the doctor comes in. They said he’d be here soon.”


  Silence. Then Jeremy’s voice is clearer. Closer. He’s next to my bed again. His fingers find mine and hang on. I don’t return the pressure, though. I know he just feels sorry for me. I don’t want him to think I’m going to hold him to any more than necessary. He’s just a Good Samaritan, that’s it.


  Someone pushes a curtain sideways, making the metal parts zing across their track. “So, who do we have here? I don’t have any paperwork yet, if you can believe that.” He sounds way too chipper to be looking at a demon.


  “I’m Sarah Booker. I don’t live around here.” I have no idea why I said that part about where I live. My mind is short-circuiting.


  “Well, Sarah Booker, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Doctor Lively, and I’m here to take a look at those eyes of yours.”


  Of course his name is Lively. This all seems like a sick joke at this point.


  “My demon-eyes, you mean?”


  Jeremy squeezes my hand and whispers near my ear. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”


  “I have bionic ears now.” I frown in his direction.


  Doctor Lively is leaning in too. His breath is more minty than anything else, thank goodness. “I’m going to put my hands on your face and lift your lids, okay?”


  “Knock yourself out.” Having him here has dried my tears. His happy tone isn’t annoying like I would have expected it to be. It makes me think maybe my situation isn’t as terrible as I’d imagined.


  “Well, well, well, let’s see what we see,” he says, his cool fingers prying my eyelids open, first on the left and then the right. “Tell me, Sarah, did you have any symptoms involving your vision before today?”


  “Maybe. I guess I saw some ghosts out of the corner of my eyes a few times. I’ve had some headaches.”


  “Ghosts, hmmm?” He’s opening my left eye wider now.


  “Yes. And then a black thing, like a curtain came over me.” I laugh self-consciously. “I thought it was the Grim Reaper coming to get me.”


  “I can imagine.” His hands fall away. “So, I have a diagnosis for you, which we’ll verify with some tests, but unless you’ve experienced blunt force trauma to your eyes that you’ve neglected to mention…”


  I shake my head. “Nope. I was talking on the phone when it happened. I’ve done nothing physical in ages.” My face goes a little pink when I realize that I almost did something physical with Jeremy. Talk about a lost opportunity. Now I’ll never get the chance.


  “Okay, then I suspect your retinas have detached.”


  “Holy shit,” I whisper. Hearing the big boss say those words drives the point home like a stake to my heart. I’m blind. I’ll never see again. My life is over.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Four


  



  JEREMY’S VOICE FILTERS THROUGH MY fog of pain and confusion. Doctor Lively has shared a crap ton of information with me, but none of it makes any sense to me. All I can think is how crazy this is whole situation is. I’ve never heard of detached retinas before. No one has. This is nuts.


  “Doctor Lively, my brother is a physician in Manhattan, and he asked that I give him a call when you got here so you two could talk.”


  “Absolutely. And when we’re done, you’re going to need to fill out some paperwork for Sarah before we can get her into surgery.”


  “Surgery? You mean now? I need surgery today?” I sound like a frightened mouse the way I’m squeaking, and I believe I feel like one too. There’s some big cat out there, just waiting to pounce and end my life.


  “As I mentioned earlier, retinal detachment is when the lining at the back of your eye starts to pull away from the blood vessels.”


  “But why would it do that?” What the hell! This sounds like a horror movie, not my life!


  “No one knows for sure. As I said, there are factors that make it more likely, but based on your age, some of them don’t apply to you. You said you’ve never seen floaters or spots in your eyes before, right? Other than the ghost?”


  “Not that I can remember.”


  “Okay, well, those blood vessels are what supply your eyes with oxygen and nutrients, so we need to get your retina back to where it should be before there’s any permanent damage.”


  “Permanent damage?” I hope that means I’m not blind forever. “Will you do the surgery?”


  “No. We have an eye specialist who’s on his way in now. He’s one of the best trauma surgeons in the tri-state area, so don’t worry. You’ll be in good hands. You’re lucky. He comes up to this area to ski every year. You caught him as he was coming off the slopes.”


  I picture this big, burly guy with a puffy snowsuit on and awkward boots. “Won’t he be too tired to work?”


  “No, he’s in great shape. I promise.” He pats me on the hand. “I have other patients to visit, but I’m here if you have any more questions. Just call for the nurse if you need anything.”


  “Doc, can you talk to my brother now?” Jeremy was talking in a low voice the whole time I was panicking, and I’m just realizing it now. I’m filled with gratitude that his brother would call and have a conversation about me with my doctor. Maybe it means I’ll get better service. Normally, I’d be against that kind of special treatment, but when it comes to my eyesight, I’m going to go ahead and put that self-righteousness to the side. I need all the help I can get. Me and my demon eyes.


  I close my lids so Jeremy doesn’t have to look at me.


  Doctor Lively is on the phone; I can tell by the one-sided conversation. Jeremy takes my hand and rubs it with his thumb.


  “You okay?” he asks.


  “Not really.” Part of me wants to pull my hand away and part of me doesn’t. Now I feel like he’s just here because I’m a sad case and not because he actually wants to be with me. But I want him here by my side. I feel so scared and alone.


  “It’s going to be fine. James says this stuff happens and it’s totally fixable.”


  “This stuff happens? To who? Old people? People with eye problems, probably. I have twenty-twenty vision.”


  “The important thing to keep in mind is that you’re going to get better really soon, and then things can go back to normal.”


  “Normal,” I scoff. “What’s normal anymore? I have no idea.”


  “You can stay with me while you heal.” He sits down on the side of the bed and takes my hand into his lap. I try to pull away, but he won’t let me.


  “I can’t ask you to do that,” I mumble, feeling massively sorry for myself.


  “You didn’t ask. And it’s a done deal, so don’t argue with me.”


  I sigh, trying to think of how to turn him down. I can’t let him do this. He’s already vulnerable enough. Taking care of an invalid will send him back to the drugs to escape.


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because. It’s a lot of work taking care of a sick person.”


  “I know that. I’ve been around sick people before, you know.” He sounds like he’s laughing at me.


  “Not someone who can’t see.”


  His arm moves, and I take that as a shrug. “How hard can it be? I’ll get you a cane and you can bang around the house to find your way.”


  I can’t help but smile. His style of caregiving sounds a lot like me fending for myself. For some reason, it makes me happier. “Nice. What if I fall down your stairs?”


  “I’ll nail boards across them or put up a baby gate.”


  I laugh. “Can you see me flipping over the top of that gate and falling down the stairs? I can.”


  He rubs my arm and lowers his voice. “I’ll take good care of you. I promise.”


  “Do you even have a place to live?”


  “I do, as a matter of fact. I just have to talk to my sister Jana about it.”


  “Why?”


  “No reason. Just want her to be able to clean it up for us first.”


  “Great. She’ll love having to be my cleaning lady.” This just keeps getting worse.


  “She wouldn’t think about it like that, I promise.”


  We run out of things to say, and the noises of the emergency room intrude on our little space. A nurse comes in and starts asking me questions that I try to answer from memory. Jeremy fills in the missing information from stuff in my wallet.


  “You ready to prep for surgery?” a new voice says. This guys smells like lemons.


  “Already?” My blood goes ice-cold, and I start to tremble again. Someone puts a warm blanket over my legs.


  “Babe, you’re going to be fine.” It’s Jeremy again. Calling me babe. It makes me want to cheer and weep at the same time. He gets up and lets my hand go. Weeping wins out when I realize him leaving makes me feel more alone than ever.


  “She is going to be fine,” assures a woman. “She’ll be done in a few hours, so you can wait in the post-op waiting room. Second floor, room two-ten. Sign in at the nurses’s station so they know who you are and what patient you’re there for. With the patient’s permission, they’ll update you on her condition.”


  I feel a pen pushed into my hand. “Sign here. I’ll put the pen down on the paper and you just need to do your best with the signature part.”


  “What am I signing?”


  “I’m going to read the whole thing out to you right now. Are you ready?”


  I nod, numbly letting her words wash over me. Details about my surgery, the risks, and the condition I have.


  Ready or not, Operating Room, here I come.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Five


  



  “ARE YOU COMFORTABLE?”


  IT’S JEREMY again. Being a mother hen. He hasn’t stopped since I was discharged yesterday. Three days together in the hospital, and he’s hardly left my side. The nurses all commented on how he slept in the chair next to me each night. None of them had the heart to tell him to leave. I think the fact that he’s so adorable worked in his favor there. Rules were bent and broken.


  Now we’re in his home in Brooklyn, the place where he and his wife lived for a year before she died. Jaws too. He even has a little puppy bed in the corner of my bedroom where I sleep alone. Jeremy is right next door, though, should I need anything. He even gave me a bell to ring.


  Maybe it should feel weird being here in Laura’s home, but it doesn’t. I feel like she’s my friend. It’s probably the painkillers talking, but part of me believes she’s orchestrating my life right now, making sure Jeremy stays in it. I’m not complaining. He is pretty amazing.


  “I smell baby powder and diapers,” I say, sniffing the air around the couch where I’m sitting. I have eye patches on both eyes to shield them from the harsh light. I can take them off and open my eyes now and see, but sometimes I just need the break the darkness gives me.


