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      For anyone let down by love.

      

      I hope you find your happy ending.
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        This book can be read as a standalone. However, it features characters first mentioned in a previous release of mine titled First Flight, Final Fall.

      

        

      
        To fully appreciate Emma’s story and to avoid any spoilers, I’d suggest reading that book before this one, if you haven’t already.
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            BOOK DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It’s hard to forget your past when you’re staring at it.

      

      

      

      
        
        That’s the conclusion Emma Watkins arrives at when she returns to Hayden, Maine—population 2,253; now 2,254—for the first time in nine years.

      

      

      

      
        
        When she sees him for the first time in nine years.

      

      

      

      
        
        When that word leaves his mouth. Buttercup. A pretty nickname in an ugly tone. A term of endearment time twisted into an insult. A taunt that nothing has been forgiven—or forgotten.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s back to sever ties. Break promises. Keep secrets. All easier said than done. The memories she left behind aren’t all bad…more like mostly good.

      

      

      

      
        
        Reminders of the happy times before the heartbreak don’t change the fact that this visit is a farewell tour, not a reunion. Caden Bennett is the guy she left behind. Being back where they began doesn’t change that.

      

      

      

      
        
        But she never intended to fall for him the first time, either.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            EMMA

          

        

      

    

    
      Scars tell a story.

      The second my headlights illuminate the green sign informing me I’ve entered Hayden, Maine, the slash on my palm starts to tingle. The raised line can sense I’m approaching the chapter of my life that included its infliction.

      Maybe that’s just me being paranoid. A product of the nerves swirling in my stomach along with the coffee I finished downing a few miles ago.

      I’m not ordinarily an anxious person. I love surprise parties. Thrive in the midst of chaos. Revel in confrontation, especially on the soccer field.

      There’s only been one moment in my life when I chose flight over fight, and I fully committed to the choice. I guess it’s fitting for this deluge of apprehension to appear as I approach the spot I fled from. The same town I couldn’t imagine leaving, once upon a time.

      If I were in a better mood, I’d laugh at the sad, bitter irony. Toss in years of perspective and a family secret, and a place you thought was heaven can look a lot more like hell.

      Bing Crosby serenades me in the background, crooning about holiday cheer and season’s greetings.

      I ask Siri to switch playlists. Tell her to play something dark, ominous, and depressing instead.

      She suggests that I say it again.

      I repeat the request.

      She still “didn’t catch that.”

      I’m tempted to punch the car speakers. Or at the very least, aggressively turn down the volume.

      I do neither, opting to take my irritation out on the accelerator instead. I zoom past the two blocks that comprise Hayden’s downtown section. A blink, and you’ll miss its stretch of buildings, which includes the library, pizza parlor, and my destination tomorrow—the local law offices. A guaranteed run-in with one piece of my past, according to the letterhead on the papers that showed up in my mailbox a month ago.

      It’s barely ten p.m. In my adopted hometown of Los Angeles, this would be an acceptable time to order appetizers at a restaurant. Here, the only establishment even still open is Dawson’s, the solitary place in town that serves alcohol. Even that looks close to closing. According to the deserted street, it might as well be the middle of the night. The sun disappeared about five hours ago.

      The rich Australian accent I set for my navigational instructions to be delivered in interrupts Bing to inform me I need to make a right turn in half a mile. It’s a reminder I don’t need.

      Some knowledge is so deeply ingrained in you that it’s just like scars carved into flesh. You can’t forget it’s there, no matter how hard you try. It never fully fades, regardless of how much time passes or how desperately you hope it might.

      Bing resumes spreading his holiday cheer, only to be interrupted again seconds later. This time, it’s not by the driving directions. The piercing scream of a siren shatters the still night air, punctuated by a flash of red and blue lights. I glance in the rearview mirror at the commotion and then list off a long string of swears that rivals the volume of the siren trailing behind me. Bing’s dulcet notes are no match for either sound.

      There is no such thing as a good time to get pulled over by a cop, but this is most definitely not one. I’m dreading arriving at the destination a faceless Australian hunk is directing me toward. I’m trying to rip my return off like a Band-Aid, not delay the inevitable.

      I don’t have a choice; I’m no longer the reckless teenager I left here as. Most of the time, at least. My foot lets up off the gas pedal without permission. First coasting and then hitting the brakes.

      With a dramatic screech of tires, the police cruiser pulls off the asphalt behind me. Not that I had any doubt about who it was chasing—I haven’t passed another car in twenty minutes.

      I glance into the rearview mirror, trying to distinguish any details about who is sitting inside the shadowed car. All that gains me is a scattering of colorful dots dancing across my vision. I fix my eyes forward as I try to recall the names of the two middle-aged male police officers who came to Hayden High to deliver the D.A.R.E. and drunk driving lectures in health class each year. I doubt the small-town cop turnover is very high, so the chances they’re still the extent of local law enforcement are good. Maybe I can even recall a statistic or two for some sympathy points.

      Was I speeding? Yes.

      By much? I honestly have no idea. I was alternating between stressing about this visit and fantasizing about the Australian accent that’s accompanied me on this long drive as belonging to a fourth and even handsomer Hemsworth brother instead of paying close attention to the number displayed on the speedometer.

      My phone vibrates in the cupholder. I glance down to see my best friend, Saylor, is calling me. She typically texts, so her calling piques my interest immediately.

      A quick check in the rearview mirror confirms the cop hasn’t stepped foot outside, still taking his sweet-ass time to come chastise me. Probably adjusting his hearing aid.

      I swipe my phone from the cupholder and tap the green button. Maybe Saylor will have some tips on how to avoid a speeding ticket. I’m certain she has yet to encounter a problem she can’t talk her way out of.

      “Hey,” I answer.

      I’m about to follow it up with a, Quick, how do I get out of a speeding ticket? when Saylor drops the mother of all bombs on me.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “What?” I yelp, yanking the phone away from my ear for a second to double-check the name on the screen. Sure enough, I’m talking to Saylor Scott.

      “I just found out, and I’m freaking out,” she continues.

      “You just found out? Like, you’re sitting on the toilet, holding a stick right now?”

      “What?” She laughs. “No. I found out a few hours ago.”

      I try and fail to process this piece of news. “Did you tell Beck?”

      Saylor is notorious among our group of friends for keeping things to herself; not that I’m in a position to judge anyone about being secretive. Still, I wouldn’t be totally shocked if Saylor told me she was going to wait for Beck to notice in two to three months.

      Instead, she sighs. “Yes.”

      “Did he not take it well?”

      I would find that very difficult to believe. Adler Beck worships the ground Saylor walks on. She could suggest that they take up competitive duck herding, and I have no doubt he’d go out and procure a flock of mallards to practice with.

      “Too well,” Saylor grumbles. “He came home with an FC Kluvberg onesie.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter. “How did you manage to find a guy who’s hot and sweet? They’re like unicorns, S!” Not that I’m looking for a mystical animal of my own. I shy away from commitment the same way Saylor used to.

      Saylor snorts. “He’s not the one who’s going to have to grow a tiny human inside of him and then push it out. Of course he’s excited.”

      “Had you guys talked about having kids?”

      “Yes.” Another surprise.

      In my mind, Saylor’s still the daredevil who matched me shot for shot at Lancaster. Who suggested we streak across campus. Who made it crystal clear to every male suitor that soccer was her one and only priority. The last time I visited her in Germany, we went barhopping in Kluvberg until four a.m. It’s easy for me to forget she’s at a very different place in her personal life than my single self. She’s married. A future mom now.

      “Just in the future. The very distant future.”

      “I’m calling dibs on godmother.”

      Saylor laughs. “You’ll have to fight Hallie for it.”

      I could totally take Saylor’s sister. She’s as sweet and sensible as my best friend is sassy spitfire.

      “Have you told her? Or your dad?”

      “No. I needed to freak out about it more first. Hallie will start mailing me maternity books. My dad will probably cry.”

      “Well, I think it’s—”

      A loud smack makes me jump. I glance to the left to see a pair of knuckles pressed up against the car window. The fingers are pale; all the blood has rushed away from the place where the skin is flattened against the glass.

      The second thing I register is that the hand is smooth. For the most part, at least. Blemished by a few calluses, but not by any of the age spots I expected to see. My eyes trace up the extended line of the arm the hand is attached to and over the Hayden Police badge affixed to the dark fabric. Up, up, and up. My eyes land on a face that I recognize—and not from delivering high school lectures.

      He’s the guy who sat beside me during them.

      I drop the phone. It hits the plastic cupholder with a loud clack that jolts me back into a horrifying reality. I dive for the wayward device.

      “I’m so sorry. I have to call you back,” I tell Saylor. Before she can say a word, I shut off the phone and toss it onto the cluttered passenger seat.

      My insides scramble as I reach for the door handle. I should stay in the car, but I can’t sit here while he looms over me. Cool air, scented with a hint of pine and saltiness, infiltrates the warm confines of the car as I step outside onto the damp asphalt. The familiar sight of fall foliage mingling with proud pines should be soothing, but there’s no room for any appreciation of nature amid the shock and anxiety I’m swimming in.

      I knew there was a chance I might encounter him on this trip.

      I didn’t think he’d be the first person I saw.

      I definitely didn’t think a traffic stop was how we might interact for the first time in nine years.

      November wind blows blonde strands across my face as I tighten the belt of the cashmere coat I spent an obscene amount of money on and lean against the side of my BMW, trying to appear unaffected by his hard stare. Stray droplets of the rain I encountered an hour ago streak the shiny black paint, reflecting the road covered with colorful leaves.

      It’s beautiful here. Always has been. This length of road displays the wild beauty the Pine Tree State is known for. Based on Caden’s face, the scenic stretch is about to become a war zone.

      Defiance rises inside me like a tide to meet the angry expression he’s wearing.

      I’ve always been blunt. There was a time when I tried to curb that habit in uncomfortable situations. Not anymore. I say what’s on my mind.

      Even to him.

      Especially to him.

      The purpose of this visit is to sever ties hanging on by a thread. There’s no time like the present to brandish the scissors I’ll use to snip them.

      “Caden Bennett.” I roll his name around in my mouth like I’m sampling a top-shelf liquor. Like his appearance is merely unexpected, not a worst-case scenario. Like I haven’t dreaded this moment as much as I’ve hoped for it. “No flight schools were interested in a guy who almost flunked Pre-Calc?”

      Up until I realized who was inside that cop car, I had every intention of sucking up big time to avoid a speeding ticket and get off with just a warning.

      That’s no longer anything remotely resembling an option.

      Annoyance flickers on his face before he shuts it down. “Buttercup.”

      One word after nine years. Those three syllables are all he says, and they’re all he has to. A term of endearment time twisted into an insult. That is the solitary word in the English language I solely associate with him. If our relationship were documented in a country album, that would be the name of the hit single.

      He says the pretty nickname in the same ugly tone he used to disparage his father in. He hasn’t forgotten. He won’t be forgiving.

      I left. As far as Caden is concerned, that’s an unforgivable act. I knew that when I did it.

      Another gust of wind makes my teeth chatter. I forgot how cold it is here. The arctic chill radiating from the man in front of me doesn’t help. I tighten the belt of my coat again. It’s a steel band around my abdomen. Holding me together. The tight press gives me something else to focus on other than delving into decisions I can’t change.

      Whoever said there’s a fine line between love and hate has never encountered a pissed off Caden Bennett before. There was a time I was certain he was in love with me. Right now, he’s looking at me like he hates me, and that “fine line” looks a lot more like the Berlin Wall and a lot less likely to tumble.

      I summon up all the indifference I’ve gathered in the past nine years of pretending this place doesn’t exist.

      Pretending he doesn’t exist.

      “Did you forget my name, Caden?” I taunt. “It’s only been what, a decade?”

      I didn’t think it was possible for him to glower at me any harder. He takes the opportunity to prove me wrong.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” He spits the question out like it leaves a bad taste behind.

      “Foul language on the job? Guess being a small-town cop really is perfect for you, huh?”

      Caden glares. I glare right back.

      I’ve been looking at him, but I haven’t let myself absorb any details. When he doesn’t answer, I have no choice but to take in his appearance.

      The moonlight and car lights aren’t bright enough not to cast shadows, but they offer enough illumination that I can still see plenty. Enough to be reminded of why he’s always been that guy for me. The one who—consciously or not, and it was almost always unconsciously—I measure every other man against. If I’m being honest with myself, which I try not to be when he’s involved, they’ve come up short.

      Every. Single. One.

      When you know someone well enough, you can’t separate how they appear and who they are. Brown hair that light and green eyes that dark would enhance anyone’s appearance. The same goes for the tall, trim physique, obviously corded with muscle and currently covered by a starched black uniform.

      It’s not just the fact that he’s an objectively attractive guy.

      It’s that he’s Caden.

      I used to love the boy standing in front of me, and my heart clangs painfully against my ribs as I’m abruptly reminded of that fact while staring at the grown-up version.

      “Well, are you going to give me a ticket?” I sass.

      He’s clearly not happy to see me, but that’s about all I can glean from his stormy expression. “Are you going to tell me why you’re here?” he counters.

      “Still not very good at putting two and two together, are you? Mr. Byers would be disappointed.”

      There’s absolutely no way he doesn’t know about my uncle. Does he think I’m that heartless? His expression says yes. Reminding my ex he almost failed Pre-Calc because he would often skip it to make out with me isn’t the kindest comment, I guess. Cheap shots are all I can afford at the moment.

      Caden’s jaw works. Unfortunately for me, the move just emphasizes the perfect symmetry of his face.

      How many times did I kiss those lips? Hundreds? Thousands?

      I know how many more will be added to the tally—zero.

      Even if Caden was interested in picking up where we left off, which he is very obviously not, this interaction is affecting me more than I expected it to. I figured if I encountered Caden, it might be awkward, filled with stilted small talk and unspoken questions.

      I should have known better. Most Hayden residents would probably describe Caden Bennett as being quiet and serious. But we worked because he’s the only guy I’ve ever met who gives it as good as I do. He talked me out of my craziest ideas, and I talked him into my slightly less crazy ones.

      We’re opposites who see the world the same way. Or rather, saw it the same way. But there’s still something between us. An awareness that sizzles like hot butter melting on a skillet as we stare each other down silently. The memories I left behind weren’t all bad… more like mostly good. A reminder I don’t need and can’t want.

      Caden breaks the quiet first. “License and registration.”

      I stare at him, incredulous. My mouth gapes open. There was a time when he knew everything about me. Back when I thought I knew everything about me.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      I didn’t want to tempt fate, so I didn’t really let myself consider what an encounter with him might consist of. I knew there was a chance he might be cold. Aloof. It also occurred to me that he might have moved on entirely. Might no longer live here or barely remember me. No doubt the universe is having a good laugh at my expense right about now.

      There are too many forgotten emotions swirling in me to tell if I’m relieved that what happened between us clearly still affects him in some form. I can tell I’m pissed off he’s actually giving me a speeding ticket.

      Caden says nothing in response to my question, just jerks his chin toward the white sign that states the speed limit along Pine Street is thirty-five miles per hour.

      I force my expression to remain indifferent as I retrieve the registration out of the glove compartment and hand it to him, along with my driver’s license. “You used to street-race along here,” I remind him as he scribbles on a notepad.

      Rather than steep the moment in nostalgia—or some civility—I watch Caden’s expression harden to stone as I call him out as a hypocrite. “I grew up, Buttercup.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snap, failing at my original plan of appearing unaffected. I blame the salty air and the dark, pine-lined road. They make me feel seventeen and stupid again.

      “Why not?” he counters, glancing up.

      “Because you’re saying it like you really mean another B-word,” I reply.

      Dark humor paints his chiseled features.

      “Because you’re ruining it.”

      The amusement leaves his face as quickly as it appeared. I’m back to staring at a clenched jaw and tense shoulders.

      A loud rip breaks the heavy silence. Not a single car has passed us by since we’ve been standing here. There’s just me and him and the drip of rain from the few remaining leaves.

      Caden holds out a slip of paper. I take it automatically, the motion nothing more than a reflex. After glancing at my license, he hands me that and my registration.

      “You did that a long time ago, Emma.”

      My name has never sounded so ugly.

      He walks past me, back toward the car with its flashing lights that make me feel like I’m standing next to a grisly murder. A remote road is a prime setting for one. I don’t move until the red and blue illumination is gone, disappearing in the opposite direction as suddenly as the patriotic flashes appeared.

      He’s right. I did ruin us. I had to go, and I couldn’t tell him the reason why. Could barely process it myself.

      For the first time in nine years, I let myself wonder if that was a mistake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There isn’t a single light on inside the white farmhouse when I roll up the driveway—ten miles under the speed limit, thank you very much—and park alongside the front porch. I glance at the mailbox twice to ensure I have the right house. The shingles were a light shade of green when I left.

      “Warm welcome,” I mutter as I shut off the car and step outside. Dampness swirls as I open the trunk of my SUV and yank out the two oversize suitcases I packed.

      They bounce and clang across the cracked asphalt that transitions into overgrown grass. I make just as much of a ruckus as I hit the stairs, the slap of my suitcases against each step echoing into the quiet night.

      The porch light flickers on as I reach the front door, indicating that someone heard my noisy arrival. November is nearly gone, but the screen of the exterior door hasn’t been swapped out for glass yet. A job Beau used to take care of. I manage to open the screen door without toppling either of my bags and shove the heavier storm door open as well.

      My aunt is sitting in the front hallway, right next to the bottom of the stairs, folded in an overstuffed armchair that swallows her tiny frame. She stands as I practically fall inside the house, yanking my bags in after me. The screen slams shut behind me. A second light turns on, this time the lamp situated atop the small table that’s next to the armchair. A yellow lab is lying on the rug beside it. He raises his head and then drops it back down on the carpet.

      “You made it,” she states.

      “I did,” I confirm, opting to exclude the delay I’m still silently seething about.

      Aunt Grace steps forward. The porch light shining behind me does more to illuminate her face than the lamp did. Haggard lines and dark circles make her appear older than the forty-five I know she is.

      “It’s nice to see you, Emma.” She gives me a hug. It’s an uncomfortable one, but also a warmer greeting than I expected.

      Then again, she lied to me too.

      “Yeah. You too,” I reply.

      It’s bizarre. Seeing her, being back here. I’ve stepped into a portal to my past. Nothing has changed, yet everything is different.

      “Is Andy already asleep?”

      Ten thirty seems early for a sixteen-year-old boy to go to bed.

      “No. He’s out.” Grace’s lips purse, and I read the subtext. She wasn’t waiting up for me; she was waiting up for him.

      I’m tempted to tell her the Hayden Police Department is out in full force, patrolling the streets. But I’m certain she knows the local law enforcement now includes an officer under fifty. And she, like everyone else in this town, also knows that Caden Bennett and I share the sort of history you could write a thick textbook on. So, I opt not to mention it.

      “Oh. Well, I guess I’ll head upstairs. Long drive.”

      “Okay.” Grace settles back into the armchair.

      She leaves the lamp on but flicks a light switch next to the armchair that turns off the porch light. I wonder how long she was sitting alone in the dark. The dog stands and walks over to Grace, laying his head on her knee and ignoring me.

      “New dog?”

      “This is Tuck. Beau brought him home a couple of years ago.”

      “Oh.” I can’t think of anything else to say. I’m not an avid animal lover. “Good night.”

      “Night.”

      It takes me a few minutes to haul my bags upstairs. Automatically, I head to the right when I reach the top of the stairs. Wooden floorboards creak beneath my feet as I take another right.

      I turn on the bedroom light and study the room I slept in for three years. Nothing has changed. The same navy quilt covers the bed. The stack of books on the desk are the ones I scoured for in the used bookstore the next town over. Even the scarf Grace knit me freshman year is still flung across the armchair in the corner, in the exact spot I likely left it.

      Did Beau think I’d come back?

      Not care enough to clean my shit up?

      I’ll never know now.

      I shed my jacket and yank my sweater over my head before unzipping one of my suitcases and pulling out a flannel pajama set I change into. The distinctive patter of rain hammers the roof and windows. At least that means it’s above freezing out, although you wouldn’t know it based on the temperature inside the house.

      I’m a jumble of too many emotions to feel any exhaustion, but I climb under the blankets covering the bed anyway. There have been many times I’ve lain here, unable to sleep. After midnight kisses and dramatic dares. Buzzing with the taste of forbidden beer and the thrill of first love.

      What-ifs aren’t nearly as pleasant to toss and turn over.

      I slip out of bed to pull my phone from my coat pocket. The wood floor feels like ice against my bare feet. When I grab the phone, a stiff edge of paper comes with it. The screen is covered with notifications, mostly from Saylor. I climb back under the covers and call her back.

      “What the hell, Em?” she answers.

      “Sorry. I got pulled over for speeding.”

      “What?” Saylor laughs. “Seriously?”

      “Yep.”

      “We barely moved on the highway when I visited LA—the traffic was so bad. How the hell did you get pulled over for speeding?”

      As far as my friends know, I’m in Los Angeles, celebrating the end of the professional soccer season with some sunshine and surfing, while my teammates think I’m visiting my parents in New York. My parents are the only ones who know where I really am. Know why I’m here.

      The chapter of my life that was written in Hayden, Maine, is sectioned off from the rest of my story. Everyone outside this sleepy town sees Emma Watkins as the rich girl with a happy family, dream job, and minimal responsibilities. Most of the time, it’s a role I play pretty convincingly.

      It’s a genuine part of who I am.

      Just not all of it.

      “I wasn’t on the highway,” I answer Saylor vaguely. “Are you still freaking out?”

      “Yes!” The conviction in her voice makes me smile.

      “You’re going to be a fantastic mom, S. Just make sure your child never Googles you. He or she will be scarred for life.”

      Saylor is a big deal in the soccer world. Her husband, Adler Beck, is a big deal, period. Their relationship has been well-documented in the press, mostly with photos of them making out.

      “Very funny.”

      We chat for a while longer. Out of all my many friends, Saylor is the only one I’ve considered confiding in about this trip and the real reason for it. She gets family drama. She wouldn’t tell me to head for the moral high ground.

      There’s commotion on her end before I can decide if I should say anything.

      “Beck’s back from practice.”

      “Fine. Go be disgustingly in love,” I tease.

      “Thanks for talking, Em.”

      “Anytime,” I reply. “Bye.”

      I gaze down at the black screen of my phone until my eyes lose focus. Once they do, I let them wander to the piece of paper I’ve spent the last ten minutes clutching. I stare at it. At the letters spelling out my name, made up of angry slashes of black ink.

      I replay our interaction in my mind. The bitter words. The split second of surprise on his face when I stepped out of the car. The way my blood fizzed and my heart pounded.

      I set the speeding ticket on the bedside table with renewed determination to get out of this town as soon as possible. Nothing good can come out of staying.
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            CADEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m in a terrible mood when I arrive at the station on Monday morning. Normally, Pete would be riding my ass about it. Asking me when I last got laid. Badgering me about missing the Ravens game last night. Today, he doesn’t say a word, just takes over making coffee when I overfill the canister and spill grounds all over on the counter.

      Hayden is a small, small town. Nothing can happen within its limits without everyone hearing about it.

      It’s not a slow news week even. The Beverlys’ beloved golden retriever died three days ago, and Shawn Clarence just returned from a deployment in the Middle East. There’s plenty of collective mourning over the first event and celebration over the second.

      They’ve both been effortlessly overshadowed by Emma Watkins’s return.

      The possibility that she’d come back? It hasn’t occurred to me in years. I didn’t think she’d return for Beau’s funeral, and I was right.

      And now, she’s waltzed back into town two months after they tossed dirt on his coffin. I should have seen it coming. It’s so Emma. So brazenly carefree. The sort of reckless abandonment I used to find charming. I now view it as inconsiderate, to say the least.

      I’m shocked she’s back.

      I’m furious with myself for how I handled it. It’s been nine years since she left Hayden—left me.

      Nine.

      I should be over it. I thought I was over it. Until she stepped out of that car, and I felt like I’d been sucker-punched in the stomach. I should have asked her how she’s been. She’s not engaged or married—I checked if she was wearing a ring, and I’m annoyed with myself about that too—but she’s probably dating someone.

      She’s achieved some measure of success in the soccer world. I’ve heard snippets over the years. I could have been polite and acted interested in what’s happened in her life since she left.

      Those are the things I should have done.

      What did I do?

      I lashed out. I’ve always had a temper, but most of the time, I keep it under tightly leashed control. Most of the time, I’m the calmest, quietest guy in the room.

      I thought the fire Emma had elicited in me back then was teenage hormones. As I slam the filing cabinet closed, I reconsider that assessment. I catch my finger on the metal corner, swear loudly as it starts to throb, and then head to my desk.

      Pete finally opens his mouth as I settle in my swivel chair. “Do you need to take the day, Bennett?”

      He’s as composed and collected as his question. Pete probably heard about Emma’s return at the gas station this morning. Has had time to mull it over and process and decide how to react if he sees her. All the things the split-second decision to pull over the flashy SUV with out-of-state plates robbed me of.

      I play dumb, and I’m not proud of it. “Why would I do that?”

      “Caden…”

      Pete and I have been best friends since preschool. He was by my side through all of it.

      Her arrival.

      Her promises.

      Her departure.

      The aftermath.

      We haven’t discussed her since I picked myself up and carried on with my life.

      He shakes his head, his expression colored with disappointment and disbelief. “You’re seriously going to pretend—”

      The bell above the front door rings, cutting him off.

      “Hey!” Heather walks into the station and heads straight toward me. She rounds the corner of my desk and plops down in the chair at the end.

      “Hey.” My tone is flatter than I meant it to be. I lean over and give her a kiss to try and make up for that. “What’s up?”

      “I can’t stop by and see my boyfriend at work?”

      “Of course you can.”

      She doesn’t normally though, and I’m worried this impromptu visit means she’s already heard about Emma. It’s not a conversation we’ve ever had, and I’m even more reticent to discuss Emma with her than with Pete.

      “I had a break in my morning schedule and thought I’d grab a coffee,” Heather explains. “Want to come?”

      I eye the half-full mug on my desk. “Yeah, sure.” I stand and pull my jacket off the back of my chair. “I’ll be back in ten, Pete.”

      “No rush,” he replies, dropping some files on his desk. “Hey, Heather.”

      “Hi, Pete,” she responds before we head outside.

      It’s misting out, coating everything with a thin layer of moisture. Late autumn is often wet here.

      “So, slow morning?” I ask as we amble along the damp stones of the sidewalk that have been here longer than just about anything else in this town.

      “Ish. I’d been spending a lot of time with Rocky, but he passed on Friday, so…”

      “I heard. Sorry.”

      “Thanks. The Beverlys took it hard. They’d had him for seventeen years.” She pauses. “Lots of news flying around town today.”

      She has heard. Of course she’s heard. This town can’t keep a secret.

      “I didn’t know she was coming. I don’t know why she’s back.” I don’t linger on a single word. I spit the two sentences out, eager to be rid of them and move on from this topic.

      “Oh.” Heather is obviously taken aback by my brisk words. “No, I know. I didn’t—I mean, I assumed you would have told me. If you did know.”

      Heather and I don’t really have the option of keeping secrets from each other. We’ve both lived in Hayden for our entire lives, only leaving for college and then promptly returning. She attended veterinary school two towns over while caring for her sick mother and working at the coffee shop we’re headed toward right now. We’ve been dating for three years, and they’ve been filled with open communication.

      Look up mature, reliable relationship in the dictionary, and we’re it.

      But we’ve never discussed Emma Watkins.

      Heather knew she existed. She’s two years younger than me—than Emma. Old enough to remember her three-year stint in town, to recall that I had a serious girlfriend in high school. Young enough not to know any of the details regarding the relationship everyone speculated about. Not to have witnessed the destruction Emma left in her wake up close, the way my best friends did.

      “Mom wanted me to ask you if Friday works for her birthday dinner,” I state.

      I can feel Heather’s eyes on me, but I keep mine trained on the coffee shop. I’m not one to avoid uncomfortable topics or fill silence with forced chatter. But Emma Watkins is one subject I won’t touch. If it was a sore spot before our encounter yesterday, it’s an open wound now.

      “Yeah, Friday works. I’ll make sure I’m not on call at the clinic.”

      “Great.” I clear my throat. “Mom will be thrilled.”

      The scent of roasting coffee beans swirls in the damp air as I pull open the door that leads inside the unoriginally named Hayden Coffee. The space is warm and filled with chatter.

      The heat doesn’t dissipate, but most of the conversation ceases when I walk inside, right behind Heather.

      I grit my teeth as the awkward pause drags for a few seconds before people start talking again. I should have expected this. Hayden Coffee churns out gossip far faster than it brews caffeinated beverages.

      Heather says nothing as we move closer to the register, but I’m sure she knows what we interrupted. She orders a black coffee, and then it’s my turn.

      “Blueberry muffin, please,” I request.

      Darcy Higgins, who’s owned this place for as long as I can remember, tosses a muffin in a paper bag and holds it out to me. “Nice to see you, Caden.”

      “You too, Darcy.” I smile at her and then follow Heather down to the end of the counter to wait for her coffee. I can feel the hot spotlight of attention on me as I lean against the wooden counter. I tap my fingers anxiously until Heather’s drink appears.

      The scrutiny brings back dark memories. Recollections of happy times that now hurt. I’m best known in this town for others leaving me behind. Maybe that’s why I never followed through on any of my own plans to leave.

      As we walk back along Pine Street, away from the whispers, I relax. Eat my muffin and toss the wrapper. The rain that fell last night picks up again in soft patters. A block from the station, Heather says she’ll see me later and then heads down the side street that leads to the local veterinary clinic.

      Unfortunately, the fantasy of this being just another normal Monday is shattered when I see Piper Dayton climbing out of her car a dozen feet ahead. A stack of binders is tucked under one arm as she struggles to juggle her coffee cup and shut the door.

      She glances up and spots me as I approach. “Hi, Caden.”

      “Piper,” I acknowledge.

      She smiles as she uses her elbow to close the car door.

      The words leave my mouth without permission. “Did you know? That she was coming back?”

      Piper appraises me. A couple of papers slip out of one of the binders she’s clutching and drift to the damp ground, but she doesn’t track their descent. She holds my gaze. “Beau died.”

      “Two months ago!”

      “I’ve never known you to hold a grudge over someone’s grieving process, Caden.”

      I snort as I pick up the loose papers and hand them to her. That’s not what I’m holding a grudge over, and she damn well knows it. “She left you behind too, remember?”

      Rather than answer me, Piper smiles. “Hi, Heather!”

      I spin to see my girlfriend approaching.

      “Hey, Piper,” she replies with an unbothered expression that I hope means she didn’t overhear what we were saying.

      “Well, I’ll see you two later. Better get to work.” Piper nods to the elementary school down the street and then begins walking that way.

      “I forgot my phone,” Heather explains once she reaches my side. “I must have left it on your desk at the station.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      The walk that consists of the remaining hundred feet to Hayden’s police station is silent.

      I barely slept last night, too distracted, pondering answers to questions I thought I’d given up on ever asking. That I’d never have a chance to ask, even if I wanted to. I’m jumpy, on edge.

      And I didn’t miss that Piper didn’t answer my question. Did Emma tell her former best friend she was returning? Did Piper choose not to warn me?

      When I enter the familiar building I’ve worked in for the past four years, it’s to a sight I can honestly say I never expected to see. I barely contain the word that would undoubtedly earn me another “foul language on the job” comment from Emma. Because she’s here.

      Invading the town wasn’t enough. She needed to come to the place where she now knows I work. If I hadn’t spent the past nine years trying to forget every detail I know about her, I would probably be less surprised right now.

      It’s classic Emma. Always on offense. Always striving for the unexpected. Always needing to have the final word.

      She glances over at the sound of the annoying bell that rings every time the front door is opened. Her eyes land on me and remain there.

      We hold a silent staring contest.

      Last night, I had to rely on moonlight and red and blue illumination to look at her. The harsh fluorescent lights of the Hayden police station confirm what I learned last night—looking at Emma Watkins still gives me butterflies.

      Sure, there’s resentment—and plenty of it. Irritation. Apprehension because she’s always been unpredictable, and that doesn’t seem to have changed. I’m still attracted to her, though, and that pisses me off. So does the fact that she’s perched on the edge of Pete’s desk, acting like she belongs here.

      I know she’s from money. But she never used to dress like it. That has changed. The tailored pants, pink sweater, and knee-high boots she’s wearing wouldn’t look out of place on a runway. They look out of place among stacks of coffee-stained manila folders and scuffed linoleum.

      “Finally.” She drags each syllable of the word out, casual and carefree. Emma stands, and the heels of her boots hit the dirty floor with a loud clack that echoes through the quiet, small station. A warning shot. “Nice to see how seriously you take your job, Officer Bennett.”

      “Coffee break.” The words are out before I can remind myself I don’t owe her an explanation. Don’t owe her a damn thing.

      She eyes my empty hands. “You drink awfully fast, Officer.”

      I clench my molars and take the bait. “Cut it out, Emma.”

      She strolls over to me, each step punctuated by a sharp tap, thanks to the ridiculous shoes she’s wearing.

      “Just trying to keep things professional. That’s what we’re doing, right? Why you pulled me over a mile from my home last night?”

      “I don’t think you can refer to a house you haven’t lived in for nine years as your home.”

      She smiles brightly. But in addition to my attraction, I seem to have retained the ability to tell when her expression is false. It is now.

      “Last I checked, I can do whatever the hell I want, Caden. Except for drive a few miles over the speed limit, of course.”

      Emma reaches into the shiny leather handbag slung over one shoulder and pulls out a white envelope. She holds it out to me. “Here.”

      I don’t need to ask what it is. “You could have mailed it,” I tell her as I take it.

      “And risk you putting out a warrant for my arrest if Mrs. Dobbs lost it in her truck?” She rolls her eyes. I’m mildly shocked she remembers the name of Hayden’s elderly mailwoman. “It was on my way anyhow.”

      “Out of town?” I emphasize the hope in my voice but don’t miss the twinge in my chest that feels a little like disappointment. Not good.

      “Next door.”

      I feel my eyebrows furrow. “Cooper’s place?”

      “Real shock he made it through law school, huh?”

      It shouldn’t bother me that she remembers details about one of my closest friends. That she’s going to see him. But just because it shouldn’t doesn’t mean it doesn’t.

      I don’t realize I’m simply staring at her, not responding, until she breaks eye contact and returns to Pete’s desk. I watch Emma pull on a trench coat that makes her look like a corporate executive headed into a high-rise.

      “Nice to see you, Pete. Let’s get that drink.” She glances at me. “Assuming your fellow officer can cover things by himself, of course. We all know how rampant crime runs in Hayden.”

      Pete smirks. I glare.

      The bell above the door rings again, signaling the arrival of Mrs. Harris, the town busybody and my landlord. I barely contain a sigh. Exactly what this encounter didn’t need. I’m already going to have to face enough questions from Pete—and Heather, who’s still standing next to me—about the obvious fact that this is not the first encounter Emma and I have had since she arrived in town.

      “Hello, Mrs. Harris,” I greet. “Is everything all right?”

      “Decent enough,” she replies. “Those boys were back last night, though.”

      I sigh. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll—”

      Mrs. Harris is no longer paying any attention to me. She’s zeroed in on Emma. “My goodness. Cecilia Baxter wasn’t seeing things this morning after all.”

      “How are you, Mrs. Harris?” Emma smiles. It’s a genuine one this time.

      “Not as good as you, dear. My goodness! Look at you. All grown up and more beautiful than ever! Doesn’t she look wonderful, Pete?”

      Mrs. Harris is a lot of things, and manipulative is one of them. She’s talking to Pete. Looking at me. I grit my teeth. My molars won’t make it out of Emma’s visit unscathed, I’m certain.

      “She does,” Pete agrees before sliding a glance my way.

      “Wasn’t sure I’d live to see you step foot in this town again, young lady,” Mrs. Harris tells Emma.

      I watch Emma closely. As nosy as Mrs. Harris might be, she’s also more likely to extract information than anyone else in town.

      “Unlikely,” she replies, as if her return were some foregone conclusion. “You don’t look a day over sixty-five, Mrs. Harris.”

      The elderly woman preens under Emma’s compliment.

      “I can take down an official statement, Mrs. Harris,” I say. “Just let me grab—”

      “No. Not necessary.” Mrs. Harris dismissively waves a hand. “I was headed to Suzanne Beverly’s, and this was on the way. Just thought I’d stop in and let you know.” She turns back to Emma. “Rocky died on Friday, you know.”

      Emma looks lost. “Rocky?”

      “The Beverlys’ dog.” Pete supplies an explanation. “That golden retriever you used to bribe.”

      “Bribe?” Mrs. Harris questions.

      “It would bark when I snuck out to meet Caden,” Emma explains. I start at her casual reference to our past. “I spent a small fortune buying beef bones for that thing. Probably why it lived so long.”

      “Most dogs live longer than nine years, Emma,” Pete states dryly.

      “You still just as much of a troublemaker?” Mrs. Harris asks Emma.

      “Some would say more so,” she replies, winking.

      “Good. This town could use some shaking up.” She taps her walking cane against the linoleum for emphasis.

      Justin Bieber’s “Peaches” suddenly begins blasting from Emma’s bag. Pete laughs. Emma flips him off before she digs through her bag and pulls out her phone.

      “Hey, Coop,” she answers.

      I tense. Coop?

      Both Cooper and Pete were friends with Emma in high school, but that was before. Before she left. Before she broke my heart. I resent the fact that they seem to have forgiven her for disappearing so easily. Not out of loyalty to me—although a little of it would be nice—but because I wish I could do the same. Wish I didn’t still care so damn much that she did.

      “No, I’m next door,” Emma says. There’s a pause, and then she laughs. “Yes, at the police station.” Her eyes flicker to me, and I know my name has come up before she confirms it. “Yeah, I’m up to date on the personnel changes. I’ll be right over. Okay?” Cooper says something else. “Yeah. Bye.”

      She hangs up. “I’d better get going.”

      “I’ll walk out with you, dear,” Mrs. Harris says, smiling at Emma.

      She’s charming. Until she’s gone.

      “Sure,” Emma agrees as she buttons up her coat. She flashes Pete a smile and then follows Mrs. Harris toward the door. She pauses when she reaches me. “I added a little extra to the check. Feel free to spend it on a coffeemaker so you can stay on duty.”

      “We have one,” I snap.

      “Then buy an attitude adjustment.”

      “Real mature, Emma.”

      “Just following your shining example, Caden.”

      A mocking smile, and she’s gone. Leaving me with Pete’s troubled gaze and Heather’s frown. Leaving me to clean up the mess she’s made.

      Again.
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      I own a lumber mill. It’s bizarre to think about, and even stranger to stare at the operation itself.

      What was Beau thinking? Was he thinking?

      According to Cooper, Beau altered his will four months after I left Hayden—nearly nine years ago. The heart attack was sudden. Beau might not have known when I’d have to deal with the consequences of his decision to hand his business over to me, but he knew that I would have to one day.

      Was it a punishment—a reminder we were inextricably linked, no matter how far I ran?

      A foolish attempt at forcing closure?

      Or—worst of all—a public acknowledgment of the reason I left?

      I’ll never know. Any rationale—if there was rationale—died with him. I could ask Grace, I guess, but that would ruin our perfect record of limiting any conversation to trivial, polite small talk. The only thing worse than learning she has answers to the questions I’m wondering about would be learning that she doesn’t, that they’re gone forever.

      “Place has grown a bit, eh?” Tom Farley stops beside me, looking out the office’s lone window at the forklifts moving massive tree trunks.

      “I guess.”

      My interests in high school did not include lumber. The most time I spent here was stealing glimpses at Caden or scraps of wood for the firepit tucked on the edge of the property bordering the Harris farm. The activity in front of us is more than I recall from any of those visits, but that’s not saying much.

      “I can run through our policies for ordering and distribution with you after Aidan shows you around.”

      I chew my bottom lip—a nervous tic I’ve never been able to shake. “Thanks, Tom. But I don’t—I’m not really planning to have any long-term involvement.”

      The most tactful way I can come up with to say the truth—I don’t want this place.

      “Oh.” Tom says a lot in that solitary syllable.

      Insert awkward pause.

      “I live in California,” I explain. Unnecessarily.

      He’s aware of where I live. This whole town I figured had forgotten about me… hasn’t.

      “I have a different life. I wouldn’t have any… there’s no point.”

      “You don’t want the business.”

      I hold my ground. “No.” It’s true, but I still feel a twinge of guilt, confirming it.

      “Beau wanted it to stay in the family.”

      “Then it should go to Andy.”

      “He thought Andy would rather see you again.”

      I study Tom. In addition to being Beau’s right-hand man when it came to this business, he was also his closest friend. If anyone in this town knows—or at least suspects—why I left, I’m likely looking at him right now.

      “I’ll go find Aidan,” I state. “See if he’s ready for that tour.”

      Tom nods. “All right.”

      “I’ll leave the dog here, if that’s okay?” I glance down at the yellow lab asleep on the floor.

      Grace didn’t acknowledge where I was headed this morning. She did ask if I could take Tuck with me. Apparently, he chews when left alone. She had errands to run, and Andy had school—presumably. He seems to take free rein of coming and going to the house as he pleases, so I wouldn’t be shocked to learn he extends the same lack of courtesy to an academic institution.

      “Yeah. Fine,” Tom replies. “He’s used to spending time here.”

      I already surmised as much. The dog received a warmer greeting from the staff we ran into than I did. And he’s clearly familiar with the place, seeing as he flopped down in a corner that already bore evidence of yellow fur when we walked in here.

      Aidan Gallagher is waiting outside the office when I leave the building, flipping through papers attached to a clipboard. He began working for Beau as soon as he started high school, right when I arrived. Back when Caden worked here, Aidan was technically his boss. An arrangement that rankled both of them, mostly because Aidan expressed some interest in me before I began dating Caden.

      He hasn’t changed much from his seventeen-year-old self. There are a few more crinkles in the corners of his eyes, and his beard is a bit bushier. He’s an unkempt, unbothered sort of attractive. Cute, but he never elicited a tenth of the emotion the guy who looked at me like I was gum on his shoe yesterday did. Does.

      Aidan whistles when he glances up and sees me. “Well, well, well. Looks like the town gossip mill is churning out truth for once.”

      “Hi, Aidan.”

      As I near him, I take in the broad lines of his shoulders and the ropes of muscle that wrap his forearms. Working at a lumber mill is the opposite of easy desk work, and his build reflects that.

      He’s eyeing me appreciatively. “Emma. Nice to see you.”

      I grin. “You’re the first person to say that.”

      Hayden might not have forgotten my existence, but I’m well aware my memory wasn’t kept alive all these years by people singing my praises. To them, I walked away from family who had taken me in while my parents were too busy to be my parents without so much as a see you later or a thank you. Most of them are just too nice to say that to my face.

      “That come as a surprise?”

      I shake my head. Slowly. “No.”

      “Sorry about Beau.”

      “You’re the first person to say that too.” I scoff. “Maybe if I’d made it back for the funeral.”

      “Yeah, well, family is messy, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm. Messy doesn’t even begin to cover mine.

      “How’s Andy holding up?”

      “Uh, fine.” Honestly, I have no idea. I haven’t exchanged more than twenty words with the surly teenager who is very different from the happy seven-year-old I remember.

      The town of Hayden hasn’t changed. There’s an undeniable comfort in that. But one glance at the people who live here? I’m reminded of everything that I missed. That has changed.

      “Good.” Aidan nods. “Follow me.”

      He leads me toward a massive mountain of logs that I try very hard not to imagine toppling and tumbling this way. This isn’t just hard work; it can be dangerous too.

      Looking out the broad window in the office made it clear that the mill’s operations have grown from my hazy memories. But it didn’t reveal the full scale. Heavy machinery rumbles in the distance. Wood shavings litter the dirt ground. A forklift with a full load adds to a stack of boards to my left with a loud clang.

      “There’s Bill. He’ll want to see you.” Aidan heads for the man driving the forklift.

      I have no choice but to follow him or navigate my way around alone. I opt for the former.

      “Bill! Bill!”

