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      Brett

      

      “Sir?”

      The sound of the woman’s voice breaks into my thoughts like a bell that’s been ringing for a while before you notice it.

      “Yeah?” My tone is harsher than I planned, but if I’m being honest, this stranger means nothing to me. I’m still in a damn limbo about what—if anything—is meaningful.

      Her face goes pink. She gestures to the empty space in front of me between me and the gate agent, who’s waving at me from behind her podium, the scanner clutched in her other hand.

      I nod crisply and stride forward. I’ve been hurrying up and waiting for the last ten years. I don’t feel too badly about these nobodies waiting for me.

      After all, I’m one of them.

      The gate agent scans my pass and flashes me a wide smile. The corners of my mouth twitch upward, but that’s as much as I can give her.

      “Thank you for your service,” she says, her eyes fixated on me like some kind of airline serial killer who would just as soon take a bite out of me. My chest tightens as heat flushes my face. Don’t fucking thank me for my service. It ended way too early for that—nothing I could do.

      I raise my chin and lower it, a semblance of acknowledgement, and snatch my boarding pass back. I sense eyes on my back all the way down the damn jetway, burning through my jacket, through my shirt.

      The only good thing about this situation is that, for once in ten years, I booked my own fucking ticket. I’m seated in the last row of business class and there is plenty of room under my seat the overstuffed backpack I’m carrying with all of my most precious shit in it. A few pictures, mostly, and my computer—although right now, if someone ripped it off of me and ran, I don’t know that I’d even bother following him.

      I slide into the seat and wedge the backpack underneath it, leaving the paperback I bought at one of the grab-and-go shops along the concourse on my lap. It’s some thriller that was on the front of the rack. I don’t know why I thought today was the time to read a book, but at least it’s a way to appear distracted so I can avoid associating with everyone else on the plane. It’s a long way from California to the town on the lake where I grew up.

      My stomach clenches when I think of it, and for the millionth time, I think about booking another ticket the second I land. Destination doesn’t matter.

      But something is drawing me back to Lockton. No matter how many places I looked up when I got my final orders from the Air Force, they never seemed right.

      Not that Lockton sounds right, either. But where the hell else was I supposed to go?

      My whole life is unhinged, unanchored. The only thing that tugs at me is Lockton, even though there’s nobody left there for me. My dad might be there. Who the hell knows? I haven’t bothered talking to him in years. Not since I left.

      There’s only one other person I might want to run into, if she’s even still there.

      I realize I’m clutching the paperback so tightly that it’s nearly bent in half, my face red and hot, when the flight attendant leans down and asks me if I’d like anything else to drink while the rest of the passengers finish boarding the plane.

      “Coke,” I manage to get out, my throat tight.

      She disappears into the front of the plane and I lean back in the seat, staring out the window, trying to get hold of myself.

      I hope to God she’s not still in Lockton. Not after I left her to join the damn Air Force, only to get fucked over by my own eyes. We were never even really together. There’s no reason for me to feel this way—sick, gut churning, filled with regret.

      When you know, you know. And I know that walking away from her was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made in my life. I also know there’s no way to make up for it—not now, and probably not ever. All I can hope for is that she’s not still in Lockton.

      Because if she is…

      I can’t even think about it.

      The flight attendant delivers the Coke on a small square napkin, and I sip it, holding it as gently as I can. One more errant thought and I might crush the flimsy plastic cup. I’ve never focused so hard on anything since I left the Air Force.

      I should be excited about going back to Lockton—home. I should at least be relieved.

      Instead, the only thing I feel is dread.
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      Addison

      

      Mrs. Cole looks at me from across the expanse of my desk, makeup applied as meticulously as it ever was when she would work at the concessions stand at the high school football games in what seems like a million years ago. Her hair is swept into a bun at the back of her head, the only clue that she’s in dire straits—or as dire as she’s ever been. Normally, her hairstyle would be full of elaborate curls held in place by the expensive sprays that you can only buy locally at Seven, the high-end salon on Woodland.

      Her eyes are glistening with tears, but not a drop touches her mascara. Beneath the makeup, two bright red spots color her cheeks, and she keeps glancing toward the door like someone she knows might walk by at any second.

      “Are you sure—are you sure there’s nothing?” She rests a hand on the edge of my desk and leans closer while I scroll through another set of assistance requirements from the state.

      I’m almost sure there aren’t any resources here that I can connect her to, but I’m not ready to give up. She appeared at my doorway half an hour ago, a quiver in her voice, and spilled her story—retirement accounts emptied, husband in rehab, and not enough money to pay the bills and buy groceries. Her daughter, Josephine, is back living with them along with her new baby, no husband. There’s a cold determination to find her something—anything—but it’s competing with the raw pain in my chest. Boyfriends moving out shouldn’t feel like someone has died, for God’s sake.

      “I still have a few places to check,” I say with a careful smile. Keeping this kind of thing professional is the one thing that helps people feel slightly less mortified, although in Mrs. Cole’s case, nothing might ever take away the sting of having to ask for help like this.

      Josie was the queen of the popular girls in high school, and Mrs. Cole relished everything about it. I can’t tell you how many times I saw her purse her lips behind the back of another girl—or their mother—and shake her head with unveiled disapproval at one thing or another.

      It doesn’t give me any satisfaction to see her sitting across from me, though. Instead, a weight has settled over my shoulders. I don’t want her to walk out of here without any hope. What the hell is the point of having an assistance liaison—me—if I can’t actually get anyone assistance? I took this job with the city two years ago when I moved back, and it’s an uphill battle almost every time someone walks in.