  “Uh-huh.”


  Jeremy’s evasive answer instantly makes me suspicious.


  “Why do I smell these things?” I stroke Jaws’s wiry fur as I test the air some more.


  “I don’t know. Cassie was here, maybe?”


  “Maybe? Here, as in visiting you?”


  He sighs loudly, pretending to be annoyed. “Can I just get you all set up in here before you give me the third degree?”


  I sit back deeply into the sofa cushions and pout. “Fine. I can wait. But don’t think I’ll forget to ask.”


  “Oh, trust me, I know better than to hope for that.” I can tell he’s smiling. It makes me grin. I guess my natural inclination to conduct interrogations until I’m satisfied with all the answers hasn’t scared him off yet. I found out so much about him while I was in the hospital and he was at my bedside. I feel like I’ve known him for years now. And he’s seen me at my worst. Catheter? Hospital gown with the opening in the back that never stayed closed? Puffy, gooey, demon eyes? Yep. He stuck with me through all of it. The works. And yet here his is and here I am, living together in his house.


  I peek out from under one of my patches and see him straightening up the room. He pulls a stuffed duck out from under a chair and hides it in his armpit.


  “What’s that?”


  He spins around, all innocence. “What’s what?”


  “That yellow thing under your arm.”


  He pulls it out. “What? This?”


  Jaws runs over and sits under him, begging him silently to let it drop to the floor.


  I sigh and stare Jeremy down with my one, swollen, blood-red demon eye. “Don’t piss me off, Jeremy. I’m a sick person.”


  “You sure look like one with that crazy eyeball, let me tell you.” He fakes a shudder.


  I let the patch fall back into place. “You’re so mean!”


  He laughs and soon sits down next to me on the couch. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.”


  I shove him. “Go away. You know I’m not supposed to be bounced around.”


  “I’m not bouncing, I’m sitting.”


  “Go sit somewhere else.” I shove him again.


  He catches my hands. “Hey. No moving things around. You heard what the doctor said. You don’t lift, you don’t push, you don’t do anything but sit there and look pretty.”


  I snort. “Please. You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “What? You are pretty.” He reaches up and pets the back of my greasy, stringy hair.


  “I think your retinas just detached,” I say grumpily. “You’re obviously visually impaired.”


  He barks out a really loud laugh. “Hey! That’s not funny. Don’t joke about that.” His voice goes softer. “You really scared me, you know.”


  “Scared you? I scared myself.” I breathe a heavy sigh of relief as the doctor’s last words echo in my head. You’re going to be fine. You might need glasses for some near-sightedness, but my guess is you had that before the retinas detached, so it’s a great prognosis.


  I will be able to paint again, if I ever feel inspired, that is. As Jeremy strokes my hand, I think that it’s quite possible I’ll be painting very soon, living with him here in this house as I recuperate. He said I could stay as long as I needed to.


  “So, why do I smell babies everywhere?” I ask.


  Jeremy sighs. “I really would rather not talk about this now.”


  “Which means I want to talk about it more than anything in the world,” I say, grinning big. “Talk or I’m not sure I can stay here with you.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because. No secrets, remember? You promised.”


  “That was back in the cabin, and we were talking about snowcones."


  “No, it was for everything. Between us, there are no secrets. Not anymore. I admitted I saw Laura’s ghost and now you have to tell me your secrets.”


  “The doctor said it was your retina detaching that caused those lights and shadows.”


  “Oh yeah? And did my retinas tell me to call you and interrupt your dealer trying to talk you into doing more drugs too? I don’t think so.” I tap my foot on the edge of the coffee table. “I’m waaaiiitingggg…”


  “All right, all right, I’ll tell you. But before I do, you have to promise not to freak out. I don’t want your eyeballs exploding on my carpet.”


  I shake my head at him. “You will be in so much trouble when my eyes are better. That’s all I’m going to say.”


  He leans in and kisses me quickly on the cheek. “Can’t wait.”


  I reach out to slap him, but he’s already out of reach.


  “Tell me. Now,” I insist.


  “Fine. Up until yesterday, Jana was living here with Cassie. But when I told her I was coming back with you, and she knew you had just had surgery, she offered to move back to her place.”


  “What?! You kicked your sister out of her house! And the baby too?! That’s terrible, Jeremy, why did you do that?! It’s almost Christmas!”


  “No, no, no! I didn’t kick them out. She offered, and I agreed it was the best thing to do. Cassie’s completely fine, I promise. I helped move all her Christmas decorations to her place. It’s totally fine.”


  “I can’t believe Jana’s fine with that. Dammit, Jeremy, why’d you do that?”


  “Would you rather we stayed at a hotel?”


  It takes me a few seconds to answer. I don’t want to say it, but I do. “No.” I try to imagine where I’d be right now if not here. The cabin? No, that would never work. The hospital is too far away if something goes wrong. Leah’s? No way. I couldn’t put that burden on her. She’s pregnant and she’d go nuts trying to take care of me. And a hotel would have been really expensive.


  “But what about your other place? Where you were with that guy when I called?”


  “It’s full of vermin, it’s got holes in the walls, no heating, and everything else. I told you, it’s in the middle of an abandoned renovation.”


  “Are you going to finish it?”


  “Maybe. If I have help.”


  I chew on that for a while, wondering what I should say next. I can see why he wanted to bring me here, but I still feel bad about kicking a woman and a baby out. Especially during this time of year. Talk about a Scrooge move.


  “Did you see Cassie?”


  “I did. I drove over to see them when you were there at the hospital all knocked out. I saw everyone for about an hour before I went back to be with you.”


  “And?”


  His voice loses some of its steam. “And, it went as well as you could expect.”


  “Which means…?”


  “Which means they are cautiously optimistic about my recovery and seriousness.”


  “Hmmm. I’m not sure what that means. Were they happy for you?”


  “Yes and no.” He sighs, his voice dropping. “I have a lot of amends to make. I’m not expecting anyone to trust me right off the bat or want to help me out.”


  “They’re your family, Jeremy. They love you.”


  His hand strokes my cheek. “I know they do. They just need some time. And so do I. This real-life thing is hard work.”


  I smile, holding his palm against my face. “I’ll help you.”


  “I know you will. I’ll help you and you’ll help me, and somewhere in the middle, we’ll find healing and hope.”


  “I already have hope,” I say, grinning like a fool. For the first time in a long time I’m being honest about that and not just saying what I wish were true.


  “Me too. Being with you gives me strength. It gives me a reason to keep being me, who I really am. The person Laura knew.”


  I’m not jealous this time when her name comes up. I’m starting to think I understand why I lost my sight. “I’m happy for you, Jeremy.”


  “I’m happy for me too. And I feel really lucky that I get to do this with you by my side. I hope you’ll stay for a while.”


  “I have no plans to be anywhere else.”


  “Good,” he says, his hand sliding away. “Because I have a surprise for you.”


  “You do?”


  “Yep. And when you’re ready to climb the stairs, you let me know and I’ll show you what it is.”


  The idea of jiggling my sensitive eyes around as I pound up stairs is not appealing at the moment, but soon… soon I’ll see what he has to show me.


  “Deal,” I say.


  “Oh, and by the way, I rented a special table bed thingy so you can spend some time sleeping face-down the way the doctor said you should.


  My mood deflates. “Oh goody.”


  “Hey, no complaining. I’m going to get you better so we can start living our new lives, if it’s the last thing I do.”


  My heart skips a few beats at him saying ‘our new lives’. Did he mean it the way it sounded? Do I want him to mean it that way? Yes. I do. I really, really, really do. He wants to be with me, even though it looks like someone hit me in both eyes with a baseball bat and I need a shower in the worst way. That has to mean something.


  “No pressure or anything,” he adds, sounding nervous. “You don’t have to commit to anything that makes you uncomfortable.”


  I take a deep breath in and smile, letting any residual stress I have out with my exhale. “I’m not uncomfortable about anything. Don’t worry. This feels…right.”


  Jeremy leans back in the couch and pulls me over to lean on him. “Do you mind if I hang out here with you for awhile?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.


  “Not at all.” I lean on him and rest my hand on his chest. Jaws settles in next to my leg. I could stay like this forever, here with him and my puppy in his house, the smell of babies around us. I wonder what he’s going to do about Cassie, but I don’t ask. Not yet. Today is not the day for that, but that day will come, and it will come soon. I’m not going to leave Jeremy’s life until I have it all put back together the way it should be, just like he’s promised to do for me.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Six


  



  TWO WEEKS HAVE GONE BY, and Jeremy’s finally letting me see people. I can’t blame him for his caution. My eyes were seriously scary. There’s still lots of bruising and weird stuff going on, so for our family-style spaghetti dinner tonight, I’m going to be wearing very dark sunglasses. I’m so nervous, I have a stomach ache.


  “You like it?” Jeremy asks. I’m standing in the middle of a room he’s turned into an art studio. Jaws is sniffing away in the corner, thinking about digging at the carpet, maybe. I leave him to his adventure, worried if I say no to every single thing he might do but hasn’t yet done that I’ll turn him into a neurotic mess. His life as a street dog has made home life a bit of a challenge for him. But he’s settling in, just like we humans are.


