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Chapter 1

I’m a simple guy with a complicated past. A few years back when it felt like my life was going to hell, Cedar Cove looked like a great town in which to crawl into a hole, so that was what I did. My skills were varied, but I had no intention of taking on a nine-to-five. I didn’t need the income a steady job would provide. I had money, but it didn’t buy happiness and it surely didn’t give me peace.

What I needed was a way to help me forget my past and the mistakes I’d made and the people I’d hurt. The only way I could think to do that was to take on the task of helping others, which is why I became a handyman and carpenter. I can take on the jobs I want and decline the ones I don’t want. My prices are reasonable and I’m good at what I do. I keep busy and under the radar. Most important of all, my head isn’t trapped in the past.

I’ve lived a fairly inconspicuous life these last several years until everything changed—or, as my mother would have said, went to hell in a handbasket. I never understood what that saying meant until I met Jo Marie Rose.

Jo Marie moved to town after her husband was killed in Afghanistan. She purchased an upscale bed-and-breakfast and renamed it the Rose Harbor Inn. Not long after she arrived someone gave her my name and she called me with the task of building a new sign for the B&B.

My first impression of Jo Marie was that the woman was a pest. I work on my own time frame and no one else’s. Coming out of the corporate world, Jo Marie wasn’t wired that way. If she hired me for a job she wanted it done yesterday. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve told her she should have taken her business elsewhere if she was in such an all-fired hurry. She didn’t. Instead she cajoled me along, bribing me with home-baked cookies and a smile that would melt concrete.

I carved that sign for her B&B. Jo Marie liked my work and I’ll admit I was proud of how it turned out. While it might have taken longer than she would have liked, in the end Jo Marie was pleased, too. Pleased enough to hire me for a long list of other projects, which included laying out a rose garden and building a large gazebo.

Because of the improvements she’d lined up for me I spent a lot of time with her. It didn’t take me long to see that this was developing into a problem: I enjoyed her company far too much. I became overly involved with what was going on in her world rather than keeping my distance. I needed a break to get my head squared away. I made up an excuse and told her I couldn’t work for her for a few days because I had other projects that needed my attention. And I did—well, sort of.

I’d started building a cradle. Only the good Lord knows why. The idea for it came to me in the middle of the night and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Before I knew what was happening I had the design all drawn out and the wood purchased. Every spare minute I had I worked on that cradle. The design was intricate, the headboard nothing less than a work of art, even if I do say so myself.

The question remains: What in the bloody hell am I going to do with a cradle? The carving on the headboard is an elaborate forest scene: An oak tree with thick limbs spread across the surface and forest creatures nestled in the branches. The first figure I did was an owl; later, squirrels had made a home and packed away nuts for the winter in a knothole. A rabbit rested by the trunk and bees buzzed from a cleverly hidden hive.

The morning after I started the project I felt free: no need to rush over to Jo Marie. For the first time in a long while my day and my time were my own. I needed this. The funny thing was I had to resist the urge—no, the need—to take a break and check on her. By now she’d have a cup of coffee ready for me, and she knew exactly how I liked it. The woman had a gift for baking some of the best cookies I’d ever tasted. I could easily down half a dozen before I started work, and she always had plenty on hand.

I’d caught on to her game long time. She used those cookies as an incentive, and it worked better than I cared to admit. As soon as I was up and dressed I’d head to her place. It’d gotten to be that my first cup of coffee was with Jo Marie, unless she was busy with her guests. It was a small price to pay to show up each morning around eight. Any later and Jo Marie buried those cookies in the freezer and I was out of luck. The woman was tricky!

Breathing in the fresh morning air with its briny scent, I headed for my workshop. I was in no mood for company. The truth was I wanted to shut out the world entirely. Jo Marie had me trained like some circus animal and I’d decided: no more. I was reclaiming control of my life. Because of her I’d turned down any number of other jobs, always giving her projects top priority.

As of today, I was changing course. I figured the only way to get her out of my head was to find excuses to stay away. Jo Marie took up far too much of my thoughts, and I was taking positive steps to make sure to put an end to that.

Involving my mind and my hands in woodwork helped to tame my ghosts. For an hour or two I was able to forget the friends I’d left behind and the sick feeling that gave me in the pit of my stomach.

This day was my own and I planned to take advantage of every minute. I carried my first cup of coffee into my workshop and locked the door. I didn’t want to be disturbed or interrupted.

Everything was coming along nicely when the table holding the cradle and power tools collapsed. With a sound loud enough to compete with a sonic boom, the table crashed down hard, trapping my legs beneath it. The pain was immediate and I gritted my teeth and sucked in a deep breath, fearing I was about to pass out. I think I might have for a few moments.

When the room stopped spinning I tried to lift the table, but it was a no-go. No way was I strong enough to raise it or to crawl out from beneath the heavy equipment. If I’d had my phone with me I could have called for help, but I didn’t. My cell was inside the house. I hadn’t wanted to be bothered and this was the price of my foolishness.

The pain was unrelenting and I could feel myself swaying between consciousness and unconsciousness. Because I’d purposely kept relationships at a minimum I could only speculate how long it would take before I was found.

Sometime within a hour after the accident I heard a scraping noise outside my door. It was low to the ground and must have been an animal, possibly a dog.

“Rover,” I heard Jo Marie call out. “Mark isn’t home. He’s working elsewhere today, remember?”

The scratching persisted, followed by a low howl. I should have known it was Rover, Jo Marie’s dog. He was a rescue animal she’d adopted that I insisted was a nuisance. Secretly I thought he had amazing skills. Earlier in the year Rover had turned up missing and I’d spent the better part of a day looking for the mutt. Jo Marie had been distraught. Trust me, I had better things to do than search for a missing dog. But I couldn’t bear to see her upset, and so, like some superhero, I’d stepped in to save the day. Well, maybe this was Rover’s way of paying me back for finding and returning him to Jo Marie.

I’d have given just about anything if it wasn’t her on the other side of the door. “Who’s there?” I called out, although I knew perfectly well exactly who it was.

“Mark?” She tried to open the door and found it locked. “Mark, are you in there?” When it didn’t open she pounded on the door. “Is anyone in there? Mark, are you all right?”

“Yes,” I called back, lying through my clenched teeth and rolling my eyes at God. Naturally, the person to show up was the one person on earth I had hoped to avoid. “Come in.”

She tried the door again. “It’s locked.”