      The issue right now is that Mrs. Cole hasn’t been down on her luck for long enough to qualify for certain services, and depending on her daughter’s income…

      Something catches my eye in the middle of the page. “Here’s something…”

      She doesn’t say anything, but her posture perks up and the grip of her hand tightens on the edge of my desk. “I don’t need…much.” Her voice is tight, like she’s painfully forcing every single word out, one at a time.

      “I completely understand,” I murmur, squinting at the screen. Okay, so she doesn’t exactly qualify for this program, but I think if I call over, Annemarie will give her a break. “I just need to make one quick phone call.”

      Mrs. Cole leans back in her seat, pretending to study the framed prints on the walls. They’re innocuous bullshit, landscapes and flowers, but at least they give you something to look at while Addison Gray decides your fate.

      Not really, but that’s what it feels like.

      I punch in the number for Health and Human Services and wait while the call connects, the handset cradled between my shoulder and chin while I type in a few other notes about Mrs. Cole’s situation into her case file on the computer. When the receptionist picks up, perky as ever, I ask to be put through to Annemarie. “Tell her it’s Addison.”

      “Oh, hi, Addison!” says Nicole, the receptionist.

      “Hey, Nicole.” Then there’s a click while she transfers me over.

      Annemarie doesn’t do small talk. “Addison, if you’re calling me for another favor, just hang up now.”

      “It’s only one small thing,” I say, and Mrs. Cole’s eyes flick over to me. I make my smile more encouraging this time. “I’m here with a client, and I was wondering…” I give her the skeletal outline of Mrs. Cole’s case. “…so I’m calling to see if you could waive the three-month waiting period this time. There’s an infant and new mom involved,” I add at the last moment.

      “Damn, girl,” Annemarie says. “You always get your claws in deep.” She sighs heavily. “Fine. I can put in a request for a waiver. Have her call me on Friday.” Then she hangs up. She knows I have her phone number memorized.

      I hang up the handset gently and turn all the way away from my computer, pulling the top note off the pad by my keyboard. “All right, Mrs. Cole,” I say, printing Annemarie’s name and phone number neatly on the note and sliding it across to her. “It looks like my contact at Health and Human Services is going to be able to help you. As soon as you leave, I’ll send your information over to her. All you need to do is give her a call on Friday morning, and she’ll explain the details. By then, you should be all set with some assistance for buying some groceries.”

      Mrs. Cole’s chin quivers, and she takes the note from me in silence, folding it in half and tucking it into her purse. She stands up so quickly that she almost knocks her chair over backwards. “I’ll do that.” Her tone is sharp, confident—it’s like she’s back behind the concessions stand, as if nothing ever happened here this afternoon. Then she turns and marches toward the door.

      But before she crosses the threshold, she turns back, her eyes glistening. “Thank you, Addison.” The last three words are spoken so softly they’re almost a whisper, but I nod at her just before she disappears back into the outer office.

      I swivel back to my computer and write up Mrs. Cole’s details in an email to Annemarie. It’s a good feeling when I hit send and Annemarie’s reply comes in just a few minutes later. “Got it. Good to go.”

      Still, though, my heart aches in my chest. Without Mrs. Cole to focus on, I’m right back where I started—heartbroken over another failed relationship.

      I’m not looking forward to going home.
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      The realtor pushes another laminated sheet across her desk at me, and it’s all I can do not to roll my eyes at this idiot woman.

      I just want to buy a house in Lockton. Is that so damn hard?

      “This one is really something special,” she says, her heavy perfume wafting over me with every breath. I picked Victoria Vale because her face was plastered on for sale signs all over town when I got in yesterday. How the hell has she convinced that many people to trust her? She’s about the most obnoxious woman I’ve ever met in my life.

      No, she’s definitely the most obnoxious woman I’ve ever met.

      “This neighborhood has seen some remarkable revitalization in the past five years,” she rambles on. I don’t even glance at the address. The behemoth on the page in front of me has at least four bedrooms. Valerie Value is just a vulture, that’s what she is—she knows I’ve got a VA loan for this place, and she’s planning to take me for everything I’m worth.

      “That’s not going to work for me.”

      “What about this one? I haven’t shown this property to many prospective buyers yet, but I walked through last week, and let me tell you, this could be a real home. The landscaping in the backyard is…”

      Her voice fades into the background while I try to get a handle on my pounding heart. This was supposed to be the easy part. Getting into the Air Force, becoming a pilot—that was the test of a goddamn lifetime. Buying a house should be a fucking cakewalk. But yet…

      This whole thing is probably a mistake from top to bottom. Why did I ever think coming back to Lockton was a good idea? It’s not like I want to run into my father at the grocery store or some awkward shit like that. If I ever decide to talk to him again, I can always get on a plane.

      “No.”

      My short answer doesn’t deter Valerie Vale in the least. She pushes not one but two laminated sheets across to me, tapping a finger on one, then the other.

      “This one has some pretty extensive property attached to it. Lots of options for the future. I think the owners considered splitting it and selling off parcels, but obviously they’ve backed away from that for the time being. And this one has a guest apartment above the garage. That addition was just completed last summer, and the detail work is gorgeous.”

      I stare down at the pages, watching the line of the fluorescent light play over the center as Valerie’s manicured finger taps, taps, taps on different lines in the descriptions.

      This woman is either insane or wildly overconfident. She seems to have completely fucking ignored the fact that I told her I didn’t want a massive house, despite what the VA said I qualified for in terms of home loans, and every single one of these laminated pages is full of facts about houses I wouldn’t be caught dead buying. Every single one of them screams rich and stuck-up. I wasn’t either of those things when I left Lockton and I’m not either of those things now, either. I’m just a washed-up Air Force pilot who’s eventually going to have to find some other job, any job, and do it until I can collect my retirement. I can survive on the few hundred dollars a month in disability pay if I combine it with my savings, but not for fucking ever.