  “It’s amazing.” I’m trying not to cry. “Every time I come in here I’m overwhelmed again.” I turn to look at him in the doorway. “You’re too generous.”


  He shrugs, looking a little shy. “I do what I can. It’s no big deal.”


  It seems strange that we’ve been living together and sharing everything, our deepest thoughts and desires, fears, memories… and yet, we haven’t really touched each other. He kisses me on the head or the cheek and holds me against him on the couch when we talk or watch TV, but we haven’t even gotten close to getting busy in the sex department.


  The pressure is building between us as my sight has been restoring itself, but neither of us has made a move or even talked about it. I don’t know about why he’s remained silent on the subject, but I personally don’t want to mess things up, so I haven’t pushed the matter.


  I wonder how this is all going to turn out, but I’m not interested in rushing anything. Being roommates, letting him spoil me a little… it’s not the worst thing I could be going through, especially considering my medical condition. Sometimes I wonder — is it possible that we’re too good as friends? That being more than friends would cause everything to fall apart? Should we just keep it this way and forget getting romantically involved?


  The realistic, negative part of me says I should just be content with what I have. Not many women can say they have a friend like Jeremy in their lives. He’s kind, considerate, loving, funny, sexy, a good cook, and always up for a board game or a show on TV. Even a chick flick is okay with him. He doesn’t have to work unless he wants to, and he’s been spending most of his time entertaining me. But I’ve also heard him on the phone, making plans with contractors to get the renovation going again. He’s the perfect package as far as I’m concerned. I don’t want to mess that up for either of us, but maybe something more would be something better. There’s just no way to know for sure without risking it all.


  “Are you ready to help me with dinner?” he asks.


  “Yes, of course. Sure. What do you want me to do?” I follow him out of the room but stop when he comes to a halt in the hallway at the top of the stairs. I almost run into his back, he stops so abruptly.


  He turns around and stares at me. “I don’t want this to be weird for you.”


  I blink a few times, trying to figure out what he means. “Weird? In what way? Why would it be weird?” Is he talking about the garlic bread?


  “I told you before that when Laura and I were married, we had people over for dinner every Sunday.”


  “Yes, you mentioned it a few times, actually.”


  “It’s Sunday. Today, I mean.”


  I nod. “Yes, it is Sunday. Is that a problem?”


  “Is it for you?” He searches my face.


  I reach out and rest my hand on his shoulder. “Jeremy. Calm down. Everything’s going to be fine.”


  He lifts his hand and takes a clump of my hair in his hand and strokes it, twirling it around his finger lightly. “I just worry about you.”


  “About me?” I laugh a little. “Why me? Are you afraid I’m going to have some sort of episode or something?”


  He smiles. “No. Don’t be silly. I just mean …” He drops his head. “I have no idea what I mean.”


  I step toward him and take him into an embrace. “Just hug me and shut up.”


  He pulls me close and hangs on tight. We’ve been doing a lot of hugging these past couple weeks, but for the first time since we were at the cabin, I feel something more than friendship going on. I hang on and inhale the scent of him through his T-shirt. I’ll never get tired of that smell, ever. Is he going to make a move on me? Ask me to sleep with him? What will I say? Well, duh. I’ll say hell yes, if he asks. I may be almost blind, but I’m not stupid.


  “We haven’t known each other very long,” he says into my shoulder.


  I nod. “Just a few weeks.”


  “But I feel like I’ve known you for a lot longer.”


  “Me too.”


  He holds me tighter. “I don’t want you to leave.”


  His voice is so sad, I hold him against me with as much force as I can without hurting my eyes. “I’m not going anywhere, silly,” I assure him.


  “You never know when you’re going to go. It’s not our decision.”


  I pull back and look up into his eyes. “You have to stop. Stop taking the past and letting it be our present.”


  The anguish in his eyes is almost unbearable to see, but I keep staring back so he’ll know I’m here and I’m not going away. Not unless he asks me to. Please, God, don’t let him ask me to.


  “I already lost someone who meant the world to me.”


  “I know you did. And that was terrible, awful, and completely unfair. But that doesn’t mean life has ended for everyone. Not for you, not for Cassie, and not for your family. They’re all still here. I’m here. You’re here and you’re sober and healthy. Life is moving forward, Jeremy, and this is what Laura wants. I’m sure of it.”


  “Has she talked to you again?” he asks, searching my eyes for the answer.


  “No. But I don’t feel any bad feelings here. I don’t feel unwelcome.”


  “I haven’t talked to her in a long time. Not since the first night in the hospital with you.”


  I tip my head to the side, surprised to hear this. “You talked to her then? You didn’t tell me.”


  “I figured you had enough to deal with. And I feel bad talking about her all the time with you. I don’t want you to think I’m comparing you all the time.”


  I shake my head, feeling guilty at his words. “You can talk to me about her whenever you want. I promise, I won’t get mad. She has a place in your life and in your home. I’m just a guest here.”


  Jeremy’s hands slide down to my hips. “But what if you weren’t just a guest. Would your opinion change?”


  I pull back a little so I can see him better. “What do you mean?” I’m holding my breath waiting for his explanation.


  He shrugs. “I don’t know. I was just thinking that maybe…” He shrugs again, but stops talking.


  “Maybe what?” I push on his chest with one hand. “You can’t just say that and then not finish!”


  He grins. “Says who?”


  “Says the woman who’s going to burn the garlic bread if you don’t start talking.”


  “Oh, threats. I like it.”


  I grab him by the front of the shirt and pull him to me. “Talk now or forever hold your peace.”


  “Fine, fine.” He takes my hands in his and gently detaches me from his shirt, leaning over to kiss me once on the nose before stepping back a pace.


  “Where are you going?” I ask nervously.


  He reaches into his front pocket and pulls out a small black box.


  “What’s that?” My heart nearly explodes when I see that it’s a jewelry box.


  “Sarah…” He looks at the box, looks at me, and then gets down on one knee.


  “Oh my god,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Jeremy, what are you doing?” Tears well up in my eyes. I have to hold onto the stair railing to keep from falling down.


  He looks up at me, tears in his eyes too. “I know you haven’t known me for very long.”


  I shake my head, agreeing. My lips are trembling with the energy it’s taking to hold in my tears and emotion.


  “But even so, it feels like I know you better than the people in my own family.” He looks down, having a hard time picking the right words, I think. I can completely understand, since I’m speechless myself.


  He looks up again. “It’s going to sound really creepy probably, to say this, but I feel like if I’m going to make this proposal to you — this very non-standard proposal — then I should be totally upfront.”


  I nod. My voice is all crazy when it finally starts working again. “Yes. Be upfront, by all means.” I grip the railing until my knuckles go white.


  “I feel like Laura is telling me something. Telling me that I need to be with you and not let you get away. That we’re meant to be together. So she’s here with us. We’re a three-some, but not in a weird way.”


  “No, I understand.” And I do. To anyone but us, it would be creepy. I know that. But to me, it’s not. I get it. I get him. I get her. I get us.


  “She loved me so much, she’s reaching out from beyond the grave to make sure I get back to being myself again.”


  I nod, no longer able to hold back the tears. They course down my cheeks.


  “So my proposal is that I would like to ask you to marry me — someday when you’re comfortable with the idea — and along with me you get the ghost of my wife Laura and my child.”


  “Cassie too?” I ask, hoping beyond hope that he means it.


  “Yes. I intend to get custody back. I can’t be without her anymore. I’ve been breaking the oath I made to Laura to always care for our family. I’ve been a terrible father, and I need to make things right.”


  “Do you know how to change diapers?” I ask, laughing a little through my tears.


  “You can teach me.”


  I nod. “I used to babysit.” God, this is crazy! But I don’t care! I love this man!


  “That’s a great start,” he says. He’s looking up at me with tears making his eyes shine. “So what do you say? You think you might want to hitch your wagon to this crazy train?”


  Soooo, so many things are racing through my mind right now. A cabin with a drunk guy in it; snowballs with maple syrup poured over them; a ghost telling me that the man in my painting is not who he really is; me standing under a tree with a bowl on my head; the hours we’ve spent talking about our lives here in this house. Laura’s house. The house where I could live as Jeremy’s wife, if I just say Yes.


  But it’s so soon. Too soon. We have so much to learn about each other and he has to learn to be a father before he can be a husband again. I can’t take that away from Cassie. If this love is real, it will stand the test of time. I have to be sure, for all of our sake.


  “Can I think about it?” I ask, worried he’ll take it the wrong way, but knowing at the same time that I can’t rush into anything so big.


  He smiles, love shining out from his eyes. “You can take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”


  I stare at the ring. It’s very sparkly.


  “Can I touch it?”


  He pulls it close to his chest. “I’m not sure if that’s allowed.” He narrows his eyes, playing the sharp one. “I think you need to say ‘yes’ if you want to see it up close.”


  I try to snatch it away but he holds it out of reach. “Uh, uh, uhhhh … not so fast. You sure you don’t want to give me an answer right now?”


  I nearly crumble at this teasing. He’s so sweet, so kind, so damn understanding. I need to be honest.


  “What if your family hates me?”


  “They’ve already met you, and they love you. Your friend Leah has been singing your praises for weeks.”


  “But Cassie. What if she hates me?”


  “She won’t. Little kids can’t hate. They don’t learn that stuff until they’re at least ten.”