Very little escaped that woman.

A stab of pain blindsided me, and when I called out my voice was weak with pain. “The key. Get the key. It’s in the kitchen drawer by the sink.”

“You can’t open it?” she asked.

The question irritated me to the point I was ready to snap her head off. Rather than say something I’d regret later, I simply said “No.”

“Okay. I’ll get it.”

I heard the panic in her voice and did my best to relax. It made me wonder if she would comment on why the workshop was locked and not the house. Thankfully, she didn’t waste the time.

It seemed like an eternity before I heard the sound of the key in the lock. Right away Rover burst into the workshop, barking erratically. I watched as Jo Marie followed him. She scanned the area, not seeing me. “Down here,” I said between gritted teeth.

“Mark, oh Mark.” Jo Marie fell to her knees next to me. Her expression was grave. “I’m calling nine-one-one.”

That was the last thing I wanted. “I’ll be okay. Just get this damned table off of me.”

She looked at me like I was insane. “I can’t lift that thing.”

She was right, but I hated to admit it.

Rather than argue, she reached for the cell in her hip pocket and dialed for help.

“Jo Marie, do you always have to do the exact opposite of what I say?” Although I should have known better than to ask.

As I expected, she ignored the question and spoke quietly into the phone. Holding it away from her mouth, she asked, “Is anything broken?”

I glared up at her. “Do I look like a friggin’ doctor?”

Her eyes widened. “There’s no need to snap at me. Does it feel like the leg’s broken?”

I did my best to control my mood and realized it was the pain talking. “I hate to think I was in all this pain for a scraped knee.” Closing my eyes, I turned my head away. The throbbing pain seemed to be getting worse. I could hear sirens in the distance and I grabbed hold of my upper thigh thinking if I compressed the flesh it would help relieve the agony.

“Help will be here soon,” Jo Marie whispered, and briefly placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. Her simple touch went through me like a lightning bolt. I inhaled sharply and resisted the desire to place my hand on top of hers. I was grateful when she left me to walk over to the door and look out.

Rover, however, remained steadfastly at my side. I looked over at him and silently promised him a fat steak bone when I was through with this. I saw Jo Marie watching me, and for show I told the dog, “You’re nothing more than a worthless piece of…”

“Mark, don’t say that. Rover is the one who found you.” Then she came back from the door and fell to her knees at my side. “You okay?”

I nodded, although it was far from the truth.

Her hand was on my shoulder again. “I’m not leaving you.”

Rover lay next to me, his dark brown eyes regarding me steadily as I pet his head, silently giving him my appreciation.

Jo Marie smiled. “I bet you don’t think Rover’s so worthless now.”

The EMTs were close, the siren getting louder. “You should probably go,” I said. The aid crew would take over from here.

She blinked, as if my words had wounded her. She slowly rose from her knees.

“I…I told the aid car to come all the way to the back…I’ll show them the way.”

I nodded and closed my eyes, but it wasn’t helping block out the pain in my leg.

Again Rover refused to leave my side instead of following Jo Marie as he was accustomed to doing. I didn’t know what it was about this dog—it was almost as if he could read my mind. Good thing that wasn’t possible.

The sirens came to an abrupt stop. I faintly heard Jo Marie issue instructions. “This way,” she said.

In a matter of minutes two men from the local fire station rushed into the workshop. It took both of them to lift the table off my leg. I didn’t have to be a physician to see that it was broken.

“Thanks, guys, I’ll take it from here,” I said. I’d gotten a good dose of embarrassment already; I wasn’t eager for a second course.

“You need medical attention,” the older fireman argued.

“I know. I’ll get down to the emergency clinic and—” I stopped talking when I saw the gurney being rolled into the shop. Was there no end to the humiliation? “Listen, I’m in good shape now that that blasted table is off me.”

Jo Marie wrestled her way toward me. “Oh, give it up, Mark. Your. Leg. Is. Broken.”

I ignored her because, frankly, if I confronted her now, feeling the way I did, she’d never speak to me again, which in retrospect might not have been such a bad thing.

“Are you his wife?” one of the firemen asked.

I bit back a laugh.

“Just a friend,” Jo Marie answered.

“She’s a nuisance,” I insisted.

“Look, even if you did manage to make it to the emergency clinic on your own, they’d send you to the hospital. You’re going to need X-rays and there’s the possibility of specialized treatment. You’ll be saving yourself a headache and a whole lot of unnecessary pain if you let us take you now.”

The fire chief made sense, although I didn’t want to hear it. After a moment I nodded my acquiescence. To be sure, I wasn’t happy about any of this.

The same men who’d lifted the table off my legs got me onto the gurney. While they were wheeling me out I heard the fire chief talking to Jo Marie.

“It’s a good thing you happened along when you did,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed.

The ride to the hospital took no time. When I arrived everything sped up. I was examined by a doctor and predictably wheeled in for an X-ray. Shortly after that the doc returned with the results.

“You’re fortunate it was a clean break,” he said, showing me the bone on the computer monitor. He pointed to the split with the end of his pen. Even as a layperson I could see the fracture.

Although the hospital had given me something strong for the pain, I was still in a bitch of a mood. This leg was going to slow me down and, worse, keep me trapped inside the house. Spending all that time alone was sure to bring back memories I’d struggled hard to forget, memories I preferred to bury. I couldn’t turn back the clock. There were few do-overs in life.

A good hour later a nurse made small talk as she applied the cast on my leg. If I’d been in a better frame of mind I might have been entertained. Instead my thoughts turned toward my next big problem: How was I going to get back to Cedar Cove? I had crutches, but they were inside the house. A lot of good they’d do me there. The doctor had given me a prescription for pain meds and something else to ward off an infection. I’d need to find a pharmacy that made deliveries, and I wondered if those even existed.

Once the nurse had finished with the cast she helped me into a wheelchair. The first order of business was to find a phone and call for a taxi. Getting into the house was going to be a real hassle, but I’d find a way to manage. Already my mind was working on how best to get up the few stairs.

The chatty nurse wheeled me out into the waiting area. I was about to ask if I could use a phone when I saw Jo Marie sitting in one of the chairs. I was stunned into speechlessness.

She’d come to the hospital?

She’d waited for me all this time?

Her smile was like sunshine as she stepped toward me. I could feel myself drawn toward her. It was almost as if I could rise up from this wheelchair and meet her halfway. With a determined effort I pulled myself back.