      My face goes hot again, just like when I was on the damn plane, and again I feel that clenching shame in my chest. I went into the Air Force to prove…what? That I was somehow better than my father? Better than Addison’s father? Another pair of men who didn’t do anything special with their lives, but they sure as hell didn’t want me screwing her over.

      Like I would have ever done that.

      Except I did, just by virtue of walking the hell away from her and never looking back.

      Until now.

      Being in Lockton has me seeing her at every turn—she’s on every street corner, sitting near me in every restaurant—and it’s starting to make me feel like a goddamn crazy person. It’s never her. The strawberry blonde hair on another woman just looked like hers. The blue eyes that caught mine while I was walking into the hotel last night were only a pale imitation. I searched for her profile on social media last night. I figured I should at least update my own account if I was going to be back in town—who the fuck knows why—but there was no profile for her. Or, if there was, I’m blocked from seeing it.

      This entire thing is a fucking disaster, and if I sit in this room with Valerie Vale for one more second, I might explode.

      I stand up. “Thanks for your time. I think I’ll look elsewhere.” Elsewhere—across the state? Across the country? I don’t give a shit. I’ll pick somewhere on the map as soon as I can pack my stuff at the hotel.

      The tone of my voice finally, finally gets Valerie’s attention, and she stands up, too, her hands fluttering nervously by her face for a split second before she gets them under control again, her mask of composure firmly back in place underneath her styled-to-within-an-inch-of-its-damn-life hair.

      “Oh, Mr. Miller, just give me one more moment, and then if nothing truly strikes your interest, I’ll be sorry to see you go. Just…one more moment.” She thumbs through a folder she retrieves from a wire holder on the side of her desk. My jaw clenches. She has five seconds before I turn around and walk through the door, one more moment or not. I have no idea why I’m still standing in this room.

      “Here,” she says triumphantly, pulling a laminated page with ragged corners out of the folder and handing it to me.

      The house in the picture is small, but not ridiculously cramped, and it seems like it has a good-sized yard.

      For the first time all afternoon, Valerie Vale might have gotten it right.
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      The days at the office roll by like waves crashing over me, person after person surging into my office and going back out with the tide. I recognize about a quarter of them—siblings of people I went to school with, parents, grandparents who narrow their eyes at me and ask if I’m David and Linda’s daughter. “Yes,” I say at least six times between Tuesday and Friday. “Yep, I’m their daughter.” I don’t say that David and Linda have been fighting for at least five years, maybe more, and that their marriage is in imminent danger of collapse. People don’t want to hear about that kind of thing from the city’s assistance liaison.

      I work late four nights a week, and this week is no exception, but there’s not enough time in the day to make all the phone calls I need to make and shepherd people through the application process and hand out the contents of boxes and boxes of tissues.

      Damn, it can be exhausting.

      When 5:00 on Friday comes, I finish one final email and send it out with a click that’s a little more vicious than I intended. I love this job, but it feels so hopeless sometimes. Just an endless sea of people who need help, but there’s not enough help to go around. Jesus, am I really that much of a bleeding heart?

      Yes, but I wanted to be tougher. When I was a teenager I imagined the woman I’d be—self-possessed and sexy and irresistible. And probably married. It’s that same fucking bleeding heart that’s made me waste the last ten years on a series of nice men, clean-cut and handsome, who turn out to be assholes in the end.

      I’m still moping about it like a pathetic idiot when I turn into my driveway at 5:30. “Stop it,” I tell myself as I look at my reflection in the rearview mirror. Jamie was a worthless douchebag who liked to flirt with other women at the bar on his nights off, which were numerous compared to mine, and our three years together meant precisely nothing to him. Which is why it makes no sense that my heart wrenches painfully when his car isn’t in the driveway a month after I came home to find a U-Haul parked at the curb, him loading the last of the boxes of his stuff into the back of it.

      No way. I’m not going to replay that shit show another time. I’m going to go inside, open a bottle of wine, and—

      A blast from a horn directly behind me makes me jump so high that my head almost brushes the ceiling of the car, my heart careening into my throat. I wrench the rearview mirror back into position and narrow my eyes to glare at the unbelievable dick who pulled into my own driveway to honk at me.

      It’s my best friend, one Leah Howard.

      I push the door open and jump out just as Leah elbows the door of her car shut. Her laughter rings out in the early fall air.

      “You scared the shit out of me!”

      “I know,” she says, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I saw you jump.”

      My pounding heart slows. Leah’s laughter has been contagious ever since I’ve known her, which at this point is about twenty-three years, give or take—since kindergarten, anyway.

      “You’re kind of a bitch.”

      “You love me.” She leans in to kiss my cheek, then brushes past me, heading for the front door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get ready,” she calls back over her shoulder.

      I roll my eyes and hitch my purse up over my shoulder. I don’t know why I carry a purse—I hate the damn thing. Then I hurry after her. Leah has a spare key to my place, and she’s already unlocking the front door when I finally catch up to her. She tosses her curly dark hair and opens the door with a flourish, letting me pass by her to go inside first.

      I go immediately to the couch and flop down, letting my head fall back against the arm. The door shuts with a confident slam, then the cushions next to me depress under Leah’s weight.

      “Get. Up.” She pops the last P like bubblegum and tugs at my arm.

      “No,” I groan. “It’s been a long-ass week, L. I have a date with the couch.”

      She leaps up just as I open my eyes. “Nope.”

      “Yes.”

      “We have a date.”

      “We don’t.”

      “I decided we do.”

      “I have plans.”