  “What about Jana?” That’s my last question but the most important one. “She’s been a mother to Cassie for almost a year. Don’t you think she’s going to resent me coming in and taking over your life and her baby?”


  Jeremy gets up on his feet, slides the ring into his pocket, and takes me by both hands. “She’s going to have to come to terms with the simple fact that I am Cassie’s father. I don’t mean Jana any harm, and I’ll always be grateful to her for what she’s done for me and for Cassie; but I’m Cassie’s dad and I plan to be that man for her for the rest of our lives together. It’s a done deal. I already spoke to Robinson.”


  “Robinson?”


  “Our lawyer.”


  “Does Jana know yet?”


  “No. I’m going to talk to her about it tonight.”


  I walk backwards, breaking our connection. “Tonight? At spaghetti dinner? No way! I’m not going!”


  “Yes, you are.” He walks toward me and takes me into his arms. “I need you there by my side.”


  I try to stiffen up and resist, but it’s impossible. His warm steady presence wins me over in seconds.


  “It’s going to be okay,” he says in his soothing voice, rubbing my back, “I promise. I’m going to take care of everything.”


  “I think it’s going to be a lot worse than you can even imagine.” I can just picture the look on Jana’s face when he tells her he wants to take the baby away. Her baby. Of course she must feel that way, that Cassie’s her daughter. She’s changed her entire life for that little girl. I still remember the loving tone she used when we walked around the museum and she told me all of Cassie’s adventures with crawling and almost walking.


  He pats me on the back. “We’ll see. Come on down. They’re going to be here soon, and I need help with that garlic bread.”


  I grumble all the way down the stairs and into the kitchen. Tonight is going to be a nightmare, I just know it is. I’m glad I’ll be allowed to hide behind my sunglasses all night, because there are surely bound to be some tears.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  



  I TRY TO LOOK JANA in the eye when she comes in, but it’s hard. It probably doesn’t matter because with these dark glasses on, she can’t see what I’m looking at. But I can, and I feel guilty.


  “Here, will you hold her for me?” Jana asks, putting Cassie in my arms without even waiting for an answer.


  I want to say, ‘It’s not my idea to take her away from you,’ but I don’t. She’s barely gotten in the door and Jeremy hasn’t said a word to anyone about his plans yet.


  “Robinson!” Jeremy says from the foyer. “So glad you could make it.”


  Jana stops messing with the diaper bag on her shoulder and looks back, whispering, “Robinson’s here?” She looks to me for an explanation.


  “I didn’t know he was invited. Who is he again?” Play dumb. Yeah, that’s the ticket. I’ll do that.


  “He’s James’s former college roommate and our family attorney.”


  “Oh, cool. And he’s coming for dinner. Does he usually come?”


  “To spaghetti dinner? No, not usually. Maybe once in a great while.” She reaches up and touches her hair, then steps to the side so she can use the mirror on the wall. I watch as she assesses her makeup, hair, and teeth, turning just as Robinson and Jeremy come around the corner.


  “Hey, Rob. Didn’t know you were coming.” She’s trying to act more casual than she feels, that much is obvious. Hmmm, interesting. Does she have the hots for the family attorney? Methinks yes. I wonder if that crush will survive tonights news about Cassie. Methinks no.


  “Got the invite yesterday. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He leans in and kisses her on the cheek.


  “And you must be the artist I’ve been hearing all about.” He bends at the waist to kiss me next. “Nice to meet you. I’m Robinson. Don’t believe anything any of these people have told you about me.”


  I smile and kiss him back awkwardly, trying to keep Cassie from poking his eyes out. She’s trying pretty hard and gets one of his ears instead.


  He captures her hand before she has time to give his ear the reaming she intends, and kisses it. “How about you, Miss Cassiopeia? You giving your auntie a run for her money?”


  “Of course she is. Doesn’t she always?” Jana holds her hands out to take the baby, and I give her back. I don’t want Jana thinking I’ve got designs on her child; that’s all Jeremy. I catch him staring at them, caution in his eyes.


  “Is James here yet?” Robinson asks.


  “No, not yet,” Jeremy says.


  “They’ll be here soon,” I add, glancing down at my phone. Leah’s text is still fresh on my screen. “They’re two minutes away, trying to find parking.”


  “Perfect. I’ll go get the pasta boiling.” Jeremy walks past us, and I follow Jana into the living room. Robinson leaves quietly in the direction Jeremy was heading.


  Jana stops when she sees the painting I did of Jeremy hanging behind the couch and slowly lowers Cassie to the carpet as she stares at it.


  “Wow. What’s this?” she asks. “Is it new?”


  I don’t say anything as she walks closer to it.


  “S. Booker.” She turns around and looks at me. “Is that you? Did you paint this?”


  I nod. “At the cabin.”


  She goes back to staring at it. “That’s Jeremy, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it is.” I’m nervous, waiting for her assessment. I argued with Jeremy about hanging it here, but he wouldn’t have it anywhere else. He wanted anyone he invited into his home to be able to see it. He uses it as a constant reminder of who he needs to be and how far he’s come in his recovery.


  “It’s amazing. Really. You completely captured him.” She lowers her voice. “What a mess he is.”


  “Was. What a mess he was,” I correct. “He’s doing really well now.”


  She doesn’t say anything for a while. Then she turns away from the painting and faces me. “So, you settling in okay?”


  Cassie is on the floor and Jana moves to stand over her, watching her like a hawk.


  I guess if she can pretend we didn’t just disagree about her brother, then I can too. “Yes,” I say cheerfully. “Thank you so much for letting me stay here. I feel really guilty about you having to go, especially so close to Christmas.”


  She waves her hand at me. “Oh, don’t worry about it. I was glad to do it. It was about time Jeremy got his butt back in here. And my apartment was empty anyway.”


  I bite my lip to keep from saying anything else. Does she think he should get back to being a father too? That would make everything go a lot smoother if she did, but I’m not going to be the one to ask.


  “Anyone want any wine?” Robinson asks, walking into the room holding up the bottle he brought.


  I raise my hand. “I’m allowed to have half a glass.”


  “I’ll have one too,” Jana says, moving to take a book out of Cassie’s hands. “No, no. That’s not for babies. You play with this.” She takes a toy out of her back pocket. Cassie takes one look at it and throws it to the ground.


  “Or not,” I say, laughing.


  “Stubborn little cuss,” Jana says, almost to herself.


  “Hey, is that new?” Robinson asks, pointing with the wine bottle at the painting.


  “Sarah did it,” Jana offers. “It’s of Jeremy, obviously.”


  Robinson nods. “That dog looks like he wants to take a chunk out of his leg.”


  I laugh. “He did, actually. A couple times.”


  Robinson grins at me. “Sounds like a great story. I’ll be right back with the wine.”


  He leaves us alone in the room, and an awkward silence descends. I’m not sure that Jana notices it, but I sure do.


  “How’s your sight now? Better?” She glances up at me before going back to hawk-eyeing her niece.


  Jaws is across the room, watching what’s going on from around the corner of the couch. I’m glad Cassie hasn’t seen him yet. I’m sure he’ll become the star of her show if she so much as catches a glimpse of him.


  “Yes, much better, thank you. Almost back to normal. But my eyes still aren’t very pretty, so I’m sticking with the glasses for tonight so I don’t mess with anyone’s appetite.”


  She laughs. “I appreciate that. I never knew how weak a stomach I had until Cassie came along.”


  I nod, not knowing what to say to that. Jana has so much experience with babies, and I have almost zero, other than my babysitting history from fifteen years ago. Is that enough to play mother to another woman’s child? It doesn’t feel like it.


  Robinson comes back in the room with two full glasses. “Jeremy says we should go into the dining room and have some of the appetizers he made.”


  I take my glass of wine and follow them into the dining room. The table is set, and I feel guilty for having nothing to do with it. Little puff pastries are in the middle that look like miniature fancy pizzas. When did Jeremy do all this? I had a nap today but didn’t realize it had been such a long one.


  “Mmm,” Robinson says, biting into one. “You really make these, Jer?” he yells toward the kitchen.


  “Yep. Defrosted and baked ‘em myself!”


  We all laugh.


  “Well done, Brother!” Jana says, biting into her second one.


  The door opens and lets in a gust of air that makes its way into the dining room.


  “Anybody home?” says Leah, sounding out of breath.


  The door slams closed.


  “Damn, it’s cold out there. Phew!”


  I walk around and greet her at the front door, glad to have her here with me. At least there will be one person in the room on my side when the poo hits the fan. I want to tell her everything that’s going on behind the scenes, but there’s no time. Jeremy is suddenly there by my side, and we’re squared off across from Leah and James.


  Jeremy’s hand goes out. “James. Thanks for coming.”


  James takes his brother’s hand and shakes it. “Jeremy. Thanks for inviting us.”


  Leah frowns. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, would you guys just get over yourselves?” She pushes James towards Jeremy and yanks Jeremy over by his sleeve. “Hug it out. We’ll wait.”


  They eye each other awkwardly for a couple seconds, but then James’s arms go wide and Jeremy steps into them. I have to turn away to wipe the tears that almost sneak past the bottom of my sunglasses.