I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—let this beautiful woman mess with my head. Or my heart.


Chapter 2

Although I didn’t want to admit it, I was grateful Jo Marie had been thoughtful enough to come to the hospital. With the X-rays and the wait time it’d been the better part of four hours, which made me wonder how long she’d been hanging around.

The hospital volunteer wheeled me outside while Jo Marie went to get her car. My jaw was clenched as I sat under the ER’s portico. I was in pain despite the high dose of medication given to me earlier. It was as if the universe was doing its best to thwart me. The sole reason I hadn’t gone to work on the rose garden that day was so I could avoid Jo Marie. Yet here she was. I knew I should be grateful, and I was, but this wasn’t what I wanted.

Bottom line, I was angry, although my anger wasn’t directed at Jo Marie as much as it was at myself. I knew better than to put that kind of weight on a worktable. This accident had been due to my own carelessness. I accepted that, but still I blamed Jo Marie. My head was muddled with thoughts of her that had nothing to do with the meds the hospital had fed me. Despite my best efforts the whole time I’d been carving the cradle I’d been thinking about her.

I wondered if she was upset because I wasn’t at her place working on that rose garden she was so intent on me putting together. The project was huge and she was more than impatient about getting it finished. It was unrealistic for me to have it completed before the open house she’d planned. Regardless of how often I reminded her of that, she had it in her mind that it was possible.

As soon as the car eased to a stop outside the hospital, Jo Marie rushed around to help transfer me from the wheelchair to the passenger seat. The woman allowed me no pride. Thankfully, her help wasn’t needed. The nurse had obviously done this a time or two and made it look effortless. My leg continued to throb with pain and I gritted my teeth as I awkwardly slid into her car.

Jo Marie climbed back behind the wheel. “You okay?”

I nodded stiffly and looked out the passenger window, preferring not to talk. For the first time I noticed my jeans were ruined. The nurse in the emergency room had made a huge slit up the leg, so now it flopped over my cast. My best pair, too.

The radio played and I was grateful that Jo Marie didn’t seem inclined to chat, because I wasn’t in a talkative mood. The drive around the cove seemed to take ten times longer than normal. The silence between us felt as heavy as that table pressing against my leg.

When we finally got into town, Jo Marie missed the turnoff for my street. “Where are you going?” I asked. I wasn’t in the mood for a so-called shortcut.

“Don’t you need to stop by the pharmacy?” she asked.

I didn’t want to be in her debt any more than I already was, so I shook my head. I’d get the prescription filled some other way. “Not now.”

“But won’t you need crutches to get into the house?”

“I have a pair already.” I’d found them in the back of one of the closets, left behind when I’d purchased the house.

“Did you break your leg before?”

“No,” I returned impatiently.

“Sorry I asked,” she snapped back.

Changing course, she turned and backtracked to my place. She’d barely stopped when my hand was on the door handle; I was eager to escape her.

“You’re going to need the crutches to get up those stairs,” she reminded me.

She was right, although I hated to admit it. “Back bedroom closet.” Right away I noticed her smile and knew why. Almost from the first Jo Marie had been openly curious about my past. Since the time I crafted the sign for the B&B, she’d been less than subtle about wanting to know my background. Whenever possible, which was a good majority of the time, I was able to sidestep her questions. The less she knew about me, the better. Like I said earlier, I’m a simple man with a complicated past and I preferred to keep my personal life personal.

Jo Marie must think that by seeing the house she’d learn more about me. Well, big surprise, the house wouldn’t tell her squat. For the first time since the accident I found a reason to smile.

She retrieved the crutches in short order and handed them to me. The transition out of the car wasn’t smooth. I ended up snapping at Jo Marie a couple more times. To her credit, she was patient and didn’t return in kind, which only made me feel worse.

Managing the stairs was no piece of cake, either, and by the time I was inside the house I was exhausted. I slumped down in the recliner, reached for the lever, and elevated both legs.

It wasn’t only my leg that caused me discomfort. My entire body was one giant ache. I lay back, released a sigh, and closed my eyes.

“Can I get you anything before I go?”

“No thanks.” At this point all I wanted was to be left alone.

“Call me if you need help,” she said, hesitating.

The only way she was going to leave was if I agreed, so I nodded.

“I’ll check in on you later.”

“No need.”

Still she hesitated, as if there was something more she wanted. Frankly, I wasn’t having it. “You can go now,” I said, more forcefully than I intended to. I knew I was acting like a jerk. I felt bad about it, but the last thing I wanted was her fussing over me. Sleep beckoned.

—

I don’t know how long I slept, but it must have been most of the afternoon. When I woke I felt significantly better. My leg continued to throb and I wished I hadn’t been so stubborn about not letting Jo Marie stop off at the pharmacy for the medications. I could use another painkiller, although I hated the thought of taking them.

To complicate matters, I couldn’t find the prescriptions the nurse had given me along with a list of instructions. The best I could figure, I’d left them in Jo Marie’s car, which meant I’d need to call her. I put it off. Not smart, I know, but my brain seemed to have zoned out and lethargy had set in.

The evening news was on and my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten lunch, and breakfast had consisted of a peanut-butter sandwich. I struggled up, balancing on the crutches, and was awkwardly working my way toward the kitchen when someone knocked on the front door.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out who it might be. The only person who knew what had happened was Jo Marie. My suspicions were confirmed when I heard scratching against the door.

Rover.

“Hold on,” I shouted, moving as best I could. My progress was slow.

A second hard knock followed. Then, “Mark, it’s me.”

“Be patient,” I called out. I’d made it halfway back into the room when the front door was thrust open and Jo Marie and Rover walked in.

She offered me an apologetic smile. “I figured you didn’t keep it locked.”

Apparently she knew me better than I realized. In a community like Cedar Cove, locked doors hardly seemed necessary. Right away I noticed Jo Marie had two brown paper bags in her hand.

“I brought you dinner,” she announced, apparently noticing that my eyes had immediately gone toward the packages.

Again, I should have been over the moon with appreciation, and while inwardly I was glad, I didn’t want to rely on her. Sooner or later I would need to find a way to take care of myself.

“Why’d you do that?” I asked, following her, swinging my casted leg forward as I used the crutches.

“I don’t know,” she muttered. “Silly of me, I guess, but I assumed you might be hungry.”

Her sarcasm was heavy and I didn’t blame her. I hadn’t exactly been welcoming.