      She rummages through her purse and pulls out a top, whipping it at me from across the room. “You’re wearing that.”

      “Leah…”

      “Don’t ‘Leah’ me.” She narrows her eyes, giving me a stern look. “You have been sitting on this couch for the last ten Fridays. You cannot keep sitting here, wallowing over that asshole, until you’re old and decrepit.”

      “It hasn’t been ten Fridays.”

      “Five Fridays, then. It doesn’t matter. It’s been too long. Come on. I’m going to do your makeup.” Leah dangles her second bag—her makeup kit—from one finger.

      I take a deep breath and let it out. She has a point. I’m not doing myself any favors by sitting here until it gets dark, then sitting in the dark with the TV on until my eyes get so heavy that I can’t stand it anymore.

      Jamie isn’t fucking worth it.

      “Fine.” I get up from the couch and hold up the top while I walk to the hallway leading to the bathroom. It’s a boat neck with long sleeves—Leah knows me too well—and I would bet a hundred dollars that she’s going to go right to my dresser, pull out my shortest pair of shorts (“It’s still warm enough out,” she’ll say), and tell me that—

      The sound of my dresser drawer sliding shut confirms my thoughts.

      “Fine,” I repeat, louder, a pleasant buzz of excitement sliding over my skin. “I’ll go out…but only if it’s a girls’ night.”

      “Girls’ night. Absolutely,” calls Leah from the bedroom.

      “I mean it.”

      “You always do.”
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      Friday night, and O’Malley’s is packed. I should have known.

      Ten years ago, O’Malley’s was where everyone went the summer after high school because of the notoriously relaxed bouncer and the fact that it was more dive than bar. Actually getting served a beer was a crapshoot—it depended on which bartender was working, and how long the shift was—but there were better odds here than anywhere else.

      I only came here because I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. Lockton has filled out since I left, with shiny-ass places springing up on every corner, snuggled right in by all of the four Starbucks. I figured O’Malley’s—which, not coincidentally, is the least Irish place you’ll ever find—would be a dead zone, just like it was when I left town.

      To be fair, though, they had really good burgers.

      The noise was a shock when I pushed open the door. I almost turned around and went right back out again, but it’s five blocks back to the Holiday Inn Express and I’m fucking hungry.

      The only free table is sandwiched between two groups of shrill women in too-tight clothes, so I elbow my way to an empty seat at the corner of the bar.

      The bartender’s been ignoring me ever since. There’s only so many damn times I can pretend to look at the half-assed flyer of a menu—that hasn’t changed much—so I swivel around and scan the crowd. The gaggle of women with deep V shirts leaning up against the pitted cherry bar top can’t order drinks forever. At some point, they’re going to have to actually drink them.

      One of them, a redhead whose hips are on the verge of spilling out of her jeans, sidles up to me, her fingers wrapped around a martini glass. She’s—no fucking joke—sipping at her Cosmo through a straw, her eyes already starting to glaze over at 9:30 at night.

      “Hey.” She smiles at me with the straw in her teeth, and my stomach lurches. This is exactly the kind of woman with whom I’ve spent my free nights—and there haven’t been many—over the past ten years. I don’t know what it is, but I just can’t do it anymore. Nothing about her appeals to me.

      I give her a polite nod. “Hi.” Then I pick up the menu again, looking over it at the bartender, who’s sliding another round of cocktails across to the group this special lady just detached herself from.

      “Are you here alone?” Her smile widens, and she lets go of the straw to lick her lips.

      “Are you?”

      “Not really.” No shit. I can see her friends whispering to each other over her shoulder, their eyes wide. So she’s the brave one.

      “You should get back to your friends.”

      “But you don’t have any friends. Aren’t you lonely?”

      This woman clearly can’t take a hint.

      Just then, the bartender hurries over—too little, too late—and calls over the bar. “Ma’am? Another drink?”

      “Food,” I say, slapping the menu down onto the bar. “Burger. Fries. And a beer.”

      “Hey, no problem, man!” The bartender smiles like he’s just now seeing me for the first time. His face looks vaguely familiar—maybe the younger brother of someone we went to school with—but I can’t put a name to it. Even if I could, I’d only remember him as Asshole.

      He pulls a pad out of his back pocket, scribbles down the order, and then shoves it across the pass-through to the kitchen, shouting “Order!” above the din before turning back around to the now giggling women clamoring for another round of drinks.

      God, this is a fucking mess. I left here to be somebody, but here I am, back at the same shitty bar, surrounded by shitty people, another nobody at O’Malley’s.

      “We could be friends.” The voice comes from just off my shoulder. It’s the redhead whose Cosmo has clearly stripped her of her ability to read social cues.

      “I don’t want to be friends.”

      She laughs, high and loud, her nose crinkling. “You are too funny.”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      I’m being a total dick, which puts me on about the same level as the bartender, but all I want in the world is for her to go away, back to her damn friends, and leave me the hell alone. But I don’t care. Once I would have cared about the way her face falls and bright pink spots rise to her cheeks, but my heart has been numbed from ten years of clawing my way through college, clawing my way through training, and finally, finally getting into the cockpit of a Thunderbolt.

      All that is behind me now, and it makes me fucking sick. So does this woman, with the straw she keeps rolling across her tongue, her lipstick smearing at the edges.

      After another long moment, she narrows her eyes at me, her mouth half-open. It’s not a good look. “Whatever,” she says, in what she probably imagines is a cutting tone. Then she spins on her heel and goes back to her friends. I don’t have to look to know that they’re all taking turns glaring at me.

      Christ, I need to get the hell out of here before I snap. Where the fuck is my food? My stomach growls when I see the plate slide out toward the bartender, who grabs it with one hand, pushing it across to me.