  “There, that’s better, isn’t it?” Leah joins in the hug. “Come on, Sarah, get in on this with me. Family hug.”


  “No, I’ll stay over here with my gross eyeballs out of the way.”


  “Bullshit. Get in here,” Jeremy says, his voice scratchy. He pulls me in and hangs onto me like a drowning man.


  I hug the men lightly, and laugh when Leah tickles my arm.


  “Okay, okay, that’s enough of the hippie love fest,” James says, the first one to break away. I quickly join him.


  Leah pouts, tilting her head up to look at her fiancé. “Are you mocking the hippie lifestyle again?”


  He leans down and kisses her gently. “No ma’am. I would never.”


  “Good.” She nods at him once before turning to look at me. “So! How are those demon-eyes of yours, anyway?”


  I laugh. She takes all the pressure off everything with a simple question. I love my buddy Leah. “Much better, thanks. I can see fine.”


  “So what’s with the glasses?”


  I pull them down my nose and look up at her.


  She flinches and leans back. “Oh. Ew. Okay. Put them back on, and feel free to keep them on all night.”


  James spanks her on the butt and then herds her into the dining room. “That’s enough out of you, Lady.” He has to jump out of the way when her hand comes back to grab at his crotch.


  I look away, smiling. She’s so bad. I envy her sexy games with her guy. Jeremy and I haven’t even really kissed yet. And he proposed!! How is that even possible?! Ack!!


  It’s like we’re living in the seventeen-hundreds or something. Doesn’t he want to see if we’re compatible before he commits like that? It’s kind of flattering, actually, that he’d love me so much just from our conversations and time together. I wonder if the Brontë sisters experienced love that way. Maybe that’s why they were so poetic. Whatever. I definitely need to get him in the sack at least once before I commit. I’m too much of a modern girl to do otherwise.


  I shake my head to get it out of the clouds and join the rest of the group in the dining room. With Leah here, things seem much less dark and gloomy than they did before.


  “Spaghetti’s ready!” Jeremy announces from the kitchen. “Grab your bowls and come on in.”


  I follow everyone’s lead and go into the kitchen. As Cassie climbs around on the floor after Jaws, who she finally noticed spying on her, we each get a serving of noodles and sauce. I don’t worry about the dog being trouble for her or getting hurt, because he’s already showing how good he is at staying out of Cassie’s range. Smart little guy. It makes me wonder if he had a baby in his life before he became homeless. But his new vet said that without a microchip or tattoo, there’s no way I’ll ever find his former owner. That’s okay by me, though; he’s a member of the family now.


  I sit down next to the seat at the head of the table and Jeremy takes the spot next to me. James is on my left, Leah next to him, then Robinson and Jana. That puts Jeremy’s sister right across the table from me. I’m once again grateful for the glasses.


  “Shall we say grace?” Jana asks, holding her hands out on either side of her.


  I place my napkin in my lap and watch as everyone takes the hand of the person next door. I do the same. My heart skips beat after beat as I hold Jeremy on my right and James on my left, and Jana stares me right in the eye.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  



  “BLESS US, LORD, FOR THE food we are about to receive,” she says. She looks to Robinson, waiting.


  “And for the company you’ve allowed us to keep,” Robinson adds, winking at her for a moment before he looks up at Jeremy expectantly.


  “And for the good health of everyone we hold dear,” Jeremy says, glancing at me and then resting his gaze on Leah.


  “And for family. Through good times and bad, thick and thin, always there for us,” Leah says, kissing James on the hand when she’s done.


  “Thank you, Lord, for our parents, who saw fit to have three children, flawed but still perfect,” James says, his voice rough. Then he turns to me and nods once.


  I clear my throat, knowing it’s my turn to add to the prayer before it can be finished. This system of saying grace is new to me, but I like it. Family style. I look at all the people with their heads bowed around the table and know that the calm I see here is going to need some serious support if we’re going to make it through in one, undamaged piece.


  “And thank you too, for your forgiveness when we screw up and for giving us the strength to forgive when someone we love stumbles.”


  “Amen!” Jeremy says, squeezing my hand before letting it go.


  “Awesome sauce,” Leah says, digging into her spaghetti.


  “Thanks, Leah,” Jeremy says, smiling.


  “She hasn’t even tasted it yet,” James says.


  Leah crosses her eyes at them. “I didn’t mean the spaghetti sauce, geez.”


  The brothers look at each other confused. We girls just laugh at our inner joke.


  “So, tell us about your adventure at the cabin,” Leah says, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Sounds like you two really hit it off.”


  I shake my head. “Not at first.” I sink my fork into my noodles and start twirling.


  “No, she didn’t like me at all when she first met me,” Jeremy says, nudging my hand. “Huh?”


  “No, not really.” I look around the table. “He’d left about a hundred empty beer bottles all over the place. It took me hours to clean up after him. I thought there were squatters living there.”


  James shakes his head, censure in his tone. “The booze was a mistake.”


  “I’ve got it under control now, you don’t need to worry.”


  “And the drugs?” James asks.


  “Easy does it, James,” Robinson scolds. “We just got here. Give us time to get to the garlic bread, at least.” He reaches for the basket overflowing with the diner-style goodness.


  Nervous giggles come from somewhere. Maybe me.


  Jeremy responds. “I’m clean, in case it’s anyone’s business. And I’m going to meetings now, too. AA.”


  I look up, frowning. “You didn’t tell me.”


  He shrugs. “I didn’t think it mattered.”


  I twirl some pasta onto my fork. “It doesn’t. I’m just… happy for you.”


  He puts his hand over mine, stilling my movements. “Thank you. And sorry I didn’t mention it. I just started this week. I wanted to see how it went before I told you. I wanted to be sure I was going to keep going.”


  “Are you?” asks James, his expression dark and distrusting.


  “Yes, I am.” Jeremy’s face is red, but he’s going a great job of keeping his temper in check. I wish I could say the same for myself. I’m starting to feel very protective of Jeremy where James is concerned.


  “Jeremy is starting up the renovation on the brownstone again,” I say, nodding so everyone can join in the happy moment. “He has contractors lined up and everything.”


  “That’s great, Jer, congrats,” Robinson says, raising his glass. “Here’s to new beginnings!”


  Everyone joins in. Jeremy smiles. As he touches his glass to mine he winks. Then he lifts his glass higher towards the center of the table.


  “Hey, while I have you here in the mood for toasting, let me add something.”


  Everyone waits, the pressure mounting as they all try to guess what he’s going to say.


  I try to warn him off, but he ignores my sunglass-covered stare.


  “I just wanted to share the good news that Sarah has agreed to stay here with me until further notice.”


  I let out a long breath of relief. He didn’t do what I thought he was going to do. I’m not sure what I would have done if he had.


  “Cheers!” says Robinson. He and Leah are the only ones smiling, though.


  “Cheers,” I say, smiling as best I can. It’s kind of hard, though, when the tension is so high.


  The glasses go down to the table and everyone starts eating again. I’m hoping the moment will pass, but I shouldn’t be so naive. There’s an elephant in the room and he’s about to start stomping across the table.


  “So, that’s exciting,” Jana says, cutting some spaghetti with her knife and putting it on a highchair tray behind her. Cassie’s not sitting in it yet, but she will be soon. Her dinner is almost ready. “You guys living together. Is that like, as a couple? Are you dating?”


  Robinson bumps her with his elbow, and she glares at him in response. I can’t tell if he did it on purpose or not.


  “Yep.” Jeremy obviously has no compunctions about total honesty. Maybe it’s part of his AA thing. “And I’ve asked her to think about marrying me when she’s ready.” He shoves a huge bite of pasta in his mouth, like all he’s done is announce tomorrow’s weather forecast.


  Jana and James both drop their forks with a clang into their dishes.


  “That’s amazing!” Leah says, jumping to her feet. She runs over and kisses me on the cheek and then Jeremy too. “Oh, I’m so happy for you!”


  “Does this mean she said yes? Or was it a maybe?” James asks. He turns to look at me.


  “I said I’d think about it.” I stare at my plate, too embarrassed to look anywhere else. They hate me. I knew they would.


  “Well, I for one, think it’s great,” says Robinson. “Well done, Jer. Taking the leap again after all you’ve been through. I admire your courage.” He lifts his glass into the air again. “Here’s to new romance and a happy household over here in Brooklyn again.”


  Jana and James stare at each other for a few seconds before looking at Robinson. He doesn’t wait for them to join. He just gestures with the glass, winks, and drinks.


  I put my silverware down in my bowl. I’ve completely lost my appetite. The pressure in the room is ridiculous, and I’m about one insult away from jumping down someone’s throat. Jeremy is trying really hard here, and his siblings are being dicks. Don’t they realize what he’s been through? Don’t they care that he’s happy again?


  “It’s a big step,” Jana says, looking at Jeremy. “You just got back on your feet.”


  “Thanks to her,” Jeremy says, gesturing at me with his bread. “She’s my rock.”


  “You used to say that about Laura,” James says. He’s speaking through gritted teeth.


  “So?” Jeremy’s chin goes up. “You’ve got a problem with that?”


  James shrugs. “Don’t you?”


  I take my napkin from my lap and stand, placing it by my plate.


  “Where are you going?” Jeremy asks, taking my wrist to stop me from leaving.