      I don’t think there’s any chance of Bill hearing Aidan over the rumble of the machinery, but he proves me wrong when he glances our way and shuts off the machine. He hops down from the forklift, more spryly than I would expect for a man his age. Bill must be pushing seventy by now. Unlike Tom, who was more of a peer, Bill was Beau’s mentor of sorts. The grandfather of the legacy I’m trying to turn my back on.

      I remember him as crusty and brisk. He doesn’t disappoint, making me think Aidan’s, “He’ll want to see you,” comment might have been an ironic one.

      “Here for some wood?” he barks.

      “Just a tour.” I keep my smile tight.

      He grumbles his disapproval. “Spoken like a city girl.”

      I straighten my spine like it’s been injected with steel. “I lived here for years.”

      Silently, I add, I’m also the one signing your paychecks.

      The mirth in Bill’s eyes makes me think he knows—or at least suspects—that fact. It’s not a truth I want Aidan to hear about, though.

      “You haven’t been here for years.”

      “Bill,” Aidan scolds. Under other circumstances, I’d laugh at watching him attempt to chastise a man at least four decades his senior. “Come on.”

      Bill ignores Aidan and keeps his focus on me. “I suppose you’ll be headed back out of town as quickly as you arrived?”

      “Within a week,” I reply.

      Bill shakes his head. “Damn fool, Beau was.”

      I don’t disagree. I don’t ask what he means either. I simply smile as Aidan says he’ll see Bill later, seemingly oblivious to any subtext in our conversation. Hopefully oblivious. The last thing I need is more rumors circulating about me—much less accurate ones.

      Aidan leads me past at least ten more piles of tree trunks before we end up back at the building where we started the tour. The office is built of logs, obviously.

      We pause outside it. He grins at me while kicking a hole in the dirt. This path has been trodden on too often for any grass to grow.

      “Guess this is it. Hopefully, I’ll see you before you flee town again.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s it? You’re not going to ask me to get a drink?” I tease.

      I’m actually a bit disappointed he hasn’t already. Honestly, I could use the distraction. My meeting with Cooper yesterday indicated my stay here will last longer than the couple of days I’d planned on. Hoped for.

      “Nah. I’d rather not get thrown in jail.”

      It takes a minute for his meaning to sink in. When it does, I look away from his knowing gaze. “That was a long time ago.”

      “So?”

      “So? It’s been nine years. He doesn’t… there’s nothing there. Anymore.”

      “You think love has an expiration date?” Aidan keeps talking before I can answer. “I grew up across the street from the Bennetts, you know.”

      I didn’t, but I don’t react.

      “Saw the whole mess with Davis go down.”

      This time, I do react. I flinch, the same way Caden always would when the topic of his father came up.

      “He came back up a few years ago, right around when Linda had her fall.”

      I keep my expression blank. Hang on to every word.

      “Want to know how many words Caden exchanged with his old man?” He answers before I can—it was clearly a rhetorical question. “Zero. Would leave anywhere he showed up.” Aidan pauses. “Has he talked to you, Emma?”

      My face must answer for me because he smirks as he opens the door to the office and gestures for me to walk inside.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      I open my mouth, but before I can say a word, I’m interrupted by his loud exclamation. “Shit!”

      I glance around the office, alarmed. There’s no sign of Tom. Nothing out of place either. “What?”

      Aidan is looking at Tuck, who is still sprawled out on the floor, apparently asleep. Small scraps of foil litter the beige carpet.

      “What the hell?” I pick one up and pinch it between my fingers. “What is this?”

      “Chocolate wrappers. He must have gotten into Tom’s stash.”

      I eye the dog. “Dammit. How mad is Tom going to be about this?”

      “I’d be more concerned about the fact that chocolate is poisonous to dogs.”

      “Wait, what? You’re sure?”

      Rather than toss out the just kidding I’m hoping for, Aidan clenches his jaw. “I’m sure.”

      “What should we—”

      Aidan is in motion before I can finish asking him what the hell we should do, rolling Tuck over and gathering him up into his arms. “Did you drive here?” he asks me.

      “Uh, ye—”

      He’s out the door before I can finish the word. I rush after him. My SUV is the only car in the parking lot without Maine plates. Aidan makes a beeline for it, and I barely have the presence of mind to unlock it and hit the button to open the trunk.

      “Come on!” he says, shutting the back.

      The urgency in his voice, coupled with imagining the looks on Grace’s and Andy’s faces when I tell them Beau’s dog didn’t survive the one outing we took together, propels me into motion. I climb into the driver’s side, not bothering with a seat belt as Aidan shuts the passenger door.

      “Vet’s office is on Mulbrook,” he tells me. “Just past—”

      “I know where Mulbrook is, Aidan,” I reply, tearing out of the parking lot.

      “Yeah, I guess.” He lets out a nervous chuckle.

      “I haven’t been to the vet before though,” I add. “I’m not exactly a big animal person.”

      Aidan mumbles something under his breath. Probably agreeing I should steer clear of pets.

      Our arrival at the vet is dramatic. The only open spot to park is directly in front of the office, at an awkward angle, and blocks a fire hydrant. I navigate into it as best I can under extreme duress and then jump out to open the door for Aidan.

      The receptionist leaps up from the front desk as we hurry in, clearly taken aback. Hayden Veterinary Clinic must not see many emergencies. Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.

      She shows us to a back room. Aidan sets Tuck down on the silver examination table. The lab doesn’t even stir as he does, and panic curdles my blood.

      I begin chewing on my lower lip furiously.

      There’s commotion out in the hall. Seconds later, a pretty blonde in a white coat and pink scrubs enters the room, trailed by a much older man in navy scrubs.

      I’m already having a not-great afternoon, but it manages to get even worse. I glance at Aidan, realizing his mumbling on the drive here wasn’t about my lack of animal knowledge after all.

      I recognize the blonde. She was standing next to Caden at the police station when I went to pay my ticket yesterday morning. His… girlfriend? There’s no ring on her finger.

      The male vet steps forward first. Based on the blonde’s wide eyes, she’s just as surprised to see me as I am her.

      “I’m Dr. Collins.” He holds out a hand to shake.

      “Emma Watkins.” I shake it.

      Dr. Collins walks over to Tuck. “What happened?”

      I focus on him. “We think he ate chocolate.”

      “Lots of chocolate,” Aidan contributes. “He got into a coworker’s bag of it.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Couldn’t have been more than half an hour ago,” Aidan replies.

      “All right.” The vet turns to the blonde. “I’m going to get the apomorphine. Get the fluids and charcoal started, Heather.”

      She nods before he leaves the room.

      “Um, is the dog going to be okay?” I ask the blonde. Heather, apparently.

      Dr. Collins didn’t exactly offer any assurances before leaving. I’d say his bedside manner sucks, but he’s technically an animal doctor, and Tuck is passed out and unconcerned.

      Another nod. “He should be fine. We’re going to—”

      “EMMA! Emma?” A voice I recognize as Pete’s echoes through the small building that houses Hayden’s veterinary clinic.

      “What?” I call back.

      Pete appears in the doorway a few seconds later, dressed in his Hayden Police uniform. He glances around the small room, taking in me, the blonde, Aidan, and Tuck. His brows both rise. “Uh, everything okay here?”

      “Fine. Just a minor poisoning,” I reply, waving toward the dog.

      Heather is setting up an IV, and I glance away. I’ve never been good with needles.

      Pete eyes whatever is happening behind me. “Oh. Uh, okay, well, I’m getting some calls.”

      “Calls?”

      “About the car with New York plates out front. It’s blocking half the street and a fire hydrant.”

      “Oh. I was in a rush to park. Life-threatening situation and all.” I gesture vaguely behind me, unwilling to turn around yet.

      Pete almost smiles. “Clearly. It’s just—”

      “Pete, I’m kind of in the middle of something. Trying to make sure this dog stays alive.”

      “Do you really think you’re the best person for that?”

      I glare at him. “Why don’t you just move the car?” I dig the keys out of my jacket pocket and hold them out to him.

      He looks horrified. At first, I think it’s because I’m using the friendly part of our past to make a demand I ordinarily wouldn’t of a cop.

      “That’s an eighty-thousand-dollar car, Emma! No way am I driving it.”

      I roll my eyes at his dramatics. “Fine. Can’t it wait then? I’ll move it soon. I promise.”

      “Well… that’s the thing.”

      “What’s the thing?”

      “My shift is about to end,” Pete explains. “Which means…”

      He glances behind me again, and I realize what he’s trying to say. His shift ending means someone else will be taking calls. Someone who will write tickets first and toss insults my way later.

      I tense. “Which means I’ll set a town record for the number of traffic tickets in forty-eight hours?”

      If possible, Pete looks even more uncomfortable. “Well, that’s not exactly what I meant.”

      “He’ll never let me forget this either,” I mutter, waving back at Tuck again. “How the hell was I supposed to know Tom kept a stash of chocolate under his desk? I mean, who does that?” I sigh and look at Aidan. “Can you stay with him while I move the car?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      I smile at him. “Thank you. You’re the best.”

      I walk through the waiting room and back outside. Pete follows; I know when I hear his soft whisper of, “Shit,” behind me.

      Caden is standing next to my car. Which, fine, is blocking half the street.

      “I’m moving it,” I say as I stalk toward him.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m handling it. No tickets necessary.”

      He grabs my elbow and spins me around before I make it past him. “Emma. What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I stress.

      “Was there an accident? Are you okay?”

      It’s not what I expected him to ask, and I know the surprise shows on my face. “No,” I blurt. “I’m fine.”

      It’s not until relief spreads across his face that I realize there was worry there before. Annoyance quickly replaces it. “So, you’re blocking the street for no good reason?”

      “Exactly.” I laugh. “Keep thinking the best of people, Caden.”

      I move to keep walking, but he doesn’t let go of my arm.

      “What happened?”

      “Canine medical emergency. Your girlfriend is handling it.”

      He looks away. Just for a second, but long enough for me to know that was the correct assumption to make. It hurts more than I expected it to.

      I didn’t think he’d spent the last nine years alone.

      I haven’t.

      But it’s different, imagining versus knowing.

      “Is the dog going to be okay?”

      “Probably. He ate some chocolate at the mill.”

      Confusion clouds his features. “What were you doing at the mill?”

      “None of your business.” I jerk my arm away.

      “Emma!” Aidan’s voice calls.

      I close my eyes as Caden’s green ones move to the doorway behind me, where Aidan must be standing.

      “Yeah?” I reply without turning around.

      “The vet wants to talk to you.”

      “Okay. I’ll be right there,” I call back.

      Silence. He must have gone back inside.

      “Aidan Gallagher?” Disbelief. Incredulity. Annoyance. Distaste. They’re all there in Caden’s voice.

      There are a lot of things I could say right now. Some dismissive, others biting. I cycle through them in my head, trying to decide which response to settle on. Maybe Aidan was right. Maybe time doesn’t heal all wounds. Suck away all feelings.

      “Does it matter? If he was at the mill when it happened and carried Beau’s dog around for me? Or if I sleep with him to say thank you?” I start with the truth. End with a fuck you.

      He has no right to judge me. Especially for something I haven’t done.

      Caden’s handsome features twist into a scowl. “I can have a tow truck here in three minutes.”

      “Still a sweet talker, I see.”

      Caden growls—literally growls—before he stalks away.

      “Yeah, that’s more what I was talking about.” Pete sighs and then heads toward the police cruiser.

      I stand there for a minute before I climb into my car and move it down the street.
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      Grace is unloading groceries in the kitchen when I make my way downstairs.

      “Good day?” she asks, glancing over at me as I enter the room and lean against the countertop.

      “It was fine,” I respond, grabbing a loaf of bread and setting it in the bowl next to the toaster. The extent of my what goes where knowledge in this kitchen. “Uh, slight incident at the mill earlier.”

      “Oh?” The carrots Grace is unloading pause halfway into the fridge.

      “Tuck got into some chocolate in the office.”

      Grace’s eyes widen dramatically. Guess I’m the only person who didn’t know that chocolate is poisonous to dogs.

      “He’s okay,” I quickly add. “I brought him to the vet. They treated him. He’ll be fine. He just needs to rest. He’s in the living room, asleep.”

      Grace nods slowly and then continues unpacking groceries. “I’ll go check on him as soon as I have these put away. I’m making vegetable stew for dinner. I hope that’s all right.”

      I lean against the counter. “I, uh—I ran into Piper Dayton at Hayden Coffee this morning. I told her I’d meet her for dinner at Dawson’s tonight,” I reply, simultaneously feeling guilty and relieved for having an out from what would undoubtedly be an awkward meal.

      “Oh. Okay.” Grace’s voice doesn’t betray any disappointment. Or relief.

      I don’t know what that means. It’s difficult to know how to act around someone when you have no idea how they feel about you. At least Caden has been up front with his hatred. Neither Grace nor Andy have offered much insight into their emotions regarding my return.

      “Everything went all right at the mill?”

      “Yes. Tom and Bill made some comments, but everyone else was… cordial.”

      “The two of them have always had strong opinions.”

      “Just like everyone else in this town.”

      Grace shrugs. “People tend to stay in Hayden once they arrive. You’re a novelty. Even without… everything else.”

      I suppress a snort at the understatement. I felt like a zoo animal when I stopped at Hayden Coffee for a cappuccino this morning.

      “Cooper said he thinks the paperwork will be ready by the beginning of next week. I’ll sign everything before I leave.”

      Grace opens her mouth and then closes it. She reopens it to say, “Fine.”

      I push away from the counter. “I’m going to change before I head out.”

      It feels weird to state my plans out loud; I haven’t had to justify my outings to anyone in years. Nine, to be exact. My parents were too busy trying to make their untruths up to me to enforce any restrictions during my senior year of high school, and I’ve lived on my own ever since leaving New York City at eighteen to attend Lancaster University.

      “You’ll still be here on Friday?”

      I stall in place. “Um, yes.”

      “Well…” Grace fiddles with the bag of carrots. “Andy’s playoff soccer game is after school on Friday. If you want to… well, I think it would mean a lot to him if you went.” She glances quickly toward the doorway that leads from the kitchen into the front hall, as if she’s worried he might hear the admission.

      “Sure.” I surprise myself by agreeing right away.

      Grace looks just as taken aback. “Okay then.”

      “Okay then,” I repeat. “I’ll be back later.”

      She nods before I leave the kitchen. I change out of the jeans and sweater I decided was appropriate lumber mill apparel, swapping the jeans for a darker wash and the sweater for a cute top I’d wear out in LA. Dawson’s is as close as Hayden gets to a club.

      When I arrive at the bar, Piper is already seated at one of the high-top tables scattered around. She lets out an exaggerated wolf whistle when I approach, and I roll my eyes. But I’m smiling when she hops off the stool to give me a hug.

      In high school, Piper Dayton was my closest friend. We played soccer together. Texted boys. Painted nails and had sleepovers.

      Until I left without so much as a nice knowing you.

      I wouldn’t blame her if she hated me. That’s the response I conditioned myself to expect here. When I ran into her outside Hayden Coffee this morning and she suggested this outing, I half-expected it to be an ambush. But the bright smile and the warm hug she gives me appear completely genuine. Rather than an inquisition, she launches into a detailed explanation of Dawson’s limited dinner options once I settle on the barstool across from her.

      When she takes a breath between listing off meatloaf and a cheeseburger, I dive in. I won’t be able to enjoy the evening until I’ve managed to make the air less resemble LA’s smog and more like Maine’s pure oxygen.

      “You don’t seem mad,” I state.

      Piper pauses, her hand half-outstretched to her water glass. “Mad?”

      “That I’m back.”

      “Why would I be mad?” she questions. “I’m happy that you’re back.”

      “That I left then. I didn’t say goodbye, and I didn’t come back for almost a decade.”

      Piper grabs her glass and takes a sip. “I’m sure you had your reasons.”

      “That’s… it?”

      She smiles. “Yeah, that’s it. I’m guessing if you were going to tell me why you left, you would have done so by now. It’s fine. Your business.”

      “Wow.” I relax, glancing down at the menu and then back at Piper. “Okay.”

      “Why are you so surprised? I know I could be dramatic, but I wasn’t that unreasonable in high school, was I?” She half-smiles because we both know that of the two of us, I was the one more likely to be described that way.

      “No, not at all. It’s just… I mean, Caden—” I stop talking when Piper laughs. “What?”

      “I wouldn’t measure a reasonable reaction to your return against Caden’s, Buttercup.”

      I wince when she says the old nickname and repeat what’s become my go-to response to this topic. “That was a long time ago.”

      “It was,” Piper agrees. Her eyes wander to the weathered table, scarred with years of wear. “But you leaving hurt him the most. And it still bothers him, no matter how long it’s been.” Her eyes gain a teasing gleam when she looks up, making me think she might have heard about the speeding ticket.

      I fiddle with a small rip in the menu I’m holding. “Some people can hold a grudge better than others, I guess.”

      “He’s dating Heather Fulton. She’s two years younger than us.”

      “Didn’t ask. Don’t care,” I tell her.

      “She’s a vet.”

      I pretend like I didn’t spend an uncomfortable hour in her company earlier today. “Animals or armed forces?”

      Piper laughs and calls me out on it. “Cooper said he saw you were parked in front of the clinic for a while this afternoon.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah.”

      “They’ve been dating for three years.”

      I hum an acknowledgment. Longer than we dated for. “I… wasn’t sure he’d still be here. We always talked—we always talked about leaving.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t love Dartmouth—”

      “He went to Dartmouth?”

      Piper nods. “Mostly to prove to people that he could, I think.”

      I don’t miss the way she emphasized people or misunderstand who she’s referring to.

      “I had no idea,” I admit. “It didn’t exactly come up between him pulling me over and writing me a ticket. Plus, we always talked about…” I let my voice trail off.

      Caden’s plan to become a pilot wasn’t anything he shared with anyone else, to my knowledge. I wonder if he even ever applied to any flight schools.

      It doesn’t matter, I chide myself.

      Caden can make his own decisions, same as he’s been doing for years.

      “You ladies ready to order?”

      I study the guy with sandy-colored hair who’s appeared beside our table. “Shawn?”

      He grins. “Hey, Emma.”

      “Wow. It’s been forever. How have you been?”

      Shawn Clarence leans one elbow on the table, adopting a more casual pose. “Just got back from active combat in Afghanistan, actually.”

      “Oh. Wow.” I scramble to reply to that unexpected response.

      Shawn was my junior year biology partner. I did most of the dissections because he was squeamish.

      I won’t be pressing for details, but I’m confident “active combat” isn’t code for the military equivalent of a desk job. He probably killed. Saw friends killed. Faced death himself.

      “Glad you’re back.”

      “Yeah. You too.” He smirks. “Even if your return upstaged mine.” Shawn straightens before I can reply. “So? Ready to order?”

      “I’ll get a cheeseburger without onions and a Guinness,” Piper requests.

      He nods and then turns to me.

      “Spaghetti and chardonnay, please.”

      Emma smirks as Shawn heads for the kitchen to put in our orders.

      “Spaghetti wasn’t on my recommended list.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” I reply more confidently than I feel.

      “He’s still into you.”

      “I already told you, it was a long time ago.”

      Piper’s brown eyes dance. “I’m talking about Shawn.”

      Oh. I look over at the guy in question.

      He’s talking to a middle-aged man seated at the bar, but he glances up and smiles when he feels my eyes on him.

      “I’m not going to be here long enough to date anyone.”

      “Probably for the best. I already had to hear about your romantic date with Aidan Gallagher at the vet for twenty minutes.”

      “Coop should mind his own business.”

      “I didn’t hear it from Cooper,” Piper replies. “Mrs. Harris saw you two talking outside. Darcy drove by while you were hugging. Pete confirmed he saw you two together.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter. “Everyone in this town needs a hobby.” Or twelve.

      “Caden can’t stand him.”

      “Not my problem.”

      “I’m just saying, if you’re going to hang out with a guy in town…”

      “I can’t control who works at the mill, Piper.” Actually, I can, but I’m not going to fire anyone on my way out the door. Especially not someone whose worst offense is showing me some kindness.

      “The mill? What were you doing at the mill?”

      “I—” Fuck. I don’t want to lie to her.

      “Here are your drinks, ladies.”

      I flash Shawn a wide smile to thank him for the interruption. A hint of red creeps up from under the collar of his shirt. I take a long sip from the wineglass he set in front of me and then take offensive action with Piper.

      “I can’t believe you and Cooper are engaged.”

      “I know.” Piper giggles, effectively distracted. “I mean, we’ve been dating since high school. It’s been a long time. He’s the only guy I’ve ever even… well, you know.” She blushes. “Marriage feels like a big step, but I’m excited. I almost passed out when he proposed.”

      “How did he propose?” It’s something I feel like I should know.

      Once upon a time, I was going to be her maid of honor, and she was going to be mine. The promises that self-preservation forced me to forget I turned my back on are piling up.

      “He had the ring hidden in his dresser drawer,” Piper replies. There’s a soft, faraway expression on her face. “I was putting socks away, and I saw the box. He walked in while I was opening it and then got down on one knee. Said it was ‘as good a time as any.’” She rolls her eyes but still has the same sappy expression on her face. “Nothing over the top, but it was sweet.”

      “It sounds perfect,” I reply.

      She smiles. “Yeah, it was. Our engagement party is on Saturday. Will you come?”

      “Oh. Uh…”

      I’m certain he’ll be there. Cooper is one of his best friends, and he and Piper are friends too. Because of me.

      Piper reads my hesitation correctly. “From what I’ve heard, you can handle seeing him.”

      “What have you heard?”

      “That in a ring match at the police station between you two, you’d be the favorite.”

      “Where did you hear—oh. Mrs. Harris.”

      Piper nods and smirks. “Everyone got a play-by-play of your visit to the station after you left the coffee shop this morning.”

      I sigh. “You know, in LA, you can get some caffeine without seeing a single person you know,” I say.

      “You like that?” Piper asks. Her voice is serious, so I don’t make a joke.

      “Most of the time,” I reply.

      There are days when I appreciate being an anonymous face in a sea of strangers. Other days, it feels pretty damn lonely.

      “Did you ever miss this place?”

      I look away. “Sometimes,” I admit.

      “But you never came back.”

      “No.”

      “Are you planning to come back again?”

      “I don’t think so.” I weigh each word carefully.

      Piper studies me and then leans forward. “Tell me everything about LA. Is it just like on 90210?”

      I laugh.

      We used to binge episodes of the teen drama after school, joking about how different the glamor was from the halls of Hayden High. I grew up in a city. But the sprawling streets of Los Angeles are very different from the bustling ones of Manhattan. When I first traveled to LA after getting signed to their team, those afternoons spent in the Daytons’ cozy living room were my first thought.

      I launch into a detailed description of what life is like in LA. Piper listens raptly.

      And for the first time since I learned about the contents of Beau’s will, I don’t feel the burn of anger when I think about how he forced me to come back here.

      I feel… not grateful, but close.
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      The phone rings once.

      What the hell are you doing, Caden?

      Twice.

      You’re a fucking idiot.

      “Hello?” she says after answering on the third ring. More like mumbles, really.

      I’m silent for a beat. I half-expected an old man in Oklahoma to pick up the phone. She never answered any of my calls or messages after she left. I figured she’d blocked me. Changed her number. Apparently, she did neither.

      “Hi, Emma.” Fuck, I sound nervous. I clear my throat. “Uh, I, well—”

      “Spit it out, Caden.”

      So, I do. “Andy was brought into the station. For underage drinking and trespassing.”

      She’s silent.

      “I can call your aunt, but I thought maybe…”

      This is a test, plain and simple. Of what remains of the Emma Watkins I fell in love with. And I have no idea what I want the outcome to be.

      I’m hit with a confusing mixture of relief and annoyance when she sighs and says, “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      I hang up the phone. Pete is eyeing me.

      He’s the one who brought Andy and the other high schoolers in. My shift technically ended two hours ago. I saw the lights on at the Harris barn—the site of town debauchery for decades—from the cabin I rent from Mrs. Harris on the opposite side of her property. I called Pete since he’s the one on duty. He is the one who should be burdened with calling all the parents, letting them know they need to come to the station and retrieve their delinquent children. I could be asleep right now.

      I’m an idiot. At the very least, a masochist.

      “Don’t I get a call?” Andy asks when I walk back over to my desk. He’s slouched in the chair that sits right next to it, sporting a sullen scowl.

      “Already took care of it,” I reply.

      “My mom?”

      “Emma.”

      Andy snorts. “She won’t come.” His tone is annoyed and assured, but there’s a hint of pain underneath that I only catch because it’s an emotion I associate with Emma as well.

      “We’ll see, won’t we?” I reply, settling in my chair.

      I called her as part of my own stupid vendetta, but looking at the surly teenager next to me, I find myself hoping she doesn’t let him down as well.

      “I heard you gave her a speeding ticket,” Andy states.

      I shift uncomfortably—a first from this side of the desk. I’m the one who’s supposed to be in a position of power here. I’ve faced plenty of recrimination in response to the decision that, honestly, was an overwhelmed reaction to seeing the girl who owns all my firsts for the first time in nearly a decade. Having it come from a troubled teenager hits harder.

      “She was speeding.” I fall back on what’s become my standard response. True. Lame.

      “You hurt her feelings.”

      I rear my head back in shock. “What?”

      “Emma. You hurt her feelings.” He shrugs. “It was a dick move.”

      “You’re right,” I agree. “It was.”

      I’m a police officer, and she was speeding. But if anyone else had stepped out of that car, I would have let them off with a warning. I let my personal past affect my professional decision, and that’s never happened before. I didn’t even let my own fucking father blur the line.

      Andy looks surprised by my agreement, but we’re both distracted by the blonde whirlwind that blows through the door at that exact moment.

      Based on her sleepy annoyance on the phone, I already put together that I’d woken Emma up. If she forgot, the three days she’s spent in town have undoubtedly been enough to remind her that there’s not much to do in Hayden past nine p.m.

      It’s been fewer than the ten minutes she promised, and Emma clearly didn’t spend a second of them getting dressed. Her blonde hair is pulled up in a messy bun with errant strands falling over the hood of the down jacket she’s wearing over a pair of flannel pajamas with a gnome print on them.

      If we were on better terms and not in a police station, I would tease her about them. It’s hard to hate someone when they’re wearing gnome pajamas. It’s also the first time I’ve seen her looking anything but perfectly put together since she came back. Annoyingly, it doesn’t make a dent in my attraction toward her.

      Emma marches right over to my desk, effectively capturing the attention of everyone else in the station. She ignores me and glares at her cousin.

      “Are you fucking kidding me with this shit, Andy?”

      Andy’s expression is blank. There’s no trace of the protectiveness he was exhibiting seconds ago. “No one made you come. They usually call Mom.”

      “You don’t think she’s been through enough lately? You wanted her to haul her ass out of bed in the middle of the night to come bail you out of jail?”

      Andy has the audacity to roll his eyes, which, frankly, is not something I would do when confronted with an angry Emma. “Like you know what she’s been through. You weren’t even here.”

      I watch Emma’s face pale. It’s one thing to direct my anger at her. It’s another to watch someone else do the same, and it triggers protective instincts I thought were long gone.

      “Look, maybe we should—” I start.

      Emma skewers me with a harsh look, and I shut up. “Go outside and get in the car, Andy.”

      “Finally letting me ride in your fancy car, huh?”

      “I was shocked it was still in the driveway,” Emma retorts. “You didn’t want to add a little grand theft auto to your lengthy rap sheet?”

      Andy rolls his eyes again. “Like you were a perfect angel in high school.”

      “Colton!” Mrs. Wharton walks into the station, headed straight for the other teenager who hasn’t been retrieved yet. For such a small person, she sure has a loud, shrill voice. “You are grounded for life, you hear me? For life!”

      Andy’s partner in crime shrugs. “That’s what you said last time.”

      Mrs. Wharton’s face turns red. Her eyes wheel around the room wildly and land on Andy Watkins. “You! I gave you a pass last time because your father had just passed away, but this! This is enough. You and your horrible influences need to stay far away from my son.”

      “Did he break into your house and drag your son out of bed?” Emma asks.

      Mrs. Wharton glances at her and purses her lips. “I heard you were back in town. Rotten apples fall from the same tree, I suppose.”

      “What the hell did you just say to me?” Each word comes out louder than the rest, which I recognize as a telltale sign of an Emma takedown. “You don’t know anything about me, and you certainly don’t know anything about my—” She fumbles for some reason. “About Andy. Unless your precious son was yanked out of bed, dragged into that old barn, and had alcohol poured down his throat, he’s as much to blame as anyone. If you were my mother, I certainly wouldn’t be spending much time at home. No surprise he snuck out.”

      Mrs. Wharton’s mouth opens and closes twice, but no sound comes out. Colton is looking at Emma admiringly, seeming unbothered by the fact that she just trashed his mother. Mrs. Wharton is known in town for her sharp tongue.

      “Andy. Now.” Emma impatiently glances at her cousin.

      Andy is staring at her, too, an unreadable expression on his face. “Yeah, okay,” he says, gathering up his jacket. “How’d you know we were at the barn?” he asks Emma, just loud enough for me to hear.

      Emma studies him for a minute, and then a little of the annoyance on her face melts away. “It’s where I would go,” she tells him quietly.

      One corner of Andy’s mouth lifts upward as he follows Emma outside. I watch their shapes travel along the length of the glass, illuminated by the streetlamps outside, until they disappear.

      “Well, I never,” Mrs. Wharton huffs, finally recovering her bad humor. “I don’t suppose you officers will be pressing any charges?”

      “Against Emma? Or Colton?” Pete asks, straight-faced.

      “Last I checked, rudeness isn’t illegal.” Mrs. Wharton sniffs. “Although it should be.”

      “It’s up to Mrs. Harris. She could press trespassing charges since they were in her barn again. But knowing her, that seems unlikely,” Pete replies.

      Mrs. Wharton nods. “Colton. Car. Now.”

      Colton Wharton slinks out of the station after his mother.

      Pete lets out a long breath and then plops down in his swivel chair. “Phew. Who said being a small-town cop was boring?”

      “You. Almost every day.”

      Pete makes a face, and then his expression shifts to an appraising one as he looks at me. I know what that means, even before he speaks. “You called her.”

      “Nicely deduced, dude.”

      “Just admit you wanted to see her.”

      “You’re insinuating I set up you arresting her cousin just so I could see her in the middle of the night?”

      “No. But you act like her coming back is the worst thing that could have happened. I think it’s the best thing. You need closure, Caden.”

      “I gave up on that years ago.”

      “Then how come you haven’t proposed to Heather yet? You said you were going to months ago.”

      “I like to take my time. Wait for the right moment.”

      Pete snorts. “You asked Emma to junior prom in October.”

      “You’re equating a high school dance with marriage?”

      “You ask someone a question. Commit to one person when there are other options available. Dress up. Doesn’t sound all that different to me.” He shrugs.

      “Guess we know why you’re still single, then.”

      “I’ll ask Emma if she agrees with me when we have drinks.”

      I grit my teeth. “You’re getting a drink with her?”

      Pete nods. “Like you said, I’m single. She’s single. Who knows? I would have asked her to prom if you hadn’t jumped the gun by seven months.”

      He’s fucking with me—I hope. He didn’t show the least bit of romantic interest in Emma during high school. Then again, she wasn’t single. She was dating me.

      I resist the urge for about thirty seconds and then ask, “How do you know she’s single?”

      He chuckles. “I asked, Caden. Try it sometime.”

      I stand and pull my jacket off the back of my chair. “I’m headed out.”

      “Okay. I’ll be leaving a little early tomorrow night, if you don’t mind staying until John starts his shift.”

      “Don’t mind at all,” I lie and then stride outside into the dark night.

      The bell jingles. I glance up from my desk with a prepared smile ready. Internally, I’m frowning. I’ve been struggling to focus all day, and I’ve basically gotten nothing done since Pete left the station an hour ago, wearing a shit-eating smile. I have no doubt he genuinely wants to catch up with Emma. He’s also trying to force me to face her and move forward. He thinks I’m being stubborn and holding a grudge I need to get over.

      Both are true. But… I’m also worried about what damage more interaction with her might inflict. The few encounters we’ve had so far have made it clear that I’m far from the indifference I hoped to have by now. The only upside of Pete’s persistence is that it indicates he isn’t aware of the real reason I’m avoiding Emma. Hopefully, everyone else is just as oblivious. Especially her.

      “Hey,” I say, surprised to see Heather.

      This morning, she said she wouldn’t be off work until late. Instead, she’s here, wearing a sweater dress instead of scrubs.

      “Hey,” she replies, smiling. “My last patient canceled. I told Sue and Michelle I’d meet them for a drink and thought you’d want to come. We haven’t gone out together in a while, and your shift is over in a few minutes. Right?”

      “Right,” I confirm.

      “So?” Heather raises both eyebrows expectantly.

      I hesitate, and I don’t lie to myself about why I am. There’s only one bar in town. As lovely as a stiff drink sounds, it’s going to come at the expense of witnessing Emma and Pete catch up in person. And listening to Heather discuss the latest episode of Grey’s Anatomy at length with her two best friends. Simply put, I don’t McCare.

      But I can’t tell my girlfriend either of those truths, so I smile. “Sure. That sounds great.” I log out of my computer, collect the papers scattered across my table, and stand. “Let’s go.” I give John, who’s on the phone, a wave goodbye as we head out the door.

      The walk to Dawson’s takes a matter of minutes. The sound of boisterous chatter emanates from the building long before we walk inside. My eyes immediately jump to the corner table, where Pete always insists on sitting. It has a prime view of the dartboard, which is his favorite hobby, aside from trying to make me talk about topics I don’t want to.

      He and Emma aren’t alone at the high-top, and the relief that accompanies that realization is quickly replaced by annoyance when I see that Piper and Cooper are sitting with them as well. There’s a half-empty pitcher of beer in the center of the table. Pete uses it to top off Emma’s glass. I watch as she says something to him that makes him laugh.

      “Do you want to go say hi?” Heather asks, following my gaze.

      “Maybe later,” I reply, looking away. “There are Sue and Michelle.”

      I head for the two women. Heather follows. Sue and Michelle greet us enthusiastically, but I don’t miss the side-glances being aimed my way that tell me they’ve noticed who’s sitting with my friends. Like Heather, they have a sense of my past with Emma but don’t know any of the details. We were part of different groups in high school, along with different grades, and that separation has stuck with us into adulthood.

      Piper cackles loudly, her voice carrying across the crowded bar. “No, you didn’t!”

      “I swear,” Emma replies.

      Cooper’s distinctive chuckle follows.

      I clench my jaw and then stand. “I’m going to grab a drink. Want anything, Heather?”

      “Red wine, please,” she replies.

      I nod. “Sue? Michelle?”

      “Still got plenty, thanks,” Michelle replies.

      Sue shakes her head.

      I walk over to the long counter that spans the length of the bar. “Whiskey and a red wine, please.”

      “Sure thing, Caden,” Shawn Clarence replies, moving into action behind the bar.

      “Welcome back,” I add. “Sorry. I should have said that first. Long day.”

      Shawn grins and glances toward the corner table. “No worries. Some distractions here tonight.”

      “That’s not…” I give up and cut myself off. “Who told you? She’s been back in town less time than you have.”

      “It would take a shorter amount of time to tell you who hasn’t mentioned it to me. Plus, she and Piper got dinner here last night.”

      “Right,” I mutter as Shawn slides a glass of red wine and a tumbler of whiskey toward me. “Well, it’s nice to see you, man. Glad you’re back safe.”

      “Yeah, good to see you too,” Shawn replies. “Stop by for another drink sometime, and we can catch up.”

      “Will do,” I promise and then head back toward medical drama hell.

      Twenty minutes later, I’ve downed the whiskey. I stand again, making a point not to look at the corner table as I head for the back hallway that leads to the restrooms. I’m well aware I’m acting like a petulant kid. Unfortunately, the knowledge isn’t enough to make me stop acting like one.

      Both restrooms are available, so I opt for the farther one. When I reemerge into the hallway, Emma is walking toward me. Her face is flushed and smiling, and she’s wearing an outfit that once again looks wildly out of place in the dingy, dark hallway.

      The pants she’s wearing are made from some shimmery material that is molded to her long legs. Her top drapes over both shoulders, revealing the curve of her collarbone. It doesn’t quite reach the hem of her pants, teasing a few inches of flat, toned stomach. She’s a professional athlete, and her slim, muscular frame reflects that choice of profession.

      I blame the whiskey for the sudden rush of warmth I experience.

      I should smile. Say a detached hello and keep walking. Instead, I keep in line with the other questionable decisions I’ve made since her arrival and ask, “Is this fun for you?”

      Emma halts a few feet away from me. Her gaze sweeps over me, and I have to squash a shiver. If she were anyone else, I’d say she’s checking me out. “Having a drink with old friends? Yeah, sorta.”

      She’s in a good mood, and it pisses me off further.

      “You can’t just waltz back into town and act like you never left, Emma!”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Her chin lifts defiantly. “No one else seems that bothered by it!”

      “Or they’re just too nice to call you out on it.”

      “Or maybe—unlike you—they’ve considered that I might have had a good reason for leaving!”

      “And we’re all supposed to come up with your ‘good reason’ on our own? You didn’t explain yourself then, and you’re not going to explain yourself now?”

      “Do you care if I explain myself?” she retorts.

      “Me? We’re talking about the town!”

      “No, we’re not.” She looks right at me. “We’re talking about us, Caden. I left. I told you that I loved you, and I left.”

      Her words pick away at scabs I thought were scars. “You’ve had chances to explain, Emma.”

      “When you pulled me over?” she snaps. “Stormed around town, glaring at me?”

      “Well, the next time you return to town after breaking my heart, I’ll make sure to throw you a welcome party.”

      Emma scoffs. “There’s not going to be a next time, Caden. I’m transferring the mill back, and that will be that.”

      “The mill? What the hell are you talking about?”

      She glances down at the scratched floorboards. “Huh. Guess Cooper takes the whole lawyering confidentiality thing more seriously than I thought. I figured he would have told you by now.”

      “Beau left you the mill?”

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” She laughs, but it’s not an amused sound; it’s a sad one. “I haven’t told anyone why I left because you’re the only person who deserves to know the truth. But telling you would be selfish of me—just as selfish as saying those three words were. I’m sorry, okay? I know it’s not enough, but I am. I left, and it doesn’t really matter why anymore. I left, and I’m going to leave again. That’s all you need to know, Caden.”

      She keeps walking, leaving me staring at the wood-paneled wall that lines the hallway.
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      We’re the last four patrons to leave Dawson’s. Caden left with his girlfriend and her friends over an hour ago.

      I pretended like I didn’t see them go. The same way Caden had spent the two hours after our confrontation outside of the restrooms, acting like I wasn’t sitting with three of his best friends. Like I didn’t even merit a side-glance.

      He’s always been just as stubborn as I am. Back when we wanted the same things, it made me feel unstoppable. Now, it just makes me mad. I apologized. I can’t change the past. Why can’t he just let it go?

      “This was so fun,” Piper gushes, leaning against Cooper as we stand on the sidewalk.

      Her smile is loose and carefree—the product of several beers. Or maybe just a content life. Cooper grins down at her, and I’m hit with an unexpected pang of jealousy.

      My romantic life as of late has barely extended past cheesy lines and drunken hook-ups. I can’t recall the last time I was with a guy who knew anything of substance about me. Who I wanted to know anything of substance about me.

      Cooper and Piper saw each other through all the awkward teenage moments. High school is rarely the basis for a successful, lasting relationship. Yet they’re engaged now.

      Despite the fact that they used to be two of my best friends, back in another life, if I’d had to put down money on a couple that was going to make it back then, I wouldn’t have picked them.

      I would have picked me and the guy who just chewed me out three feet from a urinal.

      “I want to ask you something,” Piper announces. She’s looking straight at me. “I’ve just been too nervous to.”

      “Okay…” Unlike Piper, I’m not tipsy. There’s no alcohol in my bloodstream to counteract the trepidation that accompanies that statement.

      “Will you be my maid of honor?”

      “I—what?” I’m floored.

      Piper laughs. “You should see your face. But I’m serious.” She glances at Cooper and smiles. “You were there, Emma. You read every draft for every text. Went on double dates with us. Pushed me to tell him how I felt. I like to think we would have ended up together, no matter what, but life doesn’t come with any guarantees.”

      I fight through the shock to find my voice. “It means a lot, Piper. But are you sure there isn’t anyone else you…” I let my voice trail off. I’m not sure how to tactfully ask if she has any other friends.

      Piper figures out what I’m trying to say, anyway. She laughs. “I have other friends, Emma. But…” She pauses. “It feels right to have you standing beside me. That was the plan… before. And something about that time—it still feels special, you know?”

      I do know. Even at Lancaster, where I had tons of friends and several close ones, it never felt quite the same. Saylor is like a sister to me, but Piper knows a different side of me. So do Pete and Cooper. One that I’ve buried ever since I left. I’ve been back for only a handful of days, but I can already feel it emerging. The Emma who is a little softer. More open.

      I blame her for the, “Okay,” that flies out of my mouth.

      Piper beams. There’s no way I can back out now. Let her down again. I’d be every bit the villain Caden Bennett sees me as.

      I’ll be returning to Hayden one more time. That’s worrisome. I’m dreading encountering awkwardness and animosity again. But even more concerning? There’s a part of me that’s relieved. That likes knowing when I drive out of the town limits in a few days, it won’t be for the final time.

      “Let’s go, Counselor,” Piper tells Cooper.

      He picks her up bridal-style, and there’s a stupid pang again as Piper laughs. We all say goodbye. Pete offers me a ride home, but I decline. I know where I’m going, and as much as I like Pete, it’s not somewhere I want to share with him.

      I head to the mill instead of the farmhouse. The far edge of the property was my hiding place when I lived here—a place to light a fire and look up at the stars. A secret spot I’d seek out at night when I wanted to be alone.

      Or with Caden.

      Old habits are stronger than new resentments, apparently, because he shows up as I’m tossing splintered scraps of wood on the fire. The crunch of leaf litter and dead pine needles announces someone’s arrival.

      I know it’s him long before I look to the left. I resist the urge to ask if he’s come here in the last nine years. Did he think of me if he did?

      Caden takes a seat beside me, close enough that the flannel sleeve of the shirt he’s wearing brushes against my bare arm. I tug the blanket I’m wrapped in closer around me in response.

      To ward off the chill and as armor.

      I say nothing, just toss another piece of wood onto the fire. I don’t think that he came here just to start another fight, but I don’t know that he didn’t.

      “Full moon,” Caden states.

      “Yep,” I agree.

      The next sentence is spoken with absolutely no lead-in. “I’m sorry about the ticket.”

      I do a shitty job of hiding my surprise at his unexpected apology. My grip on the blanket loosens. Caden’s eyes track the fabric as it slips. I experience a silly swell of satisfaction as I feel his gaze graze my bare skin.

      The opposite of loving someone is feeling nothing toward them. Caden might no longer like me, but he’s certainly not indifferent. The top I put on earlier is form-fitting and drapes down across my shoulders. I didn’t bother to adjust it after retrieving the blanket. Caden just got a good look.

      I pull the soft fleece back into place. “You were just doing your job.”

      “No,” he replies. “I was doing the opposite of my job. I’ve never had to… it’s always been easy to detach black-and-white repercussions from people I know. It’s a job. My job.”

      “I didn’t know if you’d even care that I was coming back,” I admit.

      He snorts. “That can’t be something you’re still wondering about.”

      I laugh, and based on the look on his face, it’s just as surprising to him as it is to me. “No. It’s not.”

      Silence falls between us, as heavy as the blanket I’m wearing. There are so many questions I want to ask him.

      For a petty, green-hued reason called jealousy, the first one that actually comes out is, “Why haven’t you married her?” I regret asking as soon as I do, even as I know I’d have regretted not asking even more.

      After a minute of silence, Caden pulls a small black box out of his pocket and sets it between us. I glance at it and then back at the grove of pines.

      “My mom gave this to me a year ago.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve thought about it. Obviously. I just… haven’t.” He pauses. “What about you?”

      “No, I haven’t proposed to anyone.”

      “Funny. I meant—”

      I don’t let him finish. “No. There’s no one.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      A compliment? Maybe?

      “There have been guys.” I shrug. “No one special.”