      “Oh, shit, dude, I forgot your beer.” He reaches for a glass and is halfway through filling it before I decide to get the fuck away from this place right now.

      “Hey,” I call, and he cocks his head toward me while he finishes filling the beer. “Can I get—?”

      There’s a movement at my elbow, and I’m going to fucking lose my shit if it’s that same woman or her friends, come to avenge her, and I turn my head with a curt, dickish remark on my tongue, only to catch sight of a goddamn vision in a black shirt with a square neckline, the fabric hugging every lithe curve beneath it like it was made for her. The shade of the strawberry blonde hair sends a knife of pain straight through my chest and I automatically dismiss it—it’s not here, it’s not here—but then two things happen at once:

      First, I breathe in and catch her scent, which is exactly the same as it was in high school.

      And then she speaks, calling out for the bartender with a confidence I don’t recognize but that seems absolutely right for her in this moment.

      It’s Addison Gray.
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      O’Malley’s is crowded, just like I thought it would be on a Friday night, but Leah charms her way into one of the last free tables and strikes up a conversation with the guys at the next table.

      “Girls’ night?” I say next time she takes a breath.

      “Just collecting drinks.” She winks at me and then turns back to them.

      “Well, in the meantime…” I’m not going to wait for these men to complete their ritual with Leah, hunt down a waitress, order, and then wait another half hour for them to arrive. I may have been recently dumped, but damn it if I’m not an independent woman.

      I push my way through the crowd. Halfway there, a hand on my wrist stops my motion. The touch is so familiar that I think it must be someone I know—maybe from school, maybe just from town—but when I turn and meet his eyes, it’s a complete stranger.

      A vaguely handsome stranger, that’s for sure, but it’s not even 9:45 and he seems pretty wasted.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous,” he says while I shake his hand away from my wrist, smiling a little while I do it because maybe it’ll make him back off.

      “Thanks.”

      I try to turn back toward the bar, but he holds an arm out in front of me. That’s a no.

      “Excuse me.”

      “We should get to know each other. Let me buy you a drink.” His words come out one on top of the other—not slurred, exactly, but close.

      “I’m good.”

      This time, I try to scoot around his side, but he blocks me with his muscled bulk. Something in my chest tightens, and my jaw clenches. “One drink.”

      “Jesus Christ, you really can’t take a hint, can you?” My voice comes out louder than I planned.

      He gives me a dumbass grin and raises both hands in the air. “Persistence pays off.”

      “No, it doesn’t, jackass. Get out of my way.” His drunken, idiotic face strips away all my politeness. It’s been a long week. I just want to get drinks for my girlfriend and go back to our table. Why the hell can’t men just—

      I push my way past him, forceful, and just then one of his buddies comes up and throws an arm across his shoulders, shouting at him to come back to the table, man. A heat rises on the back of my neck. It’s ten feet to the bar, and the entire thing is swarmed by women out on the town in outfits they should have stopped wearing five years ago, and more bros.

      There’s only one gap, off on the left side, and I head for it, my jaw set, eyes on the prize. It doesn’t have to be this hard to buy two beers. It really doesn’t. And normally I’d be able to brush this off. But this week is weighing heavily on my shoulders, along with my empty house, my empty driveway.

      I step up to the bar. The guy behind it tonight is Scott, who’s three years younger than me. His older sister, Kelly, was in our class in high school. She’s somewhere in California now, I think.

      “Scotty! Hey!” I snap my fingers in the air, dragging his attention away from the festival of boobs. His head swivels towards me, and then he smiles, telling the other women he’ll be right back.

      “Addison! What’s up?”

      “I’m at the bar, Scotty. I want drinks.”

      “You’re feisty.”

      “Always have been. Two beers.”

      He grabs two glasses from underneath the counter and steps over to the tap. “Where’s your boo?” I can never tell if Scotty is saying this shit ironically, or if he just genuinely likes to use all the slang from the kids these days.

      I swallow down the sudden lump in my throat. “Moved out.”

      “Shit, sorry,” he says, sliding the beers across to me.

      “He was a dick anyway.”

      “Damn right. You good?” I put a ten down on the counter and he snatches it up.

      “For now. I’ll be back.” He snaps his fingers and points at me, then goes back to the crowd.

      It’s only then that I register the silence coming from the seat beside me, even though it’s occupied. It’s weird for a guy sitting up at the bar to have said absolutely nothing the entire time I’ve been standing next to him, but not unwelcome. At least he’s not all over me like that jackass on the way over.

      A woman pushes up next to me as I lift the beers off the counter, so I have to turn toward him, holding the glasses carefully above his shoulder. We’re so close that I’m very nearly brushing against the heather gray fabric of his t-shirt, which is fitted close over a gorgeous set of arms. Something about the line of his shoulder is familiar, but there’s no way that—

      He looks up at me as I start to move away, and his green eyes send a shock straight to my core. My heart is instantly hammering against my rib cage, and the breath that I suck in doesn’t seem to get me any air.

      Holy shit, it’s Brett Miller.

      The Brett Miller of four years of charged flirting in high school, of stolen kisses behind the gym, of lying awake thinking about at night, of writing notes to each other in every class we shared. His eyes had been alive with laughter then. I could never get enough of it.

      But we never, never dated.

      It made my chest ache to see him with his girlfriends—wild girls who were damaged in some way, who folded themselves into him at every opportunity. It never lasted.

      We had our one chance the summer after high school and I thought for sure that…

      It hadn’t happened. He’d disappeared in the middle of August, cell phone disconnected, social media profiles deleted or blocked. I kept waiting to hear from him, though  I never did, but I’ve thought of him at least once a day, every day, for the last ten years.