  “I can’t stay and listen to this. I’m sorry.”


  “Babe.” He pleads with his eyes. “Please don’t go.”


  I clench my teeth together as I war with myself. I can’t abandon him; not when he’s looking at me like that. But neither can I just sit here and let them treat him like this.


  I look around the table and take a deep breath.


  “Here it comes,” whispers Leah. “Buckle your seatbelts.”


  I ignore her and begin to say what I have to say.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  



  “I KNOW THAT JEREMY AND I met just a few weeks ago, and that this isn’t enough time to get to know someone enough to marry him. And I know that he lost his wife less than a year ago, and they were very deeply in love. But I did get to know a lot of things about him, about Laura, about all of you, and about his life, and I can tell you right now that if it weren’t for the love he has for you, none of us would be sitting here sharing this meal today.”


  I look around to make sure my words are sinking in. The only people looking at me are the ones who already know this. James and Jana are staring at their plates.


  “You don’t know me from Eve. To you, I’m probably just some chick who’s hanging out in your brother’s house. I get that. I don’t mean to jump right in here and announce I’m one of the family. But what I am going to do is insist that you treat Jeremy with the love and respect he deserves.”


  Jana looks up sharply at that and James lifts an eyebrow.


  “I know he was using drugs and drinking. I know he made you worry. I know he embarrassed you and himself. I know he’s lost most of his friends. But he was in pain after losing the most important person in his life. Great pain. Terrible, unthinkable pain. Imagine what that might feel like, if you even can. He tried for nine months to just forget her, so the pain wouldn’t be so bad, but he recently realized he couldn’t do that. And he also realized that he doesn’t want to do that, which is really great.”


  Now James is looking up at me too. Hope burns bright.


  “Laura is a permanent part of our lives… of this house, even. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. She loved Jeremy when she was alive, and I truly believe she loves him still, wherever she is. And she wants him to be happy. She wants him to be the father he should be. She wants him to be who he really is, not this angry, lonely imposter who took over his life for almost a year.”


  I shrug, out of lecturing words and energy.


  “I’m sorry to act like such a bitch on your family dinner night. I just really care about Jeremy, and I want him to be happy. Hopefully that means you all can be happy too, but if not, oh well. He’s my first priority.” I pull my hand from Jeremy’s grasp and try to smile at him. Instead I wince as tears drip out of my sore eyes.


  “Here, here!” Leah says, raising James’s wine glass. “I’ll drink to that.”


  James pushes her hand down. “No you won’t, you’re pregnant.” He pushes her apple juice over to her.


  “I can have a sip!”


  “Not on my watch.” He raises the wine glass at his brother. “Here’s to your recovery. May it go as smoothly as Sarah seems to think it can.”


  Robinson raises his glass. “I’m on board. I think this is great. Best thing that could have happened.”


  Everyone looks at Jana. She gets redder and redder in the face until I think she’s about to explode.


  “Say it, Jana,” I encourage her. “Tell him what’s on your mind.” I look at Jeremy and then at her again.


  She looks at her brother as her eyes fill with tears. “You want her back, don’t you? Cassie.”


  Jeremy nods, crying too. His words tremble in time with his chin. “Yes, I do. She belongs with me. I’m her father.”


  Jana lifts her chin. “What if I don’t want to give her back? What if I think she’s better off with me?”


  Robinson puts his hand on hers. “Jana…”


  “No! Get off!” She shoves him away and stands, tipping her chair back. He catches it before it falls against the wall. “You’ve probably already talked to him about this, haven’t you?!” She looks at Robinson as though she’s been betrayed.


  “Yes, I have. You know it’s the right thing to do, Jana. We talked about this when we went to the hearing.”


  She gestures at Jeremy. “But look at him! He’s not ready!”


  Robinson follows her gesture with his eyes. “He looks great to me. And he’s clean. I can have him prove it with blood tests if that’ll make you feel better.”


  “No!” James says, looking at his sister. “We’re not going to do that.”


  Jana looks from one brother to the other, tears streaming down her face. She finally settles her gaze on her oldest brother. “What are you saying, James?”


  “I’m saying that Cassie belongs with her father when he’s ready, willing, and able to take over his duties.” He switches his gaze over to Robinson. “I’m going to let Robinson tell us when that time is.”


  Jana sobs once, but then she turns to Robinson. “He’s not ready. Tell them. He’s only been clean for a little while!”


  Robinson shrugs. “He’s clean enough for the court. He’s got his house back, he’s attending meetings, he’s getting back to work.” He gestures at me. “He has support here at home from someone who obviously cares a lot about him.”


  Jana turns her glare on me. “You.”


  I sit down quietly, trying to meet her eyes if for no other reason than because I respect her and I respect Jeremy. She has every right to hate me right now; I probably would feel the same way if I were in her shoes. And if there has to be a bad guy, I want it to be me, not Jeremy. Not the man I have come to love so much it hurts to imagine being without him.


  “This is all your fault,” she says.


  “That’s enough,” Jeremy says, getting angry. “This has nothing to do with her.”


  Jana turns her hateful gaze on him. “You were fine to stay gone before you met her. Why the sudden interest in your family, huh? Is it something she said? Something she did? What has she promised you?”


  Now I’m confused. But Jeremy is really angry. His voice comes out very calm, but I know that expression on his face; it’s very similar to the one he had when he realized I’d dumped all his booze out into the snow.


  “You need to check yourself, Jana. Don’t say another word that you’re going to regret.” Jeremy stands, letting his napkin fall to the floor from his lap. “I am going to petition the court to let me have Cassie back, and I really hope you’re going to support me in that. And then she’s going to move back in here and I’m going to be her father. Forever. Not for just a little while… forever. You are not her mother. You’re an amazing, selfless, loving aunt, and I will never forget what you did for us when I was too sick and sad to be her father, but that does not change the fact that this is who I am. I am Cassie’s dad. It’s my right to raise her in my home.”


  Jana slaps Robinson on the shoulder, startling him. “Don’t ever talk to me again.” She leaves the room without another word.


  Everyone looks at James. He sighs and puts his napkin on the table. “That went well.”


  Robinson leans towards him. “Talk to her. She can’t block this. It’s not going to work, and she’ll just make everything really bad for Cassie.”


  James nods. “I will.” He looks to his brother. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”


  Jeremy nods.


  “Okay then. I’m behind you all the way.”


  I have to tip my head down and hold my face in my hands. All this pressure is making my eyeballs ache and I can’t stop crying.


  Jeremy comes up behind me and takes me by the shoulders. “Come on, babe. You need to go to bed. Face down.”


  “I hate that thing!” I whine as he leads me away.


  “Shhhhh, it’s better for you. You won’t have to use it for much longer, I promise.”


  We leave the room, and I fall asleep fully dressed with no idea how everything turned out.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Forty


  



  JAWS AND I PACE THE living room together as we wait for the car to pull into the driveway. Jeremy is due back from the courthouse at any second. He already texted me to tell me what happened.


  She’s coming. Cassie. To live here with us. I’m going to be her mother figure and Jeremy is going to be her father. Finally, he’s going to show her the family she should have had.


  Jana isn’t speaking to us, but neither of us blame her for that. During the past two weeks of visitation with Cassie, stumbling our way through a half-celebrated, half-teary-eyed Christmas, we’ve learned how deeply a person can fall in love with a little baby girl whose mother died way too young. She’s already walking, the little skunk. I can’t wait to take her for a walk in the park.


  Jaws looks up at me and whines.


  “Come here, baby. It’s okay.” I pick him up and stroke his fur, leaning over so I can rest my nose against his back. It makes me remember our first night together. “You’ll always be my first baby, okay? I won’t leave you off to the side. And I’ll make sure Cassie isn’t mean to you.”


  A honk out in the driveway alerts me to the fact that my life is about to change completely. I put Jaws down and run to the door.


  Jeremy is out in the driveway, opening the sliding door of the new mini-van he bought. I go out into the cold to help him with Cassie’s luggage.


  “Get back inside! It’s freezing out here! I can do this!”


  “Give her to me,” I say, taking the carseat from his hand. It pulls my arm down way more than I was expecting. “Oh my, you’re heavy.”


  Jeremy takes her seat back. “No. You’re not supposed to lift anything heavy. Go back inside.”


  I follow right behind him and then hover over her as he unbuckles her just inside the front door.


  “Is she okay? Did she cry? Did Jana try to kill you?”


  “No, Jana wasn’t there. She said she couldn’t do it. Leah did the hand-off.”


  My heart hurts for his sister. “When do you think she’ll come around?” I look up at the man I love with concern.


  “I don’t know when, but eventually she will. I know she will.”


  He goes back out into the cold, and I stare at Cassie. She stares back, blinking occasionally. Her little hat covers everything but her eyes, nose, mouth, and huge cheeks.


  “Do you want to come out of that seat?” I ask, trying not to cry.


  She kicks her feet very enthusiastically.


  I unbuckle her and gently lift her free. She melds into me, and then I do cry. I’m swaying back and forth with her when Jeremy comes back inside.


  “Everything okay?” he asks me, staring at us.


  I nod. “Everything’s perfect. Just perfect.”