      “What’s the longest you dated anyone?” he presses.

      I don’t know what his angle is with this line of questioning. But for the most part, I’ve always been honest with Caden. So, I continue that trend and tell him the truth. “Four months. He was one of the team’s lawyers. Had that whole worldly-slash-arrogant thing going for him.”

      “People have that going for them? I thought it was more of a red flag.”

      I ignore that comment. He sounds annoyed. Maybe I’m not the only jealous one.

      “My best friend, Saylor, is married.”

      “The famous soccer player?”

      I shoot him a surprised look. “How do you know that?”

      He studies the fire. I watch the golden glow light up his features. “This town didn’t just forget about you, Emma.”

      “I met Saylor my first day at Lancaster. She’s one of those people you can’t ignore. Became one of my best friends almost instantly. She was so dedicated to soccer. Still is. But now, she’s more open. If you’d asked me, I would have told you she’d be single far longer than I would be. But here we are.” I laugh. “Beck’s great though. I’m happy for her.”

      “You’re happy playing soccer?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply. It’s an honest answer and a scary one. “I heard you went to Dartmouth.”

      “Uh-huh.” Caden leans over and grabs what turns out to be a beer bottle from the paper bag I didn’t notice until now. “Want one?”

      “Don’t mind if I do, Officer Bennett.”

      I’m treated to a husky, deep laugh I haven’t heard since I was seventeen.

      “Cut that shit out, Watkins.”

      I embrace the lighthearted tone. “Why? Because it reminds you that maybe you shouldn’t be trespassing on other people’s land with alcoholic beverages?” I tease, taking the bottle he offers me.

      “No. That’s not why.” He holds my gaze. “And it’s your land. Isn’t it?”

      I look away and take a sip of beer. “How’d you end up with a badge?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I left, you had big plans. To fly away from here—literally. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with being a small-town cop because there isn’t. I just—is it what you wanted? Want?”

      He twists the top off another bottle and takes a long pull. “Mom had a bad fall my senior year of college. Broke her hip. John Parsons was looking to ease into retirement by hiring some younger guys, anyway. I finished my classes remotely, got my degree. Staying just… made the most sense.”

      I say nothing. He didn’t answer all my questions, but I don’t have the right to press for answers. Not anymore.

      “Pete was really excited about tonight. He wouldn’t shut up about it all day, actually,” Caden says, sounding disgruntled.

      I glance over at him. He’s already looking at me. The soft glow of the fire erases the lines around his eyes, making him look younger. More like the boy I used to sit here with and less like the man who’s made it his mission to resent my presence.

      “I missed him,” I reply. “Missed Cooper and Piper too. Pete was always a good friend.”

      “That’s all he is? A friend?”

      Caden sounds jealous again. A thrill rushes through my chest.

      I could tease him, but I reply with the truth instead. “He’ll never be more than a friend.”

      “He’s not worldly-slash-arrogant enough for you?”

      I play with a stray thread of the blanket. There’s an edge to his voice, one that is light-years away from indifference. For some stupid reason, it makes my eyes burn. I blame the smoke mixing with the crisp, chilly air.

      “He’s your best friend, Caden.”

      Caden tosses another stick on the fire. “I wouldn’t care.”

      “Lies burn well,” I comment as the wood begins to ignite.

      He scoffs. “Well, you would know.”

      He’s right. I’ve accumulated plenty of kindling.

      “Nothing I’ve ever said to you was a lie.”

      But we both know I’ve withheld plenty, and maybe that’s worse than twisting the truth.

      He stares at the flames. “It’s weird that you’re back.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s also…” Caden pauses. I can feel the indecision hovering in the air between us as he debates on what to add. “I missed you.”

      The stick he added catches fire. The burn in my eyes intensifies simultaneously. That admission cuts deeper than any of the insults he’s hurtled at me.

      I have to swallow a couple of times before I can speak. “Yeah. I missed you too.”

      “What’s your life like now?”

      “It’s… it’s not very exciting.”

      He chuckles. “I find that very hard to believe.”

      “I mostly train. Go to practice. Travel a lot for games. I go out sometimes. Visit friends from college. And… my parents.”

      “Are you happy?”

      “That’s a stupid fucking question,” I inform him. “I say yes or sound pathetic?”

      “I want to know.”

      “You didn’t seem all that concerned about my happiness when you were writing me a speeding ticket.”

      “I apologized for that, Emma.”

      He did. Damn him and his high road.

      “Fine. When you were yelling at me earlier, then. When you ignored your best friends just because I was sitting with them.”

      Caden sighs. “God, I wish I could…” Another sigh. “It’s hard to see you, be around you.”

      “Yeah.” I watch the flames for a minute. I know what he means, and I wish I didn’t. “Piper asked me to be her maid of honor.”

      “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

      “I didn’t think I was. You going to throw me that party after all?”

      Caden chuckles. We argued plenty when we were together, and it would often dissolve into a source of amusement later. Déjà vu doesn’t fade after nine years, it turns out.

      “I guess you’ll have to come back and find out, huh?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      We fall into silence.

      “Are you happy?”

      He sighs. “You were right. It is a stupid fucking question.”

      “Are you though?” I press.

      “I’m not where I thought I’d be.”

      “Do we ever end up where we thought we’d be?”

      “Are you drunk?”

      I laugh. “No. Piper drank twice as much as I did.”

      “So, that’s how you ended up in the bridal party.”

      I shove his arm. Hard as a rock. “Shut up! I helped her come up with their first date. Dinner at Pieroni’s and then—”

      “The Harris barn,” Caden finishes.

      “Right.”

      “Coincidence?” He chuckles.

      “Well, it worked for me.”

      Another laugh. “Yeah, it did.” A loud crackle emanates from the firepit. “Did you ever think we’d be back here? The two of us?”

      “Nope,” I reply honestly. “You?”

      “No. Definitely not.”

      “I really am sorry,” I whisper. “For lots.”

      “Would you do it differently?”

      “What?”

      “If you could go back to that night, would you change anything?”

      I say nothing. The honest answer is no, and he hears it in my lack of one.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “They weren’t all my choices, Caden.”

      “The ones that mattered were.”

      Maybe he’s right. I acknowledge that by staying silent. He shifts. Only slightly. But he’s closer now. Close enough that all I have to do is tilt my head to the left to connect with the solid surface of his shoulder.

      We sit like that. The same way we’ve done so many times before and neither of us ever thought we’d sit again. Until the flames die and the moon fully rises and the chasm between us doesn’t seem quite so wide.
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      My mother is terrible about acting normal in uncomfortable situations. And that’s what we’re smack dab in the middle of right now. When she invited me and Heather over to celebrate her birthday, my mom neglected to share that she’d also invited half the town over as a belated annual celebration for herself.

      The two of us ended up living in Hayden because of my father—most of the time without him. We stayed here for convenience. Maybe also some lingering hope that he might change his ways and return one day.

      I’m glad my mother has found her own niche here. I just wish she had run the guest list by me. Specifically, that it included Andy and Grace Watkins. And since she’s living with them, Emma Watkins.

      There was no fessing up until after the Watkins already walked through the door. One glance at my mom’s face, and I knew she hadn’t said anything to me on purpose. Annoyance simmers as I sit at the dining room table of my childhood home, eating smoked brisket and watching Emma play soccer with her cousin in the backyard. They came straight from the high school’s game earlier. The team lost, but Andy is smiling wider than I’ve ever seen him.

      “Have you been doing all right, Grace?” my mom asks Emma’s aunt sympathetically.

      Grace is one of the few people in town my mom has always been friendly with. It’s why I had a reliable job at the mill in high school. Also part of the reason I got to know the new girl better than any of the other fourteen-year-old guys panting after Emma.

      “It’s been tough,” Grace admits, smiling sadly. “I’ve been especially worried about Andy. He’s been a handful lately.” She looks at me. “Thank you for all you’ve done to keep him out of trouble, Caden.”

      I nod. Honestly, I haven’t done much.

      Grace turns back to my mother. “Emma has been a godsend. I wasn’t sure… after everything that happened. I didn’t know how Andy would react. I didn’t even tell him she was coming until the day she arrived.” She chews on her bottom lip and looks outside at her niece and son. “I shouldn’t have worried. Those two, they’re so similar. He did the dishes last night, just to spend more time in the kitchen with her. That hasn’t happened… well, since she left.”

      “That’s wonderful,” my mother says, smiling encouragingly.

      Grace nods. “Yes, it is.” Her smile dims. “Until she leaves again.”

      My mother glances at me. We’ve yet to discuss Emma since her return to town. I pretend like the piece of roll on my plate is the most interesting tidbit of food I’ve ever seen.

      “Maybe she’ll visit.”

      An unladylike snort leaves Grace’s nose. “She’s only back because Beau made more mistakes. He can’t make any now, and he’s only pushed her further away.”

      More mistakes? It’s news to me that Beau Watkins made any mistakes. He was a pillar in this town. Employed a good chunk of it at the mill. Always happy to lend a helping hand.

      I stand and head into the kitchen. Heather is in the corner, talking with May Durham, the receptionist at the vet’s office. I wonder if she saw Emma arrive before she headed into the backyard with Andy. If not for my own sake, I wish my mom had given me a heads-up for Heather’s.

      My mom likes Heather. She also knows Heather never plans to leave Hayden. Heather offers the stability of an anchor, but also the constriction. With Emma, it was the exact opposite. She was only supposed to stay in Hayden for a year, originally. The only reason she ended up here was that her parents were moving overseas to open up a new location for their advertising company.

      Even after the year was up and her parents returned to the States, Emma chose to stay. Long enough to make it really hurt when she did leave. If I was any form of an anchor, keeping her here, I didn’t weigh all that much.

      I dump my empty plate in the sink and debate my destination. But I know where my legs are headed. I slide open the porch door and head outside, just in time to get a gust of harsh November wind to the face. Eyes watering, I walk across the stretch of grass serving as a makeshift soccer field. Emma and Andy glance over at me as I approach.

      “Nice game earlier.” I address Andy first.

      Both because Hayden High’s boys’ soccer team hasn’t made it to the playoffs in years, making the game earlier headline small-town news, and because I’m a complete coward who’s worried about interacting with Emma after how we left things at the firepit.

      For the first time since she returned, we parted on good terms. That puts me on edge more than any antagonism.

      I know how to be mad at her.

      I don’t know how to be friendly with her.

      “Thanks, Officer,” Andy teases.

      I glance at Emma, eyebrows raised. “Your influence?”

      I don’t just mean the nickname. I’m also referring to her cousin’s flushed cheeks and amused expression. Even before she and I were a thing, I viewed Andy Watkins as a little brother. Seeing him turn into a troubled teenager, furious at the world, wasn’t easy for me. Watching mischief and merriment return to eyes the same shade of gray as Emma’s makes something in my chest squeeze.

      He’s not the only person who won’t take her inevitable departure well.

      Emma raises both hands as she handles the soccer ball with her feet, weaving it with shocking dexterity. “Not my fault other people in this town also think you’re a hard-ass.”

      “Oh, yeah? How about I play you for it?” The words fly out before I can stop them. Something that happens a lot around her.

      Her lips tilt upward. Challenge dances in her eyes. “Bennett, you don’t know what you’re starting.”

      “Yeah, I do, Watkins.”

      She smirks. In a deft motion I don’t even catch, she sends the ball airborne, catching it neatly under her arm. “Fine. If you win, I’ll stop mentioning the stick up your ass. If I win, what do I get?”

      “What do you want?”

      Emma studies me. “That trip to Ellsworth.”

      I start. I expect the unexpected when it comes to her. But she also has a knack for coming up with things so unexpected that I can’t expect them.

      I promised her freshman year that I would bring her to my grandfather’s cabin in the mountains. The location of the few fond memories I have of my father. After she left, I never thought she would hold me to it.

      Why is that what she chose? She’s confident she’ll win—and she’s right to be. I played soccer and lacrosse in high school. I still run occasionally. But of the two of us, I have no doubt she’s the superior athlete.

      Does she think it’ll make me back out? Does she really want to go?

      I don’t have any time to think it through. She’s waiting for an answer, and so is Andy. The longer I wait to respond, the more I’ll say with my silence.

      “Fine.” I stick a hand out.

      She shakes it. “Andy, play with Caden. I really enjoy making fun of him, so he’s going to need all the help he can get.”

      Andy snorts. “Okay.”

      He heads for me as Emma jogs toward the center of the field. She makes dribbling look effortless. I’m—we’re—screwed.

      “What’s Ellsworth?” he asks when he reaches me.

      “What?” I play dumb. I am dumb for agreeing.

      “Dude, you know she plays professionally, right? We don’t have a prayer. You’re going to have to pay up on whatever it is.”

      “I know she plays professionally,” I confirm.

      “Just checking. I know you like to pretend she doesn’t exist.”

      I send him a sharp look. “Watch it, kid. It’s not easy having someone you love leave.”

      Even before his eyes flash, I realize my mistake.

      “I think I might get losing a dad and Emma, Caden.”

      Regret swamps me. “I know you do. I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Let’s go.” Before I can say another word, he heads for where Emma is standing, waiting.

      I glance over at Andy again when we reach her. His face is a smooth, blank canvas, carrying no trace of the pain that was just there. He’s as good as Emma at hiding emotions.

      “Ready?” Emma bounces the soccer ball from knee to knee, and my unease grows.

      The kid was right. We have no chance.

      I nod.

      “First to ten?”

      Again, I nod.

      “Gentlemen first.” She kicks the ball to Andy. Then, she waits.

      Andy begins dribbling it. Emma makes her move seconds later. I’m fast enough to spot it, too slow to do anything about it. Andy spins when she nears and then passes to me. My senses are suddenly on high alert, adrenaline and awareness pumping through my bloodstream as she advances on me instead.

      My body knows which moves to make, but they’re rusty, unpracticed. I’m taller and more muscular than I was in high school. That was the last time I played this sport. Soccer was one item on a long list of things I steered clear of to avoid thinking about her.

      Some might call it romantic.

      Others pathetic.

      There’s no time to bemoan that nine years wasn’t long enough to forge full immunity to Emma’s effect on me. She’s directly in front of me all of a sudden. Chunks of blonde hair are falling out of her ponytail. She’s wearing jeans, a sweater with the sleeves pushed up, and sneakers, but they’re not slowing her down at all. The bare skin of her arm brushes mine, and it feels like the swipe of a flame. An artful dodge, and she’s around me—with the ball. One kick, and it’s between the watering can and wheelbarrow serving as the makeshift goal I’m supposed to be protecting.

      I swear loudly. Emma grins widely.

      The sight of her smile stings more than the harsh autumn wind. Emma wears amusement like armor. Entertained indifference is her default setting. Wavering to either end of the spectrum is rare. The last time I witnessed it was the night she left—the only time I’ve ever seen her cry. Her expression right now is the opposite extreme—genuine happiness.

      Fuck my pride. I should have left town as soon as she arrived. Cashed in some of the leave that’s been stacking up for the past four years and never tried to act like her return wasn’t going to affect me. Now, I’m stuck with these new memories. The campfire and this game are going to mix with the past nine years of resentment and everything that came before it.

      They’ll stay with me—long after she leaves.

      I’m not sure what my face looks like, but Emma cocks her head as she studies me.

      “You good?”

      “Yep.” I school my expression and jog toward the waiting soccer ball.

      Our lopsided game continues. By sheer chance, I score one goal. Andy manages two, the second of which I think Emma could have stopped. She scores nine, putting her just one away from victory when Andy sends a wayward header into my mom’s rose bushes.

      “I’ll get it.” Emma jogs after the black-and-white ball.

      I turn to Andy. “Think we can pull it out?”

      “Maybe,” he mumbles, not meeting my gaze.

      I sigh. “I’m really sorry, Andy. About what I said earlier. I wasn’t thinking.”

      He scoffs. “That’s not what I’m upset about.”

      “But you are upset with me.”

      Andy says nothing.

      “Look, kid, whatever you—”

      “You’re not even trying to make her stay!” He spits the words out and then sulks, like he didn’t mean to say them.

      Something grips my heart tight and squeezes.

      Dammit, Emma, I think.

      Part of me wants to laugh at the idea that I have any influence on her. The rest wishes I did. Resentment that I’m the one left cleaning up the emotional wreckage she tends to leave behind bubbles.

      “She’s not back for me, Andy. She came back for you guys. For you and your mom.”

      Andy lets out a bitter laugh, devoid of any amusement. “She stayed for you and left because of us before. Why would now be any different?”

      Emma reappears before I can form an answer. Even if it had taken her longer to retrieve the ball, I’m not sure what I would have said in response to that.

      “Your ball,” Andy states.

      “Yeah…” Emma shifts side to side. “I was thinking we should maybe head in.”

      “Before we’ve won?” I ask.

      “Please.” She rolls her eyes. “You don’t have a chance. But…” She glances behind me. “Usually, people have to pay admission to watch me play.”

      I look back over my shoulder. What looks like most of the party’s attendees have gathered in the living room, watching us through the sliding glass doors that lead out to the patio and backyard.

      “Riiiight.”

      Andy shrugs, unbothered by the audience. “Whatever. I’m starving anyway.” He departs without another word, leaving me and Emma standing here.

      “Something happen between you two?” she asks, studying Andy’s retreating form.

      If there’s a time to press her for questions I’m not sure I can handle the answers to, my mother’s birthday party is most certainly not it.

      “Sore loser, I guess. You two must be related.”

      She looks away. “You don’t have to follow through on it.”

      I change the subject rather than answer her. I want to hold up my end of the bet, which is a hell of a good reason not to. “So, soccer, huh?”

      She side-glances at me. “What about it?”

      “Nothing about it. You’re amazing. It’s just… not what I thought you’d be doing.”

      “What did you think I’d be doing?” A minefield of a question if I’ve ever heard one, delivered with an edge that emphasizes that fact.

      Still, I reply honestly, “I don’t know. I avoided thinking about you.”

      She laughs. I do, too, indicating we’ve reached a point where the demise of our romantic relationship isn’t the painful, taboo topic it once was. A spot I never expected to venture toward, much less arrive at.

      My amusement fades when we walk into my mother’s house. Almost everyone has gathered in the living room. Polite chatter continues when we enter, but everyone is looking. I’m sure they’re trying to seem surreptitious about it. Equally certain they’re not succeeding.

      “Come grab some cake!” my mom calls out.

      She’s holding court in the corner, beside a giant yellow sheet cake. I walk over because it’s the least I can do. I’ve spent most of her birthday party outside, with my ex. Emma follows.

      “Hi, Linda. Happy birthday,” Emma states.

      “Thank you. It’s been a while.”

      Emma nods. “Yeah, it has.”

      “Good visit so far?” My mom’s tone is inscrutable.

      “Unexpected.” Emma’s is equally neutral.

      I glance between the two of them. They’re doing that thing people—not to be sexist, but especially women—do, where they’re saying a lot without saying much.

      Andy wanders back over to us, obviously not annoyed enough with me to turn down cake. My mom hands a slice off to Emma and then to Andy.

      “Thanks for coming, Andy,” she says. “Sorry to hear about the game earlier.”

      “It’s all right.” Andy shrugs. “The team was more embarrassed we got trounced in front of Hayden’s all-time leading scorer than anything.”

      He grins at Emma. Pride and admiration are evident on his face, and I watch that register on Emma’s.

      “You played well,” she tells her cousin.

      “Better than Caden.” Andy’s voice is teasing, but there’s an edge that suggests I haven’t been completely forgiven for earlier. “But he’s the one who will have to pay up on Ellsworth, not me.”

      “Ellsworth?” my mother echoes.

      I close my eyes, think a bad word, and open them to find her gaze right on me, burrowing through every defense. My mom knows Emma meant a lot to me. But I was a typical teenager. I never divulged many details about our relationship back in high school, never told her just how far I’d let Emma in. She knows I took Emma’s departure hard.

      I hid the worst parts—just how hard—from her.

      I watch my mother realize both of those truths.

      She’s begged me to return to Ellsworth countless times. I’ve refused. Yet I promised Emma I would take her there.

      Once twelve years ago and again today.

      Andy glances between us, clearly confused. He’s the only person clustered around this table who doesn’t know what Ellsworth means. There are plenty of other people standing around who do know about the property that’s been in my family for generations. I meet Heather’s gaze across the room, glad she’s out of earshot, and then look away.

      A few other guests approach the cake table. I move to the side to let them grab slices. Andy heads for the dining room. Emma grabs a fork and follows him.

      Heather walks over to me, holding a can of soda. “You were outside for a while,” she notes.

      “I know. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Heather…” That’s all I say because I don’t know what else to.

      “Really. It’s fine.” She smiles, but it’s a lifeless, placating one. “I’ve got to head out. Check on my mom.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No. It’s your mom’s party. I’ll see you tomorrow—for Cooper and Piper’s engagement party. You’ll pick me up?”

      I nod. She smiles and leans up to kiss me before leaving the room. We used to have more to say to each other… right?

      “How’ve you been, Caden?” Craig Anderson, the chief of the fire department, asks as he ambles over to me a minute later.

      I look away from Heather’s retreating back. “Good. How about you?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      “Heard there was a bad blaze off Acoaxet a few nights ago.”

      “Yeah…” Craig launches into details of the burn pile gone bad.

      I nod along as I eat my cake.

      I’m still talking to him when Emma reenters the room. She captures my attention immediately. I’m not expecting for her to be able to say the same, but she catches my eye and heads straight toward me. Craig could light something in this room on fire, and I wouldn’t notice.

      “Hi, Craig.”

      He stops talking and looks over, eyes widening with surprise. “Emma Watkins. Nice to see you.”

      She smirks. “Nice of you to say that. Still fighting fires?”

      “Sure am.”

      “Well, most of the town seems to be intact, so kudos on a job well done.”

      Craig chuckles and then glances at me. Like everyone else in this tiny town, he knows we dated. Knows I didn’t take the end of it well. It’s hard to forget your past when you’re staring at it. When everyone you know knows you’re staring at it.

      “Thanks, darlin’. I’ll leave you youngsters to it.” He walks off without another word.

      “Sorry,” Emma says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      I decide to be generous. “It’s fine. I heard all about the fire when I was at Hayden Coffee last week.”

      “Okay. Well, I, uh—we’re heading out.”

      “All right.”

      The Watkins aren’t the only ones. The crowd is steadily beginning to disperse.

      She stares at me. Then shocks me for the I’ve lost count how many-th time.

      Emma hugs me. I grabbed her arm outside the clinic two days ago, and I felt like I’d been electrocuted. She swiped my forearm earlier today, and I thought I’d been burned. This is infinitely worse. Not only did she initiate contact with me, but I’m also touching a hell of a lot more than her arm. I’m distracted from the warm press of heat by her soft whisper.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I murmur back.

      She pulls back, out of my arms. “For Ellsworth. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “I promised you.”

      Emma shrugs, as if that didn’t matter. “I broke one first.”

      She smiles sadly. Then, she’s gone.
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      There’s a familiar car parked on the fringe of Hayden Cemetery when I pass the graveyard. I glance at the clock on the dashboard. I’ll be a few minutes late to work. Pete won’t care. An eye roll or a pointed comment will be the worst of it. I pull a U-turn—illegally—and stop my truck on the periphery of the dead grass that lines the road.

      Cold wind nips at the exposed skin of my face as I climb out. My breath hovers in the air as a visible, tangible thing. I shove my hands in my pockets and keep walking.

      The moonlight makes her blonde hair appear almost white. It’s a glowing entity—a glimmer of life among markers of so much death.

      She doesn’t react as I approach. I’ve been standing next to her for at least a minute before she speaks.

      “Not as creepy out here at night as it was when we snuck in sophomore year.”

      “The cemetery closes at sundown, Emma.”

      “Yeah.” She sighs. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was driving by. Saw your car.”

      “I wasn’t sure how long it might take me to come,” she tells me. “Wasn’t sure if I could leave without coming.”

      We’re in a fucking cemetery. She’s my ex-girlfriend. And still, my thoughts take a turn for the dirty.

      She catches the subtle curve of my lips. “Don’t say it,” she warns.

      “Don’t make sexual innuendos then,” I retort.

      She laughs. The sound rings out through the still night air. The expanse of empty earth and gravestones.

      “You didn’t want to come here with Grace? Andy?”

      “No.” All amusement has left her voice. “They wouldn’t want me to.”

      “Emma… that’s not true. That kid worships the ground you walk on. It would probably mean a lot to him.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “I’m not. You weren’t here—” She scoffs, but I persist. “That night wasn’t the first time Andy had been arrested. He’s been having a tough time lately. A really tough time. Today? Playing soccer was the first time I’ve seen the kid smile in years. Long before Beau died. That was all you.”

      “You don’t get it, Caden.”

      “Don’t get what?”

      “A lot. You don’t get a lot.” She shakes her head.

      “She stayed for you and left because of us,” echoes in my head.

      “It doesn’t matter, anyway.”

      I snort. “If you say so. Just… give it a little time.”

      “I don’t have time. You know I’m leaving Monday?”

      Something unpleasant twists in my chest. Annoyance quickly replaces it and then leaks out in my voice. “I had no idea you were coming, Emma. Why would I know when you’re leaving?”

      “People have asked. I figured you would have heard through the grapevine.”

      “Yeah, well… people don’t really talk about you around me.”

      She nods. “I miss that about this place. People caring about neighbors like they’re family.”

      Stupidly, I say, “They’re not being nice. They’re trying to avoid getting yelled at.”

      “What?”

      “People had questions when you left. I didn’t have answers.”

      Emma studies me, so I try to wipe all emotion from my face. “I’m sorry, Caden.”

      “You’re apologizing because I lost my temper?”

      “What do you want me to apologize for?”

      I look over at her. The moonlight filtering down should look eerie. Instead, it bathes everything in a soft, luminous glow that appears more peaceful than spooky.

      “Being so damn hard to forget.”

      Moonlight can make you say stupid things.

      She breaks eye contact, glancing down at the grave we’re standing in front of. “They picked a nice one.”

      “It’s hard to mess up a hunk of rock.”

      Emma snorts. “I guess. Did you go to the service?”

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      She nods. I look back at the stone that states Beau Andrew Watkins is buried before us. Below the dates he was born and died are three words—Father. Husband. Brother.

      “They forgot uncle,” I blurt, belatedly realizing that’s the least sensitive thing I could possibly say right now.

      But Emma’s smile is knowing, not devastated. “No, they didn’t.”

      Then, she walks away, leaving me standing in the cemetery. Right beside the massive crater that truth bomb left behind.
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      I wake up before the sun. Then promptly fall asleep again. By the time I wake up for real, it’s shining so brightly that I can feel my retinas burning. I stagger out of bed, yank the drapes shut, and then face-plant back into bed. Before I can creep too close back to unconsciousness, my stomach begins to rumble.

      Rolling to the left, I end up in a heap on the floor. I groan before pushing myself upright. It’s been a long time since I slept in a bed smaller than a queen. I bypass my suitcases in favor of the small closet tucked in the corner of the room. A draft filters out when I open the door. I’ve slowly stopped wearing the collection of silk blouses and suede skirts I brought with me that make up my standard East Coast winter wardrobe.

      For one, I’m always freezing in them. I forgot—purposely—how the cold here sneaks into your bones and makes your marrow freeze. I also thought dressing like the poised adult I partly am might help me keep my distance from this place. From the people here.

      I’m giving up on the second.

      I pull on the softest pair of sweatpants I own, yank my old Hayden Soccer sweatshirt on over my head, and grab an ancient pair of snow boots from the closet.

      The house is quiet as I stomp down the hallway and stairs. According to my phone, it’s just past eleven. Later than I’ve slept in… a while. I tossed and turned for a long time last night. That’s become a regular occurrence here. A good night’s sleep is a distant memory at this point. Every day here results in new questions to ponder over and make sleep elusive.

      Grace’s sedan is missing from its parking spot when I peek outside past the front curtains. I head into the empty kitchen and open the fridge door. I study the chilled contents. There’s plenty of food, just none that’s ready to eat. I’ve had cold cereal the past few mornings, but I’m in the mood for something hot and greasy right about now.

      “Mom hates it when the fridge door is left open.”

      I spin. I’m not alone in the kitchen after all. Andy is slouched in the breakfast nook, typing something on his phone.

      “Morning,” I greet.

      Andy grunts. He ignored me most of the drive home from the Bennetts’ last night. I’m not sure what transpired between him and Caden, but it promptly froze any goodwill me showing up at his playoff game had temporarily thawed.

      “Gra—your mom is at work?”

      Another grunt I take as a yes.

      “I’m starving. Want to grab breakfast?”

      The question earns me eye contact, at least.

      Andy studies me for a minute. His eyes linger on my sweatpants. “You buying?”

      “Yep.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the enticement of free food or the shock of seeing me in casual apparel, but he stands. “All right. Let’s go.”

      I nod, grabbing my keys from my purse, which I left slung over one of the kitchen chairs, and confirm my phone is still in my pocket.

      Andy follows me outside. It’s chilly out, but the sun is shining. I haven’t gotten used to walking outside and being greeted by cold, salt-tinged air yet. I probably won’t adjust before I leave. The brief nature of this trip doesn’t prompt the same rush of relief it used to. Instead of reassurance, I feel panic. Time is ticking.

      I glance over at Andy as we walk toward my car. He’s staring straight ahead, expression blank and shoulders stiff. I didn’t consider what it would be like to see him again as much as I should have. In my mind, he’s still the seven-year-old with a crooked front tooth, obsessed with superheroes. There’s enough of an age gap between us that our interaction when I lived here would include, at most, the occasional board game or puzzle when I was avoiding homework. We were friendly but never close. I was just a house guest—extended family.

      When I left, I didn’t just turn my back on Beau. I’m reminded of that as I walk a few steps behind his uncomfortable posture.

      We reach the car.

      Impulsively, I say, “I’m probably going to regret this, but you can drive.”

      I’m expecting Andy to jump at the opportunity. What sixteen-year-old doesn’t want to drive a brand-new car?

      Instead, he heads for the passenger side. “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask when we’re both inside the SUV.

      He stares straight ahead. “I mean, I can’t drive. I don’t have my permit.”

      I decide now isn’t the moment to make a crack about how he hasn’t had any issue with breaking other laws.

      “What? Did they change the age or something?” I got my permit here at fifteen.

      “No.” His jaw is clenched.

      This is obviously not something he wants to discuss, but I push it anyway.

      “Why don’t you have your permit, Andy?”

      “Let’s just go,” he mumbles.

      “Sure,” I agree. “As soon as you tell me why.”

      He sighs, a drawn-out sound that’s both exasperated and dramatic. “Dad was supposed to teach me. He was always too busy to, and then he died. That’s why, okay?”

      My foot is so far in my mouth that it’s a wonder I can still breathe.

      “Okay.” It’s not, but I don’t have a better answer right now. I decided not to be a part of this family.

      We drive in silence to Hayden’s only diner. A group of teenagers is exiting the restaurant as I park on the street. Several of the guys glance over as we climb out of the car. One whistles when he sees the make. The other two call out greetings to Andy. The rest study me curiously.

      “Friends of yours?” I ask.

      “Yeah. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” I lean against the bumper and pretend to scroll through something on my phone while actually watching Andy interact with the group out of the corner of my eye.

      One of the guys I recognize from the police station when I picked up Andy. I forget his name. There are three girls and four guys. Two of the girls have a whispered conversation, and then the redheaded one heads over to where Andy is. She says something to him, and I watch my brother—God, it’s weird to think that—laugh before he replies.

      I half-smile, lost in the nostalgia of watching the teenagers interact. My biggest concern when I was Andy’s age was how to get past the golden retriever next door, so I could get tipsy on cheap beer in a dilapidated barn. Nostalgia transforms into sadness when I think of how much more Andy has had to shoulder as of late.

      After exchanging a few more words with his friends, Andy heads back toward me.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      I shove my phone back in my pocket. “Yeah. Uh”—I glance at the group piling in a sedan that doesn’t look like it has the capacity to seat seven—“but if you want to hang with your friends, that’s fine. We don’t have to get food.” The last thing I want to do is complicate Andy’s life further or make him feel obligated to keep me company.

      “Nah, it’s fine,” he replies. “I’ll hang out with them later.”

      “Okay.” We head toward the entrance of the diner, side by side. “Will the redhead be there?” I ask slyly.

      Andy groans. “Shut up.” There’s a new, embarrassed undertone to his voice.

      “Are you guys…” I let my voice trail off suggestively.

      “Emma.”

      “What?” I say innocently. For the first time ever, I feel like I’m talking to—teasing—a sibling. “I was a high school girl once, you know. If you need any advice.”

      Andy scoffs as we enter the warm diner. Chatter echoes around us, mingling with the scent of greasy food. “I have it covered.”

      We slide into a booth along the far wall. I attract a few looks, but I pretend I don’t see them. Andy does the same.

      “Have you asked her out?”

      “Have you told Caden why you left?” he counters.

      Touché. I scowl. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “So, no?”

      I grab a menu despite the fact that I’ve never ordered anything but waffles here. “The waffles here still good?”

      “He really didn’t take it well when you left, you know. People wouldn’t even mention—”

      “Andy,” I interrupt. “I don’t want to talk about him, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      I sigh. “I didn’t come back because of Caden. I came back to…” I let my voice trail off. “You know, Beau—your dad”—I glance around to confirm no one is within earshot of our booth—“our dad—he left me the mill.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well… I’m here to…” Get rid of it sounds too harsh. “To transfer it back. I was trying to handle it from LA, but it just didn’t… it eventually seemed easier to just do it in person.”

      Laughable, in retrospect. Nothing about this visit has been easy. My plan to waltz into town in possession of a lumber mill and out of town without it with no emotional collateral damage seems completely ridiculous now.

      “You don’t want the mill?” Andy asks me. His voice sounds serious, but the upward tilt of his lips suggests this might not be a massive surprise to him.

      I shake my head.

      “Then you shouldn’t keep it. Dad would want you to be happy.”

      “Yeah.” The word barely has any volume. I clear my throat. “Well. I, uh, was thinking I’d give it to you?”

      “Me?”

      “I mean”—I shrug—“you’re sort of the only other option.”

      I’m not sure what I’m expecting Andy’s reaction to be.

      It’s a surprise when he snorts a laugh. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      I take advantage of the lighter moment to spit out the apology I know I can’t leave without delivering. “Look, Andy, I… I owe you an apology. I’m sorry. For leaving. For how I left. For never reaching out, never coming back until now. I had games when he died—I’m under contract. I couldn’t come back for the funeral without saying why, and I… I couldn’t say why. I’ve never even called him my dad out loud. I don’t think of him as my dad. I already had a dad. I didn’t want another.”

      Andy looks away and then back at me. “I get why you left. They lied to you. I probably would have done the same thing.”

      We’re a lot alike. For some reason, it takes him acknowledging he’d do the same thing I did for me to realize that. But we are. Soccer. Personalities. The color of our eyes even.

      “I already had a dad,” I repeat. “But I didn’t have a brother. And nothing—nothing—that happened between me and Beau was because I didn’t want you to be my brother. You got that?”

      “You’re leaving again, right?”

      I swallow as I hold his gaze. “Once everything is all set. My parents are expecting me for Thanksgiving. Then, I’ll probably head back to LA to train. This… this place has a lot of memories I didn’t want to face. That’s why it took me so long to come back. Why it’s hard to stay. But all of that had nothing to do with not wanting to see you. I’m sorry if it felt that way.”

      His stare is a silent accusation. “Because of Caden?”

      I sigh. “Because of lots of things. But partly. It’s hard to be back where we began and remember that we ended. How we ended.”

      “Falling in love sounds terrible.”

      I laugh. “No, it’s not. It’s the most amazing thing you’ll ever experience. You’ll wish you could rewind back to the first time you ever saw the person just so you could experience it all over again.”

      “If you say so.” Andy sounds unconvinced.

      “Andy. You know… you can always come visit. New York. LA. Wherever I happen to be. You’re always welcome.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Okay,” he repeats.

      “Okay.” I look back down at the menu. “Now. Waffles?”

      Rather than answer me, he says, “You know you can always come back, right? Mom wants you here. I want you here. Caden doesn’t get to decide who enters town. Speeding ticket or not.”

      I smile because I’m worried I might cry if I don’t fool my face. “Thanks, Andy. That means a lot.”

      “Besides, it’s pretty obvious he wouldn’t keep you out of town, Emma. Even if he could.”

      I pretend I didn’t hear him.
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      We run into Shawn Clarence on our way out of the diner. He greets me enthusiastically, which prompts a scoff from Andy. He doesn’t say anything as Shawn and I make small talk, looking bored and staring into space instead.

      It’s not until I hear a female voice say, “Good morning,” that I realize he wasn’t staring into space at all. He was watching someone approach.

      Shawn pauses mid-sentence and glances to the right. I follow his lead, looking at the couple standing a few feet away. They’re both dressed for work—Caden in his police garb and Heather in a pair of scrubs, lavender this time.

      “Morning,” I state, replying to Heather, looking at Caden.

      Caden’s face is smooth, expressionless. There’s no trace of any emotion—positive or negative.

      I didn’t come here, intending to tell him the real reason why I’d left. Prior to my arrival, I figured he would either be so far past it that he wouldn’t care to know or that he would avoid me so resolutely that I would never have the chance to tell him. This third outcome isn’t one I prepared for. I was too much of a coward to wait for his reaction or questions in the cemetery last night.

      Will it matter? Knowing the scale of the secret that sent me running? Knowing that it had nothing to do with him—with us? Knowing that if Beau had never opened his mouth, I would have stayed and followed through on everything we ever planned?

      Do I care either way?

      Unfortunately, I know the answer to that is a resounding yes.

      I look away from Caden’s blank face to Heather. “Nice to see you again, Heather.” It actually is.

      She’s a much-needed reminder. No matter what residual feelings Caden might have for me, he’s moved on. She’s proof of that. I gave him closure. Our story’s ending, not its middle.

      Heather smiles. “Yeah, you too. I ran into Aidan yesterday. It sounds like Tuck is doing fine. That’s great.”

      “Yes, it is,” I agree. I can’t tell if her comment is genuine or if she’s fishing for details about me and Aidan.

      He showed up yesterday afternoon to check on the dog, supposedly. He must have seen Heather right after.

      Andy chooses this moment to regain interest in the conversation. “Aidan Gallagher came over to the house?”

      I smile at him, hoping he notices it’s more of a glower. I’m guessing this is payback for the questions about the redhead. We must be related.

      “You were at school. Allegedly.” I still have doubts about his attendance record.

      “Huh. Is he coming over again?”

      I grit my teeth. “No idea.”

      “The screen door needs to be switched. Mom’s been on me about it for weeks.”

      “Andy.”

      He shrugs. “I’m just saying, your male suitors could make themselves useful.”

      “I’ll change the damn door,” I tell him before looking back at Caden and Heather.

      Heather looks amused by our bickering. Caden is still unreadable.

      “Wow. Working on a Saturday? Aren’t you guys… dedicated.”

      Andy snorts. I wish it were possible to glare at someone without looking at them. I’m not willing to risk any nonchalance I’m managing by doing so.

      “We wanted to make sure we have tonight off so that we can go to Piper and Cooper’s engagement party,” Heather explains.

      Right. Because they’re a we.

      “Of course,” I agree.

      “Are you going to be there, Emma?”

      “Um, yes.” I take her question to mean that Caden didn’t tell her I’m now the maid of honor.

      “What about you, Shawn?” Heather asks.

      “In a professional capacity.” He smiles. “I’m working at Dawson’s tonight.”

      “We should get going.” Caden speaks for the first time. His tone is as inscrutable as everything else about his demeanor right now. It’s slightly more brisk than casual conversation usually merits, however.

      Heather nods, following his lead. “Nice to see you all.”

      Shawn says something in response. I register that he’s speaking but nothing that he’s saying. I’m too focused on catching any glimmer of emotion on Caden’s face. The placidness is purposeful. He’s hiding his feelings. It burrows under my skin in a way neither his blatant anger nor his reluctant admissions have.

      Our huddle disperses. Caden and Heather head down the street. Shawn says goodbye and heads into the diner. Andy and I walk toward the parked car.

      I wait until Caden has disappeared into the station. Then, I turn around.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell Andy and then head back in the same direction we just came from.

      It takes less than a minute to walk the block that separates the diner from the police station. Caden is just settling at his desk when I walk through the front door. Pete glances over when the bell over the door announces my arrival. I smile at him but head straight for Caden.

      He glances up as I approach. His expression is no longer blank. It’s a swirling mess of turmoil. “I can’t do this right now, Emma.”

      “I know. But I need a favor.”

      “A favor?” His voice is incredulous.

      “Yeah. Can I borrow your truck?”

      “My truck?” He echoes my words again.

      “That’s what I just said, yeah.”

      “Why? Did something happen to your car? Is there—”

      “Caden! Yes or no?”

      He stares at me, taking in my appearance long enough for me to wish I’d at least brushed my hair this morning. Finally, he pulls his truck keys out of his pocket and holds them out to me.

      “Thank you.” My voice is fervent with gratitude.

      He nods.

      I turn to go, and then I complete the circle and spin back. “Um, the gas is in the middle, right?”

      Caden stands. “Emma…”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be fine,” I promise quickly.

      He raises one eyebrow disbelievingly but doesn’t move otherwise.

      “And it’s not technically illegal to drive without a license—or permit—if it’s on your own land, right?”

      That question earns me an eye roll.

      Caden also rubs the back of his neck before he answers, “Emma, what the hell are you—”

      The bell above the door rings, announcing Andy’s entrance. “What’s taking so long, Emma?”

      I watch comprehension spread across Caden’s face, erasing the confusion.

      “Beau was supposed to teach him.” I give a little half-shrug. “I’ll have the truck back in an hour, okay?”

      “Okay,” Caden agrees.

      I smile my thanks before I spin back around and head for Andy. “Come on. I’m all set here.”

      “What were you doing at the police station?” Andy asks as we emerge back outside. “Did he give you another ticket?”

      Rather than amusement, I’m surprised to hear indignation in his voice.

      I snort. “No. I’m an excellent driver. And”—I dangle Caden’s keys in front of him—“an excellent teacher.”

      “You’re going to teach me how to drive?” Excitement pitches his voice.

      “Yep. Come on.” I head toward Caden’s truck, trying to ignore the feelings the sight of it sparks.

      “Why are we taking Caden’s truck? You worried I’ll crash your car?”

      “Nope,” I reply. “This truck is more valuable than my car.”

      Andy gives me a confused look, but I don’t elaborate.

      “My car practically drives itself. You’ll learn the same way I did.”

      The driver’s door opens without a creak. Caden takes good care of things. Another contrast to every other guy I’ve dated. I’m used to people who swap inanimate objects out for the newer, shinier version as soon as it’s available. I wonder what iPhone model Caden has.

      The interior of the truck is spotless as well. The tears in the upholstery have been carefully repaired, and there’s no sign of empty water bottles or old receipts—both of which litter my car.

      “Okay.” I stick the key in the ignition. “This might seem complicated at first. But it’s easy once you’ve done it a few times. Just like riding a bike.” Case in point, I haven’t driven a stick since I left. But my left foot has already found the clutch. “There are three pedals in a manual—the clutch, the gas, and the brake. You use your left foot for the clutch. Your right for the other two. Middle pedal is the brake. Got it?”

      Andy nods, listening raptly.

      “There’s no park gear in a manual car. Make sure you always engage the emergency brake.” I disengage the emergence brake before I grab ahold of the gear shift. “You always start in neutral. Press the clutch to the floor with your left foot. Then turn the ignition with the key.” The truck starts with a roar that quiets to a steady vibration. “Keep the clutch down with your left foot and hold the brake with your right. Which one is the brake?”

      “Middle,” Andy responds swiftly, and I nod my approval.

      “Now, you shift into first gear.” I shift as I speak, narrating the process. “Let up on the brake.” The truck jolts, but only barely. “Then you can slowly start letting up on the clutch.” There’s no car in the spot in front of us, so I hardly have to turn the wheel to glide onto Pine Street. “Now, you can start pressing the accelerator. Super slow, to start. First gear is only for fifteen miles per hour, max.”

      Andy is silent, but when I glance over, I see that he’s watching my movements closely.