      And now here he is, inches away from me at O’Malley’s, living and breathing and way, way hotter than the last time I saw him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison’s face goes through a hundred expressions when our eyes meet. At first, her full lips drop open a little and she gulps in a breath, and then her forehead wrinkles, like she’s trying to place me. Then her eyes widen and her gaze flicks down to my t-shirt, running smoothly over my arms. A memory of her at eighteen, naked and smooth and fucking me with total abandon, flickers into my mind and my cock jumps in my jeans. The air around us is so charged that I’m almost sure that if I touch anything with metal in it, we’ll all go up in sparks.

      I’m finally the one to break the silence, our own little pocket of space in the middle of all the noise of the bar.

      “Hey, Addison.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to call her Addi, like I used to, but it’s been ten years. Probably nobody calls her that anymore. All of my muscles tense while I wait for her next reaction.

      The first thing she does is reach back over and set the beer glasses back down on the bar top, her hands shaking just slightly.

      “Brett?”

      “It’s me.” I open my hands in front of me. It’s a lame fucking attempt at making light of the fact that I walked away from her ten years ago and never looked back.

      At least, that’s probably how it looks to her.

      Her eyes search my face again. “What are you doing here?”

      I look around me like I’ve just now realized where I’m sitting. “This is O’Malley’s, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. But you haven’t been here for ten years.”

      “How would you know? Maybe I’ve been here every night you’re not.”

      “I would have heard about it.”

      I give her a half smile and color rises to her cheeks. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      She swallows hard. “How long have you been back?”

      This is a loaded question, I can feel it, even though the unfinished business between us is really only technical. We never had an official relationship, so we never had an official breakup. I think we both know that doesn’t matter.

      “A few days.”

      She nods, and I wonder if she’s forgiving me for not having looked her up. To be fucking fair, I had no idea she was still living here until this moment. My chest is so tight I can’t tell if I’m relieved or terrified. All I know is that I want my hands on her waist, around her waist, pulling her into me so I can breathe her in. It hurts not to touch her.

      I have so much to say to her. I open my mouth to tell her all of it, like we’re standing behind the gym with all the time in the world, but the noise from the bar cuts back into my consciousness. Now isn’t really the time, but what if I never get another chance? I’ll fucking lose it if I let her walk away without at least…at least…

      I don’t have a damn clue. The sight of her has turned me into an eighteen-year-old in a man’s body. If I’m going to come off as cool and confident, I’m going to have to fake the hell out of it.

      She glances back out at the crowd again. Time is slipping away from me. My shot is slipping away.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Her smile lights up her face, and when she laughs it sends a bolt of warmth straight through my chest and down my spine. She cuts her eyes at the two beers already sitting on the counter.

      “I think I’m all set. In fact—” Addison looks out over the bar and scans the crowd. “I should probably get back. My friend’s waiting on me.”

      It’s like my stomach has been plunged into ice—fuck me, she’s here on a date. It’s not fucking likely, given that she just told the bartender that her boyfriend or fiancé or whoever moved out, but maybe she’s the kind of woman who gets right back into the game. Maybe she was over him a long time ago. I have no way of knowing, and not for the first time, the fact that I don’t know—can’t know—pricks the back of my mind like a needle.

      But then Addison continues. “Leah’s busy trying to convince a table full of guys to buy her drinks. I’m going to beat them to the punch.”

      “Leah Conway?” In high school, Leah was almost always Addison’s best friend. Somehow it’s comforting to know that they still like each other. If they can still get along, then maybe…

      But she’s turned me down for a drink.

      Here, at least.

      “Yeah. Same Leah.”

      She’s looking across at me, our faces at about the same level since I’m sitting on the barstool, and when she bites her lip, I know.

      I know that she’s at least thinking about it.

      About the way we were back in the day.

      Now, when I look back, it seems rosy as fuck—all the times I took her behind the gym and wrapped her in my arms and kissed her like there was no tomorrow. We did more than that the summer after we graduated, driving up to the secluded campsites on the bluff and making a wreck of the backseat of one of our cars. It seems like we never fought, but I know we did—even if it was mostly in weighted silences, her waiting for me to change my mind about something and me not wanting to budge. Does any of it matter, now that I’ve left her behind, only to show up in town like a ghost of high school relationships past?

      I’ve got about three seconds until she reaches for the beers on the counter and leaves, and if she does that, I don’t know that my heart will ever recover from the missed opportunity. Which sounds prissy as fuck, but it’s true.

      So I try one more time.

      “How have you been, Addi?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      There’s something different about Brett.

      Back in high school, he was edgy—literally on the edges of different groups, a bridge between lots of different people. He played on the football team, but he was never first string. He had a vicious tackle, but he wasn’t bloodthirsty. There was just something about him that made me think that if he really wanted something, he’d go after it.

      I badly wanted that something to be me.

      And we flirted around that line year after year, kiss after kiss, but a full-blown relationship never materialized. I thought there was a chance, that summer after high school, when we were driving up to the bluff four nights a week and going at each other, no limits, but…

      That’s what makes me wary of him, even now, when my body is practically crying out with the need to fold myself back into his arms. Every breath I take in is laced with his scent—something woodsy and spicy and all man, a grownup version of the way he used to smell—and I want to kiss the side of his neck, nibble at his earlobe, put my hands on either side of his face and kiss him like I’ll never get another chance.

      The way he went off the radar in the middle of August, though…it still makes my chest knot in a sharp, pulsing ache to think of the way I waited for his call for a week, then got up the courage to dial his number, only to be greeted with that toneless voice. The number you have dialed has been disconnected.