“It wasn’t any trouble to fix you something since I was cooking for myself.” From the sound of her voice I could tell she’d made a determined effort to hold on to her temper. On her way into the kitchen, she set the smaller of the two bags down on the end table next to the recliner.

“What’s that?”

“Your prescriptions. I had them filled for you. You’re supposed to take the antibiotic with food.”

“Is that why you brought me dinner?” I could read a label and there was plenty of peanut butter in the house.

“Rover insisted.”

“Rover,” I repeated, eyeing the mutt. He’d set himself down on the carpet next to my chair, making himself comfortable. At the mention of his name, he raised his head and looked toward Jo Marie.

“I brought you soup and salad.”

The idea of soup appealed to me. “What kind of soup?”

“Are you picky?”

“No, just curious.”

“It’s a favorite recipe of mine. It’s squash.”

My mouth started to water.

“I’ll take it back home. I wouldn’t want to force food on you or be a pest.”

“I could probably eat,” I said, downplaying my appreciation and my appetite. I returned to my chair and was grateful to sit. Already the undersides of my arms ached from the crutches. I took the two medications out of the bag and read the labels.

A hint of a smile showed, but she turned away before I could be sure. Taking the salad and soup into the kitchen, I heard her rummaging about, and soon afterward the microwave started to hum.

“Do you need a pain med?”

“I’ll wait awhile,” I said, although it was all I could do not to remove the cap and swallow down three or four. I don’t know why I felt the need to pretend I was superhuman and could withstand high levels of discomfort. The fact was I hurt and was too damn proud to admit it.

She stepped into the doorway from the kitchen and placed her hand on her hip. “You should take one anyway.”

“Why would I do that?” I argued, for the sake of arguing.

“Because,” she said, pointedly, “you’ll be in pain soon enough, and you want to ward it off so you’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

I reached for the prescription for the simple reason that the fight had gone out of me. Arguing had worn me out.

A couple minutes later she returned with a tray she must have found in the kitchen. I didn’t realize I even had one. The aroma from the soup hit me at about the same time she set the tray in my lap. I nearly swooned.

Reaching for the spoon, I could only hope that the taste lived up to the promise. And it did. This was quite possibly the best soup I’d ever tasted, and it hadn’t come out of a can.

“Is it too hot?”

“No.” I knew she was waiting for a reaction, and I downplayed my response for fear she’d take it as a sign to deliver every meal. “It’s fine.”

Disappointment flashed in her eyes and she returned with a glass of water. “I would have brought you a glass of milk, but it’d expired.”

“It’s probably still good,” I argued. I didn’t pay much attention to the expiration dates on stuff I refrigerated.

“It expired three weeks ago, Mark. It looks more like cottage cheese than milk.”

“Oh.”

Without invitation, she sat down. “I guess you get your wish after all,” she said matter-of-factly.

“What wish is that? I have several.” On top was the hope I could put thoughts of her out of my head, but that wasn’t happening.

“The rose garden.”

“Yeah, what about it?” I asked between sips, savoring each one and struggling to hide the fact. If she’d hadn’t been there I would have licked the underside of the spoon.

“I’d hoped to have it finished before the open house, remember?”

This was no surprise. She’d hounded me for weeks about having the rose garden ready for the open house. When things weren’t progressing at an acceptable pace, she went ahead and set the date. I suspected she thought mailing out the invitations would entice me to speed things up. It didn’t. The project was far more involved than she realized.

“It ain’t gonna happen,” I said.

“I know,” she murmured, her eyes dropping to my cast.

“I wasn’t going to finish it in time even before I broke my leg.”

She pinched her lips closed.

The food settled and I realized how hungry I’d been. “Did you say something about bringing a salad?”

“I did. Would you like that now?”

“If you put it in the fridge I might forget about it.” That was a stretch.

“I’m on it.” Jo Marie brought it to me with a fork and removed the empty soup bowl, then returned it to the kitchen.

“The soup was excellent.” She deserved to know how good it was. My fist tightened around the fork and I kept my eyes lowered. “I might owe you an apology.”

“You might?” she repeated.

“I’m grateful you stopped by this morning when you did.” It shouldn’t be this hard to show appreciation. “And the fact that you waited for me at the hospital. That was above anything that I expected you to do.”

“Mark, come on, we’re friends. You’d do it for me.”

That was debatable, but I didn’t say it.

“I might have been a bit cranky.”

“Yes, you might have been.”

Jo Marie smiled, and for the life of me I couldn’t look away. Just seeing her smile did something to my insides. Whatever it was hit me with a physical force to the point that I couldn’t breathe. I wasn’t sure what had happened. One thing I was sure of, however…whatever it was, I didn’t want it.


Chapter 3

I was still reeling from the effects of Jo Marie’s smile when she headed back to the kitchen. Heaven only knew what she was doing in there now. From the clanging noise, I suspected she’d tackled the pile of dirty dishes stacked in the sink.

When it came to my workshop and my projects, I was an organizational wizard. Housework? Not so much. Washing dishes had to be my least favorite task. If Jo Marie wanted to take care of it, then I wasn’t stopping her. At best estimate there was about a week’s worth of dirty dishes in the sink.

My eyes drifted closed. Hard to believe I could be tired when I’d slept a good portion of the afternoon. I could feel myself struggling to stay awake. It had to be those blasted pain meds. It surprised me how quickly they’d taken effect.

Minutes could have passed, or an hour; I had no way of telling. My brain absorbed the sounds coming from the kitchen, so when she spoke I had no idea of the time.

“You okay for me to leave?” she asked.

I looked up at her and was struck once again by how attractive she was. “Of course I am.” I might have broken my leg, but I wasn’t a child. “I’m fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”

She smiled as if she found me amusing. That hadn’t been my intention.

“Come on, Rover,” Jo Marie urged.

The mixed-breed dog remained beside the chair, his chin resting against his paws. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave.

“Go on,” I said, waving my hand as an encouragement.

Rover sluggishly rose to his feet, as if with great reluctance. He looked back at me as Jo Marie attached his leash to his collar.

“What?” I asked.

“You talking to me?” she asked.

The question took me by surprise—I looked at her and we locked gazes. For several uncomfortable moments neither of us spoke. “No, I was talking to Rover.”

“You didn’t actually expect him to answer, did you?”

“I guess not.” Although I kinda think I was.

“Call me if you need anything,” she said, tugging at Rover’s leash.

“Okay.”