      “You can release the clutch and only press the accelerator. Keep driving until you need to shift into second gear. It depends on the car and where you are. To shift, take your right foot up off the accelerator while pressing the clutch with your left foot at the same time. The car will keep moving, and you can switch gears. I’m going to… now.”

      The car revs as I shift, and I wrinkle my nose, annoyed with myself. I used to be able to do this without a lurch.

      “You think you can handle it?” I ask Andy.

      He nods eagerly in response as I turn right, toward the mill. The parking lot is empty when I pull in.

      “Okay. Let’s do this.” I shift down into neutral, engage the parking brake, and turn off the engine.

      I open the door and hop out, rounding the front of the truck to climb into the passenger seat. Andy goes the longer way, around the bed, and yet still manages to beat me back inside the cab.

      I settle back into the soft seat. Now that I’m not focused on driving, it’s harder not to think about moments that took place in here. I swallow a couple of times, determined not to let memories from the past escape it. It’s just a car.

      “You remember everything?” I ask when Andy doesn’t make any move to start the car.

      “Yeah. I…” He fiddles with the keys in the ignition. “Thank you, Emma. For doing this.”

      I take a deep breath that turns a little shaky. “What are sisters for, right?”

      “Right,” he repeats quietly.

      We’re both silent for a minute.

      “I did tell him. Caden. Why I left,” I admit. Or came as close as I could.

      “What did he say?”

      “Nothing.” I stare straight ahead, out at the mill that’s the only reason I’m in Caden Bennett’s truck, teaching my brother how to drive. “I didn’t give him much of a chance to. But still… nothing.”

      “It’s good that you told him.”

      “I hope so.” It sort of seems like he’s pissed at me about it, but I don’t share that detail.

      “I’m letting off the brake first, right?” Andy jumps into driving mode without letting the silence drag any longer.

      Yeah, we’re definitely related.
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      I’ll consider myself lucky if I make it through Emma’s visit with my sanity fully intact. She’s leaving Monday. It’s Saturday night. One more full day isn’t an insurmountable obstacle.

      Well, it wouldn’t be, if I wasn’t dreading her departure as much as I’m looking forward to it.

      I’m furious with her. How dare she finally explain! Nine years later. How selfish to drop this bomb on me now. To confide this secret. One I’ve never heard the slightest suggestion of. In this town, that’s equated to being locked in a bank vault.

      I always figured she had some reason for leaving so suddenly. With no explanation. No farewell.

      But I gave very little thought to what that explanation might be. My best guess was that she got sick of Hayden and was too cowardly to say that harsh statement to my face. I didn’t think I would ever hear the real reason, so further conjecture seemed pointless. But now, I have heard the real reason, and I really wish I had some barometer ready.

      What explanation is worthy of nine years of silence?

      Beau Watkins wasn’t Emma’s uncle. He was her father.

      Andy Watkins isn’t Emma’s cousin. He is her brother.

      That information is shocking to me. It’s extremely hard to process as an adult, fully aware the world is a complicated place. What would it have felt like to learn that information as a teenager? To have such an intrinsic part of your identity turned on its head? To learn that the extended family you’d been living with for years wasn’t actually much of a stretch?

      I’m trying not to think about it. I’m doing an atrocious job of keeping Emma at arm’s length as it is. All the anger toward her is fueled by her departure. Her confession—not to mention the fact that she confided in me in the first place—is dangerous. It has the power to extinguish any lingering anger.

      If that happens, I’m worried remnants of love are all that will be left behind. When she leaves me behind. Again. Emma’s been clear and up front about that this time. I have no excuse for repeating past mistakes.

      “Hey, Bennett.”

      I grunt an acknowledgment to Pete, pulling me out of my thoughts. My eyes slowly refocus on the form I zoned out, staring at.

      “It’s six. And if either of us should be in a bad mood, I’m pretty sure it should be me. You’re the one getting to go party while I’m stuck here, waiting for any stray cat calls to come in.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Pete’s been bitching about missing the engagement party all day. Downfall of always being short-staffed.

      “Something wrong?” He’s fishing. He didn’t say a word after Emma came in to ask for my truck keys. Or when she returned them exactly an hour later. The curiosity is obviously eating at him.

      “Nope.” I close the manila folder in front of me. “I’m heading out.”

      “End of your shift or something?”

      I ignore Pete’s smart-ass question.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I shut off my computer, pull on my coat, and head for the door.

      “Caden.”

      I pause but don’t turn around. “What?”

      “You okay?”

      “Never been better,” I lie and then push the door open.

      Cold air rushes at me, and I welcome it. Numbness sounds wonderful.

      Unfortunately, it doesn’t last long. Despite being older than me, the heating system in my father’s truck still works. It erases any chill as I cruise through downtown Hayden, back toward the cabin I rent from Mrs. Harris. I appraise the interior of the cab as I drive. There’s no evidence of anyone being in here earlier. I wonder how Andy’s driving lessons went.

      I love that she took the time to teach him.

      I hate how it stirs memories of the girl I fell for.

      I taught her how to drive in this truck.

      No lights greet me when I park beside the house. I’ve lived alone since college. For the most part, it doesn’t bother me. Heather lives in the apartment above her parents’ attached garage. Her mother has an endless stream of health issues, and it makes sense for her to be close by to help out with taking care of her. We’ve discussed living together but decided it made the most sense to wait until we’re married since neither of our current abodes is conducive to cohabitation. But we’re not even engaged, let alone husband and wife.

      And I’m finding it harder and harder to picture that sort of future for us.

      When I park the truck and walk toward my front door, I imagine Emma waiting for me, not Heather. I dated other women between the two of them. I couldn’t see a long-term future with any of them either.

      Why can’t I forget her?

      And move on fully with no whisper in the back of my mind asking, What if?

      I ate dinner at the station, so once I’m inside, all I have to do is change out of my uniform. I don’t have any pets. It doesn’t seem fair to leave a dog alone all day, and there’s no one here to care for it while I’m at work. Maybe I should get a plant to water occasionally. I switch a load of laundry from the washer to the dryer and then leave again. I’m inside for less than five minutes.

      The drive to Heather’s parents’ house doesn’t take me long. I’ve done it so many times that I’m practically on autopilot. It’s hard to travel for longer than a few minutes and remain within Hayden’s town limits.

      Heather emerges from the house before I’ve idled outside for long. Her down jacket shields her outfit, but she did her hair and makeup. She clearly took the time to make an effort tonight, and it makes me feel like a total jackass. Even disregarding my tumultuous internal thoughts, I’ve been a terrible boyfriend as of late.

      Since I pulled a black SUV over, to be specific.

      “Hey.”

      I lean over and kiss her when she settles on the bench seat beside me. Her lips are cold.

      “Hi.” She smiles at me. “It’s nice to see you.”

      “You saw me yesterday.”

      “Barely.”

      There’s the edge I’ve been waiting for. Heather hates conflict. She’ll tiptoe around an issue and hope it disappears. If it doesn’t, she’ll bring it up subtly.

      I sigh. “Heather, can we not do this tonight, please?”

      “Not do what?”

      “Argue. It’s Piper and Cooper’s engagement party. They’re two of my oldest friends.”

      “Two of her oldest friends.”

      “She hasn’t talked to either of them in nearly a decade.”

      “I heard Piper asked her to be her maid of honor.”

      I shift uncomfortably while reversing out of the driveway. It’s a small miracle I don’t hit anything. “Uh, yeah.”

      She’s silent for a minute. “I think I’m going to go to that conference.”

      “Huh?” I was bracing for the current topic of conversation to continue.

      “The veterinary conference in Boston. It starts Monday. I think I’m going to go.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      She’s speaking like she’s mentioned it to me before, but I have no recollection of it.

      “That’s it?”

      “What, you want me to tell you not to go? If you want to go, go.”

      Heather scoffs. “Fine.”

      I focus my gaze straight ahead. The gas light flashes on. “I’ve got to stop for gas,” I mutter.

      She’s silent as I stop a block from Dawson’s and pull into the town’s sole gas station. I hop out to unscrew the cap and start fueling. I stare at the red numbers ticking upward.

      I’m losing Heather. We’ve never hit any turbulence before. Our relationship is like a routine—easy and expected. It’s made me feel like I’m checking boxes. Moving forward. But the point of life isn’t to fulfill other people’s expectations of how you should live it. I should be with Heather because I don’t want to be without her. Not because I’m sick of being left behind.

      She seems to be thinking similarly because she says, “I think we should take the time apart to think. Both of us,” as soon as I climb back into the cab.

      I glance over as I start the truck. “Is that what you want?”

      Heather sighs. “Why haven’t we gotten married, Caden?”

      “We’ve talked about marriage.”

      “I know we’ve talked about it. That’s all we’ve done—talked.”

      “It’s a big step, Heather.”

      “I know it is. I feel like we stopped taking steps a long time ago, and I’m just starting to realize how stuck we really are.”

      She’s right.

      “You’re right.” It’s a pitiful response, and we both know it.

      “That’s it?”

      I scramble to collect my thoughts. “I didn’t mean… I just wasn’t expecting this to come up.”

      “We’re headed to an engagement party.”

      “I know.” I sigh. “Look, Heather, I don’t want to fight with you.”

      “Only with Emma?” Her voice is mocking, and I take it to mean that I’ve severely underestimated how much the last few days have affected her.

      I tense. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Are you still in love with her, Caden?”

      “No,” I say emphatically. It’s not a lie. But I’m aware it might not be truthful either. “I don’t… we’re not. We were kids. She never said—” She did, I remind myself. Learning about the real identity of her biological father wasn’t shocking enough to keep Emma from sharing that with me. “I mean, I never…” God, I’m making it worse. “She left. She’s leaving again.”

      Heather snorts. “Really convincing, Caden.”

      I huff an irritated breath. “Look, you want me to say it’s been hard seeing her again? It’s been hard seeing her again. But things didn’t work out between us for a reason.”

      Things didn’t work out between us because she’d learned her family life was a lie. Does that say anything about us? Should she have loved me enough to stay? To explain?

      I don’t know any longer.

      I park outside of Dawson’s and exhale. “Heather, I’m sorry. I know it’s been rough recently. Can we just try to have a nice night, though? Please?”

      She studies me. “Fine.”

      “Thank you.”

      It’ll be easier to focus on us—whether there should be an us—once Emma’s gone. I hope.

      I open the driver’s door and step outside.

      “… can’t believe you…” drifts through the winter air.

      A voice I instantly recognize as belonging to Aidan Gallagher replies, “She’s leaving Monday. This is my last chance.”

      “You’d better hope Bennett doesn’t notice…” Tim Florence trails off mid-sentence when he spots me standing beside my truck.

      My gaze flicks from him to Aidan, who sheared the thick beard that’d decorated his face for so long that I can’t recall the last time I saw his face without it. It makes him look a lot younger. Cleaner. Sharper.

      He did it for Emma.

      I grit my teeth.

      It shouldn’t bother me. It does.

      Heather climbs out of the truck. We follow Aidan and Tim into Dawson’s. It’s already packed inside. Celebrations like this are few and far between in Hayden. Although, when I look around, I realize that probably isn’t the real reason for the size of the crowd. Based on the number of eyes aimed her way, I’m pretty sure turnout can be credited to the blonde holding court by the bar.

      She’s wearing a green velvet dress that dips low in front and boasts a short skirt that shows off toned thighs. Blonde hair falls just past her shoulders, dancing every time she glances at a new person who approaches her.

      Seconds after I walk inside, she looks right at me.

      And smiles.

      A smile is such a simple expression when you really think about. A subtle upturn of the lips. A small acknowledgment to someone. Maybe a friend, maybe a stranger. I’ve smiled hundreds of times in my life. Received hundreds of smiles. It’s a shift in a face I rarely think twice about.

      But Emma smiles at me, and it tilts the axis of my world.

      Already on edge, I’m abruptly furious.

      Mad at myself for reacting like this, for letting her still have this level of power over me. Mad at her for utilizing it—for drawing me in, fully intending to pull the rug out.

      “Let’s head over there, huh?” I suggest to Heather, nodding toward the table farthest away from Emma.

      Heather shakes her head. “I’ll meet you over there in a bit. I’m going to say hi to Sue.”

      Then, she’s gone.

      We often go days without seeing each other. I used to think how I could navigate that time without any trepidation or worry to be a sign of a mature, healthy relationship. The fact that I’m painfully aware it’s been seven hours since I last saw Emma has me second-guessing that assurance.

      Rather than dwell on that realization, I head for the bar.

      “Bennett!” Based on his wide grin, Cooper has already had a few drinks. Since this is his engagement party, I tuck away any disapproval. “You made it!”

      “I’m the best man, Coop. You thought I’d skip it?”

      He shrugs. “I know you’ve been having a tough time lately.”

      I order a beer and avoid his gaze. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Great that you say that,” Cooper mumbles.

      I don’t realize his meaning until a new voice joins our conversation.

      “This is quite the party, Coop.”

      She’s inches away. I can tell by the location of her voice. The fact that the right side of my body is swamped in heat. I barely have to shift my head that way. I’m not proud of it, but I look at her cleavage first. The dark green color of her dress reminds me of the evergreens that line every street in town. Even now, as winter steadily creeps closer.

      The velvet dips to form a V, offering a tantalizing view of creamy skin and the barest hint of the curves of her breasts. I trail my eyes upward, tracing the straight line of her throat. The thrumming of her pulse below her jawline. Those full lips and gray eyes.

      I think Cooper is saying something—maybe a response to her comment—but I can’t hear a goddamn word.

      I can’t look away from her, and she’s staring right back at me. There are at least a hundred people crammed inside the bar I come to at least once a week. People I grew up with. Friends I see on a daily basis. A woman who, if you’d asked me last week, I would have told you I would one day marry.

      Staring at Emma, I couldn’t tell you a single one of their names. I can only replay moments in my mind. The first time I saw her. Our first kiss. The first time I slid inside her. Hearing her say I love you. More recent memories too. Watching her step out of that fancy car. Jump off Pete’s desk and saunter toward me. Rest her head on my shoulder. Stand at her father’s grave.

      Why did she have to come back?

      Why can’t she stay forever?

      “Emma?”

      Her head jerks to the side. “Uh”—she clears her throat—“yeah?”

      “I was wondering if you’d like to dance.”

      Aidan Gallagher. Of course.

      Emma’s eyes flit back to mine before she speaks again. “Yeah. Sure.” She slides her glass down the varnished surface of the bar top. “Watch this for me, Coop?”

      “Yep,” he agrees dutifully.

      I bite back the words I’d like to say and focus my gaze on the lines of dusty bottles that decorate the shelves. Don’t look behind you. You don’t care.

      Cooper sighs. But he doesn’t say a word about what just happened, which I appreciate. I appreciate it a lot.

      “Piper is probably going to ask you to sing.”

      “Fine.”

      He glances at me. “Fine? You hate performing in public.”

      I shrug. “It’s your engagement party.” It’s a distraction.

      “Emma has a lot going on. Even more than you probably think. It’s—”

      He doesn’t know she told me.

      “I know exactly how complicated things are, Cooper.”

      “You do?”

      I nod. “She told me.”

      “She told you?”

      I nod again. Cooper swears.

      I glance at him. “What?”

      Before he can answer, Piper bounces over to us. “Hi, Caden!”

      “Hi, Piper,” I reply.

      She studies me. I’m assuming I don’t look like I’m having the best time. “Emma and Aidan look like they’re enjoying themselves, huh?”

      I keep my eyes forward as I narrow them. Don’t react. Don’t look back. She’s baiting you.

      “Piper,” Cooper warns. “You promised you’d stay out of it.”

      “Just making an observation. Besides, I thought Caden was totally over her.” She taunts me with words I’ve said many times before, and my jaw tightens. “So, what does it really matter?”

      I slam my beer down with more force than is really necessary. If the glass bottle had shattered, I wouldn’t have been all that surprised. “You guys ready for your engagement gift?”

      I stride for the corner without waiting for an answer. Dawson’s owner, Jake, leaves a small stage set up here for the weekly open mic night. I’ve participated in them here and there. I actually enjoy singing. I just hate the spotlight that comes with it. I’ve never appreciated being the center of attention. Most of the time, at least. Right now, I welcome it.

      I’m not oblivious to the fact that me performing will cut off any dancing currently taking place either. Just fortuitous timing.

      Jake is already in the corner, fiddling with the sound system that’s pumping a country ballad through the bar.

      “Can I play something?” I ask him.

      He looks up at me, surprise evident on his worn features. “Now?”

      I nod.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure.” Jake fumbles.

      Ordinarily, he’s the one begging me to perform. Not the other way around.

      I’m not begging. I would have, though, if he hadn’t agreed.

      He eyes me. “They’re going to request ‘Build Me—”

      I cut him off. “I know. That’s what I’ll be playing.”

      Is this a bad idea? Terrible. It’s also one I know I’ll regret not doing more than I will regret doing. Stupid and sentimental as it is, this is my response to Emma’s revelation last night. To her return. To her existence.

      I grab the weathered guitar propped up by a speaker. Block out the sudden silence that follows the other music shutting off. Ignore Jake’s announcement to the crowd and the anticipation spreading through the assembly of people.

      I play here, but it’s a rare occurrence and for a crowd far smaller than this.

      This song? It’s what people request on the few occasions I have performed. I haven’t played it since she left.

      The Foundations might have written this song, but the lyrics are exactly how I’d describe me and Emma.

      She builds me up.

      Then, she lets me down.

      I’m the masochist who keeps letting her do both.

      When I strum the opening chords, I let it all go. I fall to that quiet, still place where only she and I exist. I’m making a mockery of the original song. There’s no upbeat backing. No quick chords. Just me and a guitar and the stream of words that ring far too true out of my mouth.

      The last note stretches. I don’t want to let it go, but finally, I do. Sometimes, you don’t have any choice.

      Silence, total and absolute, lingers in its wake.

      I push back everything I’m feeling and speak into the microphone. “Happy engagement, Cooper and Piper. Couldn’t be happier for you two.”

      Applause starts. Scattered and then sure.

      I set the guitar back in its original spot. Jett Lincoln, a buddy from high school, steps forward. He had a band in high school that he tried to get me to join countless times. He even headed to Nashville after graduation, trying to make a living on the country music circuit.

      “Might have made it to the big time if I’d had you around, Bennett,” he tells. “You’re a tough act to follow, but someone has to.”

      I smile at him. It’s too bad he didn’t find any major success because it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. Not to mention, he genuinely seems to enjoy the glare of the spotlight that I find to be a deterrent.

      The only song I’ve ever enjoyed singing is the one I just did. The truck I drive now is the same one I’ve had since high school—the rusty Ford my father abandoned right along with me and my mother. It receives a small handful of stations, and the only one that comes in clearly is a ’60s hits one.

      The first time I spent any time alone with Emma was in that truck. “Build Me Up Buttercup” came on. She started singing, and I joined in without thinking. I can still picture the look on her face when I did—it’s what I visualize when I sing it. What allows me to pretend I’m not onstage, performing, just singing. It’s not your typical sappy ballad, and that fit her—fit us.

      Maybe I always knew she’d break my heart.

      Jett strums the opening chords for “Wagon Wheel” as I walk away from the makeshift stage. I’m glad he chose that song; it proves to be another crowd favorite. Lots of people are singing and dancing along as I head back for the bar. I can still feel plenty of eyes on me as I walk over to where Piper and Cooper are standing, though.

      “Interesting choice of song, dude.”

      I shrug. “It’s my number one single.”

      Coop snorts.

      “The only thing you’re number one at is idiocy,” Piper informs me. “That was cruel, Caden.”

      “Cruel?” I repeat. “What did that song ever do to you?”

      Piper rolls her eyes and scoffs. “I’m taking about Emma, and you know it.”

      “She’s perfectly capable of chewing me out herself, if she was really offended.”

      “Emma left, Caden.”

      “What?” I glance at Cooper for confirmation.

      He looks like this is the last topic he’d like to be discussing. “She got a phone call,” he tells me. “Might have just been bad timing.”

      “Or you might have finally managed to chase her out of town,” Piper says.

      “Chase her out of town?” I laugh at the absurdity. I’m barely succeeding at convincing myself I want her to leave Hayden. I’m hardly following her with pitchforks. But Piper hasn’t seen us interact since I ignored them here a few nights ago. The civil—more than civil—moments Emma and I have shared have all been just the two of us. “I’m not trying to chase her out of town.”

      Piper makes an unconvinced sound. I suppose I should take it as a partial compliment—I’m not nearly as transparent with my feelings as I feared.

      Thankfully, she drops it after that. I spend the next couple of hours sipping on the same warm beer and catching up with people I haven’t talked to in a while. Everyone in their mid-twenties in a twenty-mile radius seems to be here.

      Emma eventually reappears. I don’t approach her, and she doesn’t so much as glance at me. Either she’s as upset as Piper claimed, or she agrees this isn’t the place or time to have the conversation we need to.

      It’s not until Heather and I climb into the truck to leave that I have to face the music that’s resulted from my impulsive concert.

      “Are you upset?” I ask her quietly.

      “Why would I be upset? I love it when you sing.” Her words say one thing, her tone another. She’s been cordial all night but cold. The iciness is seeping into her voice again now.

      “It’s just a song. It was a high school thing. It fit the party tonight.” I fire the excuses off rapid-fire. They’re all true, technically.

      Heather scoffs. “Don’t lie to me, Caden. It’s her song. You sang it for her.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.” It’s the best defense I can muster.

      That song has sentimental value for Cooper and Piper. It would have come to mind to play it for them tonight, no matter what, but I wouldn’t have. I played it for Emma back then too; they would just sometimes be there to witness it.

      “Do you remember the first time we really talked?” she asks me suddenly. “Mrs. Harris’s horse?”

      I pause before answering, trying to figure out why she’s asking. “Uh, yeah. It was sick in my backyard, so I called the vet. You were back home, working there for the summer.”

      “You know why it was sick?”

      I shake my head.

      “Buttercups are poisonous to horses.”

      I’m no longer wondering where this is going. “Heather…”

      “Up until tonight, I thought they had grown wild or that Mrs. Harris had planted them. But that’s not how they got there. Is it?”

      I say her name again because it’s easier than responding with the answer I don’t want to share and the truth she doesn’t want to hear.

      Heather sighs. “Figure out what the hell you want, Caden. Please.”

      This should be easy. This is where I should say you. But I’m silent. I’m confused about Emma. But I’m also realizing that my relationship with Heather might not be the perfect partnership I thought it was. That maybe mature relationships are meant to be as messy as teenage ones. That maybe the messiness isn’t always a bad thing.

      I know I care about Heather. I thought I loved her. If she left tomorrow—suddenly, without explanation—and I didn’t see her for nine years, how would I feel if I saw her again? It’s a stupid hypothetical, a criterion based on one example. But I can’t shake the suspicion that I wouldn’t care. That I would ask her about her life and not care if she was married to someone else.

      She opens the truck door as soon as I reach her parents’ place. “Heather…”

      She looks back at me. Her cheeks are wet, and my stomach sinks. Me. I did that.

      “You want to know the worst part?” she asks.

      I don’t respond because I probably don’t.

      She tells me anyway. “If it were anyone else, I’d hope for a happy ending. I’d probably root for the guy who looks at Emma Watkins like she’s the most special thing in the world.”

      She scoffs, and then she’s gone before I can say another word. I stare at the shut door for a moment and then start driving back to my tiny house. I head into my bedroom as soon as I walk inside, changing out of the stiff button-down and slacks.

      Once I’ve yanked on a pair of gray sweatpants and a flannel, I sprawl out on the living room couch. I flip through the few channels I receive, and then I turn the television off and toss the remote onto the coffee table. It slides off the other end and hits the rug with a quiet thump.

      I should go talk to Heather. Reassure her. It will be easy to smooth things over. But doing so wouldn’t be fair to her—not until I’ve resolved things with Emma. If I’m really being honest with myself, Emma’s return wasn’t the first time I’d thought about her over the past nine years. I’ve spent an unhealthy amount of time wondering where she is. Who she’s with. If she still loves waffles.

      Why she left.

      I have the answers to some of those questions but not all of them. I’m rapidly running out of time to get the rest.

      Fifteen minutes later, I approach the crackling fire just over the property line. The lights from Mrs. Harris’s house are visible through the trees. Emma is already here, huddled under a thick wool blanket. The orange glow of the fire emphasizes the vivid colors of the striped weave.

      I say nothing as I take a seat on the pine needles next to her.

      She speaks first. “Interesting choice of song.”

      There’s no recrimination or curiosity; it’s just a statement. Interesting can be interpreted in a lot of ways too.

      “It’s my favorite,” I say in response.

      “Still?”

      “Still,” I confirm.

      We descend back into silence, both staring at the flickering flames stealing the show from the trees and stars that make up the rest of the scenery. Views like this don’t exist in the city.

      I reach over slowly. She startles when my hand touches hers. Either because the contact is unexpected or because she’s realized why I am touching her. I flip her hand, so it’s palm up. Slowly, I trace the raised line that bisects it with my index finger. She doesn’t yank her hand away.

      “I want to talk about the night you got this.”

      She shifts. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does. I’m asking, Emma.”

      She blows out a long sigh and looks away, back at the fire. “We were eating dinner. I was studying for that Biology test, remember? Anyway, we were talking about genetics. Beau…” She stutters over his name. “He’d just had that accident at the mill. He was complaining about the cast on his arm. Andy was asking him about it, wanted to sign the plaster or something. I said I was glad I got my coordination from my dad. I was just teasing. But he said…” Emma pauses. “He said it wasn’t genetic because he was my father. I laughed, thinking he was kidding. He wasn’t. Grace freaked out. I freaked out. Everyone was yelling. Half the dishes fell off the table. I cut my hand on some glass.” She takes a deep breath. “I ran down the street. Stopped at the Daytons’. But I didn’t want to have to explain to Piper… so I called you.”

      I nod, staring at the fire. But I’m not seeing the flames. I’m lost in the memory of that night. Getting a panicked call from Emma, picking her up from a street corner and driving her to the hospital.

      “I wasn’t planning to leave that night. But you were so understanding. You were there. I knew that I’d tell you. And… I was so confused, Caden. Ashamed. Embarrassed. I ran out when Beau was half-stuttering sentences. No explanation. I wrapped my hand in some paper towels and snuck out the back of the hospital, and then I went back home. Took two cabs and a train, but I made it. Grace had already called my parents. They were waiting.”

      “They told you it was true?”

      She nods. “Beau found out about me when my birth mother put me up for adoption. The agency needed his signature. He’d had no idea she was pregnant—they had a ‘short relationship,’ as my mom put it.” She scoffs a laugh. “Anyway, my parents had just gotten married. Beau signed the legal rights over to them, and they adopted me. Turned out, they couldn’t have kids.”

      “Were they ever going to tell you?”

      “I don’t think so. They were furious Beau did. Neither of them has spoken to Grace or Beau since I left. They found out he’d died when I told them—when I got a letter from Cooper, letting me know about the mill.”

      “Wow,” I breathe out.

      She exhales. “Yeah.”

      “Your birth mom?”

      Emma shrugs, but there’s a flash of emotion across her face that’s not so nonchalant. “Don’t know. She disappeared.” She slants a glance my way. “Are you still glad you asked?”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “I always wondered…”

      She nods.

      “Why did you say it, Emma? Right before you left?”

      “I’d never told anyone I loved them before,” she says softly. “You know what my relationship with my parents was like, and that was before I found out about Beau. I wanted you to be the first, and I realized that might have been my last chance to say it to you. It was selfish… but you already know that.”

      I’m silent, trying to absorb everything she just told me.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” Emma states.

      “Tomorrow’s Sunday,” I answer dumbly.

      She’s not supposed to be leaving until Monday. I’m supposed to have until Monday—not mere hours.

      “Yeah. My best friend, Saylor, she’s stopping in the city for lunch just to see me. It’s just a day earlier. Cooper can mail me the papers once it’s all sorted out.”

      “So, this is it?” I should be relieved. I’m not. I’m panicked. Because I’m now certain that the anger I’ve carried around for the past nine years was no match for the love that preceded it. Justified or not, the fact that she left is no longer all I care about. It was a Band-Aid over a bullet hole.

      “For now,” she confirms. “I… I’ll be back for the wedding.”

      “Right.”

      The wedding set to take place next summer. Months from now. A far shorter time than nine years, but it sounds like an eternity.

      Emma shrugs the blanket off her shoulders and bundles it up into a ball. She turns to me. Before I can say a word, she leans forward and kisses my cheek.

      “I hope you’re happy, Caden. You deserve it.”

      She half-smiles before she stands. She’s striding away in seconds, her blonde hair blowing in the wind as she heads for the mill’s office. I can see her SUV in the parking lot.

      As quickly as she appeared in Hayden, she’s gone. I watch the car exhaust trail away as her red taillights turn toward the Watkins’ house.

      Leaving me behind.

      Leaving me to wonder if I should have told her I’m happiest with her.

      Leaving me to douse the fire and make certain this damn mill doesn’t burn down.
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      I stare at the front of Hayden Coffee for a minute before pressing the button that turns off the car and stepping outside. The old pair of snow boots I found in the closet crunch a few stray leaves. This is the coldest it’s been since I arrived. I embrace the chill, so different from the endless sunshine I’m used to. It makes me feel less like the outsider I am.

      It’s early. And a Sunday. Yet the small coffee shop is already filled with bustle that swirls the scent of roasting coffee and fresh pastries around in the air.

      I join the end of the line, returning the smiles aimed my way. I’m only one person away from ordering when my name is called. I turn to see Piper pushing her way toward me. She’s wearing a knit cap the same shade of pink as her frost-bitten cheeks.

      “Hey!” She gives me a hug when she sees me, which I wasn’t expecting.

      “Hey,” I reply. “Look, I’m sorry—”

      “What are you getting?” She pairs the interruption with a not here look.

      “Cappuccino probably.”

      She snorts as the woman in front of us moves, clearing the way to the register. “Fancy. Large and black, please, Darcy.”

      Darcy nods. “You got it, Piper.”

      Piper pays, and then I order my “fancy” drink and a muffin. I let Piper field questions about the party last night from Mrs. Harris and the other busybodies who huddle in the leather armchairs next to the roasting machine with their knitting needles.

      Thankfully, none of them mention the musical performances. Jett’s… or anyone else’s. Since they’re not the type to bite their tongues, I’m assuming it’s because word hasn’t spread yet. I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t factored into my decision to leave at the crack of dawn. Unfortunately, most of Hayden seems to consider it a perfectly normal hour to be awake.

      Our coffees arrive. Piper follows me back outside into the chill.

      “I’m sorry about disappearing during the party,” I tell her as we stand alongside the cement blocks that separate the sidewalk from the street. A few of them have arrangements of holly set atop them, despite the fact it’s not even Thanksgiving yet. “I had an… important phone call. You can relegate me to bridesmaid status. Or kick me out of the bridal party altogether.”

      Piper laughs. “You don’t need to apologize for anything. You ensured last night will go down in town history. You leaving while Caden Bennett was serenading you will be discussed at length for decades.”

      “It was an important call,” I repeat. “And he did not serenade me. He… hates me.” Doesn’t he?

      Piper doesn’t think so. “Hates how much he loves you, maybe.”

      “He sang a love song at an engagement party. Groundbreaking.” I do my best Miranda Priestly impression to lighten the mood, but I’m pretty sure it’s lost on Piper.

      “He sang your song,” she insists.

      I shrug. “Well, if there’s one thing we’re good it, it’s putting each other through the emotional wringer.” I pull my car keys out of my pocket. “I have to be in the city by noon, so…”

      “You’re leaving?”

      I nod. “That’s what the phone call last night was about. I need to get back for something this afternoon. It’s important.”

      When Saylor called me last night to say she’d convinced Beck to stop in New York on their way to spend Thanksgiving with her family in Georgia, I couldn’t say no. Not only because they’re going out of their way, but also because Saylor assumes I’m in New York. Disabusing her of that assumption would require either lying to her or telling her the truth. I haven’t decided if I’ll do either.

      “Were you planning to say goodbye this time?”

      I sigh. “I’ll be back, Piper. For the wedding. If you still want me to come, of course.”

      “Of course I want you to come, Emma.” She pauses. “Did you say goodbye to him?”

      “He knows I’m leaving,” I answer.

      If I knew how to say goodbye to Caden, I would have done so nine years ago.

      “If you want to talk, Em… about him—about anything—I’m here.”

      “I know,” I reply. “It’s just… there’s nothing left to talk about. It is what it is.”

      “Okay.” She doesn’t believe me, and I don’t blame her. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I do,” I reply with more confidence than I feel.

      “Okay. I’ll see you… at the wedding?”

      She and Cooper aren’t getting married until next summer. Months from now.

      Impulsively, I ask, “Have you ever been to New York City?”

      Piper shakes her head.

      “Come visit me. You have some days off at school for Thanksgiving, right?”

      “Yeah.” Excitement is slowly replacing disappointment.

      “You can come stay with me. I’ve got my own place. We can go shopping. There will be tons of great Black Friday deals. But touristy stuff too. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      My phone vibrates with a text from Saylor.

      Boarding now!

      “I’ve really got to go. But I’ll see you this weekend?”

      Piper nods. I give her a quick hug and then head for my car.

      Hayden slowly disappears behind me.
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      Four hours later, I park outside a cute bistro in Brooklyn. I snort as I study the brick exterior and twinkling lights. Leave it to Saylor to find the city’s hottest new restaurant somewhere she doesn’t even live.

      There’s a new text from Aunt Grace when I check my phone. I told her to feel free to message me whenever. I just didn’t expect for her to. Ever, let alone the same day I left.

      Thanks for mentioning the screen door to Caden. He and Andy just installed the storm one. Drive safe.

      Followed by an x that could be a typo but is most likely a hug.

      I swallow a lump in my throat and head inside the restaurant. I don’t have to look for Saylor when I enter. I’m hit with a blonde whirlwind as soon as I walk inside. I hug her tightly. When we pull apart, I study her.

      “Damn, Scott, it’s good to see you.”

      Technically, Saylor’s last name is Beck now, but it feels weird to call her that. The fact that she’s married to a man I used to have a poster of on my wall is bizarre enough, but they work as a couple. Setting aside the good looks and athleticism they both have in common, they’re two of the most driven, loyal people I’ve ever met.

      “Back at ya, Watkins. Move to Germany already, huh?”

      I laugh. “Move back here.”

      “I’m not prepared to have a whole country hate me,” Saylor replies, rolling her eyes. “Especially now that I understand some German. They’re pretty creative with their insults. Come on.” She hooks her arm through mine and drags me toward the back of the restaurant.

      As she does, I glance down at her flat stomach. “You’re not showing.”

      “That’s why people usually wait to share they’re expecting until longer than five minutes after they find out,” Beck comments as we reach the table.

      I shoot Saylor a confused glance. “He’s mad because I told you, but I won’t let him tell anyone,” she explains.

      “Nothing personal, Emma,” Beck says, smiling at me. He stands and gives me a hug.

      “No offense taken,” I reply as we sit down. “Congrats. I’m so happy for you guys.”

      Beck grins at Saylor. She sticks her tongue out at him, and he chuckles as he runs a hand through his blond hair.

      “Thanks. It’s actually nice you know.”

      Neither of us misses Saylor’s, “Ha!”

      “We got sushi with some friends last week, and I had to leave in the middle of dinner to sneak her French fries in the bathroom.”

      Saylor clears her throat. “If someone had thought to suggest a restaurant that didn’t serve raw fish, I wouldn’t have had to resort to such desperate measures.”

      Beck glances at me. “I didn’t know pregnant women couldn’t eat sushi.”

      I hide a smile behind my water glass. “Yep. I gathered that.”

      “It’s weird, being back in the States,” Saylor says. “I haven’t been back since I visited you in California last winter.”

      “It’s been that long? Wow.”

      Saylor nods somberly. “It’s why we’ll be in Georgia for a whole week.”

      Beck laughs. “At least it’ll be warm.”

      “You haven’t adjusted to the cold yet, S?”

      Saylor spent most of our time at Lancaster complaining about the Connecticut winters. She isn’t any better suited to living in chilly climates than I am after years in Southern California.

      “I don’t think three feet of snow and subzero temperatures are something you just adjust to,” Saylor replies.

      The waitress appears. Saylor and I watch with amusement as she does a double take at Beck. We order and continue to talk until the food arrives, catching up on everything our phone calls haven’t included and mainly soccer. Saylor left the US women’s national league to join a German football team when she married Beck. He chimes in every now and again with comments about players she mentions.

      Saylor leans back and studies me when Beck goes to the restroom after we finish eating. “You look different.”

      “I keep forgetting to get my hair cut.” It hasn’t been longer than shoulder length in years.

      She laughs. “That’s not it. I don’t know… you seem more serious? Sadder.”

      I shift uncomfortably.

      “Did something happen with your parents?”

      Saylor has met the picture-perfect version of my parents. She even spent a couple of weeks at our Hamptons house one summer when she was avoiding going home. I’m not sure if she believed me when I told her we have a far from ideal relationship.

      “No. That’s… the same. It’s fine.”

      “Garrett?”

      “No. That ended a while ago.”

      “It did? You didn’t say anything.”

      “I know. It wasn’t memorable enough to mention, honestly.”

      Saylor rolls her eyes. “Yeah, well, you were always picky.”

      “You’re one to talk,” I retort.

      She laughs. “I know. And as long as you’re happy, I’m happy. I don’t want my kid to have a depressed godmother.”

      My eyes snap to hers. “What?”

      “Don’t tell Beck I told you.” She grins. “I’m supposed to wait and ask you when he asks Otto.”

      “I—what about Hallie?”

      “She’ll already be his or her aunt. I’ll tell her we were worried Beck’s sister, Sophia, might be offended. Plus… I’ve always wanted a big family. The total opposite of mine. There will probably be other openings for the position down the road, you know?” She winks and dips a fry in ketchup before popping it in her mouth. “Don’t mention that to Beck, either.”

      “My dad died,” I blurt.

      “What?”

      “My biological dad died. Not the one you met. I was adopted.”

      With each sentence, Saylor looks more shocked. “Oh my God, Emma. I—”

      “It’s fine. Really. I wouldn’t know what to say either. I don’t know what to say about it. Obviously, since I just blurted that out after you asked me to be your kid’s godmother.” I sigh. I’m seriously losing it. “I accept, by the way. I’d be honored. If I seem sad though, that’s why. Part of the reason, anyway.”

      “Were you… close with him?”

      I shake my head. “No. Not at all. I hadn’t even talked to him in years.”

      “Wow.” Saylor leans back against the back of the booth, still looking mildly stunned.

      “Pretty much,” I agree. “And it’s made me… do you… do you ever think about what might have happened between you and Beck if he hadn’t come to Lancaster after you left Kluvberg?”

      “You mean, if we would be married and pregnant now?”

      I nod.

      She studies me for a minute before answering. “Yeah, I have. I like to think we would have worked out, regardless. That I would have seen him at the Olympics or walking out of a coffee shop, and I wouldn’t have pretended like he ever meant nothing to me. But”—she shrugs—“I’ll never know for sure. Thankfully. He fought for us, and I’ll owe him forever for that.” She pauses. “You asking for any specific reason?”

      I look away, out the window at the hustle and bustle on the street. “I saw the guy I didn’t fight for recently. For the first time in a long time.”

      “Did he beg for a second chance with the great Emma Watkins?”

      I snort. “Hardly. He hates me—most of the time at least—and he has every right to. I’m not sure if it ever would have worked between us. But I made sure neither of us had the chance to find out.” I drop my gaze to my empty plate, avoiding Saylor’s sympathetic eyes. “He’s moved on. He’s dating someone else.”

      “It bothered you, seeing him again?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      Saylor looks surprised, and I know why. “Did it bother him, seeing you again?”

      “Yes,” I reply and then hesitate. “He… gave me a speeding ticket.”

      Saylor chokes a little on the water she’s sipping. “Seriously?”

      I nod.

      “He sounds… When did you date him?”

      “High school.”

      “I wasn’t the only who showed up at Lancaster with some secret emotional baggage then, huh?”

      I laugh even though it’s not really funny. Saylor is referring to her past estrangement from her father and abandonment by her mother. My messy relationship with my parents, both biological and adopted, isn’t all that amusing either.

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Some stuff about you makes more sense now.”

      “I know.”

      “His new girlfriend? What is she like?”

      It’s pointless, but I indulge her anyway. “She’s a vet. Saves starving kittens and poisoned dogs.”

      Saylor smirks, either at the bitterness in my voice or my description of the veterinary profession.

      “She grew up in the same town he did and still lives there. She’s sweet. Pretty. I’m happy for them.”

      Saylor studies me and then leans back forward. “You know, right before I left Kluvberg, a woman showed up at Beck’s apartment while I was there. She was gorgeous, a model. Worldly. Famous. Happy to cater to him. Everything I didn’t think I was or could ever be. I convinced myself that’s what Beck wanted—needed—so I left without even asking if he wanted to make it work. Turns out, he told her to leave right after I stormed out. What we think people want and what they actually do can be two different things.” She shrugs. “I’m not saying they’re the same. Or that you should hold on to this guy if you really think it’s over. But I’ve known you for eight years, Emma. I’ve seen you around a lot of guys. I’ve never seen you like this over a guy. Maybe it’ll work out.”

      “Maybe.” I say it to placate her, but it doesn’t stop the sprig of hope that springs up in my chest.

      Saylor senses I’m ready to switch topics. “You headed back to California soon?”

      I shrug. “Probably.”

      “You should come to Kluvberg. At least for a week or two. It might help clear your head.”

      “Maybe.”

      “That’s what you say every time, Emma.”

      “I know,” I acknowledge. “It’s just… I actually need to make some big decisions about LA.”

      Her eyes widen. “You’re switching teams?”

      “No. I’m happy on the Wolves. But… I’m considering switching careers. My contract is up at the end of the year. This was my last season. I’ve gotten offers—from them and other teams. Or… I could just walk.”

      “Wow.” It’s rare to see Saylor speechless.

      “I’ve never loved it the way you do, S. I was good enough to play professionally because I trained with you.”

      “What would you do instead?”

      I sigh. “No fucking clue.”

      “Jesus. Of the two of us, who thought I’d be the one who ended up with her life sort of together and you’d end up uncertain?”

      “That’s super helpful, Scott. Thanks.”

      She laughs. “It’ll all work out, Emma. Maybe you should buy a bar. Make your disgusting cocktails for a living.”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever. You drank them.”

      “Only when we ran out of gin.”

      I smile and then glance back over my shoulder. “Do you think Beck got accosted by a fan? He’s been gone for a while.”

      “Oh, no, he’s fine. I told him we needed some time and not to come back out until I texted him.”

      “Saylor! It’s been, like, twenty minutes.”

      She smiles before pulling out her phone and starting to type. “I live in a cold climate and eat bratwurst on a regular basis for him. He can deal.”

      I snort.

      She sets her phone down and leans forward. “Life doesn’t come with any guarantees. You have to fight for a happy ending.”

      “When did you get so wise?” I tease.

      “Eh.” She leans back and rubs her belly. “I think something kicked in when I saw there were two lines on the stick. Would this guy stand in a restroom stall for you for twenty minutes? Because if not, I take back everything I said.”

      I think of the screen door. “Yeah,” I reply, “I think he would.”
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      Thanksgiving is quiet. It usually is. But this year especially. Heather and her parents have joined us for recent holidays. They’re not this year—since we officially ended our relationship two days ago, when she returned home from the veterinary conference in Boston. It was quiet, somber, and sad. No shouting or accusations. Just a mutual acknowledgment we’d reached the end of a dead-end street.

      I keep waiting to feel despair. Disbelief. Dismay.

      Mostly, I just feel regret. I’m not the guy who gives people false hope. I feel like I broke promises to Heather, even though I technically didn’t. I’m also not the guy to give people real hope, apparently, because I let Emma leave without telling her I didn’t want her to.

      This year, it’s just me and my mom for the first time in years. She didn’t react much to my announcement that Heather and her family wouldn’t be joining us because we’d broken up, aside from asking me if I was okay. Something in her expression made me think she wasn’t surprised by the news.