      Yet I’m standing here right now, looking into his blazing green eyes, and I’m finding it difficult to reconcile this man with the boy who disappeared from my life ten years ago. There’s something in his expression, in the way he’s holding himself—it makes me think he’s spent the last ten years learning incredible self-control, but he’s on the verge of letting it all go, right in this moment.

      I know that feeling so damn well.

      He swallows hard, and something flashes in his eyes. The silence hangs between us, growing deeper, stretching out, and I’m about to reach for the beers when he says it.

      “How have you been, Addi?”

      His tone has shifted and changed, less sharp, less gruff, and the voice that speaks to me now is the voice of the Brett that used to know me. Intimately. He calls me Addi. Only the people closest to me in my life have ever called me that, and he was one of them.

      He has to be using it strategically. He has to be. And I almost don’t care.

      I want to say—I’ve been lonely. I’ve been missing you, wondering where you’ve been. I’ve been dating every man trying to find you, and none of them have ever completely measured up.

      “I’ve been all right.”

      His eyes shine a little bit in the bar light, but as quickly as the dampness appears, it’s gone again. When he speaks again, his shoulders have dropped a fraction of an inch. Is he that relieved?

      “Just all right?”

      “Yeah. You know, it’s been a long ten years.” And I just got dumped. And my boyfriend moved out. And my job is a constant uphill climb, even if I do love it. And, and, and.

      Brett straightens up, and there’s a new intensity in his eyes. His hand rises from the bar, like he’s going to put it on my arm, but then he lowers it back down again. My breath hitches in my lungs. I want him to reach for me. We’re so close together that the air between us is practically combusting, but we haven’t touched yet, and Jesus, do I want to.

      “Same here.”

      “Where have you been?” The question bursts out of me before I can stop it, and I instantly wish I could shove the words back into my mouth. My voice went high and plaintive, like I’m begging him for the whole story, and I hate myself for it. I’m not the same girl who pined after him for years. Not anymore.

      If I am, it’s only a little.

      I clear my throat. “I mean, I didn’t hear from you after…that summer.”

      The corners of his mouth turn down, and he glances into his lap, rubbing his hands on his jeans. “Maybe this isn’t the best place.”

      “For what?”

      A half smile flies across his face, and I know we’re both thinking of all the things this bar isn’t the right place for. I’d like to sink my nails into the skin of his shoulders and…

      “To talk.”

      “Right.”

      “Is your phone number still the same?”

      “Yes,” I say, with a little nod, my mouth watering at the thought of climbing into bed with him and my head screaming at me that it would be a big mistake to get involved.

      This is not the sweet, funny teenager I used to know. This is a man who has been through things. I can see it in his eyes, in the set of his jaw. And even if there are flickers of who he used to be, what’s to say he won’t just walk out on me again? He did it once, when everything was hopeful and fresh, at the very beginning of freedom, and he could do it again.

      But damn it, I want to hear what he has to say. I’m dying to know what he’s been doing for ten years. And I desperately want to know what his body looks like underneath the heather gray t-shirt, under the jeans that hug every curve of his muscular legs. I can tell that they’re a good fit even though he’s sitting on the bar stool.

      “Can I call?”

      My breath is coming fast and short, and I’m a second away from leaning down and pressing my lips against his. “Text me. I don’t do phone calls.”

      I snatch the beers from the counter so fast that I leave a few droplets behind, then turn around and head back toward the crowd, my heart in my throat. I feel Brett’s eyes on me as I go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison Gray shakes me to my very fucking core, just like she did the summer after high school. Even before that, really, but my head is flooded with memories of her in the back of a car, stretching her hands above her head to press her palms on the roof while she rocks back and forth on my cock, then leaning down to kiss me so hard my lips feel bruised for days afterward.

      The instinct to follow Addison back into the crowd and sweep her into my arms and take her far away from this shithole of a bar is so strong that my hands bunch into fists.

      “Hey!”

      My voice booms across the bar and heads swivel toward me, but I don’t give a shit. I’m still starving, but I have to get out of this place before I make a damn fool of myself. Scott the Bartender scuttles over, his eyes wide, a smile playing across his lips.

      “Man, I recognize you now. Brett Miller. How have you been?”

      “Box. Get me a box.”

      “No problem.” Scott bends and resurfaces with a cardboard carryout container, and I scrape the burger and fries off the plate into it with one hand and crush it shut with my other hand. I wrestle my wallet out of my pocket and throw a twenty down on the counter—fuck waiting for the change—and then I press back into the crowd, fighting my way between dancing couples and drunk assholes until I burst out through the front door into the fall air.

      Getting a breath of the cool breeze is like a drink of water in the middle of the desert, and I start walking without thinking, just sucking in gulp after gulp of the air, the electric sensation of being so close to Addison—I never thought it would happen again, never, never—making goose bumps run up and down my arms. It’s two blocks before I see Marciano’s, the pizza place. Shit. This isn’t the way back to the Holiday Inn Express.

      I take a left, going down one more block so that I don’t have to walk by O’Malley’s on the way back to the hotel. Addison could be coming out just as I’m going by, and if I see her again, I’m not going to be able to walk away.

      My stomach twists and then growls. I didn’t even eat any of the fries at O’Malley’s before Addison showed up. Now’s the time, I guess.

      I pop the box open and shovel the food into my mouth while I walk. I probably look like I’m starving to death and this burger is all that can bring me back from the brink, but there’s nobody here to see me. Outside of the bars, Lockton is dead on a Friday night. It’s always been that way.

      I can’t stop thinking about her. I can’t stop thinking of her face, of her eyes locked on mine, of the curves of her body beneath that black shirt, the sleeves covering the delicate skin of her arms. I wonder if she has any tattoos. Knowing Addi, probably not. She always said she would never get one in case she decided one day she didn’t like it.