  He smiles, puts her things on the ground, and walks over to us. He kisses us both on the head and then wraps his arms around us.


  Cassie looks up, first at him and then at me.


  “Happy family,” he says.


  “Sure feels like it,” I add.


  He leans in and kisses me on the lips. “Wanna marry me?”


  I blush. “We have one more thing we have to do first, before I decide.”


  “Oh really?” he asks, suddenly very interested. “Is it what I think it is?” He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.


  “Maybe.” I can’t look at him anymore. Instead, I give Cassie an Eskimo kiss, rubbing our noses together.


  “We’ll discuss that later,” he says, pinching my butt.


  “Ow!” I try to scowl at him. “Stop that!”


  I hear a growl and then Jeremy yelps.


  “Ouch! Dammit, Jaws! Stop biting me!”


  I start laughing and then Cassie joins me. She and I are both cracking up. When Jeremy starts running around the room with the dog chomping at his heels, Cassie gets hysterical.


  Jeremy and Jaws stop only for the two seconds it takes them to realize they are her entertainment, and then they go again. Around and around the room they chase one another as Cassie’s peals of laughter bounce off the walls. I swear I can see a ghostly presence in the corner of the room laughing with us.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-One


  



  CASSIE IS FINALLY ASLEEP. THE energy that we built up waiting for her and then enjoying her first day with us kept her awake well beyond her normal bedtime. I look at my watch. It’s 10:00pm and I still have laundry to do. I wonder if Jeremy is going to try and grab it from me again and insist I’m not allowed to lift dirty clothes.


  “What are you doing?” he asks, standing in the entrance to my bedroom.


  “Sorting laundry for the wash.”


  “You know you’re not supposed to lift heavy things.”


  I smile to myself. “Two shirts and a pair of jeans aren’t heavy.”


  He’s at my side now. “Still, I don’t mind doing it. We need to be careful while your eyes are healing.”


  I look up at him, the glasses finally gone now that my eyeballs aren’t horrible anymore. “You know you can’t keep acting like my servant, right?”


  He smiles. “Sure I can.”


  I shake my head. “You’re crazy.”


  His hand comes up and his fingers trace the outline of my jaw. “Crazy about you.”


  “Corny,” I say, laughing.


  “Sexy,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.


  My laugh falls away as I recognize the look in his eyes. I know what he’s thinking; it’s the same thing that’s been going through my mind all day. Seeing him be a father to Cassie has awakened a fire within me. He could not possibly be sexier to me now.


  His hand drifts down, his finger lightly sliding along the skin of my neck and then my collar bone.


  “You’re so pretty,” he says softly. “I love your red hair.”


  “Kids used to call me penny head.” I always considered my hair a curse, but Jeremy’s been playing with it regularly since I moved in here and telling me how many pretty shades of copper he sees in it, so I believe him when he says he likes it. I’m even starting to like looking at it in the mirror. Something about Jeremy’s constant compliments have boosted my confidence; I actually feel as beautiful as he claims me to be.


  “Tell me their names,” he says. “I’ll go beat ‘em up.”


  I move to step into the hug he’s offering. “You can’t beat up everyone who’s mean to me.”


  “Oh no? Watch me.”


  “What if that person is you, though?” A bite my lip as I realize that a piece of my past has risen to spoil the mood.


  “Me? Are you crazy? Why would I ever be mean to you?”


  I shrug, looking at his chin instead of his eyes. “It happens. People get comfortable with one another and then their good manners slip away, little by little.”


  “These aren’t manners, silly girl; this is love. Love is what makes me want to stroke your beautiful hair, do your laundry for you, cook your dinner, hug you, touch you, make love to you…”


  My face flames red. “You haven’t done that last part yet.”


  He pushes his hips forward so I can feel his hardness against me. “Not for lack of will, let me tell you.” He leans down and kisses my neck. “It’s taken all my strength to hold back, you know.”


  I run my hands up his arms and wrap them around the back of his neck. “It has?” I drop my head to the side to give him better access to my collar bone. I had no idea until I spent time with Jeremy that this was a sensitive spot for me. His hands slide up my ribs, his thumbs resting just beneath my bra. Then he lifts them just the tiniest bit, stroking the sensitive skin on the underside of my breasts.


  “Yes. Pure torture. I can’t wait anymore.” His kisses cease for a moment and the room is completely silent as he waits for my response.


  “You don’t have to wait if you don’t want to,” I whisper, staring into his gorgeous blue eyes.


  Next thing I know the world is turning sideways. “Whoop!” I yell, and then start giggling. He’s carrying me into his bedroom.


  “Say no more,” he says in a booming voice. “You don’t have to tell me twice. No ma’am.”


  “Shhhh! You’ll wake the baby.”


  He places me on top of his bed and quickly removes his shirt. It goes flying out behind him, and his pants are already halfway off by the time it hits the ground.


  “What are you doing, you maniac?” My face is flushed and I’m breathing heavily. This is what we’ve both been waiting for. If we’re as compatible in bed as we are everywhere else, I have no reason to keep pushing his proposal off. Everything feels so right with him.


  “Watch and see.” He drops his pants, his boxers, and last, his socks. Then he stands there, looking at me, smiling.


  I stare at the perfect form of the most attractive man who ever walked the earth. “Wow.” You’d think with me being an artist, I’d have a better vocabulary for beauty, but not today. Not right now. “Just wow.”


  He grins even harder and then gives me a double-bicep flex. “What do you think?” He looks at one bicep and then the other before turning back to me. “Should I do some more pushups?”


  I reach out with grabby hands. “Come here and start taking my clothes off or I’m going to force you into my studio so I can draw you.”


  He drops his muscle pose and comes closer, reaching for my shirt buttons. “Mmmm, sounds kinky.”


  I laugh, I’m so happy to be with this man. “Believe me, it’s not. Not at all. You’d fall asleep from boredom.”


  My blouse falls from my arms and he starts to work on my bra. “Oh no, I wouldn’t. Want to know why?” He leans over to see the back of me and his breath tickles my neck.


  “Yes,” I say, no longer laughing, “tell me why.” My nipples have grown taut under my bra, anticipating his hands on them.


  “If I’m naked in that studio, you have to be naked too. Trust me, that’ll keep me awake.”


  The erotic image appears instantly in my mind. “I’ve never drawn while naked before.”


  “There’s a first time for everything.”


  My bra falls away and his big hands slide from my back to my front, taking both breasts. He kneads them and leans in for a kiss.


  I meet him halfway, my hands sliding down to run the length of his hardness. This kiss goes deeper than any before it, our tongues slipping along one another while our mouths move for better angles. His lips are full and soft. We match rhythms so perfectly. He nips me all of a sudden and I go after him to nip him back. He laughs.


  “Easy now, I still have to take those pants off you.” But he doesn’t move away; instead, he presses himself into my hand more fully and closes his eyes.


  “You like that?” I ask in a whisper, stroking slightly faster.


  “Oh yeah.”


  A few seconds later, he pulls away. He stands there, staring at me, his expression going dark, unfathomable.


  I start to get embarrassed under the pressure of his gaze. Is he regretting what we’re doing? Remembering another woman in my place? Does he wish he’d never asked me to marry him?


  “I want to do this the right way,” he finally says.


  “And what way is the right way?” I’m hoping beyond hope that he’s not going to bring me to the brink like this and then just throw me into the abyss.


  “Stand up.”


  I slide off the edge of the bed and stand there, naked from the waist up, waiting to see what he’s going to do.


  He moves closer, looking down at me as he gets near. “I want you to know that it’s just you and me in here.”


  I look to my left, confused. “Okay.”


  “I don’t mean Cassie coming in. She can’t escape that crib. I mean… I mean Laura.”


  I nod, waiting to find out more. Obviously, I figured she would come up between us. How could she not? Jeremy loved her very much and it should be her here, not me. Maybe he’s not ready. I’ll be okay with that, if that’s the case. Just like he said he could wait for me to be ready, I can do the same for him. I’m not with him for the sex.


  “I’ve been thinking about this since you moved in here. I didn’t want her to be between us, her memory to keep us from being able to enjoy this second chance I’ve been given.”


  I slide my hands up his shoulders as he unbuttons my pants. “Second chance?”


  “Yes. Second chance at love. And a couple in love has to be able to make love.”


  “I agree.” And I smile. He has to work through this, I can see that now. I’m going to do whatever I have to do to make this easier for him. It’s a big step making love to another woman when you thought you’d never be with anyone else ever again.


  “Laura wouldn’t be upset at me moving on. She told me so many times that if she died first, she’d want me to get married again.”


  “You said she was always saying she was going to die young.”


  “Yes. And she told me that if I found someone who loved me as much as she did, I had her permission to remarry.”


  “I do love you, you know,” I say, my heart lurching at the emotion that rushes in. “Very much.”


  “I know you do. I can feel it in my bones. I can see it when you hold my daughter. Our daughter, if you ever say yes to my proposal.”


  I grin slowly, as my pants and underwear fall to the floor and I step out of them. “I guess we’ll find out now whether we’re truly compatible.”


  “And then I’ll have my answer?”


  I hold my breath for a few seconds, wondering if I should commit to committing.


  Say yes, says a voice in my head. I’m not entirely clear whether it’s my voice or another woman’s, but I go ahead and obey it anyway.