      My mom loves cooking. She once confided in me that she dreamed of attending culinary school. Watching her bustle around the kitchen while singing along to “Alice’s Restaurant” makes me smile. It also prompts the surge of resentment that’s swallowed up every other emotion I’ve ever felt toward my father.

      There’s no wasted hope or fury anymore. Just resentment.

      “What can I do?” I ask from my seat at the kitchen island.

      A bowl of potatoes and a peeler appear before me. “Don’t leave any eyes this time,” she instructs.

      I roll my eyes. I’m not even sure how she spotted the one brown spot I supposedly left last time.

      “I ran into Grace on my walk this morning,” my mom says in a conversational tone.

      “Oh?”

      “She and Andy are headed to her sister’s for the day.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “She wanted me to thank you for the screen door again. There’s snow on the forecast for next week.”

      I focus my gaze on a stubborn divot in the potato. “Yeah, I saw the forecast.”

      She hums but doesn’t say anything else as pulls the turkey out of the oven. The fragrant scent of roasting meat fills the kitchen.

      I finish peeling the potatoes, and then I boil, drain, and mash them under my mother’s eagle eye. Everything else is ready by the time the butter melts and the cream dissolves. I pile my plate high and head out into the dining room. As soon as I step out in the kitchen, there’s a noticeable drop in temperature. I set my plate down on the table and walk over to the thermostat. The screen is blank. A red light blinks on the side.

      “Mom?” I call out.

      “Yeah?” She appears in the doorway, her own plate in hand.

      “Something wrong with the heat?”

      “It’s been a little wonky lately,” she admits.

      I fiddle with the controls, trying to figure out what the issue is. “You should have called me.”

      She sighs. “I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “You’d rather freeze to death?”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Caden.”

      I walk over to the fireplace, tossing a few logs on the grate and then lighting a scrap of newspaper to toss on top of the wood. “I’ll look at it more after dinner.” I take a seat at the table as the wood ignites, casting some much-needed heat. I’m tempted to go grab a jacket. “Anything else in the house need work?”

      My mom sighs again, which I take as a yes.

      “Maybe you should think about moving, Mom. There are plenty of places in town in better shape.”

      “You’re not really one to talk about upgrading,” she sasses back at me. “You’ve lived in that tiny shack for years.”

      “It’s a bargain,” I reply.

      “It was going to be temporary, Caden.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m happy here. In this town. In this house. You don’t have to be, honey.”

      “Doesn’t it remind you of Davis?” I stopped calling him Dad when I was ten.

      “No,” she replies. “It reminds me of teaching you to ride a bike in the driveway. Working on my paintings down at the harbor. Meals like this. I wouldn’t have ended up here without Davis, true. But that’s not why I stayed. I could have—would have—left a long time ago if I’d wanted to.”

      “Do you have regrets about Davis? Holding on to him for as long as you did?”

      She stares at me for a minute. Literally a minute. I count all sixty seconds. We don’t discuss Davis much, but I know she knows exactly why I’m asking this.

      “Some people aren’t worth the toll of regret. It’s a waste of time and emotion. Your father wasn’t. But… I couldn’t stop myself from wishing things might’ve ended differently between us anyway. For your sake and for mine.”

      “How do you know if it’s worth it or not?”

      She laughs and then takes a bite of turkey. “Probably wasn’t real fair of me, making it sound like a choice you get to make. Emotions don’t lie. You can choose what you show of those feelings, but you can’t change them, Caden.”

      “You sound like a self-help book, Mom,” I tease, trying to lighten the heavy mood.

      She rolls her eyes and then stares straight at me. “Still wondering after nine years should be the only answer you need.”

      That wipes the smirk off my face real fast.

      “I wasn’t—that’s not…”

      She eats more turkey, ignoring my stuttering. “Emotions don’t lie, Caden. I saw you two together.”

      I look away, out at the backyard, where Emma played soccer less than a week ago. “It wrecked me last time. She wrecked me. I’d be a fool to put myself through that again.”

      My mother shrugs, which isn’t super reassuring. “Maybe. But if you don’t try, you’ll never know. My biggest regrets when it comes to your father are the things I didn’t do—not the things I did.”
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      After leaving my mom’s, I head to Shawn Clarence’s house. A few drinks after family dinner is a time-honored Hayden tradition. One that I doubt is unique to just here. This year, it’s doubling as a welcome-home party.

      It’s the sort of noisy, crowded scene I usually do my best to avoid in a nonprofessional capacity. If ever there was a day to steer clear of small talk, this would probably be it. Emma’s visit is still the talk of the town. My breakup with Heather has become common knowledge. But I’m curious to know what people are saying. I’m also eager for a distraction.

      The house is already packed when I arrive. I feel like a teenager again as I push through the living room and into the kitchen. Piper and Cooper are standing by the fridge, talking with Shawn. I head toward them. We chat for a while, trading stories about our Thanksgivings. This was Cooper and Piper’s first one melding their families, and it sounds like it was an eventful gathering. Pete arrives a few minutes later. He must have left as soon as his shift at the station ended.

      I grab a beer out of the fridge and head toward the living room. Heather enters the kitchen as I approach the doorway, and I stutter to a stop. She does the same while everyone in the kitchen simultaneously attempts to act like they’re not watching us while making certain they don’t miss a single second of staring.

      “Hi,” I greet. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “Yeah, you too.” She gives me a small smile.

      “Your mom having a good day?”

      The smile widens. “Yeah. Really good, actually.”

      “That’s great,” I reply.

      She nods. “Yeah, it is. I’m… I’m actually headed to Boston in a bit.”

      “Really?”

      Heather used to only leave town when she had to.

      “That vet conference still going on?”

      “No. Uh, Chris lives there, actually. He wasn’t just visiting for the conference.” Her cheeks tinge pink, but she doesn’t drop eye contact.

      My ex-girlfriend has officially moved on—a whopping forty-eight hours after we ended our three-year relationship. Maybe that should bother me. Instead, I just feel relief. Certainty that I—we—made the right decision to end things.

      “Drive safe,” I tell her before smiling and continuing into the living room.

      Joanna Phillips stands up from the couch and walks over to me. She works with Piper at the elementary school. Before Heather, we went out a few times.

      “Hey, Caden.”

      “Hey,” I reply. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “Yeah, you too. Been a good one?”

      “It’s been all right.” I take a sip of beer.

      “Sorry to hear about you and Heather.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      An awkward silence falls. It becomes even more awkward when Aidan Gallagher walks through the front door. I’m expecting him to ignore me since that’s been our standard mode of interaction for years. Instead, he heads straight for us, only stopping to say hello to a few other people.

      “Hi, Joanna,” he greets when he reaches us. “Caden.”

      “Aidan,” I state.

      There’s always been an undercurrent of tension between me and Aidan. It can mostly be attributed to jealousy. I figured he was the type of happy-go-lucky guy Emma would go for, and he thought the same, if his incredulity when she started dating me was any indication.

      “You move fast, Bennett.” Aidan smirks and then glances at Joanna.

      “Oh, no. We’re not—” Joanna starts.

      “I’m just kidding, Joanna,” Aidan assures her. “I know you’ve got taste.”

      “I wouldn’t leave the mill to pursue a career in comedy, Gallagher,” I snipe back. “Your jokes need some serious work.”

      He grins. “Nah, I won’t. I like my boss too much to quit.”

      Did she tell him, or is he guessing?

      “Don’t push me,” I growl. “I’ll push back, Gallagher.”

      Aidan scoffs. “You won’t do shit, Bennett. You never do shit.”

      I clench and unclench my fist. Twice. “I’ll keep making my own life decisions without your input, Gallagher.”

      We glare at each other. I’m barely cognizant of Joanna standing to the side as an uncomfortable witness to this scene.

      “You’re still holding a grudge from high school, right?” Aidan asks me. “Because I had the balls to act interested in her when every guy in town was trying to get her attention. Well, you know what? I liked her. I liked her a lot. Then. Now. Didn’t matter then. Doesn’t matter now. Whatever reason she had for leaving, for staying away? Didn’t have a damn to do with how she feels about you nine years later. That was obvious to me. To Heather—if your new single status is any indication. To everyone who saw you two together last week.”

      I’m clutching the bottle I’m holding like a life raft.

      “Nothing happened between me and Emma when she was here, Bennett.”

      I stay silent. Any response would be a lose-lose scenario. If I insist I don’t care, he’ll know I’m lying. I was pretty sure nothing had happened, but I wasn’t certain. What else am I supposed to do? Thank him for not pursuing my ex? I’m not sure that’s what happened, which he confirms when he keeps talking.

      “Not for lack of trying on my part. Which makes me think I’m talking to the town idiot. The guy who let Emma Watkins slip through his fingers. Twice.”

      “I need some air,” I state. I need to get the hell out of here before I do something stupid. I’m a fucking cop, for Christ’s sake. I can’t punch him. “Nice talking to you, Joanna,” I mutter and then head for the front door.

      I pull in deep lungfuls of cold air as I step outside and lean against the railing of the Clarences’ front porch. It’s painful to see someone else experiencing something you could have. It’s far more excruciating to realize the main obstacle in your way is yourself.

      Familiar voices distract me from my tumultuous thoughts. Two figures are standing near the row of cars parked under the cluster of pines that mark the property line. The shorter one spins and stalks toward me.

      “Hey, Piper.”

      She sighs. “Hey.”

      I glance at Cooper behind her. “You okay?”

      “Great,” Piper replies. Sarcasm coats the word.

      “Piper is being stubborn,” Cooper elaborates.

      She whirls on him. “One, that’s offensive. Two, I am not.”

      “Do you have any clue what an Uber from here to New York City will cost? And it’s Thanksgiving.”

      “You’re going to New York City?” The question is out before I think it through.

      Piper sighs again and then glares at Cooper. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      She looks away from Coop to give me a you’re an idiot look. “To go Black Friday shopping with the one person we know who lives there, idiot.”

      “Shopping?” I repeat. “You know it’s going to be insane, right?”

      “No, I do not know that. Because I’ve never been to New York City. Never been anywhere.”

      “Piper… I’m sorry. Just tell her you’ll come another weekend,” Cooper says.

      Piper opens her mouth, looks at me, and then closes it again. I should head back inside, but the fact that they’re discussing Emma has me stupidly rooted in place.

      “You said you would get it fixed, Cooper. One thing! I ask you to do one thing.”

      “I know,” he mumbles. “I’m sorry, babe. Really.”

      “You can take my truck.” The words come out before I’ve thought them through.

      Piper looks at me, her face alight with hope. “Really?”

      I sigh. “Yeah.” I only need it for getting to and from the station, and I’ll force Pete to chauffeur me around.

      Cooper glances at me. “His truck is stick, Piper.”

      I watch her deflate.

      “You can’t drive stick?” I ask. “Seriously?”

      “No, I can’t,” Piper snaps. Her voice softens. “Thanks for offering, though. I’ll go call Emma.”

      “Why doesn’t Coop drive you?”

      I don’t hesitate to throw my buddy under the bus, and the glare he gives me tells me it’s not appreciated.

      “Because that would require him to leave this state and his comfort zone. He complains about driving to Portland.”

      “That’s not true!” Cooper protests.

      Piper raises both eyebrows.

      “Okay, it’s true.” He turns to me. “I’m not driving your truck to New York City. I know how much that hunk of junk means to you.”

      Once again, words I’m not expecting to come out of my mouth do. “Fine, I’ll drive. Let’s go.”

      Cooper and Piper both gape at me.

      “Get in the truck, Piper. I’ve just got to grab my jacket.”

      I head back inside, dumping the mostly full beer as I walk. What the hell am I doing? I like to think I’m a nice guy, but I’m not this nice. Piper’s a friend. I wouldn’t ordinarily drive her nine hours round trip to New York City though.

      I’m doing it because of Emma. Because if she invited Piper, she wants her to visit. She isn’t shutting out Hayden—going back to acting like this place doesn’t exist.

      It fills me with hope, and hope can make you say and do stupid things.

      I want to see her.

      Fuck. I really want to see her.

      I’m muttering to myself about how much of an idiot I am as I find my winter jacket in the pile of coats and pull it on. Pete enters the front hallway just as I’m about to head back out the front door.

      “Seriously? You’re already heading home?”

      I sigh. “No, I’m not going home. Piper is having car trouble. I offered to give her a ride.”

      “A ride where?”

      “New York,” I admit.

      “New York, like the state?”

      “No, like the town down the road.”

      “Do you even know how to get there?”

      I flip him off.

      He studies me. “You’re going to see Emma.”

      “I’m not going to see her. I’m driving Piper to see her.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m sure you two won’t cross paths in that scenario.”

      I huff. “Well, see ya.”

      Pete follows me out the door and down the front walk. “You’re seriously driving all the way to New York?”

      “Yup.”

      “You wouldn’t drive me to Manchester last week.”

      “I like Piper more than you.”

      “Just admit you want to see Emma.”

      “Fine. I want to see her.”

      Pete looks surprised and then curses. “Dammit, Caden.”

      “What?”

      He looks genuinely upset, which I’m surprised by. I thought the extent of any reaction would be some teasing.

      “You were the one pushing me toward her when she was here.”

      “I was telling you to get some closure. Not chase after a girl who left you behind. Twice.”

      I hide the wince. “I’m not chasing anyone. Mind your own fucking business, Pete.”

      I keep striding toward my truck. To my annoyance, Pete follows. To my further annoyance, Cooper is in the back row of the cab.

      “What are you doing?” I growl at him as I yank the driver’s door open.

      “You’re driving my fiancée all the way there. The least I can do is come along for the ride.”

      “The least you can do? How is carting you along helping me?”

      “It’s self-punishment for forgetting to fix the car. Versus drinking beer and watching football, like I planned to do tomorrow.”

      Piper huffs in the passenger seat.

      “Fine. Whatever.” I’m regretting this but not enough to alter course. The weight that’s sat in my stomach since Emma walked away from me is slowly beginning to dissipate. This time, any regrets won’t be because of things I didn’t say or do.

      I climb into the driver’s seat and start the truck. Pete climbs into the back next to Cooper.

      I swear. “Out.”

      “Everyone else is going!”

      “Everyone else is not going. Piper and I are going, and Cooper is being an idiot and insisting on tagging along because he won’t drive my truck.”

      “Well, unlike Coop here, I have no issues with driving your truck. Why don’t you stay here, Bennett?”

      I grit my teeth. “You don’t have any reason to come.”

      “Care to explain yours?”

      “I told Emma I would be there by ten,” Piper says.

      “Ready whenever you are, captain,” Pete says, clipping his seat belt into place.

      I let out a long sigh and start driving. The questions start before we even hit the highway. Since the engagement party last weekend, Cooper and Pete have limited their inquisition to pointed comments.

      Piper opts for a more brazen approach. “Are you going to clear the air after the song?”

      I glance at Piper. “I don’t want to talk about that.” I can practically feel Cooper and Pete perking up in the backseat, their drama radars on high alert.

      “I’m a woman. I can give you a much-needed female perspective.”

      I sigh. “I don’t need a female perspective. The air is clear.”

      “No, it is not,” Piper declares. “You sang ‘Build Me Up Buttercup,’ Caden.”

      “I know.”

      “In front of everyone.”

      “Once again, I know. I was there.”

      “That is the musical equivalent of smoke. Lots and lots of smoke.”

      “Wait. What does that mean?” Pete asks from the backseat.

      Glad I’m not the only one who is lost.

      “There is smoke in the air!” Piper exclaims. “It is not clear.”

      Oh. I laugh. “The smoke has cleared, okay?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You’re the one who came up with this ridiculous metaphor.”

      “That song did not clear the air.”

      “I know the song didn’t. We talked after.”

      “You did?” all three of my companions ask at the same time. It’s sort of eerie.

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t tell me they talked,” Cooper says to Pete.

      “He didn’t tell me!”

      I sigh in irritation. I had a feeling I would regret this offer. Just no idea how much. “I liked it a lot better when none of you would mention her to me. Emma and I are good, okay? End of the story.”

      “You agreed you were good? Or it was more like you assumed you were good?” Piper questions.

      “We. Are. Good.”

      “You going to tell her you’re single?”

      I turn the radio on in response. Piper sighs and leans back in her seat. I focus on the darkening highway. Until fifteen songs later—when a familiar melody starts to play. I turn the radio off.

      We’re all silent for the rest of the drive.
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      New York City is overwhelming. I knew it would be. I grew up in a small town. Went to college in a small town. Work in a small town. I’ve never stepped foot anywhere with a hundredth of the population of the “Big Apple,” as Cooper keeps calling it.

      Piper keeps telling him to stop saying that because it’ll make us sound like tourists. He says the truck already says we’re tourists. I tell Cooper, unlike his vehicle, at least mine is in working order. Pete tells us all to stop arguing.

      It’s past ten p.m., but the bright lights and crowds show no sign of the later hour. It feels like the start of a day rather than the end of one. There’s an endless stream of commotion around us. I’ve been to Boston before to visit my mom’s family. She grew up just outside the city. She left it all behind to follow my dad north.

      “You’ve arrived at your destination,” the cheery woman on Piper’s phone navigation announces as I take a right turn.

      This street is more residential, with no sign of the shops or restaurants we’ve passed. It also screams money. Each building we drive by has a doorman waiting at the entrance. The cars parked along the street are all luxury foreign brands—Porsche, Maserati, Audi.

      “What now?” I ask as I roll down the street.

      A cab lays on the horn before zooming past me on the right, narrowly missing clipping the side of my truck.

      “Um, I’m not sure,” Piper replies. “I figured I’d just park, but…”

      “There’s no place to,” I finish.

      “Yeah. Maybe—what are you doing?”

      “Calling her,” I reply, already holding the phone up to my ear.

      Piper’s eyes widen.

      Emma answers on the second ring. “Caden?”

      She saved my number. It fills me with a stupid satisfaction I fight to ignore.

      “Does your building have parking?”

      Emma has never been slow on the uptake. “You’re here?”

      “Cooper forgot to get their car fixed, and Piper can’t drive stick,” I summarize.

      “I’m guessing you regretted this as soon as you left.”

      “Pretty much. Engagement party events came up when we hit the highway.”

      “Your friends are nosy.”

      “Our friends,” I correct.

      “There’s a parking garage under the building. Turn right on 86th. I’ll have George meet you at the gate.”

      “Okay.” I hang up and follow her instructions.

      Pete and Cooper are whispering in the backseat. About me, I’m certain.

      A middle-aged man is waiting outside the entrance to a garage door.

      I roll down my window. “George?”

      He nods and smiles. “I just spoke to Miss Watkins. She requested I park your vehicle and send you up.”

      “Uh, okay,” I reply awkwardly, turning off the car.

      We all climb out, stretching after the long drive.

      George swipes a key card on the side of the building, and a metal door opens. “That will take you right into the lobby.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, handing him the keys. “It, uh, might take a couple tries to start.”

      George smiles. “I’m sure I’ll manage.”

      I don’t bother asking if he can drive stick. George seems like a resourceful guy. Pete, Cooper, and Piper have all headed inside.

      I glance around New York City, taking it in for the first time now that I’m no longer focused on honking and thick crowds and pedestrians. There’s an energy that hums and vibrates here, pulsing with a large population of possibilities. A relentless urgency no small town possesses. It’s not uncomfortable, but it puts me on edge. I can’t relax, even free from traffic.

      I walk into a lobby that puts the shiny garage door to shame. Every surface gleams. The marble floor, the abstract sculptures, even the wire-rimmed spectacles of the man standing behind the desk.

      “Miss Watkin’s visitors, I presume?”

      Piper answers with a nod.

      “Right this way.” He leads us over to an elevator. The doors open with a soft chime. A second key card gets swiped, and a button gets pressed. “The door will be to the left when you exit.”

      “Thank you,” Piper replies.

      “Can you believe this place?” Pete asks as soon as the doors slide shut. “Do professional soccer players get paid this much?”

      “She comes from money,” I reply. Something they all know. But I’m suddenly very aware of the fact that out of everyone here, I know Emma best.

      Piper was her best friend in high school. She got to know Pete and Cooper well because they were my best friends. But me and Emma? We had something different.

      She invited Piper here, not the rest of us. But I’m the one who approaches her door first, the rest of them trailing behind.

      It opens on the first knock. She’s dressed casually in a pair of matching pajamas. No gnomes this time, just pink silk. There’s a pocket on the left side. Her initials are monogrammed on it in white thread—fancy, loopy letters with an ECW for Emma Claire Watkins.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I repeat.

      Emma steps forward and hugs me, which I wasn’t expecting. It barely lasts the length of time it takes to wrap your arms around someone, but it indicates friendlier terms than I thought we were on.

      Although, honestly, I never know exactly what terms we’re on.

      She hugs Pete, Piper, and Cooper and then beckons us into her apartment. Pete lets out a long, low whistle of appreciation as he takes in the view. We’re higher up than I realized, and the outlook is spectacular, looking out over the city’s most famous park. It makes it seem like you’re not in the center of a concrete jungle.

      Emma’s apartment is clean, airy, and minimalistic. The exact opposite of what I expected. The walls are white, the floor is gray wood, and the whole kitchen is shiny chrome and quartz. A few watercolors decorate the walls, but there aren’t any photographs. It’s impersonal and pristine.

      I’m the only one who seems to notice. Piper, Cooper, and Pete are too busy gaping at the glitz and glamor.

      “Wow.” Piper spins in a circle and then drops down on a navy couch covered with some sort of smooth fabric. “This place is insane, Emma.”

      She smiles. “I’m glad you like it. Honestly, I’ve barely spent any time here. Mostly, I’m at my place in LA.”

      The reminder irks me. It was a long drive here. But she doesn’t just live several hours away. More like three thousand miles.

      “What’s that place like?” Pete asks, taking a seat on the couch.

      “It’s nice,” Emma replies.

      “Nicer than this place?”

      She shrugs. “I guess so. It’s bigger. On the beach.”

      Pete’s eyes widen before he leans his head back and rests one arm along the length on the back.

      “Sorry for the entourage, Emma,” Cooper says. “I was supposed to get the Honda fixed. The mechanic warned against driving it out of the garage, not to mention out of town.”

      Piper mutters something under her breath.

      “It’s fine,” Emma replies.

      I don’t miss how she’s chewing on her bottom lip—something she always does when she’s nervous. She’s also shifting her weight from foot to foot. Her feet are bare, the toes painted red.

      “I just wasn’t expecting…” She lets her voice trail off.

      “Any good clubs around?” Pete asks from his sprawl on the couch. “NYC’s the place to party, right?”

      “You left a party to come here,” I remind him. “Uninvited.”

      Pete’s brown eyes glint with mischief. “Come on, Bennett. Us single men need to stick together.”

      Well… there goes any decision about how to tell Emma things ended with Heather. Without permission, my eyes flit toward her to read her response to that revelation. She doesn’t react at all. Not so much as a raised eyebrow, let alone a question or surprised expression.

      “I just ordered some Chinese food,” Emma says. “Let me go add on to the order. Any requests?”

      I shake my head as everyone else chimes in with suggestions. I walk over to the couch and take a seat next to Pete. Piper follows Emma into the kitchen. Coop heads to the bathroom.

      “Sorry, man,” Pete mutters. “I thought it was best to get it out there. But that was cold. I expected her to say something.”

      “It’s fine,” I reply, staring straight ahead at the flat screen mounted on the wall.

      I’m not upset the way Pete probably thinks I am, just unsure. I know Emma better than he does. I know that she has a hard time facing strong emotions.

      Some petty grievance? Everyone who crosses her path will hear about it.

      Finding out the identity of her biological father? She left for nine years.

      A flippant, That’s too bad, would have hurt far more than her reaction just now. I don’t know if her total lack of reaction is a good sign either, though.

      The food arrives quickly, delivered to the door by a smiling George. Emma spreads the containers out along the countertop. We all load our plates, grab drinks, and head out into the living room.

      Pete and I return to our same spots on the couch. To my surprise, Emma opts to plop down between us. Cooper and Piper take the smaller couch. Everyone deliberates on what to watch while I demolish the heap of fried rice on my plate.

      We end up watching Elf. I’ve seen it before, years ago. I barely remember the plot, but I’m far more focused on how Emma’s thigh is pressed against mine. It’s alarming—how aware I am of her proximity. How the heat of her skin bleeds through the thin material of her pajamas. How I can feel the shift of muscles and tendons in her thigh as she tucks one bare foot underneath her. Her scent surrounds me—delicate, feminine, and enticing. A drug that’s easy to become addicted to.

      As soon as I finish eating, I grab my plate and stand, depositing it in the kitchen sink. Then, I amble down the hallway toward the bathroom. Halfway down, I spot an ajar door. Curiosity is a worthy opponent to proper decorum. Although, to be fair, I don’t really make any attempt to fight the temptation.

      I push the door open a few more inches and flick on the light. It’s her room. I smile. This is what I expected her place to look like. Socks scattered on the floor. Half-full glasses of water littering each available surface. Clothes strewn across the white comforter and the armchair in the corner. Her bed is unmade, the sheets a tangled mess.

      My foot stubs something as I turn around to leave. I glance down to see a dark green suitcase. For some reason—maybe the same one to explain why I’m snooping in her room to begin with—I flip it open.

      More clothes. I shake my head with a laugh and then lean down to close the suitcase. A distinctive shade of red catches my eye, and I freeze.

      Hayden High is known for its regrettable choice of school colors, one of them being a muddy shade of scarlet best described as maroon. Most of the complaints came from the girls’ sports teams. I personally had to listen to Emma discuss it at length many times. I never had an issue with it, which is why I spent most of high school wearing a Hayden Soccer ball cap. It disappeared halfway through junior year, and I figured I’d lost it.

      She stole it. She kept it.

      There are a lot of words I’d use to describe Emma. Sentimental wouldn’t make the top hundred. I now know Hayden holds no shortage of pain and resentment for her, yet she kept a reminder of it. A reminder of me.

      I stare at the hat for a couple of minutes before I shut the suitcase and turn off the light. When I return to the living room, it’s in the midst of the snowball scene. Pete is bemoaning the fact that Hayden hasn’t received any snow yet this year. Cooper is wondering why being raised by elves makes you a superior snowball thrower. Both Emma and Piper have broken out wine. In response to the commentary off the screen, I’m guessing.

      I debate my seating choices for a half-second. I’m not snuggling up with Cooper and Piper, but there’s an open armchair. I could leave Emma and Pete on the other couch. It would give us all more room.

      But I sink back down in the same spot. That’s always been the problem when it comes to Emma—no matter what she does, I always come back for more. Or at least am tempted to. With my dad, I knew what to expect with the endless cycle of abandonments. With Emma, I never saw it coming. I never thought she’d be there one day and gone the next.

      No explanation.

      No warning.

      Unreachable.

      Untouchable.

      Although maybe there was always some part of me that had an inkling we’d end poorly. That Hayden—that I—wouldn’t be enough for her. Maybe I always knew I’d love her—and then lose her.

      She looks over as I take a seat beside her. She doesn’t say anything, just looks at me. Her gray eyes are calm, not stormy. Just like the surface of the ocean on an overcast day, reflecting the color of the clouds.

      “You’re here,” she whispers.

      I stare back at her, holding her gaze. In this city? On this couch? I chose to collide our lives again, however short this visit might be.

      “Blame Elf. I had to see the city where my favorite movie is set.” I nod toward the television, currently displaying a sweeping view of a snow-covered Central Park.

      Her lips quirk upward and then press together as she tries to hold in the laugh. “I’m sure Will would be flattered.”

      “Will who?”

      She smiles. “My parents do that thing on Thanksgiving, where we go around and everyone has to say what they’re thankful for, you know?”

      I nod in acknowledgment.

      “I never know what to say,” she continues. “No one is looking for a prolific answer. Anything else sounds too cheesy.” She pauses, and I glance over. She’s looking straight ahead at the movie everyone besides us seems to be actually watching. “I said friends this year. But… my real answer would be this.”

      I swallow. Once, twice, three times. “Friends are important.”

      She still doesn’t look at me, but I can tell from the tilt of her cheek that she’s smiling again. Then, she leans her head to the left and rests it on my shoulder. Awareness explodes and spreads, coursing through my bloodstream and imprinting itself everywhere.

      I think she’s actually watching the film when her soft voice reaches my ears again, closer than before.

      “I don’t kiss my friends, Caden.”
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      My head pounds, and my eyes burn. But I can’t fall back asleep. I overindulged on wine last night, hoping to temper some of the excitement and nerves that coursed through my body from the moment his name lit up my phone until I stumbled into bed early this morning.

      I’d been looking forward to Piper’s visit all day. I don’t have many close friends in New York.

      I used to shun any reminder of Hayden’s existence. Now, I’m eager for any reminder it does exist.

      I just wasn’t expecting Piper to arrive with the most potent reminder of all. I can’t believe he’s here. Can’t believe he came all this way.

      I left Hayden less than a week ago, and he drove miles—hundreds of miles—to see me again. For Piper, for his friend. Because he’s a good person—probably the best one I know. But he knew who she was visiting. Knew he’d see me.

      And he’s single. A fact I had to work hard not to react to last night. If I’d asked one question, I would have asked dozens. Who ended it, him or her? Was he going to tell me if Pete hadn’t? And most importantly, why?

      They’d been dating for years, and they broke up days after my departure. It’s not a stretch to think I might have played a role in the split. Heather didn’t seem like the spiteful, irrational type, but jealousy is a direct line to uglier inclinations. Maybe she gave Caden an ultimatum. Maybe he regrets ending things with her. Except… he didn’t look heartbroken last night.

      I roll out of bed and pull off my pajamas. I passed out for a few hours last night and then lay awake for hours. My Malibu beach house has five guest bedrooms. This place only has one. I gave it to Cooper and Piper while Pete and Caden both said they were fine with taking the couches. Three of those guests had no bearing on my wakefulness. It was all thanks to Caden. Even though I couldn’t see him, couldn’t hear him, every cell of my body was aware that he was close. Tempted to venture down the hallway and into the living room. Honestly, if not for Pete’s presence, I probably would have. I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing.

      Caden throws me off-kilter. He affects me in a way no other guy ever has. I want to impress him. I want him to be proud of me. I want to rely on him.

      I crave his company.

      I show people pieces of me. Some know Emma the party girl, others the star striker. Hayden knew me as the troublemaker, used to acting out for attention from my busy parents. I haven’t changed. I’m still comprised of all the same components I was then. The percentages have simply shifted, rearranged into a version of me that’s more jaded with more responsibility.

      He saw it all. Because I wanted him to. Because I spent the most time with him. Based on my behavior last night, I don’t think that’s changed.

      I walk into my attached bathroom to turn on the shower. I study my reflection as the steam builds. The skin around my eyes is puffy, and there are dark circles under them. I look wide awake, though. The gray of my irises practically sparkles, reflecting the same giddiness simmering inside me.

      Is it possible to have a crush on someone you once loved? If it is, I do.

      The mirror begins to fog up, so I turn to step into the shower. My gaze connects with the empty towel rack as I do. I mentally swear. I did a white load before I left for my parents’ yesterday to make up the guest bed for Piper. And I was in too much of a rush to fold and put away the towels.

      I tiptoe back into my bedroom and over to the door, pressing my ear up against it. Silence. Slowly, I open the door and poke my head into the hallway, glancing to the left and then to the right. No sign of anyone.

      The door concealing the washer and dryer is diagonally across from my bedroom. I reach it in seconds, grab the towels out of the dryer, and clutch them to my chest, shutting the door with my foot.

      Caden is walking down the hallway, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. He freezes when the door swings shut, exposing me standing here. I do too.

      This was idiotic. I should have taken the thirty seconds to pull my pajamas back on. A robe, at least. Piper would have been fine, but Cooper or Pete seeing me like this would have been incredibly awkward. But it would have been better than Caden seeing me like this—than seeing him like this.

      “I’m dreaming, right? I’m going to wake up and get dressed before leaving my room.”

      Caden smirks. Slowly. Sexily. I stop studying his expression and take the opportunity to peruse his body. I didn’t even see him in short sleeves during my short visit to Hayden and its arctic temperatures. I follow the line of his shoulders, the valleys of his abs, the thin line of hair that disappears into the waistband of his boxers. Unabashedly, I let my gaze drop lower. Lust hits me like a semi-truck as I take in the bulge in his boxers.

      “Do you normally do laundry naked?” he asks.

      “Only on special occasions,” I reply.

      Caden nods like that response makes perfect sense. He might be serious and buttoned up most of the time, but he was always on board with my brand of crazy.

      “How much can you see?” I question, unwilling to glance down and check for myself. I was trying to be as fast as possible. I didn’t take the time to arrange the towels I’m clutching. I’m pretty sure most of my stomach is covered, but that’s not exactly what I’m worried about flashing him.

      His smirk deepens, and his dimples pop out. “Fair amount.”

      I attempt to summon what little dignity standing naked and holding towels allows for. “Well, it’s nothing you haven’t seen before. Right?”

      Caden’s eyes darken. He stalks toward me. That comment was an attempt to gain control. To act like this is no big deal. He destroys any pretense of that when he pauses before passing me by.

      “Some views never get old, Emma.” He brushes his lips across my jaw before continuing to walk down the hallway.

      I pull in a shuddering breath, and then I dart back inside my room and slam the door shut behind me.

      It takes fifteen minutes under a stream of hot water to convince myself that what just happened was not a big deal. The anxiety comes back in full force when I step out of the shower and wrap one of the towels that cost me some dignity around me. I pad over to my closet, leaving footprints of steam behind me that quickly disappear.

      I deliberate over what to wear for an embarrassing length of time. Finally, I settle on a pair of black jeans and a dark green sweater. I dry my hair, dab on some mascara, and take a deep breath.

      The hallway is empty and quiet when I enter it. I don’t take that to mean anything this time, though. The door to the guest bedroom is closed. I walk into the living room, my gaze immediately going to the couches. One is still occupied. The blond tufts visible beneath the blanket belong to Pete. My eyes rove the empty living room, landing on the kitchen island. Caden is sitting on one of the stools, typing something on his phone. He glances up as I make my way toward him.

      Based on the smirk unfurling, I already know we won’t not be mentioning the earlier events of this morning.

      “Huh. So, that’s what you look like with clothes on.”

      I roll my eyes. “You packed light.”

      Caden’s dressed now, too, in the same jeans and fleece he was wearing yesterday.

      “I packed nothing. This wasn’t exactly a carefully planned outing.”

      It’s at the tip of my tongue to ask him why he agreed to it, but I bite it back and instead say, “Yeah, I noticed the lack of pajamas.”

      “Yeah, I noticed you noticed.”

      We stare at each other, neither willing to say anything more. Or to look away.

      I break first, glancing at the two open kitchen cabinets. “Snooping through my stuff?”

      Rather than answer my question, he asks another, “Do you not have any coffee?”

      I shake my head. “I eat—and drink—out mostly.” I hate doing dishes.

      Caden glances around. “You haven’t decorated much.”

      I shrug. “I’m usually back in LA for Christmas.”

      “I wasn’t talking about holiday decorations,” he replies.

      I knew he wasn’t. “I’m usually in LA.”

      “Are you leaving soon?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Some years, I’m on a plane by Black Friday, following the obligatory Watkins Thanksgiving happy family fest. This year is the first time I’ve ever booked a flight east with a one-way ticket and no set return date. Yesterday’s encounter with my parents was exactly what I’d expected. That lack of connection isn’t keeping me here. But I don’t feel any compulsion to leave. The opposite really.

      “No one else is up?”

      “Nope.”

      “I was going to run out for some coffee. Do… do you want to come? I can show you around a bit.”

      It feels like I’m asking him out on a date. There’s the split second of panic, closely followed by the sweet rush of relief when he nods. I head for the front closet, grabbing my down jacket and pulling on my favorite pair of leather boots. Something clatters to the floor when I close the closet door, and I automatically glance toward the couch, worried Pete will wake up.

      I want this time with Caden—just the two of us.

      I pocket my phone and keys before heading out of my apartment. Caden closes the door behind us with a soft click and then follows me down the hall to the elevator.

      “You sleep okay?” I ask as we wait for the doors to open.

      “Pete snores.” He glances at me. “You?”

      “Not great,” I admit.

      “What’s your excuse?”

      I shrug as I step inside the elevator. Standing in front of him, naked, felt less revealing than admitting I lay awake last night, tempted to see if he was awake too. George is standing at the front desk as we exit the elevator into the shiny lobby.

      “Good morning, Ms. Watkins,” he greets.

      “Morning, George,” I reply.

      “Nice to see you again, sir.”

      “Call me Caden, George,” Caden replies.

      George just smiles as we head outside. The sun is out, but it does little to temper the winter chill.

      “Never going to happen,” I tell Caden. “I’ve been trying to get him to call me Emma since I moved in.”

      Caden says nothing as we start along the sidewalk. When I glance over, I see his eyes flickering around the street, taking it all in.

      “What do you think of it? New York?”

      He stops looking around at the sights and glances at me. “I guess I get why people move here.”

      Hardly a ringing endorsement. I expected nothing less. Caden fits in Hayden, among the wild beauty of Maine. It’s why I didn’t expect him being here to feel this way. Walking down Madison Avenue next to him feels natural. Normal. It doesn’t feel like this is the first and last time it will ever happen.

      We’re passing the Met when he speaks again. “You spent Thanksgiving with your folks?”

      “Yeah.”

      He says nothing else but gives a small nod, like he’s waiting for me to continue. So, I do. Something about him not assuming I’ll share makes me want to.

      “It was… normal. Our normal at least. I’ve never been super close to them—well, you know. I know they love me. They’re just… not my real parents. Not because of biology. They lied to me. Over and over again. I don’t know how to get over that. If I’ll ever get over that. Especially now that Beau… well, I’ll never get any closure there.” I clear my throat, trying to dislodge the emotion stuck there. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

      He looks over and holds my gaze for at least thirty seconds. I take it to mean he has an idea what I’m really trying to ask.

      “Quiet,” he finally replies. “It was just me and my mom this year.” He pauses, looks at the dry, empty fountain we’re walking past, and then glances back at me. “Heather and I broke up.”

      I hold his gaze, suddenly grateful Pete said something last night. It allows me to school my face into nonchalance. “I’m sorry, Caden.”

      “Are you?” The question is matter-of-fact.

      “You dated for three years—if the town gossip is to be believed. She must have… meant something to you. If you’re hurting, then yes. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think the length of time you spend with a person determines how much you care about them.” He holds my gaze as he says the words.

      I say nothing.

      “She met a guy at a vet conference last week. When she told me they got dinner, she looked so guilty.” He sighs. “It’s tough to compare different people, different relationships. Hearing Heather tell me she got dinner with another guy? Was going to Boston to get to know him better? It felt weird, but that’s all I felt. Not even the slightest urge to track this guy down and punch him in the face.”

      “Well, you never were the irrationally aggressive guy.”

      He stares at me. Something warm and tangible and real pulses between us.

      “You might think differently if you knew how tempted I am to punch Aidan Gallagher in the face every time I see him.”

      An involuntary shiver slithers up my spine as the possessive heat of his words wraps around me. Not just from his tone, but also the insinuation behind them. That he would fight for me.

      “Nothing has ever happened between me and him, Caden.”

      “Yeah. He told me that.” Caden lets out a dark laugh. Like that’s not all Aidan said to him. He continues speaking before I can ask what other words were exchanged. “I don’t want to have regrets, Emma. Like that night, I should’ve…” His voice trails off.

      I don’t need to clarify which night he’s referring to. There’s only one night in the history of us spending many nights together that has earned the special distinction of being that night. I also know what he’s getting at.

      “It’s fine that you didn’t… feel that way. I’m a big girl.”

      “I regret not saying it because I would have meant it, Emma. Because I felt that way about you.” His voice lowers, enough that I have to strain to catch the next words. “I’m worried I still do.”

      My stomach dips and my voice rises. “You’re worried?”

      “That was a bad choice of words. But you know what I mean.”

      “No, I actually don’t, Caden.”

      Worrying means he doesn’t want to have feelings for me. Right? I don’t know what to think anymore. I’m happy when I’m with him. Is that enough to overcome years of resentment, different states, and no shortage of stubbornness? I don’t know the answer to that either. If love was enough to solve every problem, there wouldn’t be any left in the world.

      “Would you have stayed if I’d said it before?” he asks.

      I’m honest. “No.”

      I had to leave Hayden, leave that farmhouse. Maybe not for the nine years it turned into, but for some length of time.

      He obviously expected that answer because he doesn’t so much as flinch at my response. “Why should I think anything has changed, Emma?” It’s not a demand, but a plea. He might have expected it, but he wanted a different answer.

      I look at the bustling street, so full of life and activity. My voice is absent of both. “I don’t know if it has.”

      He lets out a small, unamused laugh. “Right. You never were one to pull a punch.”

      “I’m considering retiring.” Too late, I realize the inflection is all wrong from what I meant to deliver. Rather than a simple statement, I turned it into an opening. An offering. I’m asking for his input on a decision—an important decision—and that’s something I don’t do.

      I’m fiercely independent, and I value that freedom. Appreciate how my only obligations are to my career. I’ve never considered anyone else in my big decisions. A psychologist would probably call it a product of being an only child with absentee parents and a generous trust fund. I had few people to rely on and no incentive to.

      “Why?”

      I shrug. “I wanted to know if I could do it—play professionally. I could—did. It feels like it’s time.”

      “What would you do instead?”

      Lots of people peg Caden’s quiet as him not paying close attention. He doesn’t stick his nose in other people’s business. He only comments when he cares. I know that’s a short list of people. After nine years and two weeks of mostly contentious encounters, I still appear to be on it.

      “No clue. That’s part of the problem. It feels stupid to walk away when I don’t know what I’m headed toward.”

      “I don’t think it’s stupid. I think it’s brave,” Caden tells me.

      I’m silent again because anything I say will give away exactly how much those words meant to me.

      We reach my favorite coffee shop a few minutes later, and I seize the distraction. We both order drinks, along with an assortment of pastries to bring back to my apartment.

      The walk back to my building is absent of any heavy conversation. We take the long way through part of Central Park. I spout off every random bit of information I know about the city. Caden listens closely. I sound like a tour guide, but I feel like a tourist.

      This city has never felt like home.

      Everyone else is awake when we walk into my apartment. I act like I don’t see Piper exchange a look with Cooper as I spread the pastries out on the counter. We all eat while planning out today’s activities.

      Unsurprisingly, the boys all bow out of the shopping in favor of lounging around my apartment. Piper and I head out alone. We’ve barely made it ten feet from the lobby when Piper brings this morning up. A minute and forty-three seconds after we left my apartment. I counted.

      “You guys got breakfast together?”

      “It was just a coffee run,” I reply.

      I trust Piper. She’s been nothing but loyal to me. Offered forgiveness I probably didn’t deserve. But I’m well aware of how our group dynamic has changed from high school. I’m the outsider, not the one binding everyone together. There’s a good chance anything I say to her will make its way back to Caden.

      “Is anything just anything with you two?”

      I shrug because she has a point.

      “I can’t believe the guys actually came here.” She eyes me. “Caden came.”

      “A Christmas miracle,” I joke.

      Piper turns serious. “I’m not surprised, actually. I knew he’d offer as soon as I said where I was going.”

      “I’m glad he did. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you… and it’s nice to see him again. I’m glad we can be civil.”

      “Civil?” Piper repeats. “Emma, Caden is stupid in love with you. He has been since we were fourteen.”

      “He just got out of a three-year relationship, Piper.”

      “He talked about marrying her, you know?”

      “I know.” That little black box sitting on his knee flashes in my mind.

      “He was in a relationship for years and ended it days after you left town. Connect the two dots, Emma.”

      I scoff. “Piper…”

      “Coop won’t tell me what Caden has told him. Just says to mind my own business.”

      “Advice you’re clearly taking,” I state dryly.

      Piper rolls her eyes at me. “You and Caden aren’t exactly Mr. and Ms. Clear Communication. I’m just trying to help. If not for your sake, then my wedding’s.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “You’re the maid of honor, and he’s the best man. No one is going to be paying any attention to me and Coop if things aren’t resolved between you two by then.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” I inform her. “And you left out that he was already the best man when you asked me to be your maid of honor.”