She started to leave, then turned back, smiling, as if she knew something I didn’t. “You won’t call me, though, will you?”

She had my number. “Probably not.”

Her shoulder shook with a silent laugh. “Night, Mark.”

“Night.” I didn’t know what it was going to take to convince her to leave. Instantly, I was stabbed with guilt. If not for Jo Marie I would have been in a world of hurt. “Thanks again,” I mumbled, not even sure she would hear me.

“You’re welcome.”

Her million-watt smile was still there and I found it mesmerizing. It had to be the meds doing this, playing havoc with my emotions.

“I’ll stop by in the morning and check on you.”

“No need,” I insisted, looking away for fear my eyes would tell her otherwise.

“I’ll bring cookies.” Jo Marie left, closing the door softly behind her.

How well she knew me.

The house felt like a black hole afterward, as if she’d taken all the light and oxygen with her. I didn’t want her as my nursemaid, and at the same time I could hardly bear to be without her. Explain that!

Leaning back in the chair with my legs elevated, I contemplated what had just happened. I couldn’t make sense of it and I wasn’t sure I wanted to, for fear of what it would mean.

—

Although she phoned to check on me, Jo Marie didn’t show the next morning, and that was fine by me. I didn’t want to find myself relying on her. I’ll admit I would have enjoyed a visit, and that irritated me. She had become far too important to me and I had an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach for the rest of the morning.

As the day progressed I found myself listening for her, anticipating a visit. By late afternoon I worried something had held her up. I knew her, and it wasn’t like Jo Marie not to fuss over me. With more difficulty than I imagined, I washed up and changed my shirt. By the time I finished I felt as exhausted as if I’d run a marathon, which was probably what led to me falling. One minute I was upright and the next thing I knew I was flat on my butt without a clue how I’d managed it. Right away I was in relentless pain.

I sat there, unsure what to do, until I couldn’t take the throbbing ache any longer. The spasms were the worst. Out of the blue, pain would shoot up my leg with such intensity that I had to clench my teeth and clamp my fist and my jaw until it passed.

After several feeble attempts I had no choice but to call Jo Marie. She answered on the third ring, just as I was about to give up. Not bothering to hide my relief at the sound of her voice, I said her name: “Jo Marie?”

I hated the thought of telling her what I’d done. My pride had taken more than a bruising. “I need help.”

“What’s wrong?”

I told her, and right away she promised to come.

Jo Marie arrived a few minutes later, without Rover. “Mark?”

“In here.” Relief washed through me just hearing her voice.

She found me and it was as if the entire room lit up with sunshine. I blinked at the light that was her.

“How’d you manage this? And how long did you wait before you called me? Too long, right? And I bet you didn’t bother with your pain pills today, either, did you?”

The questions came at me like gunshots, one after the other. I had no intention of answering.

“Are you going to help me or not?”

“Of course I’ll help you.” Her look was sympathetic.

We tried several maneuvers before we found one that worked. If I was exhausted earlier, it didn’t compare to how I felt now. I was barely able to make it back to my chair.

Jo Marie followed, keeping a close watch on me. She looked troubled and I doubted it was anything that had to do with my predicament. At times she was hard to read, and at other times she was like an open book. This evening, she simply looked sad. It didn’t take a fortune-teller to figure out whatever it was had to do with the death of her husband. Now, I’m no therapist, but I supposed if she talked about it she might feel better.

To my credit, I tried, but she spurned my questions. Her sharp answers irritated me. She seemed to be in a hurry to leave, so when she asked me about dinner I sent her on her way, which was foolish on my part. Okay, it was just plain stupid, and I instantly regretted it.

—

I spent part of the day whittling wood. It was either keep myself occupied or go stir-crazy. My stomach growled and I ignored it. I was mentally reviewing the contents of my cupboards when the door opened.

It was Jo Marie.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, none too welcoming.

“You haven’t had dinner and I suspect you went without lunch, too. Whether you’re hungry or not, I brought you something to eat.” Not waiting for me to respond, she started for the kitchen.

My mouth sagged open with surprise and relief. I don’t know what happened, but whatever it was that made her come back with a meal, I was grateful.

Within minutes Jo Marie returned with a sandwich, and crowding the plate was a circle of oatmeal-raisin cookies. “Eat,” she insisted, handing me the dish.

For half a second I was tempted to refuse. I wised up fast enough, though. I accepted the sandwich and immediately wolfed it down.

Jo Marie returned to the kitchen and came back with a mug of hot tea. After setting that down on the end table, she sat down next to me and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees.

It took effort to slow down my eating. My pride refused to let her see how ravenous I was.

“I met with Peggy Beldon this morning,” she mentioned, and straightened enough to remove a piece of lint from her slacks.

Peggy and Bob, who owned another B&B in town, were the ones who’d given Jo Marie my name. I knew the couple had been generous with their help and advice. As I recalled, it’d been Peggy’s idea for Jo Marie to throw the open house. While it might be a good way to introduce herself to the business community, it’d been nothing but a headache to me. Jo Marie had me working dawn to dusk—first on that blasted rose garden and then on other projects to get ready for the big event.

“Afterward I stopped off and picked up some appetizers from the printer. By the way, Brad will be there.”

“Brad?” I didn’t know any Brad and I wasn’t particularly excited for her to talk about other men. That was something else I didn’t want to think about too closely.

“The printer,” she said, as if I should have known that. Leaning over, she snagged her purse and reached inside before handing me a large postcard.

“What’s that?”

“Your invitation. I know you said you weren’t coming, but I want you to have an invite anyway.”

I took it but set it aside. “I’m not coming.” I felt it was necessary to reiterate that point.

She blinked as if my words had wounded her.

“What?” I asked. “I never said I’d come, so don’t give me that puppy-dog look like I’ve disappointed you.”

She looked down at her hands. “I know.”

“I don’t understand why you’d even want me there.”

Her head came back up. “You don’t understand why you don’t want to be there?”

I’d lost count of the number of times she’d asked and the equal number of times I’d refused. Apparently, she needed to hear it again. “This might come as a big surprise, but I’m not a people person. My being at your open house would put a damper on the entire affair.”

“But, Mark, you’re the only friend I’ve got.”

“That’s not true,” I argued. “What about Peggy and Grace and—”

“They’re my mentors. Most everyone I know here in Cedar Cove is old enough to be my mother. You’re the only person I see regularly who’s around the same age as me.”