  “Yes.”


  Jeremy smiles at me and I swear I can see a light beaming out of those blue eyes of his. “Well, alllll riiight.” He sweeps me off my feet and place me on the bed, climbing up next to me.


  “So how much foreplay are we talking here?” he says, winking.


  I reach up and grab him, pulling him to me. “Why don’t you just come on over here and find out.”


  That’s pretty much the last conscious thought I have about what we’re doing. Then it’s all hands, and mouths, and tongues, everywhere on my body and then his. His fingers go inside me and I’m so wet. I stroke his length and taste him. And when I can’t stand the anticipation anymore, I grab him and pull him over me.


  “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” he asks me, breathless, hovering over my body.


  “Yes. Absolutely. And you? You’re sure?”


  He reaches down, places himself at my warmest spot, and smiles. “Oh yeah, baby. I’m ready.”


  I cry out with pleasure as he slides into me, stroking me from the inside, filling me and bringing our lives full circle. It doesn’t take long before I’m feeling the rush of orgasm and floating away on cloud nine with the man of my dreams. He cries out with me and his body flails with the power of his finish.


  When we finally come down, covered in sweat and the scent of our lovemaking surrounding us, he slides off to my side with his heavy arm resting on my stomach.


  His hand moves to my abdomen, his fingers spread enough to cover it completely.


  “We could make a baby, you know,” he says, out of breath.


  “Someday.”


  “Maybe we just did.”


  “Maybe.” I can’t stop smiling.


  “I love you, Sarah Booker.”


  “I love you too, Jeremy Oliver. And Cassie. And Laura.”


  He leans up and looks down at me. “And Laura too?” His eyes are full of unshed tears.


  I start crying, but they’re all happy tears coming out of my eyes. “I do. She brought us together. I know she did. And I sense her happiness in this house. If I’m going to love her daughter and her husband, I have to love her too. How could I not?”


  “Other people won’t understand what you mean, but I do.”


  “Other people don’t have to know our business.” I reach up and stroke his beard-roughened cheek. “It’s just us here. You and me. No one else.”


  “You don’t think Laura is watching over us?” he asks.


  “Do you?”


  “No.” He holds my hand against his cheek, turning to kiss my palm. “I don’t feel her right next to me anymore.”


  “Does that bother you?” I feel sad for him until I see his smile.


  “No. It’s fine. I know she loves me. It’s just time for her to move on. It’s time for me to move on too.”


  I reach up with my lips to kiss him. He presses my head back into the pillow with his responding kiss. “You need to relax now,” he says against my mouth.


  “I am relaxed,” I say, wrapping my arm around his neck.


  He swings his leg over mind and rests himself against my hip. I can feel him growing hard.


  I look down and laugh. “Already?”


  He grins at me. “I plan on continuing until you submit.”


  I bite my lip trying to hold in peals of happy laughter. “I guess I’m going to have to hold out a little longer, then.”


  He growls and rolls on top of me and then we start all over again. I cannot think of a single time in my life when I’ve been happier or felt more fulfilled.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  



  “I can’t believe you’re getting married before I am,” Leah says, scowling at me for two seconds before she grins again. “This is so exciting and romantic!”


  I look around the courthouse and roll my eyes. “We’re getting married by a judge. What’s so romantic about that?”


  She spanks me on the butt. “Shush. You know falling in love in a cabin and everything you did with Cassie and whatever is totally romantic. And you get to be all skinny and gorgeous.” She points to her belly which has grown very, very round. “I’m never going to be skinny again.”


  I pat her baby bump. “Yes, you will. Just wait. After this angel is born you’ll be back to your slim, flower child, incense-loving self.”


  “Have you thought of where you’ll honeymoon yet?” she asks.


  I open my mouth to answer her, but then my words are stolen away when I see who’s come in the courtroom door.


  “Jana’s here,” I whisper to Leah.


  Leah turns around and then runs as fast as her pudgy legs will take her. “Jana! You made it!”


  She walks towards us, her expression cautious.


  I step forward with my hands out in a gesture of welcome, or at least I hope that’s how she’ll take it. She stops just in front of me, and I let my arms drop to my sides. I’m not going to force her to like me. She has to get there on her own.


  “I got your note,” she says. “Thanks for inviting me.” She’s very stiff and obviously uncomfortable. Her black business skirt and white blouse under a black jacket is an outfit more suited to a funeral than a wedding, but I’m not going to read into it more than I should. She looks stunning and she’s here; that’s all that matters.


  “Of course,” I assure her. “We wouldn’t want to get married without you here.”


  The door opens again and James comes in, carrying Cassie.


  “Moo!” Cassie yells, reaching for her aunt.


  Jana turns around, but not before I see the stricken expression on her face.


  “Baby girl!” she says after just a moment’s hesitation, moving towards her with her arms out.


  “Oh, that sucks,” Leah whispers near my ear.


  “It’s okay,” I say very softly. “We’re getting through it.”


  Jana takes the baby and hugs her close. She’s smiling like crazy when her face shows itself again. “How’s my adorable niece doing? Did you miss me.”


  Cassie slaps her face with both hands, one on each cheek. “Moo!”


  Jana looks over at me, smiling. “I guess I’m Auntie Moo now?”


  I shrug. “Cassie’s the boss, not me.”


  Jana joins us, playing with Cassie, her face aglow. “Stubborn little cuss, I see. Nothing’s changed.”


  I touch Jana’s arm briefly. “She misses you. You should come by and spend some time with her.” I pause, worried I’ve overstepped my bounds. “If you want.”


  Jana doesn’t look at me, but she does respond. “I will. I promise. Whenever it’s good for you guys.”


  “I’m home every day just painting. Whenever she’s napping, anyway. Otherwise, I’m catering to her every whim.”


  Jana laughs. “Oh, I remember those days. Not easy are they?” She finally looks at me. I could swear I see an apology in there somewhere.


  “No, not at all. You really are some kind of superwoman, doing everything you did. I have Jeremy doing way more than half the work, and I’m still exhausted every day.”


  “Yeah, well… you do what you have to do, right?”


  I rest my hand on her arm to get her attention. She finally looks right at me. “We’d really love it if you’d come by. Or you could take Cassie for a walk or for part of the day. Even overnight. Whatever you want. It’s completely up to you, but we want you to be as much a part of her life as you want.”


  Her lips tremble. “Does Jeremy feel the same way?”


  “Ask him.” I lean in and kiss her on the cheek. “He loves you, Jana. That’s all he’s got in his heart now. Love.”


  Leah comes in and grabs us both in a hug, her belly bulging out between us. “Come on, y’all. Group hug. You’re making me cry.”


  We laugh and embrace her, only breaking away when the door opens again and a court employee walks in.


  “We ready to get this show on the road?” The woman walks up behind the court bench, takes a black robe off a rack, and puts it on.


  “Oh. I guess this is the judge,” I say.


  James opens the door and sticks his head out. “Jeremy! Time to come in.”


  My groom insisted that I wait inside and he wait outside. He didn’t want me or Leah hanging around with — as he put it — the criminals of our county out in the hallway, so it will be me at the end of the aisle waiting for my man instead of the other way around.


  I watch as he comes towards me in his suit and tie, his brother following. He’s fully shaved for the first time since I met him, and I realize I was right before; he really is too handsome to be clean-shaven. He could give a woman a heart attack if he’s not careful.


  “Thank you everyone for coming,” the judge says, smiling at us with a clipboard in her hand.


  Jeremy gives me a quick kiss before he turns to face the judge, standing next to me.


  “If the bride and groom would just stand here in front of me…”


  We move over to the left to accommodate her.


  “Jeremy Oliver and Sarah Booker, is that right?” She looks at Jeremy and then me. We both nod in response.


  “Great. My name is Judge Laura Pringle, and I’ll be officiating your marriage today. Before we get started, do you have any questions?”


  Jeremy looks like he’s in shock. I look from him to the judge, panic filling my heart.


  “Is there something wrong?” Judge Laura asks.


  I take hold of Jeremy’s hands and turn him to look at me. “Are you okay?”


  He nods, his expression changing instantly to one of relief. “Yes. Sorry about that. Her name just … threw me off, there.”


  “I’m sorry…” the judge interrupts, “my name, did you say?”


  I give her an apologetic smile. “His first wife’s name was Laura. She was killed. Not quite a year ago, in a car accident.”


  The judge closes her eyes for a moment and nods. “I see. I’m sorry for your loss. Shall we take a moment?”


  “Thank you for your sympathies, but no.” Jeremy says, turning to face her. “Please don’t wait.” He gestures with his head at me. “I barely got her in here to start with.”


  Everyone laughs, including the judge.


  “Fine, then. Let’s get started.” The judge looks out at our family and smiles.


  Jeremy leans in and kisses me, whispering quickly. “I knew Laura would come. I knew she’d approve.”


  I can’t stop smiling. A bubble of happiness feels like it’s about to explode right out of me. How fitting that a woman named Laura would be the one to tie our knot for us. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I could swear I feel her standing there as my matron of honor. I give her a gentle nod, just in case she can see me.


  “Ladies and gentleman, we are gathered here today to witness the marriage of Jeremy Oliver and Sarah Booker…”
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