      “Would you have said yes if I had?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That’s become my default answer when it comes to Caden. I don’t know if the feelings I still have for him are love. I don’t know if I should try to find out. I don’t know how exactly he feels about me.

      I don’t know if any of it will make any difference in where we both end up.

      Piper sighs. “Let’s go shopping.”
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      It’s a struggle to open the door that leads into the lobby of my building, but I manage to before George comes rushing over.

      “Let me get that, Ms. Watkins!”

      “I have it,” I assure him, awkwardly twisting my elbow to keep the glass open for Piper, who’s carrying just as many bags as me. Plus the hot chocolate we stopped for at Chelsea Market.

      Piper beams at him as she passes me. “Hi, George!”

      “Hi, miss,” he replies, smiling at her bright expression. “Can I help you ladies with your bags?”

      “We’ll manage, thanks,” I reply. “Any packages for me?”

      “Nothing so far,” George responds.

      “Okay.” I keep my smile in place.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. Of course my mom forgot to drop off the jacket I left there last night in my haste to escape the setup my parents orchestrated with the son of a family friend. Despite swearing she would remember on her way to the office this morning. Even the lowest of expectations can sink further.

      “You did have a visitor, though.”

      My head snaps in his direction. “Oh?”

      “Mr. Devoe stopped by about an hour ago. He’s still on the approved list, so Stephen let him up.”

      Fuck. “An hour ago? And he’s still here?”

      George nods once.

      “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Who is Mr. Devoe?” Piper whispers as we wait for the elevator to arrive.

      I sigh. “His name is Connor. We had a… thing. It started in college and has picked up here and there.”

      “Oh. And he’s here? With…”

      “Apparently,” I mutter, jamming the button for my floor.

      The doors slide close silently, and we start to ascend.

      I haven’t seen Connor Devoe in months, but he’s obviously heard I’m back in town. He was a year ahead of me at Lancaster. We “dated” on and off for part of my junior year, and it picked up again a couple of years ago when he moved to the city to work for his dad on Wall Street after finishing business school in Boston. Out of convenience and familiarity more than anything. He’s a decent guy, but I’ve never lost any sleep over him.

      “This should be interesting,” Piper mutters as we step out of the elevator and reach my apartment door.

      I fish the key out of my pocket, taking a deep breath before I open it. The door swings open to reveal four men sprawled out in my living room. The sound blaring from the television suggests they’re watching some sort of sporting event.

      My gaze finds Connor first. He breaks out in a big grin, setting his open beer down on the coffee table and standing. I feel other eyes on me as he walks over and gives me a hug, bags and all.

      “Damn, it’s good to see you, Emma.”

      “Yeah, you too,” I return automatically. Shedding some shock, I add, “Glad you made yourself right at home.”

      His grin widens at my sarcasm. “The least you could do was buy me a beer after not even telling me you were back in town.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “I see that.” His gaze drops to all the bags I’m still holding and then slides over to Piper. “Hey there. I’m Connor.”

      “I know,” Piper blurts and then blushes.

      There was a reason I was the one who kicked off her romance with Cooper back in high school. She has a tendency to self-detonate in awkward situations, and it seems to be a trait that’s stuck with her.

      In other situations, I’d appreciate it, tease her about it. In this one, I grit my teeth as misunderstandings fly around. Connor incorrectly takes it to mean that I confided in Piper about our lack of a relationship. I’m pretty sure the three other guys in the room right now are taking it to mean that there is more to us as well. I only really care what one of them is assuming, but I’m too much of a chicken to check what Caden’s reaction to Piper’s response is.

      “What are you doing here, Connor?” I ask.

      “I heard your parents sicced Douche Bag Dan on you at dinner last night. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      Surprisingly sweet of him. Although I’m guessing he was hoping his idea of checking on me would include consoling without clothes on.

      “I’m fine, thanks. You know how they are.” That’s all I say because most of the people in this room have no idea how strained my relationship with my parents truly is.

      Connor snorts. “Yeah, I do.” His parents are friends with mine. We’ve endured many an awkward dinner party together. “I didn’t know you used to live in Maine, though.”

      I tense automatically. This is as bizarre as talking to Saylor about Caden was. I’m seeing my worlds collide. “Just for a little while. Back in high school. I was practically a kid.” I try to brush it off. “You, uh, you didn’t need to wait around for me to get back. You could have just left a message with George.”

      He waves off my words. “Nah, it was fun. Your friends are cool.” He looks back at the guys still on the couch. I don’t follow his gaze.

      “Glad you guys had fun.”

      “Well, I’ll get out of here. Let you hang out with your friends.”

      “No.”

      I freeze as soon as I hear Caden’s voice, my stomach sinking.

      “We’ve got to head out. You should stay.”

      I finally look at him. Even bracing for it, I’m still taken off guard by his cold expression.

      “You packed all my stuff?” Piper asks Cooper. She’s looking at the island, and I follow her gaze to the small overnight bag sitting there.

      “Yep. I got everything,” he confirms.

      Suddenly, it’s all happening in a flurry. Bags are grabbed. Goodbyes said.

      I’m on autopilot. Unable to think. React. Explain.

      The door clicks shut. For a quiet sound, it has the effect of a fire alarm on me. I drop the bags I’m still clutching and bolt toward the door, knowing I only have seconds before he’s states away again.

      Piper, Cooper, and Pete have already reached the elevator. Caden is trailing about fifteen feet behind them.

      Did he know I’d come chasing after him?

      Is he as sick of parting on poor terms as I am?

      I hurry after him, grabbing his elbow and turning him to face me. He’s carrying a couple of Piper’s shopping bags. The hard corners of the paper spin and dig into my shins. I stare into his eyes, seeing the hurt he buried before.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      Guilt swamps me. I didn’t do anything wrong; I don’t owe him anything. But I feel guilty.

      He reads my mind. “You don’t owe me an apology, Emma.”

      Somehow, that sentence is worse than him acting like he has a right to be upset.

      “I didn’t know,” I plead. “I didn’t know he was coming over, okay? I wouldn’t have—”

      “He seems like a nice guy, Emma.”

      I exhale sharply. Guilt begins ebbing into annoyance. “Dammit, Caden. You don’t get to do this. You just got out of a three-year relationship. I haven’t seen him in months. What the fuck am I—”

      “Caden?” Pete calls.

      Caden glances over at his shoulder. His shift in posture allows me to see Cooper, Pete, and Piper are all standing in the elevator. Cooper is holding his hand out, keeping the doors open.

      “One minute,” Caden calls back.

      I’m not sure what my face looks like, but Piper’s features twist with sympathy when she catches a glimpse of it.

      “Yeah. I just got out of a three-year relationship. And what did I do? I came here, Emma. Want to know what I did after you left? I drank myself stupid. Replayed every second of our relationship. Over and over again—for months. Trying to figure out what I did wrong. Where we went wrong.”

      Tears prick my eyes, but anger keeps them at bay. “I told you why I left back then,” I hiss. “What more do you want from me?”

      “I want you to stop acting like you and I are a game you can pick up and play whenever you get bored with your real life,” he snaps.

      “A game?” I choke out a laugh. “Are you fucking kidding me, Caden? Do I look like I’m having fun?”

      “Why wouldn’t you be? You always win.”

      “Win what?”

      “Me. I never learn, and you’ll never change. My whole life is in Hayden. You didn’t even last in town for a week. But you still managed to turn my whole life inside out.”

      “You did that,” I retort. “Don’t put what happened with Heather on me.”

      “Don’t put you leaving on Beau,” Caden replies. His voice is harsh. “I get why you left—I do. But I don’t get why you never answered any of my calls or my texts. Why you never bothered to let me know you’d never be coming back. I would have filed a fucking police report if Beau and Grace hadn’t told everyone you decided to go back to New York and be with your parents. Beau made mistakes, but at least he was there for you, Emma. Took you in. He cared. That’s more than other people get. And that mill you’re trying to offload as quickly as possible? Beau built it from the ground up with a loan and a shit-ton of sweat. Gave me a chance to make some money and a lot of other guys too. The mill was one of the things he was proudest of on this planet. He left it to you—after years of silence.”

      I dig my fingernails into my palm to keep from reacting. He’s right. Right about all of it.

      “I was a kid, Caden.”

      “I know.” His tone softens. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—I shouldn’t have come. This was stupid and sentimental. Familiarity isn’t always a good thing. Maybe we both need to find the people that don’t know these versions of us. Maybe you already found him.” He glances behind me.

      I start shaking my head. “No. It’s not—I don’t—”

      Caden cuts me off. “Go be happy, Emma.”

      He’s copying my farewell from the last time we said goodbye. But that was back when I thought we had no chance, when I thought he was a technicality away from being an engaged man.

      I’m still shaking my head, but he keeps talking. “I’ve got to go. It’s a long drive.” The words are clipped. “Hayden is a long way away from here.”

      He spins without another word and starts striding toward the elevator. It’s a stark contrast to our easy stroll down the hardwood this morning.

      That’s how Caden and I have always been. We don’t run tepid. We’re frozen or boiling. The ice is forming now, encasing the lighter moments we’ve shared and sealing them off.

      I should let it freeze.

      Instead, I call his name out. I’m not sure if he’ll stop, but he does. He doesn’t turn back around, though. I’m glad. It’s easier to say this to his back than his face.

      “I know I didn’t handle things well back then. But I’m worried too. If it makes any difference to you.”

      I spin and walk away, slamming the apartment door shut behind me. He wants me to know that he’s worried he’s still in love with me? Well, he can chew on the same.

      I collapse back against the door, banging my head against the hard wood twice. “Fuck!”

      “Yeah, I got the feeling this wasn’t the best time for me to show up about two minutes after I did.”

      I startle. I completely forgot about Connor. Straightening, I shove away from the door and paste a smile on my face. “Oh. I was just—”

      He shakes his head, cutting me off. “It’s fine. I figured it out.”

      “Figured what out?”

      “How long did you date him for?”

      “Date who for?”

      He gives me a stern look. “Caden, Emma.”

      I deflate. “Two and a half years.”

      “In high school?”

      I nod.

      Connor whistles, long and low.

      “What?” I can’t help but question.

      “A lot about you just makes a lot more sense.”

      My eyebrows crawl upward.

      Before I can ask what he means, he elaborates. “All the guys at Lancaster knew better than to expect anything serious with Saylor Scott. But you? You’d give guys a taste of what it would be like to date you. A few weeks, a month, a series of hook-ups over the years…” One corner of his mouth tilts up. “You were the real heartbreaker on campus, Emma. I’m not saying you did it maliciously,” he adds. “But you were. And now, I know why.”

      Connor picks his coat up off the arm of the couch and pulls it on.

      “You gave your heart away before we even met.”

      He kisses my cheek before he walks out the door, leaving me alone.
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      The bell above the door chimes right as I’m tidying up my desk to leave for the day. I glance up to see Piper walking in. She’s obviously just left the elementary school—she’s clutching a stack of papers that bear clear evidence of eight-year-old handwriting under one arm.

      “Hey, Caden.” She smiles at me.

      “Hi, Piper.”

      “How… how are you doing?”

      I need to start charging people money to ask me that question. It’s been on an endless loop from my friends since we left New York City a week ago. Since Connor strolled past us and out onto the street while we were still standing in the lobby, receiving instructions from George on how to get out of the underground garage.

      So what if Emma didn’t spend the minutes after we left banging a Wall Street broker she’d dated in college? That changes nothing else. Everything I said to her in the hallway was true. But we parted on bitter terms, and it’s been steadily eating away at me. I should have let our conversation by the fire be the ending of our story. Never set foot in New York.

      But I had to go to her apartment and see what her real life looked like. While Pete and Coop were watching sports with her frat-boy ex and Emma and Piper were out shopping, I was chiding myself for telling her how deeply my feelings still ran. Worrying I was becoming the guy that couldn’t let go.

      Then, she had to go and fucking say it back. Those two sentences have played on a loop in my head ever since.

      “I’m worried too. If it makes any difference to you.”

      If it makes any difference to me? What the hell is she thinking?

      I need to start charging Emma rent for how much space she occupies in my brain. Between that and collecting on questions I don’t want to answer, I could retire at age thirty.

      “Caden?”

      I look at Piper and realize I never answered her question. Twin lines have appeared between her furrowed brows.

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.”

      “He’s got twenty-four hours off,” Pete comments. “Probably just figuring out what the hell he’ll do with all that free time.”

      I flip Pete off. Never mind that he’s right. It’s a rarity for me to have a full day off. The only reason I do is because the chief of police is taking on a few extra shifts before his official retirement early next year. I’ve known this stretch of time was coming up all week, and I’ve been alternating between talking myself in and out of driving to New York to see Emma. I have no idea when she’s leaving for LA.

      Time is ticking, and despite what I said to her last time we talked, I don’t know if I can leave things between us like this. At the very least, it will make for an awkward wedding, and I can’t do that to Piper and Cooper.

      Unfortunately, clearing the air with Emma will require talking to Emma, and I’m not sure if that’s something I’m ready for. I have no idea what to say to her, and I’m both dreading and excited about the next time we’ll come face-to-face.

      “Is everything okay with you?” I ask Piper as I pull on my jacket.

      Stopping by the station isn’t a regular occurrence for her.

      She flushes. “Oh, yeah. Fine. I was just passing by and thought I’d say… hi.”

      “I’m fine, Piper. Just like the last ten times you stopped in to say hi.”

      Her cheeks turn pinker, but she doesn’t back down. “We’re all worried about you, Caden.”

      “No need to be,” I reply, shoving both arms into the sleeves of my coat.

      We’re entering a cold snap that more than teases winter’s arrival. I was worried the truck might not start this morning.

      “It seemed like…”

      My chest tightens. I know what it seemed like.

      “She still cares, Caden.”

      I huff a laugh. “Yeah. Well, caring was never the problem. For either of us.” I glance at Pete. “You good, man?”

      “I’m good,” he confirms.

      I nod. “See you tomorrow. Bye, Piper.”

      “Bye,” she echoes.

      The air feels like it’s coating my skin with a layer of ice as soon as I walk outside. I inhale gusts that chill my lungs. Even for northern Maine, this is brutal. It’s a relief to climb into the cab of my truck and block the brunt of the cold as I drive back to my house.

      My stomach flips as I turn into my driveway.

      She’s here. Leaning against her fancy car, staring at the tiny building I rent from Mrs. Harris. Wearing a heavy jacket that looks like it was constructed for Arctic exploration and an inscrutable expression.

      Emma doesn’t react as I park my truck on the frosted grass next to her car. Or as I climb out and shut the door with a slam. She only looks over as I walk toward her.

      “Glad you found parking around here,” I state, stopping a few feet away from her.

      Irrational jealousy or not, I got a lot off my chest last time we talked. We might have parted on decent terms when she left Hayden before Thanksgiving, but that was mostly because we left a lot unsaid. I don’t want to be on antagonistic terms with her, and I try to convey that with my comment. I’m not pretending that trip didn’t happen, but I’m happy to stick with the playful tone that started that visit. At least to begin with.

      She stares at me, chewing her bottom lip.

      “What are you doing here, Emma?”

      “Excellent question. Wish I had a good answer.” She scrapes the toe of her boot in the dirt of my driveway. “You were the one who left this time… but I knew where to find you.” She raises one shoulder and then drops it. “So, here I am.”

      Her gray gaze holds mine.

      “You want to come in?”

      She swallows before replying. “Yeah.”

      I nod, heading for my front door. The crunch of gravel tells me she’s following. I try to see the living space through her eyes as we enter. It’s an open layout—because there’s a lack of room to begin with.

      When I returned to Hayden, I needed a temporary place to crash. It turned out to be not so temporary, but this cabin perched on the edge of the Harris property feels like home. It’s cozy.

      All of the repairs are ones I’ve done myself. The kitchen is situated in the far back. The couch and television that decorate the “living room” are to the right. The table and chairs that serve as my “dining room” are to the left. My bedroom and attached bathroom are the only adjoining rooms.

      It’s tidy—for the most part. If I’d known she was coming, I would have washed the breakfast dishes piled in the sink and tossed the sweatshirts draped on the couch in the hamper, but it’s looked worse.

      “Huh,” is all she says.

      “Not what you expected?”

      “No. It’s sort of exactly what I expected.”

      I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing, and her tone doesn’t offer any indication of how she means it.

      “You just left work?”

      “Yeah,” I confirm.

      She’s chewing her bottom lip again. Apprehension swells. Emma glances over, colliding her gaze with mine. “Any chance you might want to take that trip to Ellsworth?”

      I jerk with surprise. “Now?”

      Emma nods. “Unless you have other plans.”

      I don’t have to think through my answer, and I sort of wish I did. My instincts used to be something I could rely on. Now, I don’t know what the hell to think. I promised myself the whole drive home from New York City that I’d stop chasing her high.

      “Yeah. Okay.” Is it better or worse to break a promise to yourself? However we end, I’ll be just as much to blame as she is. “I just need to get a few things together.”

      Ellsworth is a two-hour drive north. It’s approaching dark now. Emma’s obviously intending to spend the night up there, and fuck if that realization doesn’t have my heart racing.

      Emma nods. “Yeah, of course. Take your time. I have to make a phone call, anyway.”

      “Okay.” I head into my bedroom and stop in front of my closet, trying to straighten out my scrambled thoughts.

      How long since I left the station? Fifteen minutes? She’s capsized my life in less time.

      I let her because I love her. Because of the many things that have changed since the day she leaned across the console of my truck and kissed me for the first time, that hasn’t. It’s been tempered by time. Covered by the camouflage of other relationships. Hampered by hatred. But it’s still been there, this whole time.

      Simply put, when it comes to Emma Watkins, I’m screwed. I hate myself for giving in, setting myself up for heartbreak. Yet I always regret not giving in, wondering, What if?

      It’s a cycle I can’t break by myself. I know I won’t be the one to give up on us first, and I’m both embarrassed and proud of that fact.

      I turn to my dresser, pulling a pair of long-sleeved shirts out. I stuff them into a duffel bag, along with a pair of jeans and some boxers. I’m still in my uniform, so I change out of it and into sweatpants and a fleece.

      Emma’s voice drifts into my room as I grab a few necessities from the bathroom.

      “… Not sure yet, Mom.”

      Curiosity has me creeping close to the door. She’s talking to her mother?

      “No, I’m not in LA. I’m… back in Hayden.”

      There’s silence for a minute.

      “Yes, I know,” Emma suddenly snaps.

      Another pause.

      “Well, maybe you should have checked with me first. It’s not my responsibility to babysit your friends’ sons.”

      More silence, longer than the past two breaks in the conversation as Emma’s mother replies.

      “No, you’re the one who doesn’t understand! I left things—people—behind here. It wasn’t easy to walk away back in high school, but I didn’t expect…” Her voice lowers. “I’m not sure I can walk away this time.”

      Surprise jolts through me with all the subtlety of an electric shock.

      “I’ve got to go, Mom. I’ll talk to you… later.”

      Approaching footsteps spur me into action. When Emma pokes her head into my room a few seconds later, I’m shoving the bag of toiletries into my duffel.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I reply.

      I follow her back into the main section of my house, making sure everything that should be is off and closed. I pull my jacket back on before yanking the door shut behind me.

      I head for my truck.

      Emma pauses by her SUV. “Can we take my car?”

      I turn, surveying the shiny black vehicle, I have no doubt cost a lot of money. “We’re going into the mountains, Emma.”

      “It’s all-wheel drive,” she replies. “Plus, it has heated seats.” She says the second sentence like it’s a trump card.

      I wait, but that’s the extent of her sales pitch. “That’s it? It’s all-wheel drive, and it has heated seats?”

      “Yup.” She pops the P.

      “Fine.” I sigh because I can’t seem to say no to this girl.

      Emma beams and then flings the keys at me. I manage to catch them midair. “Nice catch,” she tells me and then heads for the passenger side.

      I stash my duffel in the back, next to the three suitcases she packed.

      “It’s your car. Why aren’t you driving?” I grumble as I climb into the driver’s side.

      “I don’t know where I’m going,” she replies.

      I wave toward the dashboard. Half of it’s filled by a giant screen. “This spaceship doesn’t have navigation?”

      “Nah, it does.” She fiddles with some buttons. Turning on the heated seats, I’m guessing. “Do you want the steering wheel on too?”

      “What?” I reply, trying to figure out which controls slide the seat back. Emma’s tall, but I’m over six feet. My knees are practically under my chin.

      “Do you want the steering wheel heated?” she asks, like it’s a perfectly normal question to ask.

      “I’m not sure how you managed to live here for three years,” I tell her.

      She rolls her eyes and keeps adjusting the controls. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I study the fancy display before me for a minute and then look at the key she tossed me. There’s no actual metal piece or ignition to put it in. “How do I turn this thing on?”

      “It’s already on.”

      I look over at her. Emma has shed her heavy jacket, put her seat belt on, and has her feet up on the dash.

      “What?”

      “I started it remotely while we were still inside. That’s why the seats are already working. Isn’t your butt warm?”

      I eye her, trying to decide if she’s messing with me. It could easily go either way. Finally, I sigh and shift the car into drive. I’m not expecting the car to move, but it does, gliding forward silently.

      We reach the end of my driveway, and I tap the brakes. The car lurches to a stop like it was just yanked from behind.

      I swear, and Emma laughs.

      “Don’t be so rough, Caden.” Her eyes are dancing when I glance over. She’s amused by the innuendo rather than embarrassed. “What’s the address?”

      “I know how to get there. It’s why I’m driving, remember?”

      “You’re distracted by learning how to drive a car that was manufactured during this century,” she replies. As if on cue, the car starts beeping. “It’s fine. You just crossed the line,” she explains.

      I grit my teeth as I guide the car back to the right side of the road. “There was a biker. State law says three feet.”

      “The navigation shows the speed limit,” Emma teases. “You can follow every traffic law to the letter this whole trip.”

      “It’s 32 Ellsworth Lane.” I sigh.

      Emma types the address in. Seconds later, a man with a heavy accent I think is Australian tells me to turn left at the next stop sign.

      I look over at Emma. “Seriously?”

      She smirks. “Doesn’t he sound like he looks like Chris Hemsworth?”

      “No clue who that is.”

      “Thor, Caden.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess.” I glance over at her before I flick the blinker on. “That your type? Australian?”

      “I don’t really have a type. I just—”

      “You just what?”

      I keep my eyes on the road at first, but when she hesitates to reply, I look over again. She’s chewing her bottom lip.

      Finally, she responds, “I date guys who don’t remind me of you.”

      “You and Heather didn’t have tons in common,” I say quietly.

      Emma leans forward and turns on the stereo. I’m expecting nothing but static to come through the speakers, like the fuzziness I receive in my truck, but each station she flips through rings clear as a bell.

      She stops on a ’60s station and then leans back. “Now, you can pretend like you’re in your truck,” she teases.

      I smile and focus on the road. No way in hell am I admitting this to Emma, but this car handles like a dream. I barely have to press the accelerator or the brakes, and it responds instantly. Same with the steering wheel. I haven’t driven without gloves or numb fingers in months. By the time the heat in my truck starts working, I’ve usually reached my destination. Other cars pass us occasionally, but the roads are mostly empty.

      When we hit the highway, I glance over at Emma. She’s fast asleep, her blonde hair spread across the black leather and her mouth slightly open.

      I smile before looking back at the road. I haven’t been to Ellsworth in years, but I don’t have to rely on the Aussie’s instructions to navigate to the small cabin that holds the only positive memories I have of my father.

      Gradually, the scenery turns familiar. I haven’t been here since I was twelve, but I’ve clung to the time spent here. It’s engraved on my brain in a way few other moments are. I stare at the wood exterior of the cabin for a minute and then try to figure out how to shut the car off. I press a button that seems to turn everything off, but the engine is so quiet that I can’t tell for certain.

      I look over at Emma, who’s still fast asleep. “Emma,” I whisper. “Wake up.”

      Nothing.

      I lean closer, meaning to tug on her jacket. Instead, I just stare at her chest as it slowly rises and falls. At her peaceful expression and flushed skin.

      “Baby, wake up.” I didn’t mean to let the term of endearment slip out, but it feels intimate and domestic and right, the same way being here with her feels.

      Emma mumbles something, but her eyes stay closed. I shake my head. Then, inspiration strikes. I open my car door. Cold air rushes inside, stealing the warmth.

      Her eyes fly open, and her head jerks upright. “What the fu—”

      “It’s warm in the cabin,” I say. Then, I hop out and close the door before she has the chance to say another word.

      Her door opens as I grab two bags out of the trunk. She hasn’t put her coat back on yet, and I avert my eyes as soon as I catch the strip of bare flesh when she stretches.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” Emma tells me.

      “I tried to wake you up other ways.” I don’t elaborate on what those were.

      “Ugh, yeah. Sorry I passed out. I haven’t been sleeping great lately.”

      “It’s fine,” I reply. “The, uh, car looks off, right?”

      She just laughs and begins walking toward the cabin.

      I take that as a yes.
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      Back when we were in high school, Caden told me Ellsworth has been in his family for a long time. Long is a relative term. Running for half an hour feels long. I get a better sense of just how many years Caden was referring to as I study the cabin that appears to have withstood many a Maine winter. Decades’ worth, if I had to guess offhand.

      The cabin’s exterior is constructed of horizontal boards that have been weathered to a light shade of gray. The metal roof is darker, basically blending with the sunless sky. A brick chimney is tucked off to the right side.

      The ground is frozen terrain. An errant leaf encased in ice crunches beneath my boot as I head for the door. All the trees are ahead of us, dotting the ridge of the mountains that hover in the background. Nothing blocks the gale tearing across the open expanse of land before me with a high-pitched howl.

      I hurry toward the front porch, not bothering to pause and see if Caden is following me. I’ll break a window to get inside if I have to—it’s that cold.

      Before drastic measures have to be taken, I feel him behind me. Not hear because the wind is drowning out all other noise right now. But his presence seeps in, like a shadow passing over the sun. Rather than experience the transition from warmth to chill—my limbs are pretty much numb at this point—it’s a lack of awareness to its burning presence. I was comfortable in the car, enough so to pass out. Now, it’s dawning on me—actually more like hitting me with the force of a sledgehammer—that we’re completely alone out here. That it’s just me and Caden and the wilderness.

      He fiddles with the door’s lock, long enough that I’m worried we really will have to force our entry. But the door gives way a few seconds later. Caden gestures for me to enter first, so I do.

      I was hoping to be greeted by some warmth. Instead, there’s a decided lack of it. It’s warmer than it was outside, but not by much.

      The inside of the cabin is pretty much exactly what I expected based on the exterior. Nearly every visible surface is constructed from natural wood, and there’s more plaid present than I ever expected to see congregated in one place. The layout reminds me of Caden’s place, actually. I wonder if he’s cognizant of that. If he meant to choose a home that held reminders of his family’s history.

      He drops our bags by the door and heads for the wood stove. I wander toward the kitchen as he drops a few logs into the grate. Everything is tidy and clean.

      “You been here lately?”

      “No,” Caden replies. “A woman down the road looks after the place.” He shuts the grate. “I need to go get some more wood from the shed.”

      “Okay.”

      “Want to come with me? There’s a good view.”

      “Of the woodshed?” I ask incredulously.

      He grins. The boyish expression offers an enticement a building that stores logs failed to.

      “Um, yeah, sure.”

      I’m still wearing all my winter gear, so I trudge right back outside after him. The wind shelter of the cabin offered more warmth than I realized because the few minutes I spent inside were enough to make the transition outside feel like walking into a freezer. The wind whips, creating the sort of chill that slows blood to a sludge and seeps into marrow.

      I chatter my teeth dramatically, and Caden laughs.

      “It’s not that cold out.”

      “It can’t be more than twenty degrees out.”

      “Feels more like twenty-five to me.”

      “Wow. Did I say cold? Because I meant tropical.”

      He snorts. “Come on. It’ll be better if you’re moving.”

      I sincerely doubt motion or anything besides a hot bath or a roaring fire is going to make me feel like I’m not locked in a giant freezer, but I trudge after him anyway.

      The moonlight is the only reason I can see a foot in front of my face. It’s also the only reason I realize it’s started to snow. The flakes drift down from the sky silently. Softly. By the time we reach the small structure that I assume is the woodshed, they’ve begun to fall in quick succession. Covering everything—the brown grass and the bare tree branches—in a carpet of white I watch gradually grow. I can’t see the lights of the cabin anymore. I’m out in the pitch dark in the middle of nowhere during what looks to be the start of the blizzard. I should probably be worried. But I’m not.

      I was honest with Caden in the car earlier. I dated guys very different from him. Often rich. Usually assured, sometimes overly so. I don’t think any of them would appear this at ease out in the wilderness. I feel safe with him. Not like I have to rely on him, but that I could.

      “Heck of a trek for some wood,” I comment as we finally reach the shed.

      Caden opens the door, revealing the pile of logs neatly stacked inside.

      Caden chuckles. “This was the old fishing cabin. Easier to use it for storage than to build a new spot.”

      “Fishing?”

      “Yeah.” He drops a few logs of wood on the snow that’s just begun to cover the ground and closes the shed door.

      Rather than picking the pieces of wood up to carry, he grabs my gloved hand and pulls me forward. I open my mouth to ask him what he’s doing and then close my mouth when we round the edge of the shed and the question is answered for me.

      A frozen expanse of water stretches before us. A large pond or a small lake that we’re feet from the shore of. Moonlight reflects off the icy surface that’s beginning to gather snow, same as the rest of the scenery. There are no houses marking the border, no signs of any civilization. Pines rise in the distance, creeping upward on the slope of the mountains that mark this region, so far north that we’re close to leaving the country. Stars are sprinkled across the sky in silver pinpricks of light, blending with the falling flurries.

      Everything seems sharper here. High definition after fuzziness. Maybe it’s the cold night air that paints the scenery into clearer contrasts.

      “It’s nice,” I state.

      Caden snorts softly. At the conspicuous understatement, maybe. But he agrees. “Yeah.”

      I try to trace a pattern in the stars between bursts of white. “Do you still think about it ever? Flight school?”

      I keep my eyes on the sky, even when I feel his shift to me.

      “Yeah, I think about it.”

      I glance over to watch the breath escaping his mouth in tiny huffs, temporarily preserved before fading away in front of us.

      “The world must look pretty small from up there,” I say, turning my gaze back upward to study the sparks of light that decorate the inky sky like carelessly flung confetti. “These mountains. Trees. Me.” I huff a laugh. My breath hovers in the freezing air, same as his.

      “You’re impossible to miss, Emma.”

      I think—no, I know—that’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me. That’s what we all want. To be seen. Admired. Cherished.

      I’m abruptly annoyed. How dare he!

      “You can’t just go around saying shit like that to people,” I inform him.

      “Why not?” I don’t look at him, but I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “It’s… rude!”

      “Rude,” he repeats, still sounding amused.

      “Mmhmm.” I started digging this hole, and I’ll be damned if I give up before I reach China. “Really inconsiderate too.”

      “It was a compliment.”

      “It’s complicating things.”

      “They’re already complicated.”

      “Insults simplify things.”

      “You first.”

      I sigh. “You’re a terrible driver.”

      His disappointment is a tangible thing, mixing with the chilly air. He humors me, though. “You complain too much.” Then, because he’s Caden and the one person who never hesitates to call me out, he adds, “I’m running out of insults, Emma.”

      I say nothing, just tilt my head back to study the star-strewn sky for a minute longer.

      Yeah. Me too.

      The second time I stumble into the cabin, it is warm inside. Caden stacks the logs we—well, he—collected from the shed and shucks his jacket off. I do the same, leaving me in the soft fleece and leggings I pulled on this morning. I didn’t start the day intending to end up here, but I’m not surprised I did. Caden and I are unfinished business. We have been ever since I fled that emergency room nine years ago.

      He heads for the small kitchen after finishing with the wood.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making dinner. Unless you wanted to?”

      I roll my eyes as I trail after him, watching as Caden fills a pot with water and sets it on the stove. He opens an upper cabinet and pulls out a box of dried pasta, followed by a jar of tomato sauce. A deft twist and pop, and the jar is open. He dumps the contents into a small saucepan and turns the burner on.

      “Want a drink?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I reply, leaning against the butcher-block counter.

      Caden pulls a glass bottle of whiskey from one cabinet and then splashes some in two mugs he finds in another cabinet.

      “No pineapple juice, sorry,” he says as he holds one out to me.

      A reluctant smile tugs at my lips. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

      “That you pair pineapple juice with whiskey? That’s a combination too disgusting to forget.”

      I hold my mug out. “Cheers.”

      He taps his ceramic against mine. “Cheers.”

      My nose wrinkles as I take a sip of the amber liquid. It burns my tongue and then slides to my stomach in a fiery trail. Warmth follows closely behind, heating me from the inside out.

      Caden turns back to the stove to add the pasta to the boiling water. I wander through the cabin, stopping to study the sparse decorations. There aren’t any family photos, but there are a few old postcards and a couple of faded maps. I end up by the wood stove, soaking up its warmth as I sip more whiskey and stare out at the falling snow. It’s coated everything now, and it’s beginning to accumulate. I don’t look away until Caden calls out, telling me that dinner is ready.

      “This looks good,” I compliment as I walk over to the square table he’s set the plates out on.

      Steam rises from the red sauce coating the pasta.

      “We don’t keep it stocked with much,” Caden says. “Just the bare essentials and nothing perishable.”

      “I said it looks good, Caden, not inedible.”

      “It’s nothing fancy.”

      “I’m complimenting you,” I inform him.

      “Fine. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” I take a seat and spin my fork through the pasta, blowing on it before taking a bite. “It tastes good too.”

      Caden looks relieved. “Good.”

      No guy has ever cooked for me before. Anyone looking to impress me would probably take me to a fancy restaurant. I can’t think of any gourmet meal I’d rather eat than this pasta in a tiny cabin next to Caden.

      “Do you make pasta a lot?”

      He grins. “Yes.”

      That damn smile has the power to disrupt the rhythmic thud of my heart.

      “When were you last here?”

      “Eighth grade, right before he left for good. At first, I didn’t want to come back and make new memories without Davis. This place was like a time capsule of what it was like to have a father. Then… I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Of using or enjoying anything associated with him. The longer I stayed away, the harder it was to picture coming back here, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know what that’s like.”

      He smiles wryly. “Yeah, I guess you do.”

      “I brought this place up during the soccer game because I felt like I’d failed you by never coming back here with you. You didn’t need to… humor me.”

      He realizes what I’m trying to say. “I wouldn’t have come back if I didn’t want to. It’s healthy to make peace with the past, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm.

      Make peace? Is that code for move on? Is he talking about Ellsworth… or me? I want to enjoy this for a little longer before I press for those answers, so I change the subject.

      I ask him about Dartmouth. About his mom. About the police station. He questions me about Lancaster. About Saylor and my other friends. About California. We catch up like old friends until the candles on the table have sunk at least an inch.

      I help him clear the dishes. He washes while I dry. Our dates in high school never included any kitchen cleanup, but this feels as natural as so much else between us. Caden adds a couple more logs to the wood stove, which is now emanating a cozy warmth.

      While he’s stoking the fire, I spot something I missed during my earlier perusal of the living space—a guitar tucked in the corner by the bookshelf. I wander toward it, running my fingers over the carved wood and metal strings. When I glance up, Caden is already looking at me.

      “Please?”

      He walks over. “It probably hasn’t been played in years.”

      “Please?” I repeat.

      He lifts the guitar and walks over to the couch. “One song,” he says before sitting down.

      I sink down beside him, pulling my sock-clad feet up and resting my chin on my knees. I caught less than a minute of his performance at Piper and Cooper’s engagement party before Saylor called and I rushed outside, worried something was wrong.

      I listened to strains of the rest of his singing from outside Dawson’s. At the time, I was torn between disappointment over not being able to witness the full performance in person and relief I wouldn’t have to school my expression in front of half the town. I don’t have to worry about either right now.

      Caden starts singing. I can’t look away from his face. The intensity on it as he focuses on coaxing sound out of the guitar. Even to my untrained ear, I can tell he was right. The instrument hasn’t been played in a long time. It releases a thinner, reedier sound than it should. But his voice smooths it out and covers any imperfections. It caresses each note, wrapping around me like a warm blanket.

      My private concert ends too soon, but I don’t badger him for an encore. Too much of a good thing can hurt more than it heals.

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      He nods, resting the guitar against the arm of the couch.

      “What did you used to do here at night?” I ask.

      “Board games mostly. There’s no television.”

      “Want to play one?”

      “A board game?”

      I nod. He seems surprised but agrees. We settle on Sorry! and play three rounds before we both begin yawning.

      “You ready for bed?” Caden asks.

      Him asking me that in a husky tone erases any exhaustion, but I nod anyway. “You?”

      “I’d probably be asleep already if you weren’t sitting on my bed.”

      I glance down at the couch. “You’re planning on sleeping on the couch?”

      “This place only has one bedroom.”

      “You don’t need to sleep on the couch, Caden,” I say before standing and stretching.

      However much my body might crave it, my brain knows sex is a bad idea. All I’m suggesting is sleep, despite the fact that I want him. I have since the moment I met him, honestly. What made my fourteen-year-old self pick Caden Bennett out in a sea of boys in baseball caps, denim, and flannel, I don’t know. He didn’t either. I would read the uncertainty when he caught another guy staring at me. I enjoyed the possessiveness, well aware Caden didn’t lay claim to much. I mattered to him, and I appreciated that he showed it.

      Leaving was never a matter of not choosing him. It was a product of truths and mistakes my seventeen-year-old self wasn’t equipped to process.

      I don’t have to decide to love him—I never stopped.

      I have to decide if I’m willing to risk putting myself through the potential for pain again. With Caden, my heart is on the line in a way it’s never been with anyone else. In a way that could result in the organ getting stuffed through a meat grinder.

      It’s not just mine on the line. He’s tied to Hayden in a way I’m not. In a way I don’t really know if I want to be. It’s a place that’s seen too much, knows too much.

      Only one of my suitcases is standing up next to the door when I head over to retrieve it. I sigh.

      “What?” Caden asks.

      “I’m pretty sure the suitcase with my pajamas is still in the car.”

      “You mean, one of the other two you brought?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes.”

      He mimics me but moves to put on his coat. “I’ll go get it.”

      “No, it’s fine,” I say quickly. “I’m sure I can find something to wear in this one.” I tap the one suitcase that did make it inside. I don’t want Caden viewing me as a high-maintenance city girl. I can survive in the elements just fine—as long as there’s running water and heat.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nod.

      “Okay. I’m going to get ready for bed.”

      He disappears into the bathroom, leaving me to wheel my suitcase into the back bedroom. It’s small and neat, just like the rest of the cabin. The bed is at least a double, probably a queen. The walls are lined with the same dark wood as the rest of the living space. A rocking chair sits in the corner, next to a three-legged table.

      I turn my suitcase on its side and kneel in front of it to unzip the contents. It only takes a few seconds of sorting to confirm what I already suspected—this suitcase contains an assortment of clothes suitable for a nice dinner out, not a night in the woods. Asking Caden to come here with me wasn’t part of the flimsy plan I arrived in Hayden with; it was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I didn’t pack for a wilderness exploration.

      “Still sure I shouldn’t head out to the car?”

      I startle at the sound of Caden’s voice behind me.

      “Nope, I’m good.” I shut the top of my suitcase before he has a chance to get a look at the contents.

      But I’m too slow, clearly.

      “You’re planning to sleep in a fur coat and sparkly pants?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I tell him.

      “So damn stubborn,” Caden observes. He rummages through his own bag and then holds out a neatly folded gray T-shirt. “You can wear this.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, taking it. The fabric smells like him.

      “Did you pack my old ball cap in there with your clubbing attire?”

      Embarrassment swamps me until I realize how he could possibly know I saved his ball cap from high school. “So, you did go snooping through my apartment,” I accuse as my cheeks warm. Fuck, I’m blushing.

      I hope it’s dim enough in here that he can’t tell. Based on Caden’s smirk, he can.

      He shrugs maddeningly. “Maybe.”

      I huff before heading into the bathroom. I’m well aware that of the two offenses, stealing probably trumps snooping, but I’m not about to acknowledge that. Of course, because he’s Caden, he’s probably aware that this is my attempt to cover embarrassment and is too nice to call me out on it.

      When I emerge from the bathroom—face washed, teeth brushed, and wearing his T-shirt—Caden is struggling with the fitted bedsheet. I step forward to help, trying to ignore the goose bumps that spread as his gaze skims my bare legs. We make the bed in silence. The whole time, I battle déjà vu. Just like with cleaning up dinner, this feels like a ritual we’ve done before. Maybe that’s just how life feels when you’re facing tasks—the easy and the hard—with someone you trust completely.

      Slipping under crisp, clean sheets is one of my favorite feelings in the world. I wash mine more than I should, just to relish it as often as possible. I might have slept with Caden before, but I’ve never slept with him. He lies down beside me, dipping the mattress on the left side. Seconds later, the light flickers off. I can hear the distant crackle of the wood burning in the stove and the howl of the wind outside, but they’re both ambient sounds. I’m far more focused on the rhythmic breathing to my right. My heart races, and my blood whooshes as awareness floods my body.

      “Good night, Emma,” he says.

      “Night,” I respond.

      We both lie in silence. For long enough that I’m not sure if he’s still awake when I say his name.

      But he responds instantly, “Yeah?”

      “I want things to end differently this time. I’m just not sure if they can. Insanity is doing the same thing over again and expecting a different result. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt you. Let you down.” Again, I add silently.

      “I’m not expecting a different result,” Caden replies. “But I might be hoping for one.”

      There are twenty-six letters in the English language. They form an infinite number of combinations. There’s not a single one—word or phrase—that conveys how I’m feeling right now.

      He thinks I’m hesitating because I’m unsure.

      I know I’m hesitating because I’m so sure that it’s scary.

      An uncertain number of minutes later, I fall asleep.
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      Emma’s eyes are half-closed when she stumbles into the cabin’s kitchen the following morning.

      “Morning,” I greet cheerfully. “Sleep well?”

      I know she didn’t. I heard every squeak of the bedsprings as she tossed and turned last night. Felt each shift of the mattress and covers. I’ve always been a light sleeper. It’s convenient when I’m on call at the station. Not for much else.

      Emma grunts as she makes a beeline for the coffeemaker. She must be relying on scent to find the caffeine since her eyes aren’t fully open yet.

      “I have to go into work tonight,” I tell her.

      I didn’t bring up our departure last night, mostly because I wanted to pretend like we could stay here forever. Or at least another full day. But I woke up to a text from Chief Parsons, asking if I could come in for the six p.m. shift after all. I’d never been more tempted to beg off a shift, but I didn’t. If I let her, Emma will bulldoze my whole life. I can’t let her. For one, it’s not healthy. And two, it’ll hurt that much more if we end… badly.

      “I have to be back in Hayden by six, but I was thinking we could…”

      Emma finishes pouring her coffee and then turns to look at me. She sputters, sending drops of coffee flying through the air. The sputtering devolves into a full coughing fit. She’s hacking so hard that she has to set down her coffee cup on the counter. When she’s stopped choking, she takes another sip of coffee and then clears her throat.

      Her eyes are open now. And watering.

      “You okay?” I ask once I’m certain I won’t have to perform CPR or anything.

      “Fine.” She clears her throat again. Takes another sip of coffee. “Bit cold to be walking around half-naked, no?”

      “I’m plenty warm.” I send her a sunny smile as I make my way to the fridge to grab the butter.

      Making breakfast sans shirt is not the most mature move. I blame the fact that I didn’t get much sleep last night either. Not only did her restlessness make it feel like I was trying to sleep atop a bouncy house, but I also had the echo of her voice saying, “I want things to end differently this time,” bouncing around in my brain.

      Emma’s brazen approach to life can drive me crazy. Her reckless streak is also one of my favorite things about her.

      Emma walks to the island and takes a seat on one of the stools as I start making eggs.

      “Scrambled still your favorite?”

      “Um, yeah. Thanks.” She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth and then looks away, out at the snow that accumulated to several inches of white fluff overnight. “Where did the eggs come from?”

      “There’s a general store about a mile away.”

      “You left? And drove?”

      “Once you finally fell asleep, you were pretty out of it.”