I wasn’t sure how to tell her this. “Listen, Jo Marie, we are not friends.” As soon as I said the words I wanted to swallow them back, but I couldn’t.

Her eyes widened as though she’d been caught off guard. “Then what are we?”

The answer wasn’t that easy. I didn’t have a clue how to describe our relationship. If I admitted we were friends she might guess that my feelings for her had intensified, and I couldn’t have that. Our relationship was tricky enough without bringing any mention of romance into it. Jo Marie was a widow mourning the loss of her war-hero husband, and I was a coward who’d gone against everything I knew to be right.

After some thought, I said, “We’re business associates.”

Her head went back as she absorbed my answer. “Okay, business associates. And as a businessman, I would think you’d want to show off the work you’ve done. Almost everyone comments about the sign you made. A lot of time and skill went into that. And then there’s the fireplace. You created an entirely new mantel.”

“I’ve got more business than I can handle right now. Why would I look for more?”

“Of course,” she whispered.

I’d barely finished the sandwich when she leaped up, grabbed the plate, and disappeared into the kitchen. She was there for an inordinate amount of time, and I couldn’t imagine what she was doing.

“Jo Marie?”

“Just a minute,” she called back. She didn’t sound like herself.

After the long silence, I heard the door to the dishwasher creak open. She had to be putting away the clean dishes.

“I’ll do that,” I called out. She didn’t need to be doing housework.

She ignored me, which was exactly what I knew she’d do.

A few minutes later she returned to the living room carrying the same bag she’d arrived with. “Can I ask you a question?”

I didn’t know why not—nothing ever stopped her before. “Go ahead.”

“If we’re business associates and not friends, then why is it that you stop by the inn when you’re not working? You come with one lame excuse or another.”

“Lame excuse?”

“You know what I mean. I’ve lost count of the number of times we’ve sat and had coffee on the porch and just talked.”

She was right and I didn’t have an answer. “I like your coffee.”

“But not my company.”

I shrugged and realized I was digging myself in deeper every time I opened my mouth. “You don’t bore me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I don’t bore you,” she repeated with a snicker. “Be careful, Mark, all these compliments might go to my head.”

That sounded sarcastic, but I let it pass.

“And my coffee is good?”

“Yeah, you make a great cup of coffee.” I meant that sincerely and hoped it was enough to dig me out of this hole I’d fallen into.

The room was full of tension and I realized I wasn’t helping matters any. She was already upset and I was only adding to her distress. The uneasiness between us felt as if a cement truck had arrived and poured a concrete wall separating us.

“Where’s Rover?” I asked, looking to turn around the conversation.

“Why would you care?” No denying it now. Her sarcasm was as thick as tar.

“Just curious.” I’d grown fond of Rover, although I went out of my way to hide that fact. It wasn’t unusual for him to lay sprawled out in the grass while I worked on the rose garden. He watched my every move. I didn’t want it advertised, but every now and again I brought him a small treat.

Jo Marie stood by the door, her back to me. I noticed she had the bag she’d brought with her and it didn’t look empty.

“Are you taking the leftovers with you?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes.”

“The cookies?” I wanted to protest.

“I brought them for a friend, only to learn I don’t have one. We’re business associates.” She opened the door.

I desperately wanted to stop her, but I didn’t know what to say. “Will I see you later?” I called out, hoping to sound indifferent and realizing I didn’t.

“Probably not. I’m going to be busy with the open house and all.”

“Right.” My shoulders sagged.

“See ya,” she said.

“Yeah, see ya,” I replied.

The door closed and Jo Marie was gone. My gut clenched. I had royally screwed that up. I didn’t do relationships. I’d messed up every single one, every single time.

Jo Marie claimed I was her only friend. What she didn’t know—and what I hadn’t told her—was that she was my only friend, too.


Chapter 4

True to Jo Marie’s word, I didn’t hear from her on Sunday morning. I knew she was busy getting everything ready for the open house. I also knew that I’d burned bridges with her. I repeatedly told myself it was probably for the best, although I had trouble accepting it. I’d let her get under my skin.

What she’d said about those lame excuses to spend time with her had hit the mark. It seemed a day couldn’t go by without me finding one reason or another to make an appearance at the inn. Most of the time I was already there, working on the list of projects Jo Marie needed done. At the end of the day, it’d become a habit to relax with her and watch the sun set. There was no better view of the cove than that from the inn.

Jo Marie wasn’t a big talker and I liked that about her. She didn’t see any reason to fill the silence with a bunch of endless chatter. Like me, she was content to unwind, enjoy the view, and sip coffee or occasionally a glass of white wine.

By noon I was hungry. The crutches weren’t my friend, though by necessity I was becoming more adept at getting around. I found a frozen pizza but had no idea how long it’d been in the freezer. When I got it out of the box the topping looked like something a cat threw up. Disgusted, I tossed it into the garbage and checked out the cupboards. I had one can of tomato soup, which I heated and ate standing up in the kitchen. I would have enjoyed a few of Jo Marie’s cookies afterward. Guess I had to get used to going without.

Damn. I’d blown it with her. Once more I tried to tell myself that severing ties with her was for the best. But I knew otherwise. We relied on each other. I helped her and she helped me, and that was the crux of the problem. I didn’t like relying on her nor was I comfortable with the way my thoughts so often went to her.

This wasn’t the first time we’d had a spat. A couple days ago she’d asked me to wash the outside of the inn’s windows. I grumbled and told her to add it to the list. I knew this was all part of the preparation for the open house. I didn’t need anything added to my workload, especially if she wanted that rose garden completed. When I wasn’t fast enough to suit her, she’d tackled the job herself.

I’d been working on getting the lawn dug up for the garden when I saw her balancing on the stepladder with a bucket of water and a squeegee. I frowned because it was obvious she didn’t know what she was doing. When she teetered on the ladder, I lost it.

What ensued was a shouting match that ended with me quitting. We were both boiling mad. Before I said or did something I knew I would regret, I walked off the job and stewed all the way home.

I couldn’t speak for Jo Marie, but I didn’t sleep well that night. By morning my temper had cooled considerably. We were at an impasse. Both of us were proud people and it wouldn’t be easy to cross this breach. I decided to work in my shop for the day while I mulled over how best to proceed with this touchy situation.

Mid-morning, Jo Marie showed up with Rover and a plate of peanut-butter cookies, telling me it was a peace offering. To put it mildly, I was happy to see her. We’d made it over that hurdle. This time, however, I wasn’t sure it was possible.

By insisting we weren’t friends, I’d hurt Jo Marie. I’d seen the pain and disappointment in her eyes. In retrospect, I realized I wasn’t totally responsible for her mood. Something else had happened, something she didn’t want to discuss with me, which was partly responsible for my claim that we were business associates and not friends. Her reluctance to share what had happened to upset her had rattled me.

I might convince myself it was the pain from my leg that kept me awake, but the truth was a lot of the discomfort had passed.

Sunday dragged along. I hoped to hear from Jo Marie but knew I wouldn’t. She had other things on her mind. I toyed with the idea of texting her. I would have if I knew what to say. Any attempt at humor came off sounding forced and insincere. A simple I’m sorry seemed inadequate. What she deserved was a genuine apology, and a text wouldn’t convey that.

I checked my watch and saw that it was time for the open house. I knew what I had to do. As much as I hated the thought of it, I needed to make a showing. Best I could figure it was the only way to make peace with Jo Marie.

I checked the invitation she’d left behind to be sure of the time and then waited thirty minutes before I called a taxi. Although the distance between the inn and my house was easily walkable, I wouldn’t be able to manage it on crutches.

—

The taxi pulled into the driveway of the inn and there was barely room to park. The day was sunny and bright, and I admitted the B&B had never looked better. Jo Marie had purchased red Martha Washington geraniums and put them along the front of the porch, adding a splash of color. The front door was open; people wandered in and out. I saw several I knew, including Judge Olivia Lockhart and the town’s newspaper editor, Jack Griffin. Naturally, Bob and Peggy were there, too.

I barely noticed any of them, however, because Jo Marie was all I could see. All I wanted to see. I opened the cab door, climbed out, and balanced myself on my crutches while I paid the driver. As soon as he collected his fee, he drove off, leaving me close to the foot of the steps.

“Mark?”

Jo Marie whispered my name, but I heard it as clearly as if she’d shouted it from across the street.

I stood at the bottom of the steps, which at the moment looked more than daunting. Jo Marie came down and joined me.

“I thought you said you weren’t coming,” she said stiffly.

“I changed my mind.” I hoped she’d accept my arrival as apology enough. “You gave me an invitation, remember?”

“I did,” she said. “You’re here as a business associate. Let me help you up the stairs.”

“I can manage.”

“Of course you can, but I’m here just in case you have any trouble.”

Having something to prove, I put all my strength and agility into making it up those eight steps, but by the time I reached the top I was breathless and shaky. If she noticed, Jo Marie didn’t say anything.

“Would you like to sit down?”

By this point I was barely able to move. “Might be a good idea.” The living area sofa was empty and the closest piece of furniture. I did my best not to collapse onto it.

“Can I get you anything?” Jo Marie asked.

“Coffee,” I said. “And if you’re so inclined, a few of those cookies.”

Once I was settled I didn’t move. Two hours passed and Jo Marie was busy giving tours and showing visitors the changes she’d made to the inn since taking it over from the Frelingers. A couple times local business owners stopped by to chat with me. Mostly they commented on one or another of the projects I’d done and inquired about my availability. I didn’t need anyone to tell me Jo Marie had sent them.

Finally the open house dwindled down to just Jo Marie and me. I could tell by the way she walked that she was exhausted. She wore a dress and heels. I couldn’t remember ever seeing her in anything other than pants and I had to admit she looked mighty fine. The woman had a great pair of legs.

“You clean up well,” I said, when she joined me on the sofa.

“It’s important to make a good impression for my business associates,” she said, pointedly.

“And your friends,” I added.

“Apparently, I don’t have any,” she said, straightening her spine. “You’re a business associate, remember?”

“True,” I concurred, “but I’m also a friend.”

“You sure?” she asked.

“I think so. The reason I said otherwise was because”—I hesitated—“I noticed you weren’t yourself. But when I asked a few questions you bit my head off and stalked away.” I didn’t mention that she’d told me to stay out of her personal life.

She lowered her head. “I was upset.”

“I figured.”

“But I came back, remember?” Her smile was difficult to ignore. She leaned against the back of the sofa.

“And I was grateful. I regretted what I’d said earlier.”

Her brows arched close to her hairline. “My heavens, Mark, was that an apology I just heard?”

No use denying it. “Yes.”

Her face warmed with her smile. “I shouldn’t have been so abrupt with you.”

“We’re good, then?”

“We’re good,” she repeated.

I could have drowned in that look, and after clearing my throat I asked, “Say, are there any leftovers?” You can’t blame a guy for thinking about his stomach, especially in light of the fact my cupboards look like the Sahara.

“Didn’t you get a plate earlier?”

“Yeah, but I was thinking about later. There’s not much at the house.”

“I’ll make a grocery run for you tomorrow.”

It was hard for me to accept her help, but I was done fighting it. “I’d appreciate that.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

The edges of her mouth quirked and I knew she’d suppressed a smile. I found myself looking long and hard at her mouth, which held me completely mesmerized. I’d never noticed how full her lips were or how kissable. With effort I dragged my attention away.

“Did anyone mention the rose garden wasn’t complete?” I asked, needing to take my mind off kissing her.

“No one.”

“Did you say that I was the one who got behind schedule and that it’s all my fault?” She’d warned me she would.

“No…I wouldn’t do that.”

“You came down pretty hard on me earlier,” I reminded her.

“Only because I was disappointed.”

The last thing I wanted to do was disappoint Jo Marie. The hurt in her eyes had eaten me up. I couldn’t get the picture of her sad face out of my mind, which was the reason I was here now.

“Once I’m up on my feet again I’ll make the rose garden a top priority,” I promised her.

“I’d appreciate that,” she said. “You’ll build me a gazebo, too?”

“Anything the lady wishes.”

She smiled. “I don’t know what’s in those pain pills, but whatever it is, keep taking them. I like this new, improved, congenial Mark much better.”

“It won’t last.”

“I know. I’ll relish it while I can.” She stood and went to the buffet table, reached for a plate and loaded it with sandwiches, then filled another plate with cookies. I noticed several varieties. I’d divvy them up, allowing myself only a few each day. But then I was honest enough to admit I had little self-control when it came to Jo Marie’s home-baked cookies. And Jo Marie, too.