      As I make breakfast, she rolls her eyes before continuing to drink her coffee, stealing glances at me between sips. I pretend not to notice.

      Emma’s eyebrows crawl up her forehead when I set a steaming plate of eggs down in front of her. She leans forward and sticks her fork in them, studying the yellow food before taking a tentative bite.

      “This is good,” she compliments after washing it down with a swig of coffee. “Really good. You can actually cook.”

      I chuckle. “Pasta and eggs aren’t all that complicated.”

      She mutters something under her breath that sounds like, “They are to me.”

      We eat breakfast in silence for a minute before she speaks again.

      “You have to work?” she asks suddenly, as if just recalling our conversation earlier. Although I was the only one talking, so I’m not sure it actually qualified as a conversation.

      “Yeah,” I confirm. “Not until tonight, though. I was thinking we could go for a hike this morning. It’s pretty here, especially with the snow.”

      She contemplates this as she chews. “Are you going to wear a shirt?”

      “Does me not wearing a shirt bother you?”

      “Not at all. Abs? They’re like white noise.”

      I smirk. “Really? Nothing you haven’t seen before?”

      “Nope,” she replies breezily.

      But I don’t miss how her eyes take in the view like she’s trying to memorize it, same as I did during what I fondly refer to as Washing Machine–gate.

      After breakfast, we both bundle up. I brought in Emma’s other two suitcases when I ran out for breakfast supplies, so she has full access to her wardrobe. I don’t bother to hide my smirk when she emerges from the bedroom, wearing two sweaters, a scarf, a hat, and a pair of fluffy socks.

      The sun is out now, but the snow hasn’t begun to melt. The temperature hovers in the high twenties, cold and crisp. Despite the occasional draft, the wood stove did a good job of tempering the chill outside. Emma sucks in a sharp breath as we descend the cabin stairs. We walk in silence to start, the steady press of snow as we tramp forward, the only sound aside from the occasional bird call.

      “It’s so pretty,” Emma comments.

      The scenery surrounding us looks straight off a holiday postcard. Snow coats every visible surface. The only glimpses of color amid the white are what the errant gusts of wind have revealed—the flash of a brown tree trunk or an evergreen bough. The sky is a perfect, cloudless blue, draping the snow in bright sunshine that makes the white crystals sparkle. The occasional bird startles, squawking its dismay before fleeing.

      “Yeah, it is,” I agree.

      It’s the sort of view you think you know what it’s like to see until you actually do. The world is a big, big place, filled with a lot of people who end up in a lot of different places. Out here in the middle of nowhere, it seems like a small miracle my path ever crossed with Emma’s.

      Neither of us says much during the walk up the side of the mountain. The silence is broken by Emma’s sharp exhale when she catches a glimpse of the view we’ve been hiking toward.

      “Wow.”

      “Nice, right?”

      We’re overlooking the pond that borders the woodshed. The frozen water is spread before us, like a massive puddle covered with a flawless carpet and lined with pines.

      Emma slides her phone out of her pocket and snaps a few photos. “Come here,” she instructs.

      Rather than argue or ask why, I comply, crowding her space so closely that I’m pressing the fabric of my jacket against hers.

      “Smile.”

      I do. She snaps three photos and then lowers the phone to look at the result.

      “We look happy,” she states, studying it.

      “Yeah,” I agree, “we do.”

      Blonde hair is blowing across Emma’s face, but her broad smile is obvious beneath the errant strands.

      “Stealing your hat didn’t have anything to do with me leaving. I just… wanted to have a piece of you. Even when you weren’t that far away.”

      I look over, but she’s staring straight ahead. Out over the sharp decline that leads to the frozen pond.

      “I planted buttercups.”

      “What?”

      “My yard. When everything isn’t dead… my yard is filled with buttercups. There’s barely any grass. It’s all yellow in the spring.”

      “I—you didn’t move there until after college, though. Years after I left.”

      “Way to make me sound pathetic, Watkins.”

      She half-laughs but is too busy staring at me in shock to fully commit to the sound of amusement. “That’s not. I just—I mean, I didn’t think…”

      “You didn’t think I thought about you, Emma? Not once in the past nine years before you sped into town like someone was chasing you?”

      She rolls her eyes at my characterization of her driving but then turns serious. “Honestly? I wasn’t sure.”

      “I did, Emma.”

      “You never came after me.”

      “In a city of eight million? Where was I supposed to start? You never came back.”

      “I know. I just never knew… if you’d held on, how long you held on for.”

      “I was in love with you, Emma.” It’s the truth, but there’s a false note at the end. The past tense doesn’t fully apply.

      “Yeah, well… you never told me that either.”

      “We can’t stay stuck in the past and move forward, Emma.”

      This feels like a fitting place to let those words out, over the gaping sprawl of the mountainside and the broad yawn of the blue sky above us. A view promising possibilities.

      “I know,” she agrees. “Should we head back?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      We’re both lost in our own thoughts for the descent down the mountain. It feels like another world here with the heavy frozen water weighing down the branches, muffling most movement. Everything is quiet and still and white.

      Pristine.

      Peaceful.

      One of those moments that makes you dwell on hopes and dreams. Get lost in your own head and think, What would make this perfect?

      I like my life. But I fall prey to those niggling wonderings in the back of my mind, the way many people do. When you have something, it’s easy to crave something more. More money. More material items. More opportunities.

      Walking along land that I can picture my parents crossing—back in the easy days when tempers were longer and memories happier—with Emma is one of the few times in my life where I feel completely content. I needed to come back here. It wouldn’t have meant as much without her, though. The girl I gave my heart to without realizing that came with a no-return policy.

      I can tell myself whatever I’d like about managing my expectations when it comes to us. But I suddenly know with total certainty that I would have handed it over to her anyway. Anything to ensure we eventually made it to this moment.

      It takes us longer to return to the cabin than the trip up the mountain did. When we arrive back, it’s already after lunch. We eat and then play another game of Sorry! Then a second one because I won the first and my assurances that the board game was based purely on luck clearly weren’t enough for Emma’s pride. I pull out the guitar and play a few more songs. I don’t play “Build Me Up Buttercup” though. I hate the song as much as I love it.

      Eventually, we can’t delay the departure any longer. Emma carries her bags out to the car while I go around the cabin, double-checking that everything is shut off and in its proper place. Not that it matters much anyway. A caretaker comes in weekly now. My mom started renting out the cabin a few years ago—from Christmas to mid-summer. She leaves it empty the rest of the year on purpose, but this is the first time I’ve ever taken advantage of it.

      I do a final sweep and grab my duffel bag before walking out the front door and closing the heavy wood behind me. Emma is walking back up to the porch.

      “I’ll lock the door. You can clean off the car,” she tells me.

      One of the pines has unceremoniously dumped a pile of fresh snow on the car it took me twenty minutes to clean off this morning. I roll my eyes before handing her the house keys and trudging over to the car.

      Emma reappears just as I’m brushing off the final remnants of snow. I don’t comment on the suspicious timing. I finish clearing off the windshield and turn to her.

      “You got everything?” I check.

      We’re only a couple of hours from Hayden. It wouldn’t be that difficult to come back and retrieve anything—hell, it’s an excuse I’d love to have—but I don’t have any guarantee Emma will be in Hayden. I’ve put off and put off any conversation about her future plans, hoping reminders of what we were like might be enough to make her stay.

      “Yup,” Emma replies.

      She holds out the key to the front door. I reach out and grab it, but she doesn’t let go of the other end of the metal the way I expect her to.

      She stares at me as she hangs on to it. The snowy white backdrop makes her gray eyes appear darker in contrast, more flint than silver. I cock an eyebrow, waiting for her to make the first move. To give me some indication of where she’s planning to take this.

      I should be in a rush. It’s already later than we should have left. I’ve pushed our time here to the furthest limits I could. I’ll have to speed to get back to Hayden in time for my shift—which will no doubt delight Emma and result in several pointed comments involving the word hypocrite.

      I can’t talk my body into moving, though. It’s hard to do when there’s nowhere else you’d rather be.

      “Thank you,” she says softly.

      “For what?” I murmur.

      “For bringing me here. For not acting indifferent when I came back. For… being you.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I don’t say anything. I just soak in the sight before me.

      The blonde hair dancing in the wind that’s pulling strands out of her ponytail.

      The luminous glow of the sun shining on the white blanket that turned the whole landscape into a shimmering entity.

      The pines dotting the landscape, offering a brief flash of evergreen here and there.

      She’s never looked less put together. Or more beautiful. This is the Emma that only belongs to me. She’s letting me see it.

      You’ll always have this, I tell myself.

      If she signs away the mill, puts Hayden in her rearview mirror, and never looks back, I’ll always have this picture of her in my head.

      She steps forward. Snow crunches. I can’t remember ever being so excruciatingly aware of another person’s proximity before. Awareness tingles, racing up my spine and down my nerve endings. A bolt of lust heads straight for my dick. Emma is bundled in faux fur and down, still at least a foot from me. That’s how wild this woman makes me feel.

      “When you pulled me over, I was furious with you. How domineering it was. Rude. Cocky. Ridiculous.” She spits the insults out like they’re compliments. “I was barely speeding, and you should have been saving some kitten trapped in a tree someplace.”

      I roll my eyes. “I think you’re confusing police work with firemen…” The end of the sentence trails off as an exhale when she takes another step forward.

      Our jackets are touching. I can feel the steam from her breaths hit my face before it dissipates in the cold air.

      “But what really pissed me off was how much I wanted to do this.”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to talk. React. Think.

      She kisses me.

      Her body is no longer brushing mine; it’s pressing against it. She finally lets go of the key, and I barely have the presence of mind to keep my own hold on it as her hands trail upward and find the exposed skin of my neck. A shiver that has nothing to do with the outside temperature works its way through me as her fingers scrape my scalp.

      I tug her to me, growling in her mouth as she bites down gently on my bottom lip. Fire simmers and spreads. The scenery I was admiring just a minute ago is a haze of white. I’m fully focused on sensation. How it feels like it’s been forever since we did this, but nowhere near the nine years it’s actually been. She’s kissing me without hesitation, without fear. Her tongue touches mine, and I can’t restrain the groan that spills out. Rather than scaring her off, it spurs Emma on. Her teeth graze my lip, her fingers slide upward to fist in my hair, and I’m gone. Lost in the place where only she and I exist. Blood courses through my body with the force of a riptide, spreading the addictive rush. If she’d kissed me like this last night, I wouldn’t have gotten any sleep at all.

      Everywhere she’s pressing against me burns. Her touch leaves invisible marks on my skin. I feel alive. Feel like if there’s an ideal way to die, it’s this.

      Each careful moment from this trip—from the second she stepped out of the car and hit me with the gray eyes I dream about—is shattered. All my good intentions and tiptoeing around and plans to guard my heart? Gone. Maybe I should be annoyed or ashamed. It takes so little for her to wreck me.

      I just feel alive.

      Cold and warm and aware of the fact that this is a kiss I’ll smile about ever experiencing in fifty years.

      Emma pulls back and bites her bottom lip, making me wish I could do the same. Her cheeks are stained pink. She smiles, and it’s a tentative one. She’s waiting to see how I’ll react.

      “You’re still a good kisser.” It’s the first coherent thought that crosses my mind, and it spills out before I can think through to decide if that’s the thing to say right now.

      It seems all right because Emma laughs. “Yeah. Back at you, Bennett.”

      She winks and turns, rounding the back of the car and heading for the passenger door.

      Leaving me with a stupid, sappy smile on my face.

      And the realization I’m still in love with Emma Watkins.
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      The car is silent as we drive back toward Hayden. It’s not an uncomfortable one, but it is a loaded one. Each of us has a finger on the trigger, waiting to see who will fire first.

      Caden smiled, but a furrow appeared between his eyebrows when I pulled away from our kiss. It’s still there now, even as he focuses on the freshly plowed road. I’m trying to avoid looking at him because I know I’ll inevitably glance at his lips. Once I do that, I might kiss him again. Which would be a bad idea for many reasons—one of the main ones being that he’s driving.

      I stare out the window, stubbornly staying silent. If I talk, then he’ll talk. I’ll have to explain myself.

      My current explanation is, I wanted to kiss you, so I did. I’m well aware it needs work. Elaboration. It was a thanks for bringing me here, fuck it impulse. I don’t regret it, but I do recognize it was probably a bad move.

      At best, I’m complicating things. A kiss is undoubtedly worse than a compliment.

      At worst, I’m giving Caden false hope. Setting myself up for heartbreak.

      A second chance is something I want with him. Actually pursuing it is another matter entirely.

      I’m leaning toward walking away from soccer. More than leaning. Like I told Saylor, it’s never been my dream. I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, of the blood, sweat, and tears that were all shed during my journey to becoming a professional athlete. I like the purpose. The camaraderie. The time and energy it takes, which helped me to forget a tiny town in Maine I never fully could. I won’t miss it though. I don’t think about the sport if I’m not out on the field, practicing or in the midst of a game.

      Considering another career in the hypothetical sense is very different from walking away, though. It might not fill the holes in my heart, but I have good friends in LA. A house. A life.

      Caden has all the same things here.

      I’m jerked out of my thoughts when Caden suddenly pulls over on the side of the highway.

      Shit. I haven’t decided what to say to him yet. Maybe you shouldn’t have kissed him then, Emma.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt. Apologies are a safe place to start. Right?

      He glances over at me. “What?”

      “I’m sorry for kissing you. I know I’m sending mixed signals and that we need to talk about—”

      Caden cuts me off. “We have a flat tire.”

      “What? You’re sure? I’ve never had a flat tire—”

      “I’m sure,” he interrupts me again. He flicks on the hazards and then climbs out of the car, letting an icy gust of wind in before shutting the door behind him.

      I stay put for about thirty seconds before I zip up my coat and climb out after him.

      He’s crouched down by the back right tire. Cars are zooming past us, their speed exacerbated by the fact that we’re standing still. It’s exhilarating and overwhelming—pretty much exactly how I always feel around him.

      I slam my door shut and shove my hands in my pockets as I walk over to him. “You know how to change a tire?”

      “Yep. One thing Davis taught me. He wanted my help, fixing his truck up.” The bitter note in Caden’s voice is impossible to miss as he removes the hubcap.

      Despite the storm brewing in his tone, I finally bring up the topic I’ve been too uncertain to ask him until right now. It wasn’t my place before, and it probably isn’t now either. But I say it anyway as I sink down beside him. “I heard he came back not too long ago.”

      When I left, Caden hadn’t seen his father since he was twelve. Based on Aidan’s comments at the mill, that’s another thing that changed in my absence.

      Caden doesn’t glance away from the lug nuts he’s unscrewing as he answers, “Yep.”

      “Bad visit?”

      A dry what the hell do you think chuckle is his only response.

      “What did he want?”

      “According to him? Forgiveness.”

      “And according to you?”

      The screws holding the tire to the car get a particularly rough tug. “Money.”

      “You don’t think people can change?”

      “I don’t think my father can. He stayed until there was money. Didn’t wait around for any forgiveness.”

      “I’m sorry, Caden.”

      He looks at me for the first time since I left the car. “Don’t feel too bad for me. I had plenty of fun, brandishing my badge and gun at him.”

      I smile. “He hates that you still live here?”

      “Yep. My mother and I turned the town against him, if you ask him. Took his home.” He shrugs. “He’s always been an ass. Nothing new. I had… Beau.”

      I stiffen at the mention of my father’s—still strange to think that—name. “Did me leaving mess things up between you and Beau?”

      He doesn’t answer, which gives me one.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t… I’m sorry.”

      My seventeen-year-old self never even considered that turning my back on my father might result in Caden losing the closest thing to one he had. Spontaneous decisions don’t leave time for much—any—assessment of repercussions.

      “Who told you?” A tire hits the road as he deftly swaps out the flat with the spare.

      “Huh?” I act like I don’t know what he’s asking because I have a sneaking suspicion I know exactly what he’s asking. It’s the other reason I didn’t want to bring his dad’s return up. I’m also distracted by the efficient dexterity of his hands as he starts reattaching the spare. It would have taken me this long to just take the hubcap off.

      Sure enough, Caden has his I’m calling bullshit face on. The one he wears around me a lot. “Who told you about my dad coming back, Emma?”

      I sigh. “You know who.”

      Caden mutters something under his breath.

      “Be nice. I’m sitting on the cold, frozen ground, so I can hand you tools if you need them,” I inform him.

      “You don’t need to be sitting on the ground at all,” he grumbles. “I told you to stay in the car.”

      “If I’d stayed in the car, who would have kept your frown company?”

      Knowing Caden, he tries to hold the sour expression just to be stubborn, but he doesn’t succeed. A few minutes later, he’s wheeling the flat tire toward the back of the car and tucking it away in the trunk.

      I stand and swipe at the snow and salt clinging to my coat before climbing back into the car. Caden reappears beside me a minute later, pulling off the black hat he was wearing, his fingers tugging through the short brown strands.

      “We should be good now,” he says before slowly easing the car back onto the highway.

      “Is this going to get you in trouble? At work?” I glance purposely at the clock on the dashboard, which suggests there’s no chance Caden will make it back to Hayden on time for his shift.

      “Not the sort you mean.”

      “What sort?”

      Caden sighs. “Pete will give me some shit. Coop too, probably. I didn’t… tell them about this trip.”

      “Oh.” I pause.

      I figured he’d texted Cooper and Pete, the same way I’d messaged Saylor. Once I have cell service again, I have a feeling I’ll have a lot of missed calls.

      I think him not telling them about this trip is a bad sign. That he thinks they won’t approve or he isn’t expecting there to be anything to discuss. More pressing concerns chase those fears from my mind when Caden pulls off the highway again less than fifteen minutes later.

      “What’s wrong now?” If my car has some sort of other issue, I’ll admit to him that we should have taken his truck.

      “Just getting gas.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I hop out of the car when he pulls up to the pump. “I’m grabbing a water. Do you want anything?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” he replies.

      I nod in acknowledgment before heading for the small convenience store located behind the gas station. Halfway to the door, my phone begins vibrating in my pocket. I pull it out to see notification after notification piling up on the screen. There was Wi-Fi at the cabin, but aside from the communication with Saylor, I didn’t spend much time on my phone. I have missed calls from my mom; unanswered texts from a teammate in LA, asking about training; and a series of Instagram notifications from one of my best friends, Cressida, who tags me in every Twenty-Five to One meme she comes across.

      I shove my phone back in my pocket with a sigh and head inside the small store. The cashier standing behind the packs of gum at the counter startles, quickly dropping his phone out of sight and brushing his shaggy hair out of his face. He’s young, close to my age if I had to guess.

      “Hey,” I greet, giving him a smile.

      “Hey.” He loses the deer-in-the-headlights look and straightens, returning my smile with a friendly one that edges toward appreciative as he looks me over. “You don’t look like the truckers that come through here.”

      “High praise. Thanks.” I head for the cooler that lines the back wall and grab a bottle of chilled water from it. Poland Spring is all they stock, of course.

      “I just meant you don’t look like you’re from around here.”

      “I’m not,” I confirm as I drop the water on the counter and pull my credit card out of my jacket pocket.

      “We don’t get many tourists passing through this time of year. They head to the ski resorts mainly.”

      “I hate skiing,” I tell him. “Broke my leg when I was eight.”

      “Maybe you need a better instructor. I snowboard, you know.”

      “Now that you’ve told me, yes, I do.”

      He smirks and then says, “You’re sassy,” like it’s an anthropological observation.

      “I’ve been called worse,” I reply, smirking. I study the assortment of gum, and then I pull out a pack of Doublemint and toss it on the counter. “That too, please.”

      The cashier takes his time, ringing up the two items. Longer than I thought it could take to scan a bottle of water and a pack of gum.

      Since he doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to rush the interaction along, I take a stab at small talk. “Slow day, huh?”

      “They’re mostly slow.”

      “Have you worked here for long?”

      He nods. “My parents own the place. They’ve been having a tough time of things lately, so I came back home to help out.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “That’s life, right? The bad parts help you appreciate the good.”

      A more insightful observation than I expected. I’m used to my interactions while purchasing items extending no further than surface-level pleasantries, filled in with repetitive, expected discourse.

      “I guess so,” I agree.

      “So… what are you doing here?”

      “I was visiting a cabin with…” I have no idea how to categorize my current relationship with Caden. Friend? Old friend? Good friend? Ex-boyfriend? Guy I just kissed? “I was visiting a cabin.”

      “Huh.” He finally swipes my credit card.

      A gush of cold wind announces Caden’s arrival. “Are you buying the whole store? What’s taking so long?”

      “Oh, you’re in a rush now?” I reply, grabbing the water and pocketing the gum.

      Caden doesn’t respond. When I glance over, I see he’s studying the cashier.

      When I make eye contact with the cashier, he glances at my credit card and then holds it out to me. “Here you go. How do you pronounce your name?”

      His eyes twinkle, making me think he’s made some assumptions about my awkward fumble earlier and Caden’s annoyance that are probably close to correct, if not completely accurate.

      Caden answers before I can, “You’ve never met anyone named Emma before?”

      I elbow Caden—hard—for that comment. “I’m sorry”—I squint at the name tag he’s wearing—“Joey. My boyfriend gets super cranky when he hasn’t had any water, and it’s been a long drive. It was really nice to meet you.”

      I smile before I herd Caden out the door.

      “Gum?” I ask, popping a piece in my mouth.

      “I’m good. Go offer some to the gas station guy, and then you can make out with him.”

      And… we’re doing this now.

      “Don’t be a dick, Caden. It’s beneath you.”

      He scoffs. “You think I like feeling—acting—like this? That I planned to give you a speeding ticket if you ever set foot in town?” He looks away, at the pickup truck pulling away from the pump and heading back toward the highway. “Dammit, Emma! Don’t you know I wish I could act indifferent around you? That I could not care if other guys are eye-fucking you in front of me? That I could look the other way when it comes to you? That I could ignore you like my dad? I. Can’t. Especially after you just fucking kissed me.”

      We reach the car, but neither of us makes any attempt to climb inside.

      “I came back to get rid of the mill, Caden.”

      “I know.” He folds his arms and looks away.

      “I didn’t think—I didn’t even know if I’d see you when I was back, much less… I had no idea it would still feel like this.”

      “Feel like what?”

      I take a deep breath. Cross my arms right back at him. Wait until he looks at me and meet his gaze straight on. “You want me to tell you I’m in love with you in a gas station parking lot?”

      “Last time, you were bleeding, crying, and about to disappear for nine years. We could have this conversation in a dumpster, and it would be a step up.”

      I huff. “Fine. I love you. I’m still in love with you. But—”

      He steps forward, sandwiches my face between his two hands, and plants a searing kiss on my mouth. I stop breathing. I think I’m standing, but I can’t be certain. If I am upright, it’s thanks to his grip on me.

      I’m floating.

      Falling.

      Flying.

      Love is a simple word. Four letters. One syllable. Yet it holds the power to start wars and end them. Inspire and destroy. Break hearts… and glue them back together again.

      Caden pulls away just enough to separate our lips. His forehead rests against mine. “We can talk about buts later.”

      “Yours or mine?”

      He shakes his head, but I don’t miss the way his lips curve up in the corners. It makes me want to kiss him again. “Smart-ass.”

      “You love it,” I tease.

      “I love you, Buttercup,” he corrects. “I tolerate the running commentary. Now, get in your fancy car before something else happens to it.”

      I let him see my goofy smile. “Lots of well-made cars get flat tires. Your truck probably would have collapsed.”

      He rolls his eyes and heads for the driver’s seat. I open the passenger door and climb in beside him.

      It feels normal. Easy. He complains about the Australian navigation, so I turn up the music as a compromise.

      It feels normal.

      But…

      “I love you, Buttercup.”

      I want to stare at a billboard spelling out those words for the rest of my life.

      I live in a city with lots of billboards.

      Just none that will ever read that.
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      “Thank God! He’s alive!” Pete exclaims dramatically when I walk out of the locker room in a clean uniform. He was on the phone when I entered the station.

      “You saw me yesterday, Pete,” I reply, tossing my jacket on the back of my chair and heading for the small kitchenette to make myself a cup of coffee.

      “I also went by your place last night. No lights, and your truck was in the driveway.”

      “What were you doing at my place?”

      “We both had the night off, Bennett. Western movies and beer are a time-honored tradition. Didn’t think I needed to remind you. Which reminds me… where the hell were you last night?”

      I’m silent as I pour leftover coffee in a mug and then stick it in the microwave. The mug spins around slowly, about as fast as my mind is working, as I search for an excuse. I wasn’t expecting—planning—to share any explanations about Emma. Yet. I won’t be able to avoid it forever. I was hoping to have a firmer idea of where she and I stood first.

      She said I love you. Kissed me.

      But I didn’t miss the fact that neither of those actions was accompanied by concrete plans. Firm decisions. She might be considering walking away from soccer, but she hasn’t. She doesn’t live in Hayden either.

      Ellsworth was an escape from reality. Now, we both have to face the music.

      “Caden?” Pete prompts.

      “I went up to Ellsworth.”

      The microwave beeps. I grab my mug and turn to see that his eyes have widened. He’s heard me mention the cabin before.

      I drop the second bomb. “With Emma.”

      Pete looks pained. He might not have brought her up, but he knew where my head was this past week, in the aftermath of the New York trip. Most notably, the run-in with Emma’s… something and the conversation in the hallway I think they all overheard and were too nice to mention.

      “Caden…”

      “I know, okay? I don’t really want to talk about it. Not yet.”

      Pete looks worried, and he has a right to be. He was the one who would find me drunk as a skunk by the firepit for weeks after she left last time.

      “I know it’s a possibility this time,” I add. “I’m not a naive kid who thinks she’ll stay.”

      “Caden, I like Emma. I really do. And, fuck, it’s not like I don’t see the appeal…”

      I glare.

      “She left, Bennett. She will again. I knew there was a chance in high school, and I didn’t want to be the one to break it to you then. But I’m not willing to watch you go through that again. She’s not the sort of woman who bakes pies for Sunday dinner with your mama.”

      “I don’t have Sunday dinner with my mother.”

      Pete rolls his eyes. “I know, but don’t act like you don’t know what I mean. She’s not going to be happy here. She might try, for your sake, but all it will end with is more heartbreak for the both of you. The only reason I stayed out of it when she first arrived is because I didn’t think you were stupid enough to fall for her again. Say goodbye this time, get some closure, and move on.”

      I bristle at how easy he makes it sound. “I tried that. Didn’t work.”

      The bathroom door opens, revealing a sheepish-looking Cooper. “Hey, Caden. Was getting awkward.”

      I watch as he closes the door and walks over to me and Pete. “You’ve been in the bathroom this whole time?”

      “I stopped by to see you guys after work, and then I stuck around to see if we were going to have to send out a search party for you. Sounds like no, right? Great news!”

      I sigh.

      Pete glances at Cooper. “Back me up here, Coop.”

      Cooper sighs. “Let Caden make his own choices. He’s not an idiot.”

      I scoff. “Thanks for the ringing endorsement, man.”

      “Why did she come back this time?” Pete questions. “Did something happen with Grace and Andy?”

      “I’m not sure,” I lie. “We didn’t discuss it.”

      Pete snorts. “Jesus, Caden. Did you get any answers before you thought with only your dick?”

      “What we discuss is none of your business,” I snap.

      “I don’t think he got laid,” Cooper observes. “He’s too grumpy.”

      I glower at him. I’m pretty sure he’s just trying to deflect Pete’s question, seeing as he and I both know Emma’s visit has a lot more to do with the mill than with me or my dick, but there are other ways he could have done it.

      The phone rings, and Pete heads to his desk to answer it.

      “I’d better get home,” Coop tells me. Seizing the opportunity to get out of here before Pete and I get into it again, I’m guessing. “Piper will wonder what’s taking me so long.”

      I smile. “Night, man.”

      He punches my shoulder as he passes me. “Hope you had a nice trip.”

      I nod. Cooper waves at Pete and then heads out the door. The bell above it jingles merrily as he departs.

      Pete hangs up the phone a minute later. “Call from Lucille White,” he tells me. “Thought she heard someone rummaging around outside again.”

      “Okay.” I grab my jacket and pull it back on. “You’ve been here all day. I’ll go.”

      “I’ll come. It’d take you an hour to sweep that property on your own.”

      I say nothing, just stare at him.

      He raises both hands, correctly realizing the reason I don’t want him to come along. “I said my piece, Bennett. I don’t want you to get your heart broken. But if you do… I’ll be the first one banging on the door with whiskey. Okay?”

      I stare at him, reading his expression. “Okay,” I agree, grabbing the cruiser keys off the hook on the wall and tossing them to him.

      We usually argue about who gets to drive, but he deserves to.

      He reads the silent thanks with a wry twist of his lips.

      “What happened to John?” I ask as we head for the police cruiser parked in front of the station.

      Pete laughs. “What do you think?”

      I shake my head.

      When he hired me and Pete fresh out of college, John Parsons, Hayden’s chief of police, was heavily involved in the daily operations around the station. But once we made it through training and he realized the two of us were passably competent, he took a step back. A big one. A station meant to be run by a minimum of three people has mostly fallen on the two of us. It’ll be interesting to see how or if that changes when John officially retires.

      Lucille White lives on the edge of town in a two-story brick house she shared with her late husband. The red-brown stones are intimidating, like a harsh glare in architectural form.

      Pete and I each grab a flashlight from the glove compartment and begin patrolling the property. Like most residences in Hayden, it’s a generous-sized lot, only about half-cleared. Tall, broad tree trunks stand like sentries around the house, blocking the worst of the December wind with their girth. The farther from the house we get, the more overgrown the yard becomes. Clumps of green-brown grass are plopped here and there, their wispy stalks swaying with each gust that isn’t fully blocked.

      “Front looks clear. I’ll take a look around the barn. You take the back?”

      I nod, and we split.

      The backyard looks the same as the front, with the exception of the small creek that cuts through the yard. The surface of the water has frozen in spots, but not thoroughly enough to quell the rush. It glides over the stones littering the bottom with a quiet gurgle that’s barely audible, like blood traversing veins. I watch the clear liquid stubbornly slide around the ice for a minute and then step over the stream of water to finish looking around the yard.

      When I arrive back at the cruiser, Pete is already waiting.

      “Anything?” he asks.

      “Nope. You?”

      Pete shakes his head.

      “I’ll go talk to Mrs. White.”

      I climb the stairs to the front porch and rap against the wooden door. Lucille White opens it a second later, hair the same shade as her surname pulled up in a tight bun.

      “Caden!” Her wrinkled skin creases into a wide smile as she greets me excitedly.

      “Hi, Mrs. White.” I match her expression. “Pete and I just finished taking a look around. Nothing appears to be amiss.”

      She looks sheepish. “It sounded louder than usual. More of a clang.”

      “It’s a windy night,” I reply. “Might have been a stray scrap of trash blowing around or more likely an animal. Whatever it was, no sign of it now.”

      “All right. I appreciate you boys taking a look.”

      “Of course.” I smile.

      “I saw your young lady a little while ago at Dixon’s. Was unloading my groceries when I heard that racket by the garage.”

      I keep my smile in place. “Oh. Heather and I aren’t together anymore, actually.”

      Maybe I underestimated the speed at which gossip flies around town, for once. Lucille is a proud member of the “knitting club” that camps out at Hayden Coffee every morning to trade town intel. I’m shocked she hasn’t heard we split yet.

      “That happened before Thanksgiving.” Lucille not only looks at me like I might have forgotten when an event I was fully present for took place, but she also makes it sound like the holiday was months ago.

      So, I feel obligated to say, “I know.”

      “She was buying a lot. Is she staying in town for long?”

      She’s talking about Emma, I realize. “You saw Emma? Grocery shopping?”

      I basically jumped out of Emma’s SUV and into my truck as soon as I parked her car in my driveway, already late for work. We didn’t discuss anything beyond me tossing her the house keys and telling her to make herself at home.

      “Who else would I be talking about? I had a good feeling about her returning to town one day.”

      “It was a surprise to me.”

      Lucille chuckles. “Oh, yes. I heard about the ticket.”

      I’m getting the feeling I could spend another fifty years working for the Hayden Police Department and still be known for nothing aside from that incident in this town.

      “The rest of the ladies all said you were having the same bout of hormones as every other young man back when she arrived in town. I knew better. Some people are simply meant to be together. It was like that with my Thomas.”

      Only in Hayden could a house call turn into relationship advice.

      “Yes, well, we’ll see.” Slightly better than it’s complicated.

      “Bennett! We’ve got to go!” Pete calls from the driveway.

      “Coming!” I holler back and then turn to Lucille’s frail figure. “Have a good night, Mrs. White. Give us a call if you hear anything else, but I think it was likely just an animal.”

      She flutters a hand. “I figured. I creep myself out in this big house, all alone. You boys were sweet to come and indulge me.”

      “Anytime,” I assure her.

      With one final smile, I turn and walk back down the creaky front stairs.

      Pete has already climbed back into the cruiser. Warm air rushes to greet me as I open the door and slide into the passenger seat beside him.

      “Do we actually have another call? Or were you just trying to rush me along?”

      “We’ve got two. Car broke down just off Exit 10. Mrs. Johnson called about a house party on Foster Avenue too. Loud music and drinking.”

      I sigh as he reverses out of the driveway. The headlights flash across the empty yard and stern exterior of the house, flooding it with light for a minute. Two racoons scamper off toward the woods, making me think they were the culprits of the noise Mrs. White heard.

      “Wonderful.”

      For the first time I can remember, I’m looking forward to my shift ending. Heather would start work early while I’d often be at the station until late. I’m not used to having an occupied house to come home to, and it sounds like it’ll be awhile before I can. Dealing with drunk teenagers is rarely a quick and easy process.

      “Buckle up, Bennett.”

      I click my seat belt into place as Pete accelerates down the pine-lined street. Looks like it’ll be a long night.
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      It’s still dark out when I wake up. I flip onto my back, trying to figure out what woke me up.

      It doesn’t take me long.

      A shadow moves in the corner. I sit up, a scream crawling up my throat. Before it can emerge, a lamp flickers on in the corner, illuminating familiar broad shoulders and brown hair.

      Caden is shrugging his jacket off. He glances at the bed in response to the movement, looks away, and then back at me again. He rubs a palm across his face. “Fuck, Emma.” The words are a raspy rumble.

      “What time is it?” I ask. My own voice is hoarse and scratchy, unused after hours of sleep.

      “Really late. Or early, depending on how you look at it.”

      “Do you normally work this late?” My sleepy eyes finally manage to make out the time displayed on the digital clock next to the bed. It’s just after two a.m.

      “Not unless there’s an emergency.”

      “Was there an emergency?” My voice pitches in alarm.

      I thought being a small-town cop was a safe, easy job, all things considered. Made jokes about it even. But my mind spirals into worst-case scenarios. Police get called to all sorts of dangerous situations. He could get shot. Or—

      “No.” His voice cuts off my panicked thoughts, but the worry festers.

      After everything we’ve been through—everything I put him through… if anything happened to him, I’d feel the pain as acutely as if it were inflicted on me instead.

      “It was a busy shift, is all. Lots of calls. Took a while to get everything wrapped up.”

      “Do you want me to go?” I ask quietly.

      I expected him home around midnight. I thought we’d have a chance to talk tonight.

      “No.” He comes closer to the bed, and my heartbeat flutters like it’s imitating a hummingbird’s rapid pulse. “I would like you to put some clothes on, though.”

      All I’m wearing is a thin camisole and a lacy thong. Caden’s house has a wood stove, just like the Ellsworth cabin. Unlike at Ellsworth, Caden’s wood stove works really well. I also might have shoved as many logs inside as would fit after I walked into the chilly house. I couldn’t exactly pull the flaming logs back out, so I was stuck with the waves of heat emanating from the metal. Opening a window made it too cold, so I picked out my scantiest sleeping apparel and hit the sheets. I barely slept last night, which was the only reason I fell asleep in what now feels like a furnace.

      “I was too hot in anything else.” I give him an apologetic look. “I, um, might have put too much wood in the stove.”

      Caden nods. “Yeah, it works a little too well. I meant to text and warn you, but I didn’t have a chance to before calls came in.” He walks over to the dresser and pulls a couple of items of clothing out. “Sorry for waking you up.”

      Caden glances at me. I never had any covers on to start, so I know he’s getting quite the eyeful right now. Flimsy lace doesn’t conceal much. Heated desire warms his expression before he shakes his head and turns back toward the doorway.

      “Okay.” His voice is raspy again, and he clears his throat. “Good night.”

      “Wait. Where are you going?”

      He rubs the back of his neck before turning around. “I’m going to sleep on the couch.”

      “Why?”

      He scoffs and says my name like a scolding schoolteacher.

      “It’s your bed. You just got home from work. I didn’t mean to—I just fell asleep. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      I slide out of bed and move to walk past him. He snags my arm before I can pass, ensuring I can’t.

      “You’re not sleeping on the fucking couch. Get back in the bed.”

      “Only if you do too. There’s plenty of room.”

      I’m playing with fire, and Caden’s muttered, “There’s plenty of room,” in what I think is a poor imitation of my voice tells me so.

      “I don’t care how big the bed is. I can’t handle a repeat of last night. I definitely can’t sleep in a bed with you unless you’re wearing a snowsuit. Probably not even then.”

      I smirk. “I’m not naked.”

      “You’re seriously overestimating my self-control, Emma.”

      “I seriously hope so,” I reply. “Because it did occur to me that at some point, you’d come home and find me in your bed. And I was sort of hoping that rather than head for the couch, you’d join me.”

      He stills. “We’ve got a lot to talk about, Emma.”

      “I know we do. And we will talk. But I don’t want to talk right now. I’m here, and you’re here, and all I can think about is touching you.” I say all that and then wait.

      Caden holds my gaze. Nothing changes in his expression.

      Is he trying to decide how to let me down easy? Maybe it’s too soon. Maybe he regrets telling me he loves me. Maybe being back in Hayden is all it took for him to decide forgiveness and moving forward just aren’t in the cards for us. Maybe this time, he’ll be the one who lets me down.

      Slowly, his hands go to his chest. He starts unbuttoning the front of his uniform. Anticipation rumbles through me with all the subtlety of a tsunami. He’s all I can think about. Focus on.

      “Let me,” I whisper.

      His Adam’s apple bobs, and his hands drop. Not to his sides, but to my hips. Before I can take another breath, the soft breeze of the camisole lifting up tickles my skin. I raise my arms and the cotton hits the hardwood with a quiet thump seconds later, the sound barely audible over the pounding pulse of my heart. His hands drift down my waist to my upper thighs, taking the lace of my underwear with them. Just like that, I’m wearing nothing. He always was proficient at getting me naked.

      Caden doesn’t say anything, but the gentle scrape of his callous skin against mine sends heat everywhere. My breathing quickens, and my hands shake as I focus on my own task—taking his shirt off. My tongue sticks out of one corner of my mouth as I try to ignore the lust pooling in my lower belly.

      “By all means, take your time,” he drawls.

      I huff as I fiddle with the heavy, starched fabric. “Why is policeman such a popular stripper costume? These buttons are the worst.”

      The skin beneath my fingers vibrates with his chuckle. “Babe, I don’t think strippers wear actual police uniforms.”

      I don’t think he caught the endearment he just used, but I didn’t miss it. A ball of warmth forms in my chest as another button finally gives way. I struggle with the rest until they acquiesce as well and am rewarded by the sight of a lot of hard, warm skin. For the first time, I get to touch the sculpted torso I’ve admired twice now, not just sneak looks. Although I’m pretty sure half-hacking to death was a tip-off to the fact that I noticed he was sans shirt at Ellsworth.

      Caden swears as I trail my fingers across his ribs and down along the topography of his stomach.

      “Look who finally filled out,” I tease.

      He was muscular in high school—a product of being a multi-sport athlete and of working part-time at the mill—but he’s all man now. Masculine and strong and potent.

      He cups and squeezes my left breast, flooding my body with electricity. “Your boobs used to be perkier.”

      Ass. I swat at his bicep. “You—”

      Caden swallows the rest of the sentence with a sweltering kiss and then begins steering me toward the bed, pushing me down on the soft flannel sheets and then draping himself over me. I tangle my fingers in the short strands of his hair and let my knees fall open, welcoming him between my thighs. He still has his pants on, and the stiff fabric rubs against my soaked center. I moan his name and cant my hips upward, trying to force more friction.

      It feels so, so good. Everything he’s doing. Skillfully stroking his tongue against mine. Rubbing his rough palm against the sensitive flesh of my breast. Grinding his erection against my clit.

      I’m overwhelmed by the intimacy of the moment. It’s hot and passionate, but also sweet and tender. His hands are running over me reverentially, eager and adoring.

      I tilt my head back as he leaves my lips to lick and suck his way down the column of my throat. His body is a welcome, solid weight over mine, holding me in place and allowing him to explore every inch at a leisurely pace. I rake my nails down the muscled slab of his back, making my impatience known.

      He chuckles and rocks his hips against mine. “This what you want, Buttercup?”

      It’s the second time he’s called me that with any sort of positive connotation. Although being here, knowing this is where returning to Hayden led, I feel like I can taste the undertone of lust and love that’s been beneath the word every time he’s called me that. I run my hands over every part of him I can reach, which includes his shoulders, arms, and the top half of his back.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

      The heat in his eyes softens to dying coals as he looks at me, spread out beneath him. Comfort combines with carnal. “You’re perfect. So, so perfect.”

      “Even my saggy boobs?”

      He smirks before ducking his head to suck on one. I pant and moan as the pleasure builds, desperate for release.

      “Caden.” I arch my back, trying to spur him into action. “Please.” I feel his chest rumble as he chuckles. I try a new strategy. “Roll over,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t comply, moving his mouth to pay attention to my other breast instead. I’m close, and he can tell. The flick of his tongue slows.

      I shove at him, and he rolls on his back with a sigh, finally ceding some control to me.

      “You think you’d be a little more enthusiastic about this part,” I tease, straddling him.

      Our roles are reversed now. Well, not really because he’s completely capable of moving me off him and continuing to be the one in control, whereas I was not. But he folds his hands behind his head and lies still, giving me the illusion of submission.

      He’s the picture of ease. Until I lean forward and trace my tongue down the center of his stomach, between the ridges of muscle that form his lower abdomen. They clench, and I watch his hands fly to his sides to fist the crumpled sheets.

      I laugh and move lower. The material of his pants chafes my inner thighs. I unzip them—no buttons this time, thank God—and slide the black material down until it falls to the floor. He’s left in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, sprawled out on the bed, looking like a fantasy.

      He’s it for me, is my only thought.

      Nothing is more terrifying than the fleeting realization that if my father hadn’t died and left me the mill, this wouldn’t be happening again. Might never have happened again.

      I yank down Caden’s boxer briefs. His cock springs out, fully erect. The head is an angry reddish-purple color. I take his cock in my mouth, sucking him deep. Spurred on by a fresh urgency to show him how much I meant those three words I told him earlier.

      I love arguing with him.

      I love spending time with him.

      And I love fucking him.

      He’s panting my name in seconds, jumbled syllables intermingled with curses and the obscene slurp as he slides down my throat. I trace the underside of his shaft with my tongue, coaxing him to completion. His hips jerk twice, and then he explodes in my mouth.

      “Fuuuuck.” The word is a drawn-out declaration, a release.

      His fists relax their death grip on the sheets, and then his hands slide into my hair, tugging me back up to eye-level. “Sorry. I meant to give you some warning.”

      “If I didn’t want to suck your dick, I wouldn’t have sucked your dick, Caden.”

      He snorts a laugh. “Okay.”

      He ghosts his thumb against my bottom lip. I scooch closer so that our faces are centimeters apart and my thigh is pressed against his cock, which is rapidly hardening again.

      I close the distance and kiss him. Messy and wet and open-mouthed as I reach between us and slide my hand along his erection. The smooth skin feels like velvet.

      Caden pulls away with a muttered curse. “Hang on. I need to grab a condom. They’re in the bathroom.”

      “You don’t have to wear one.”

      He studies me as I ask him to trust me. Tell him I trust him—more than anyone else in the world, if I’m being honest. Finally, he leans down and kisses me again. His hand slides down between my thighs, and he groans when he feels how wet I am. I rock against his fingers, letting him know how much I need—I’m far past want at this point—for him to fill me.