Although I was more than happy to call a taxi for the ride home, she insisted on driving me. Rover came with us and rushed into the house as soon as I opened the front door. Jo Marie carried in the plates of food and dealt with them while I awkwardly made my way to my recliner.

“Do you need anything before I leave?” she asked.

I wanted to ask her to sit with me for a while. It was a selfish request. I knew Jo Marie was exhausted and she needed to get back to the inn.

“No, but thanks,” I told her. “Another time, okay?”

“You got it.”

Rover went to the door and then turned his head back as if to check on me. Jo Marie was already to the car and called for him. For half a second I thought he was going to refuse, but then he trotted down the steps and was gone, leaving the door partially open.

Jo Marie returned to close it. “Call me, okay?”

I nodded, surprised at how good my mood was. A weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

Three hours later, I reached for my cell and sent her a text.

I’m bored.

She must have had her cell close, because she texted right back: Read a book.

I’d rather you came and held my hand.

Very funny.

Actually, I was serious. I’d hoped she’d come and visit—the sooner, the better.

Just remember to stay off that leg. You’ve done enough today, don’t aggravate it.

Yes, Mother Rose.

Do you need me to bring you dinner?

Now, that was tempting, but she’d already filled my refrigerator with sandwiches. 

Naw.

Sleep well and I’ll stop by in the morning.

I stared at the text for a long time, smiling. And then it hit me like a bullet between the eyes. I was a goner. I’d fallen for Jo Marie. My head and my heart were completely wrapped around her. All this time I’d been kidding myself, thinking we were nothing more than friends.

I was in love when I swore I would never let that happen. I’d fallen for her, and who could blame me? She was funny, smart, beautiful, and just about everything a man could hope to find in a woman.

Now all I needed to do was figure out what I was going to do about it.





BALLANTINE BOOKS FROM DEBBIE MACOMBER

Rose Harbor Inn

Love Letters

Rose Harbor in Bloom

The Inn at Rose Harbor




Blossom Street

Blossom Street Brides

Starting Now




Christmas Books

Mr. Miracle

Starry Night

Angels at the Table




Standalone Novel

Last One Home


About the Author

DEBBIE MACOMBER, the author of Last One Home, Mr. Miracle, Love Letters, Blossom Street Brides, Starry Night, Rose Harbor in Bloom, Starting Now, Angels at the Table, and The Inn at Rose Harbor, is a leading voice in women’s fiction. Nine of her novels have hit #1 on the New York Times bestseller list, with three debuting at #1 on the New York Times, USA Today, and Publishers Weekly lists. Her holiday novels, Mr. Miracle, Mrs. Miracle, and Call Me Mrs. Miracle, were all top-watched movies on the Hallmark Channel. In 2013, Hallmark Channel produced the original series Debbie Macomber’s Cedar Cove. Debbie Macomber has more than 170 million copies of her books in print worldwide.

    debbiemacomber.com

    Faceboook.com/debbiemacomberworld

    @debbiemacomber

    Pinterest.com/macomberbooks


Set in Cedar Cove’s charming Rose Harbor Inn,

Debbie Macomber’s captivating new novel

follows innkeeper Jo Marie and two new guests as they seek healing and comfort,

revealing that every cloud has a silver lining, even when it seems difficult to find.

Silver Linings

Coming soon from Ballantine Books

Read on for a special preview!


Chapter 4

I stood for a long time staring at the Realtor’s FOR SALE sign in front of Mark’s house. It shouldn’t have been this much of a surprise. Mark hadn’t misled me. He was doing exactly what he’d said he intended to do. He was moving away. And yet I was shocked.

I don’t know how long I stood in front of the house as a gnawing sensation attacked my gut. Like the liquid in a cauldron, it churned and brewed and swelled, and then all at once I was so angry I could barely contain myself. And at the same time I was unbearably sad. A profound sense of loss settled over me, that familiar pain I experienced in the first weeks after I’d gotten word that Paul was missing in action and presumed dead.

Rover sat on his haunches watching me as if he expected some sort of response on my end. I had none to give. The Realtor’s sign blurred before my eyes.

It went without saying that any further attempt to talk Mark out of leaving would be pointless. I’d already tried that, but my words appeared to have no impact on him. It was as if he couldn’t get away from me fast enough. Well, so be it.

The return trip to the inn was taken at a much slower pace than when I left, as my head and my heart assimilated what I’d found. As I drew closer to the inn, my thoughts whirled around inside my head. I was saddened and angry in equal measure.

When I walked up the driveway, Rover strained against the leash in his eagerness to get to Mark. I held on tightly, but Rover half dragged me forward even while I struggled to hold him back.

Mark glanced up, but when he saw it was me, he returned to his task at hand, indifferent to me. My intention had been to walk directly past him without a word and get inside the house without a display of emotion.

The silent treatment was what he deserved. If I could pretend I didn’t care, maybe he’d feel the need to explain himself. Okay, admittedly, my thinking was probably skewed, but I was starting to feel desperate and lost. I had to believe there was some logical explanation for Mark’s behavior, something he wasn’t telling or couldn’t tell me.

I wasn’t halfway onto the property when, against all reason, my mouth took over. “You couldn’t wait, could you?” I demanded, so angry that I barely sounded like myself.

Mark paused, turned around, and looked at me. He frowned as if he didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. “Wait? For what?”

“To list your house.” My anger was front and center and seemed to throb with every syllable.

“What’s the big deal? I told you I was moving on.”

“You had to rub it in…you couldn’t put it off until you were sure this was what you wanted, could you?” My anger was to the point that I had trouble speaking coherently.

He set aside his paintbrush and turned to face me directly. “There was no reason to wait. The decision to leave has been made, so I listed the house.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Why should I?” he snapped.

“You’re right,” I shot back, unbelievably hurt. “Why should you? Our…friendship, our relationship, means nothing to you. Why would you want to share anything with me?”

He appeared perplexed by my outburst, which said everything. He hadn’t given my feelings the least bit of consideration. Any hope I’d clung to that he would change his mind dissolved like ice in boiling water.

He braced one hand against his hip. “I don’t get why you’re so angry.”

I couldn’t explain it myself. I felt the compelling urge to lash out and hurt him in the same way I was hurting. “I should have known I couldn’t depend on you. You’re doing what you’ve always done. You’re running away. So run. Be a coward. If friends, if relationships, if love is more than you can deal with, then good riddance.”

We squared off face-to-face. His face was red with anger and I felt the heat radiate off my own. 
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