      He settles between my open legs, this time without any barrier. The head of his cock touches my entrance. A new wave of endorphins floods my system. I’m in a haze, focused on nothing, except that one point where we’re connected.

      I open my mouth to beg, but I don’t have to. Either Caden has finally had his fill of teasing me or he’s as desperate as I am. He eases into me, inch by delicious inch.

      I’m glad his nearest neighbor is over a mile away because I’m not quiet. I’m not trying to pad his ego or encourage more motion. I couldn’t stop the sounds even if I wanted to. I’m being sinfully stretched in the most satisfying sensation I’ve ever experienced.

      He fills me over and over again. Gone are the soft caresses and sarcastic comments from earlier. This is all base urges and animalistic instincts. He’s punishing me with pleasure, every touch possessive and every thrust pointed.

      We’re climbing, climbing, climbing, and then I’m pushed over the peak. Blinding euphoria shatters every cell in my body. Awareness has barely begun to reform when I feel the warmth of Caden’s release spill inside me.

      He collapses next to me, breathing heavily. Both of our bodies are slick with sweat, thanks to the exertion and the overheated house.

      Not even a minute later, he kisses me again. It starts out sweet and rapidly progresses to filthy. He invades my mouth with his tongue the same dominant way he was just inside me.

      By the time he pulls away, my heart is racing again.

      Caden smirks like he can hear the erratic beats. “So, am I still good at sex?”

      I can barely talk, which should be all the answer he needs. I formed words after we kissed. Teased him with the same comment he’s throwing back at me. Right now, all I can do is roll over and nestle my naked body against his.

      “Yeah,” I whisper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            EMMA

          

        

      

    

    
      Caden is still asleep when I slip out of the house the following morning. I laid in bed for close to an hour after I woke up, staring at his peaceful expression and savoring the soreness between my legs. He has to work again this afternoon, less than twenty-four hours after the end of his last shift. I don’t know how he does it. He’s thoughtful but far from a pushover.

      Does he want to work practically nonstop?

      I mentally add it to the long list of topics we still need to discuss. Sex didn’t solve everything. But if it could, it would be the sort we had last night. If I hadn’t known how exhausted he was, I would have woken him up first thing this morning for a repeat performance.

      Somewhere along the way, I started separating sex from emotion. I’ve slept with guys I was attracted to, guys I liked. But the only person I’ve ever slept with who I loved is Caden Bennett. I forgot how that heightens everything.

      It’s only just past nine, but the streets of Hayden are busier than usual as I cruise downtown toward Pine Street. Nerves percolate in my belly as I approach the white farmhouse. This isn’t quite as anxiety attack–inducing as my last arrival, but it’s close. Now, I can’t just flee town if things get tense or uncomfortable. I have Caden to consider. This is his home, where his family is. Like it or not, that’s a link I can’t ignore. Can’t ask him to ignore.

      I turn off the car and start up the front path—without any luggage this time. I knock on the door twice rather than barge my way in.

      It opens less than a minute later, revealing Grace’s surprised expression.

      “Emma! Hi.” She glances behind me. “I wasn’t expecting you, especially this early.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about something. Do you have a minute?”

      “I—of course. Come in.” Grace holds the door open, and I walk into the front hall.

      Tuck is lying on the rug in front of the armchair. He lifts his head when I walk inside and then promptly drops it, uninterested. Clearly, he sees me as his savior.

      “Did you drive up this morning?” she asks.

      I chew my bottom lip. “Uh, no. I arrived a couple of days ago, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      There’s no motel or hotel in Hayden. It would be tough to make a living at it, and the town isn’t friendly toward outsiders.

      “I’ve been staying with Caden,” I admit.

      She makes a sound that suggests that was the conclusion she already came to. “Come on into the kitchen. Do you want anything to eat or drink?”

      “Some coffee would be great,” I reply.

      Grace nods and heads for the coffeepot, setting a steaming mug down in front of me a minute later. “Milk?”

      I shake my head. I learned during my last visit that non-dairy alternatives are not available in this house.

      She takes a seat across from me, holding her own mug. “Well?” Her expression is friendly, open. I take that as a promising sign.

      “I was… annoyed when I found out Beau had left me the mill. It had taken me a long time to move past what had happened here. All I wanted was to act like it’d never happened, and then he had to go and…” I pause and take a deep breath. “Worst of all, no explanation. I can’t even ask him what he was thinking.”

      Grace nods. “I know.”

      “I came back to sign everything back over. Andy should have it—or you until he’s able to decide for himself. What Beau should have done in the first place, probably.”

      She’s silent, waiting for me to continue.

      “But I’m starting to feel grateful that he didn’t. That he forced me to come back, reminding me that I’d left happy times behind too.” I look down at the dark brown liquid in my mug. “Not taking the mill was an easy decision. It’s not something—I can’t picture myself there. But Caden…” I blush when I say his name, and I pray Grace doesn’t notice. “Caden pointed out there’s some sentimental value there. A gift more than a burden. And it’s made me wonder…” I rub my finger against the rim of the ceramic cup. “Would me not keeping the mill disappoint Beau?”

      “Oh, Emma.” Grace sighs. “Beau understood why you left. It was the same thing he would have done if he were in your position. You couldn’t disappoint him. He was so proud of you. Telling you the truth the way he did… it was selfish of him. He was so proud… it was his way of letting you know that he had a part in it.”

      “He never reached out,” I mumble. “Never even tried…”

      “I know Beau had regrets. In a perfect world, everything would have gotten resolved between you two. But we don’t live in one of those.” She stands and grabs a cereal box from the top of the fridge, setting it back down on the table in front of me. “We don’t live in a perfect world, but it can be a pretty great one. I found all of this in his desk when I was clearing out his things. I wasn’t sure if I should give it to you, especially before, but… I think he would have wanted you to see that he had it all. To know that he cared.”

      I take the Cheerios box, un-tab the top, and let the contents spill out onto the kitchen table. It’s mostly papers. Articles about the teams I’ve played on—the all-girls school I went to in New York City, Lancaster University, and the Wolves. There is a copy of the Sports Illustrated issue on the best female college athletes that featured a photo of me and Saylor celebrating winning Lancaster a national championship on the cover. A couple of my Hayden High School report cards. Photos from my time here—at the mill, with Andy, with him.

      I shake my head slightly and look away, out the kitchen window that overlooks the backyard. There’s a single deer grazing on the edge of the flower beds, flicking its white tail nervously. Something startles it, and it takes off. I sort of wish I could do the same. Flee all the heavy emotions pressing down on me. The regret that I didn’t swallow my damn pride and come back sooner.

      December has forced most green growth underground. The scenery blurs to mostly brown as the emotion spills into my eyes.

      “He played soccer too, you know,” Grace says quietly.

      “Yeah. I remember.” My voice comes out thick. “Did he tell you why he left me the mill?” I ask when I’m certain I can talk without my voice breaking.

      She shakes her head. “He knew you didn’t have any interest in lumber.” Her lips twist up in a half-smile. “If I had to guess, I’d say he was trying to find a way to make sure you came back here at least once more. Said goodbye. Got some closure.”

      “But he knew he’d be gone,” I reply.

      “Maybe he was trying to be selfless, not selfish,” she responds. “Show you he might have been what kept you away, but he wasn’t all you had here. You have history here. As his daughter, you deserve part of the business he built. You have me and Andy. And… maybe some other people too.”

      I flush, well aware of who she’s referring to.

      “He came here that night, you know. After you… left. Considered Beau a second father. Had never heard that boy raise his voice before in his life, but he showed up, guns blazing. Said he dropped you off at the hospital, crying and bleeding, went to park, and when he got inside, you were gone.”

      I swallow. “Beau wasn’t the only selfish one in the family,” I whisper.

      Grace nods. “Well, you still have time to fix it.” She smiles and stands. “Eggs?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I listen to her melt butter and crack eggs as I carefully slide the papers back into the cereal box, one by one. “Is it okay if I keep these?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Grace replies.

      Andy ambles into the kitchen as we’re finishing up breakfast. He doesn’t look surprised to see me, making me think he was eavesdropping upstairs or saw my car parked outside.

      “Hi.” I drop my fork and stand.

      I don’t want our relationship to be near strangers on friendly terms, but I don’t want to push him, either. I’m surprised when he steps forward and initiates a hug.

      “Hey,” is all he says as he drops his arms.

      He heads for the coffeepot, acting like it was no big deal, and I follow suit, sitting back down and taking another bite. Grace looks surprised but pleased.

      “You here for mill stuff?” Andy asks.

      “Sort of. And some other stuff.”

      “What kind of other stuff?”

      “Well… I might be moving here.”

      “Half the girls in my class have a thing for Caden,” Andy responds, dropping down into the chair next to me. “Just so you know.”

      I’m surprised he made the leap so quickly, but I guess it’s obvious I’m not moving to town for a recently rediscovered love of lumber. “I’ll beat them off with a stick if I have to.”

      Andy smiles. “I’m happy for you. He’s a good guy.”

      I smile back. “I know.” I pause. “That would be okay with you? Me moving back?”

      He nods.

      “If you wanted, we could tell people. That we’re… siblings.” I glance at Grace. “Assuming that’s all right with you, of course.” My procreation took place before she met Beau, much less married him. But still, it’s an awkward family dynamic.

      “Of course,” Grace says. “I think it’s a lovely thought. I think Beau would have thought so too.” Unshed tears shimmer in her eyes.

      “Andy?”

      “I’m not ashamed you’re my sister, Emma.”

      His response prompts the emotion in me. Because I am ashamed—not of him being my brother, but of how I handled learning he was.

      “And… if you’re going to be living here, do you think we could do another driving lesson? Mom took me out once, and she didn’t stop freaking out the whole time.”

      I smile. “Yeah, I think we could do that.”
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      After leaving the farmhouse, I head for the cemetery. There’s one other middle-aged woman there when I arrive, laying a bouquet of daisies on a small stone marker. I head toward the back, in the direction of the newer gravesites. Grass hasn’t grown on the heap of dirt that marks Beau’s final resting place. It’ll stay a patch of dirt until spring.

      I take a seat on the hard ground, running one finger across the letters engraved on the stone. It’s unyielding and cold to the touch, like ice.

      “Hi, Beau.”

      I always thought people who spoke to headstones were wasting time. A hunk of rock can’t hear you. Any final words expired with the person they were visiting.

      It’s only now—staring at the physical reminder that Beau Watkins was a living, breathing person—that I realize those people might not have been guided here by a belief the person they were visiting could still hear them. But more that it’s healing to say the words out loud and simply know they’ve been expelled.

      I tell Beau about LA. About visiting the Griffith Observatory and the tour of celebrity homes I went on with three of my teammates. About the view of the Pacific from my bungalow on the beach. About the training and the travel and the time I scored the game-winning goal with seconds left. Even about the B-list actor I went out on one date with who called the paparazzi on himself.

      I tell him I wish he’d told me he was my father differently. That I’m grateful he and Grace ended up moving to this tiny town, so different from anyplace I’ve ever lived or anywhere I thought I might end up. That I wonder what I got from him, if not a lack of coordination.

      The other woman leaves about twenty minutes after I arrive with a sad smile aimed my way. There’s a strange commiseration in encountering someone in a cemetery. A mutual understanding some tragedy took place to make you end up here. The only funeral I’ve ever attended was for a great-aunt I met twice. I’ve been lucky to have never lost anyone close to me. Or rather, I was lucky.

      I keep sitting in front of Beau’s grave until my butt grows numb and my mouth becomes dry.

      “I hope you’re still proud,” I whisper, leaning forward and brushing my palm across the letters that spell out Father.

      Then, I stand and walk away, headed for the only person who’s ever felt like home.
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            CADEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It smells like snow. I suck in deep breaths of the cold air, tasting the undertone of saltiness and the aftertaste of approaching winter weather. None of the storm that hit Ellsworth during our visit approached Hayden. The ground here is brown and frozen. My feet hit the hard dirt, sending jolts upward that feel like I’m running on concrete.

      My thighs burn, but I keep pushing. Pulling in oxygen and pushing through the pain. I lost feeling in my face about two minutes after I left the house. The temperature feels arctic, especially in contrast to the tropical climate inside.

      I turn left, back onto my street. Smoke trickles upward from Mrs. Harris’s chimney. The red barn looks quiet and empty. It’s too cold for any shenanigans—that’ll be a break until summer months. Or at least spring.

      My heart rate kicks up into a higher gear when I approach the tiny building perched on the end of the property.

      Emma’s car is back.

      She left early this morning—well, early for her. I woke up to crumpled sheets and a pink Post-it with a scrawled, Be back in a bit.

      “A bit” turned out to be four hours.

      She’s lying on my couch when I walk through the door. “On a scale of one to heated seats, how averse are you to getting cable, so you have more than ten channels?” she calls out.

      I chuckle beneath my breath as I shrug off my coat, kick off my sneakers, and toss my phone and keys on the counter. “I get sports and the news. What else is there?”

      “So much. You could have thousands of channels.”

      “I don’t need thousands of channels. And then it would take me forever to find the two channels I do want to watch,” I say as I walk over to the corner that essentially serves as my living room.

      “Okay, you might have a small point there,” Emma concedes.

      She’s sprawled out across the entire length of my couch, wearing a flannel shirt of mine over a lacy bra thing that definitely doesn’t belong to me along with a pair of sweatpants that I’m pretty sure do. Her hair is messy, and her feet are bare. She looks at home here, and it both tightens and loosens something in my chest suspiciously close to my heart.

      Emma pulls her knees up in a silent invitation. I take it, plopping down at the opposite end of the couch. Her feet settle in my lap.

      “I’m open to cable.” I answer her original question and then take a deep breath. “If you’re here to watch it.”

      “I need to go back to LA.” She drops that on me with no preamble, and my heart follows suit. “I booked a plane ticket.”

      “Oh.” I start to get up.

      She’s still talking, but I stopped listening after “LA.”

      “Caden!” She scrambles into my lap before I can stand. “That’s not what I—I have to go back to pack up my stuff. Meet with my coach.”

      For how devastated I was seconds ago, you’d think it might take a little while for hope to spring back to the surface. But nope, it’s already there, waiting.

      “You’re quitting soccer?”

      Her lips twist into a wry smile. “I prefer retiring, but yeah. I don’t see how this—” She gestures between the two of us. “I don’t see how we would work if I’m living on the opposite side of the country. And I want this to work, Caden.”

      I tuck the warmth of the words I want this to work away and lean forward, so our faces are inches apart. “Emma, I don’t want you to give up—”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I’m not giving up anything. I’ve played soccer professionally for four years. Would I have kept playing if I’d never gotten that letter from Cooper about the mill? Probably. But I was also considering retiring already. I just didn’t know what the next chapter was going to be. Now, I do. Or where it will be, at least.” She hesitates, a vulnerable, uncertain expression I’ve never seen her wear before appearing. “I mean, I think I do. You have a say in this too, obviously.”

      I heave out a dry laugh. “You’re asking me if I’m okay with you moving to Hayden?”

      “Yeah,” she confirms. “I am.”

      The obvious answer gets stuck in my throat, blocked by a ball of emotion. I have to clear it twice, and even then, my answer comes out raspy. “Yeah.”

      “I downloaded some flight school applications when I was making breakfast this morning.”

      “You mean, burning breakfast? I saw the pan in the sink.”

      Emma rolls her eyes. “I think there’s something wrong with your stove.”

      I smirk. “Uh-huh. I’m sure that’s it.”

      “Anyway, they’re on my laptop, if you want to look at them.”

      I trail my hands up her calves and rest them on her thighs. “You’d be okay with that?”

      She nods. “I talked to Grace and Andy this morning. Andy can’t technically take possession of the mill until he’s eighteen. I told Grace I’ll keep it on paper for now, help handle some of the administrative stuff for something to do. Or at least redecorate the office. Find a higher spot for the chocolate stash. Live there, if I can’t find a place to rent.”

      I frown. “Why wouldn’t you stay here?” I ask and then look around at the tiny space. You can basically see the entire living space from here—half the size of her place in New York. “I mean, I know it’s small, but—”

      “It’s too fast, Caden. You were with Heather for three years, and you didn’t move in together.”

      “She wasn’t you,” I say, lifting a shoulder and dropping it. “If you want to figure something else out, that’s fine. We’ll find another option for you. I’ll build you a fucking house if I have to. But it’s not too fast, Emma. Not for me.”

      “I’m messy,” she replies.

      I smirk. “I know.”

      “And I can’t really cook.”

      “I know that too.”

      “I’m unemployed. I’ll just be hanging around all the time. You’ll probably get sick of me.”

      “Not possible.”

      “People will talk.”

      “They’ll talk no matter what.”

      “We’ll probably need to install air-conditioning in the bedroom for the winter. I was sweating all night.”

      Air-conditioning in the winter?

      I chuckle. “I don’t think that’s why you were sweating.”

      She blushes, and it’s a beautiful sight.

      “You can sleep naked,” I offer.

      She rolls her eyes. “How convenient.”

      I tug her closer, so she’s pressed up against me. “Will you move in with me, Emma?”

      She studies me, sucks on her bottom lip, and then whispers, “Yeah.”

      Happiness expands in my chest like a balloon. We stare at each other for a minute, saying a lot in silence. I trace features I could draw blind. The mussed blonde hair. The small constellation of freckles scattered across her nose. The full pink lips that make my dick twitch.

      Mine.

      Emma lets one sleeve of my flannel slip off her shoulder. Gravity takes care of the rest, leaving her in nothing but a scrap of lace that barely covers her breasts and my sweatpants. This moment wraps and overwhelms me as I raise my hands to cup her breasts. The rush of lust and the dizzying relief and the headiness and happiness.

      And love. Lots and lots of love. The fledgling giddiness of a high school crush mixes with every emotion she’s incited in me the past few days, fresh feelings melding with older ones.

      She leans forward and kisses me. I let myself drown in the delicious swirl of emotions.
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      I fill two more lines of the form and then glance at my phone. No messages. It’s almost six here—three p.m. on the West Coast. Emma was supposed to have lunch with her Wolves coach at noon her time.

      She’s been gone for five days, and they’ve been excruciating. It’s the longest we’ve been apart since our trip to Ellsworth a month ago. We made one weekend trip to New York City to pack up her stuff there, but I couldn’t take a full week of work off to travel to LA.

      Emma hasn’t shown any hesitation about giving up her prior life and moving here. But beneath impatience with our separation lurks fear of what her being back there might mean.

      Will she feel like she made a mistake? The possibility—remote as I hope it is—eats away at me.

      “Evening, Bennett.”

      I glance up at John Parsons as he walks into the station. “Hey, Chief.”

      “Any calls?”

      “Nope. It’s been quiet.”

      “Good, good,” he says absentmindedly, going over to the front desk and rustling through some papers. “Get out of here a little early, then. I know I work you boys too hard, and you’re both too nice to say anything.”

      All I say to that is, “Thanks, Chief.”

      We’re set to have a meeting next week to review the plan regarding new staff members once Chief officially retires. I haven’t decided whether to pursue flight school. Part of me just wants to relish this new piece of my life, of having Emma here. Cut back on my hours here and enjoy it, not start anew on a rigorous career. The other part of me says to go for it. Take the dream girl and pursue the dream career.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Bennett. Do you have the traffic ticket payments from last month?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I save and close out of the form on the screen and pull the paper folder out of my desk. I flip through a few to ensure they’re the correct month’s and am about to close it when one catches my eye.

      Emma’s.

      I lift it from the stack, a small smile tugging at my lips. I’m more grateful for this little slip of paper than I ever thought I would be—especially when I wrote it. The envelope is thicker than I expected it to be. On a whim, I open it. The speeding ticket I wrote her is inside along with a check written out for an amount twice the fine. There’s a third piece of paper, folded in fourths. My name is scribbled on the outside.

      Chief is distracted, talking to someone on the phone now. I unfold the paper and start scanning the words.

      

      Caden,

      

      You’re the most infuriating person I’ve ever met. I’m mad at you right now, but I know you have better reasons to be mad at me. I’m back for nothing that has to do with you, because of mistakes I’m not sure I could or should explain. They didn’t have anything to do with how much I loved you or how happy I was. If there is one thing I want you to know, it’s that.

      

      There aren’t many things that scare me. Coming back here didn’t scare me. But you scare me—you always have. Tonight was the first time I saw you in nine years, but I think about you more than I’d admit to your face. I thought you should know that too.

      

      I hope you’re happy, Caden. I hope life has given you everything you ever wished for. I’ve never met anyone who deserves it more.

      

      Emma

      

      P.S. I’m sure other pilots have almost flunked Pre-Calculus.

      

      She wrote this nearly two months ago. Back before we exchanged a single civil word. I chuckle silently, reading the postscript. Only Emma.

      I slip the letter in my pocket and then close the folder. Chief is still on the phone, so I set the folder on the front desk next to him and nod to it so he notes it.

      He gives me a small nod and mouths, Night.

      I pull my jacket on and head outside. Rather than walk toward my truck, I veer left, toward Dawson’s. I told Coop and Pete I would meet them after my shift ended.

      The cozy interior of the bar is a welcome respite from the chilly air outside. There’s no sign of Coop or Pete yet—I’m early. I head for the bar, sliding onto one of the stools and smiling at Shawn as I shrug off my coat.

      “Hey, man. How are you?”

      “Good,” he replies, grinning. “You want anything?”

      “Not yet, thanks. I’m meeting the guys. I’ll wait for them.”

      Shawn nods. “Emma back yet?”

      “No. She won’t be back until Monday.”

      “Big weekend plans?”

      I laugh. “Work.”

      “I heard Chief is retiring soon?”

      “Yep, sometime next month.”

      “That’ll be…” Shawn trails off, glancing at something behind me.

      Someone.

      “Hi, Caden.”

      I turn to see Heather approaching.

      “Hi,” I reply.

      Shawn suddenly decides there’s something pressing to attend to at the other end of the bar. This is the first time I’ve seen Heather since his party on Thanksgiving. Since news Emma is moving back to Hayden—moving in with me—began running rampant around town.

      “How have you been?” I ask.

      She smiles. “Pretty good.”

      “Have you been making many trips to, uh, Boston?”

      Smooth, Caden.

      The eye roll Heather gives me means she clearly thinks so. “No. That ended.”

      “Oh. Sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s okay. Chris was a nice guy, but it wasn’t meant to be.” She taps a couple fingers on the wooden bar top. “I heard about Emma. That she moved back. That you two are together.”

      I pull in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Heather. You should have heard it from me. I didn’t know how to… what to say.”

      She waves my words away with one hand. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. We’re good, Caden. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you, Heather. That means a lot. Really.”

      “Okay, well… I just wanted to say hi. I’m here with Sue and Michelle.”

      I glance behind her, at the two women, and wave. Sue waves back. Michelle gives me a small smile.

      “New episode of that doctor show out?”

      Heather smirks. “Every Thursday. You meeting the guys?”

      “Yep. I got off work early. For once.”

      “You work too hard, Caden. And that’s coming from me.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, maybe. Might make some changes soon.”

      “Good.” Her voice is genuine. “I’ll see you around, okay?”

      I smile. “I hope so.”

      She smiles back and then heads down the bar to order from a still-acting-oblivious Shawn. Pete and Coop show up minutes later.

      “What’s wrong with your face?” Pete asks loudly when he walks into Dawson’s, heading straight toward me.

      Cooper is right behind him.

      “What?” I rub a palm across my face.

      I ate a sandwich for a late lunch a little while ago. Maybe I’ve got mustard on my face? Nice of Heather to tell me. Although I wouldn’t totally blame her for not doing so.

      “You’re smiling.” Pete gasps dramatically.

      I flick a peanut at him from the bowl in front of me. “Dick.”

      “God, I can’t wait for Emma to get back. You’re much more pleasant to be around.”

      I don’t disagree with that.

      “And you’re here early?”

      “Yep. Chief showed up and told me to head out.”

      Pete laughs. “Good to know he’s really taking the last few weeks before retirement seriously.”

      We order beers and then head over to the corner table by the dartboard Pete always picks.

      “You saw Heather is here?” Coop asks me as we take seats on the stools.

      “Yep,” I confirm. “We talked before you guys showed up. We’re good.”

      “Thank God,” Pete says. “I can’t handle any more drama in your love life, Bennett.”

      “No one asked for your constant commentary about it,” I retort.

      “I know.” Pete grins. “But it’s the only source of entertainment around here.” He turns serious. “I was only trying to help, man.”

      I immediately feel bad. “I know you were. It’s just… I never really had a choice. You’ll get it one day.”

      To my knowledge, Pete has never gotten serious with a girl.

      He snorts. “Hard pass. One of us has to stay single. I can only imagine how many hot friends Emma has. I’m holding out until your wedding.”

      “Her best friend is married,” I inform him. “And Coop is the one getting hitched soon, not me.”

      Coop chuckles. “Uh-huh. I guarantee you propose in the next year.”

      “Six months,” Pete counters.

      They shake hands.

      “Deal.”

      “You’re both ridiculous,” I mutter.

      We all order burgers and make plans to watch football together tomorrow. Piper is out of town, too, at some teachers’ seminar. It feels like the old days—when we’d come home from college on breaks and do nothing but drink beer, watch sports, and shoot the shit for hours.

      “When does Emma get back?” Coop asks me an hour later.

      “Monday.”

      “You don’t have any worries she might decide to stay? Get lured back by sunshine and warmth?”

      I glare at him. “Barely,” I lie.

      She left me once. I think time is the only tool that will fully unknot those fears.

      “Maybe she’ll meet some famous actor at the airport, and he’ll sweep her off her feet,” Pete chimes in with.

      I shift my glower to him. “Forget our plans tomorrow. You two are the worst.”

      Coop shrugs. “Wasn’t much chance of you showing up anyway.”

      My brow furrows. “What are you talking about? I literally just said I would come over.”

      “Doesn’t look like you need to be worried about any actors either,” Pete adds.

      “You brought up the actors,” I snap. “I never said I was worried.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m just saying, you definitely don’t need to be.”

      “Why are you two acting so weird?”

      They both start laughing.

      “She’s here, man. Outside,” Cooper informs me.

      I spin around on my stool. Sure enough, there’s a blonde woman stepping out of a familiar black SUV across the street.

      I’m out the door in seconds. It’s not until the cold air pierces the starched cotton of my uniform that I realize I never pulled my jacket back on. I forge ahead anyway, taking advantage of the fact that there’s no traffic, and jog across the street toward the spots that line the opposite side.

      Emma hasn’t seen me yet. She’s fiddling with something in the trunk, her blonde hair waving around like a windmill. I’m surprised she can see whatever she’s doing.

      She shuts the trunk and turns before I reach her. Her features twist in surprise despite the fact that she’s the one showing up two days ahead of her planned return date.

      I’m to her in two more steps, sweeping her into my arms and off her feet. Her cheek presses against the side of my neck, chilly. It’s just begun to warm when she pulls back to smile up at me. Her gray eyes dance, and her nose is pink.

      “Miss me?”

      I don’t even try to play it cool. “So fucking much.”

      Her smile widens, turning more genuine than teasing.

      “You’re back early.”

      “Yeah. I met with my coach earlier, and I already had packed up the house. Didn’t see any point in staying. The movers are coming Monday to put it all in storage, and then I’ll list it. Nothing I need to be there in person for.”

      I lean down and kiss her. “You”—kiss—“came”—kiss—“back”—kiss—“early.” Another one, this time with tongue.

      Emma mumbles something unintelligible against my lips as she tightens her arms around my neck.

      “Do you want to go home?” I ask her.

      Home. We have a home together.

      “No, let’s stay for a little while. I’ve heard Dawson’s is the spot to be in town.”

      I laugh and pull her to my side, nestling her head beneath my chin. Then, we cross the street. Together.
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      I wake up to the sensation of Caden’s tongue between my legs. I arch my back as the pleasure rapidly builds, running a hand through his hair in case he gets any ideas about moving.

      I never used to be a morning person, but this is enough to convince a girl. I’m coming in minutes. I’m still trembling from the aftershocks when Caden slides a hand up one leg and then between them.

      “Morning,” he whispers, well aware I’m only capable of making sounds right now, not forming words.

      He shifts, so he’s above me, sliding into me with one purposeful thrust. He fucks me leisurely, deliberately, perfectly. Like there’s nowhere else he’d rather be and nothing else he could be doing. Sweat beads on my skin as blinding pleasure erupts for a second time, erasing everything else.

      Caden places a searing kiss on my lips before slipping out and rolling onto his side. “Best. Morning. Ever.”

      I turn my head to look at him and smirk. “You say that every morning.”

      “And it’s true. Every morning.” He leans over and kisses me again.

      “Did that cheesy line make it into Cooper’s vows?” I tease.

      Caden was gone most of last night because Coop had called him in a panic around midnight, deciding he needed to rewrite his vows.

      “Fuck no. I’m saving that for mine.”

      “Oh.”

      Marriage is not a topic we have broached. Ever. We definitely weren’t discussing it as teenagers, and moving in together before we officially began dating again seemed like enough of a leap.

      He eyes me, looking a little nervous. “Do you want to get married?”

      “Um…” I stall.

      “I’m not proposing,” Caden adds quickly. “I was just asking… fuck. No, I was wondering—thinking that it’s something we’ve never discussed. Your thoughts on it as an, um, institution, that is? And involving me. Ideally.”

      He’s obviously worried I might run for the hills now that the topic has come up, and it’s kind of cute.

      “I wasn’t one of those girls who grew up doodling wedding dresses, but yeah, I think it’s a nice idea. And I tend to be pretty amenable to ideas that involve you. So, yeah, we could talk about it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I reply. I crane my neck, trying to see the clock. I feel well rested and relaxed, although Caden’s tongue and cock deserve most of the credit. I went to bed at the same time as usual. “What time is it?”

      “Eleven,” Caden replies.

      I sit up. “Eleven? I set the alarm for nine.”

      “I know. I shut it off when I got home. I didn’t want to be tired all day.”

      “Caden! I told Piper I’d be at the lighthouse at eleven.”

      “The wedding isn’t until four.”

      “I know that.”

      “So, what do you have to do?”

      I groan and climb out of bed. Men.

      While Caden was dealing with Cooper’s freak-out, I was getting texts from Piper every couple of minutes. I thought quiet, easygoing Piper would be immune to losing sleep over wedding logistics, but clearly, I was wrong. After our conversation just now, it makes me wonder what I would be like as a bride.

      An idea I’ll have to ponder when I have time.

      I basically just rinse off in the shower and then stand at the sink to brush my teeth.

      We still live in the tiny house on the edge of Mrs. Harris’s property. Caden applied to a flight program outside Boston a couple of months ago and is waiting to hear back. If he gets in, we’ll likely be moving there for the seven months the program lasts for. If not, we’ll need to find a larger living space around here. I’ve been storing half my clothes in boxes in the living room. And I haven’t told Caden, but only a third of my wardrobe is even in Maine. Most of it’s still in storage.

      I toss my hair up in a messy bun and pull on sweatpants, glad there’s a stylist doing the bridal party’s hair and makeup before the ceremony. I say goodbye to Caden, grab a banana, and sprint out the door.

      Piper and Cooper’s wedding is being held outside, in a small town about twenty minutes from Hayden. Everything has been set up on a stretch of grass that overlooks the ocean, next to the lighthouse. I park and rush inside the small caretaker’s cottage located on the far edge of the property.

      “Where have you been?” Piper exclaims when I burst into the main bedroom, currently bridal central. She’s wearing a white silk robe and a frazzled expression. “You said you’d be here half an hour ago!”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was, um…”

      Piper rolls her eyes as I come up with no good explanation, obviously figuring out what delayed me. “If it wasn’t my wedding day, and you weren’t my maid of honor, I’d be impressed you two are still going at it like teenagers.”

      “He turned off my alarm! The least he could do was apologize with some orgasms.” Then, I turn and come face-to-face with Linda Bennett, Caden’s mother, who just entered the room with Piper’s mom. Heat rises in my cheeks.

      “Hello, Emma,” Mrs. Dayton greets. “I thought I recognized your voice.” She winks as she walks past, and I manage a weak smile.

      “Morning, Emma.” Caden’s mom gives me a hug.

      “Morning, Linda.”

      Caden’s mother has been nothing but kind to me since our reconciliation. I told her about the revelation that sent me running—with Grace’s blessing—and that seemed to help ease her worries about me taking another yearslong absence from her son’s life.

      “We can pretend you didn’t hear me say that, right?” I whisper to her.

      Her shoulders move as she laughs. “Right.”

      I let out a dramatic sigh. “Great.”

      Linda’s face is serious when she pulls back. “I’ve never seen my son so happy, Emma. I’ll be eternally grateful, no matter how many comments I overhear.” She smiles and walks past me to gush over the wedding dress laid out on the bed.

      The room becomes a hub of activity as people come and go. The wedding planner, the florist, friends of Piper’s from the elementary school, a couple of her aunts. We both get our hair and makeup done.

      With less than an hour to go before the start of the ceremony, the room clears out. I spread out on the love seat, careful to keep my head elevated so I don’t ruin the curls.

      My phone dings. I pull it out to see a text from Saylor. It’s a photo of my goddaughter, who was born two weeks ago. Both Saylor and Beck were convinced it was a boy, and I think the prospect of raising a mini-Saylor has thrown Beck for a bit of a loop. Caden and I are going to Kluvberg next month to meet her.

      “Aw, look at this. Saylor just sent me this.” I flash the screen at Piper.

      She turns pale.

      “You don’t like babies?” I joke.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” she chokes out and then sprints toward the bathroom.

      I stand and follow her, gently tapping on the door. “Piper?”

      A few seconds later, she emerges, still pale.

      “You okay?” I ask. “Wedding nerves?”

      “Nope. I’m pregnant.”

      I’m just as surprised as the last time someone told me that. Piper is sweet, personable, and easier to picture as a mother than Saylor was, but I definitely wasn’t expecting her to tell me this an hour before her wedding.

      “Wow. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” She flops down on the love seat. “I found out last night. What do I do? Do I tell Cooper?”

      “Right now? Or ever?” I joke.

      “Emma.” She dramatically flings one arm across her eyes. “What do I do?”

      “I have no idea,” I reply honestly. “The possibility of finding out I’m pregnant the night before my wedding is one I can truthfully say has never occurred to me.” I pause. “You could tell him on the honeymoon?”

      “He’ll notice I’m not drinking tonight. It’s my wedding! I had French champagne flown in.”

      “Champagne is only champagne if it’s French,” I say automatically.

      “Not helping, Emma.”

      “I’m just saying. It’s a common misconception.” I take a seat next to her. “I can swap your champagne out for Maine sparkling apple cider? Saylor had Beck swap out her gin for water when she was keeping her pregnancy a secret.”

      “You’re going to stand next to me all night, swapping out my drinks?”

      I shrug. “Sure. Was that not in the maid-of-honor job description?”

      Piper huffs a laugh. Then, her face lights up, and I have a sense it’s with an idea I won’t like even before she speaks. “I know. Can you ask Caden?”

      “Ask Caden… what?”

      “If I should tell Cooper! I need a male perspective.”

      “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “Because then he’ll know I am! If you ask him, he won’t know.”

      “You mean, he’ll think I’m pregnant,” I state dryly.

      “It’ll be a good dry run for you guys.”

      “We’re not even engaged, Piper.”

      “Please, Emma? It’s my wedding day.”

      I grumble under my breath but stand and grab my phone.

      I text Caden. Are you here yet?

      He responds instantly. By the lighthouse with Coop and Pete.

      Can you meet me on the porch?

      He likes the message, so I shut my phone off and then point it at Piper.

      “You owe me for this.”

      “Thank you! You’re the best maid of honor ever!” she calls after me in a rush as I head into the hallway and outside.

      Caden’s already there, leaning against the railing in a light-gray suit. The white dress shirt molds to his muscular torso, and the tailored pants hug his strong thighs. He looks hot.

      He whistles as I approach, his gaze admiring as it sweeps over the silk dress I’m wearing. I normally shy away from wearing anything yellow, but the shade isn’t horrific. Caden doesn’t seem to think so either, if the heat in his eyes is any indication.

      “You look like a buttercup,” he tells me.

      “You mean, I look like our backyard?” I tease.

      Winter’s thaw revealed the stretch of grass behind the house is in fact covered with the yellow flowers.

      Caden smirks. “Sure. You look like our backyard. You swooning yet?”

      “Barely vertical,” I assure him and then take a deep breath. “I need to ask you something.”

      “Okay.” His eyebrows knit together.

      “Let’s say, hypothetically, a woman found out she was pregnant.” Caden’s eyes widen, so I rush to add, “If you were the guy she was supposed to marry in about an hour, would you want to know that information before or after the wedding?”

      He stares at me and then asks, “Piper is pregnant?”

      “You did not hear that information from me,” I hiss.

      Caden laughs. “Wow.”

      “That’s what I said. Everyone I know is suddenly procreating like crazy.”

      His eyes twinkle. “You freaked out about marriage this morning. Too early to talk about kids?”

      “With you or with someone else? Ideally.” I ask with a straight face.

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m well aware earlier wasn’t my smoothest moment, Emma. No need to rub it in.”

      I laugh. “I’m not ready. But after we get married, yeah. We could try.”

      Caden steps forward, caging me against the white shingles. The rough wood scrapes my back. “Want to practice trying?”

      “Caden,” I warn.

      He flashes me my favorite smirk. The one that makes my heart pound and panties wet. “Isn’t it a rite of passage for the best man and the maid of honor to hook up?”

      “They did. This morning,” I remind him.

      He grins. “So, if I slid my hand under your dress, I wouldn’t find—”

      “EMMA!”

      I turn to see Piper has walked out onto the porch, wedding dress and all.

      “Hey, Piper,” Caden says easily. “Congrats on…” He meaningfully looks at her midsection.

      Piper huffs, throws her hands up in the air, and stalks back into the cottage.

      I shove him before I follow after her. “Thanks a lot.”

      He just grins, unrepentant.

      Piper is pacing when I walk into the small room serving as the bridal suite. “Really, Emma?”

      “I’m sorry,” I reply. “I didn’t tell him. He figured it out.”

      “Fine. What did he say about telling Coop?”

      Dammit. I never asked him.

      “I think you should tell Coop.”

      “Really?” Based on her hopeful expression, I know that’s the answer Piper was looking for.

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” She takes a deep breath. “Can you unzip me?”

      “What?”

      “I need to talk to Cooper, and I can’t do it in my dress.”

      I feel like this is on the maid of honor don’t list, but I do what she asked.

      “Can you go get him?”

      “Yep. I’ll go get him.”

      Piper nods, looking nervous as she steps out of her wedding dress and pulls on the robe she wore for her hair and makeup.

      “It’s going to be great, Piper.”

      She exhales shakily. “I hope so.”

      I wink at her. “I know so.”

      I retrace my steps down the hall. This time, I head out through the front door instead of to the side porch. Cooper is standing by the folding chairs that have been set up, talking to a couple of guys I recognize from the rehearsal dinner as being ones he went to college with. Guests have begun to arrive and are milling around. I walk halfway across the grass and cup my hands around my mouth.

      “Cooper!”

      His head snaps up. His eyes settle on me. I can see the questions from here. He walks over to me quickly, looking concerned.

      “Piper wants to talk to you,” I tell him. “She asked me to get you.”

      Worry creases his expression.

      “Everything is fine,” I add. “She’s not leaving you at the altar or anything.”

      Cooper’s expression tells me he doesn’t find it all that funny—or reassuring. He walks past me without a word, headed inside. Cooper has already disappeared into the house by the time I reach the front door. I walk inside, intending to wait down the hall for Piper and Cooper to finish talking.

      When I enter the entryway, there’s a familiar face walking down the hallway. I’m more surprised to see her than I should be. I knew she was invited.

      “Heather. Hi.”

      I’ve seen her around town since I moved back to Hayden. They’ve mostly been cordial, impersonal encounters, lasting less than a minute.

      “Hi, Emma.” She smiles, looking completely at ease. “I like your dress.”

      “Thanks,” I reply. “Piper picked it.”

      “Same color as a buttercup,” she notes.

      I can’t keep the laugh contained. “Yep.”

      “Sorry. Bad joke.”

      “No, it’s not… Caden said the same thing, is all. How—how are you?”

      She studies me. “You light him up.”

      I shift on my heels. “Look, Heather—”

      She waves away my start of a sentence. “I’m happy for you guys. Truly. You’re perfect for each other. It was hard when things ended between us, but only because it had grown familiar. I had a feeling it would end like this as soon as I heard you were back in town. He wouldn’t even talk about you. Love like that doesn’t fade. Enjoy it. Cherish him. Not everyone finds what you two did once, let alone twice.” She smiles. “Now, do you know where the bathroom in this place is?”

      “There’s one at the end of the hall. On the right.”

      “Great. Thanks. See you around, Emma.”

      “Yeah. See you,” I echo.

      Heather turns and walks back down the hallway. I watch her go and then head into the sitting room.

      The heavy thud of Cooper’s footsteps sounds about twenty minutes later. I stand and rush over to the doorway. He’s beaming as he passes me.

      “Thanks, Emma.”

      I nod. “Of course.” I glance down the hall to make sure no one else is in earshot. “Congrats.”

      His smile grows impossibly larger. “Thanks. Piper is waiting for you.”

      “Okay.” I rush down the hallway and into the room, relieved to find Piper is smiling just as broadly.

      “It went well?” I surmise.

      She nods, her expression luminous. “Yeah. You were right.”

      “I usually am,” I tease as I start to help her back into her dress.

      Cooper’s mother, Mrs. Dayton, and Cooper’s younger sister, Sierra, who’s serving as the sole bridesmaid, all come in as soon as I announce Piper is ready. Mr. Dayton shows up a few minutes later, signaling the ceremony is about to start. The room descends into a flurry of activity that results in all of us ending up out on the side porch that’s out of view from the grass where the ceremony is set to take place. We rearrange in the correct order—first Sierra, then me, and finally Piper and her father.

      It sends a sad pang through me when I realize it’s a moment I’ll never share with Beau. My relationship with my parents hasn’t changed much. They were both incredulous when I shared my plans to move to Hayden but didn’t voice any negative thoughts. Wary of the fact that I have no issue dishing out tough love, if I had to guess. My mom even mentioned the possibility of them making a trip up to visit this summer.

      Music starts. Sierra disappears around the corner. I count to ten and then follow.

      It’s a perfect summer day. The sky is cloudless and blue, and the ocean is calm, its navy surface only marred by the occasional whitecap. The black-and-white lighthouse stands proudly at the peak of the cliffs, casting a shadow over the very edge of the altar that’s been set up. Coop is standing with the minister, Caden and Pete beside him.

      I take my position across from them. Caden winks at me.

      The music swells, and everyone stands to watch Piper walk down the aisle. It’s a short walk before she’s beside me, handing me her bouquet of hydrangeas.

      The ceremony passes quickly. I’m distracted by the stunning backdrop and by stealing glances at Caden. Most of the time, he’s already looking at me.

      All of Piper’s fears from last night—which I now suspect might have been pregnancy hormones—were unfounded. The ceremony melts seamlessly into the reception with guests getting served lobster and corn—traditional Maine cuisine. No one else seems overly concerned about getting the juices or butter on their finery, but I feel like I’m going to need to get hosed down by the time I finish my meal.

      Caden chuckles as I accumulate a pile of six used napkins. “Come on. Let’s dance.”

      “I’m all sticky,” I protest.

      He ghosts his lips by my ear, sending shivers up my spine. “Never bothered me before.”

      I pull back and try again. “I smell like lobster, Caden.”

      “So do I. Come on. Want to dance?”

      I sigh. “Fine.”

      The song changes as he pulls me toward the wooden boards serving as the makeshift dance floor, which has been set up under the twinkling lights.

      “Build Me Up Buttercup” begins to play, and I can’t come up with anything witty or equally romantic to say. “I love you,” I tell him simply.

      His expression turns tender as we sway. I can picture dancing with him like this at our own wedding with total clarity and complete certainty that it will happen.

      Caden squeezes my hand. Then, he traces the raised line that bisects my palm.

      Slowly.

      Deliberately.

      Scars tell a story.

      And mine has a happy ending.
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