      I press the last bite of burger into my mouth and swallow. It was good, I think, but it’s hard to say. The fries are salty, at least, but they disappear as quickly as the burger did.

      That’s when the ache begins.

      It hasn’t been more than twenty minutes and I want to text her. I can live without seeing her again this instant if I know we’re going to meet up again. Or if her phone number is actually still the same. Still connected.

      I smash the empty container into the next trash bin I see—they’re a recent addition, big and round and green and absolutely everywhere—and pull my phone out of my pocket, coming to a dead stop half a block from the Holiday Inn Express. Its lights are blazing in all the windows of the unoccupied rooms. It’s like a fucking beacon in the night, but I’m absolutely certain that if I go inside, I’ll lose my nerve, spend the rest of the night trying to figure out what to text her.

      No, that’s bullshit. I’m not going to lose my nerve. I just want to send her a message, and so I’m fucking going to, consequences be damned.

      I open the text message app, my thumb hovering over the strip on the screen where I’m going to type her phone number. The same since high school, she said. She hasn’t changed it, not in all these years.

      Is that a sign?

      I shake my head, trying to clear it of that ridiculous fucking thought. There is no possible way that she kept her phone number the same on the off chance that I would call her one day. My heart jumps and twists painfully in my chest. I never did that.

      Now is my chance to make up for all that.

      At least, it could be.

      Her number comes to me like I never stopped calling, and I tap out the digits carefully, my thumbs gentle against the screen. If you’re not careful with these things, you can crush the life out of them. I should know. I’ve done it once or twice.

      What the fuck should I say?

      The empty window is half taunt, half opportunity.

      I start to type out some long-winded bullshit about how happy I am to have seen her and how I hope we can get together to talk, and then I delete the entire thing. Instead, I write, Do you like breakfast?

      I send it with a stab of my thumb against the screen before I can think about it anymore. Addi loves breakfast—or at least she did when we were…not together, but spending time.

      The reply takes less than a minute, and it fills me with hope.

      Only if the waffles are good

      Meet me tomorrow at ten?

      This answer takes longer.

      Okay. Where?

      Dockside?

      I’ll be there.

      She’ll be there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I’m so nervous about breakfast that I get there fifteen minutes early and have to take a walk around the block so I’m not sitting in the Dockside Diner tearing straw wrappers into shreds and drinking my third cup of coffee when Brett arrives. I climb out of my car and casually scan the inside of the tiny restaurant without turning my head—Jesus, I must look so stupid—but there’s only a table full of old men inside. They look like they’re arguing over something in the newspaper. Perfect.

      Tourist season has already been winding down for a few weeks in Lockton—people come for the lakes and stay for—well, I don’t know what. But there’s no fall festival scheduled for this weekend, so the Dockside, which happens to be my favorite breakfast place, isn’t busy. It’s not prissy like some of the newer restaurants that cycle in and out of the downtown area every couple of years.

      Brett and I used to go here all the time that summer, only earlier, before we both had to go to work. He worked at one of the marinas on the lakeshore, and I worked in a candy shop. The owners retired about four years ago. I still get a pang in my heart when I see the empty storefront.

      The main thing is, Brett’s not inside already, waiting for me. I have to find something to do with myself.

      The morning air is brisk but sunny, and I tilt my face up into the light while I go up two blocks, right one block, and make my way back to the Dockside. Spikes of adrenaline surge into my chest like I’m about to run for my life.

      It’s only Brett Miller, I tell myself sternly. It doesn’t help. I spend the last block taking in long, cleansing breaths until I’ve got myself under a semblance of control. I forced myself not to agonize over my outfit—yoga pants and a purple hoodie—and only wore the minimum amount of makeup. It’s pathetic how much I want him to think I’m amazing and beautiful, but I also don’t want him to think I put in too much effort. You’d think, at twenty-eight years old, I’d be over that shit, but no…

      I’m halfway down the block from the Dockside when a black Honda CR-V glides into one of the parking spots in front. Shit, the diner is filling up, and the last thing I want for this conversation is a huge audience…

      The man who comes around to the front of the car and looks up and down the sidewalk is definitely not the soccer mom with three kids I was expecting. It’s Brett, and he looks even hotter than he did last night in jeans and a black hoodie against the cold, the sleeves shoved up to his elbows. When he catches sight of me on the sidewalk, a smile plays across his face, and he sticks his hands in his pockets, closing the distance between us. My heart picks up speed even as my muscles relax.

      Maybe this won’t be so bad.

      “Are you a soccer mom now?” I say as we get closer together, cutting my eyes at the car.

      He flicks his green eyes, bright in the morning sun, up toward the sky and then back to my face. “It’s a rental.”

      “Did it come with kids?”

      He laughs at my lame joke, then turns toward the Dockside. “You hungry?”

      “It’s ten o’clock on Saturday. Yeah, I’m starving.”

      “Good.”

      He pulls open the door, the bell tinkling on the glass, and we step inside. The men around the back corner table don’t even look up from their argument. Candy, the waitress, bustles out from the back, and her face lights up when she sees us. “Addison! How are you, honey?” She gives me a warm pat on the arm. “And is that Brett Miller?” Her eyes go wide. “You haven’t been around here in ages!”

      “Nope,” Brett says, and his face is caught between a smile and the set expression that seems to be his new default.

      “Well, have a seat! Take your pick,” she says, opening her arms wide at the empty tables.

      We go for the table for two in the opposite corner, and Candy has the coffee on the table before I’m done sitting down. “I’ll be back with your order shortly,” she says with a wink and then leaves.

      Brett watches her go with a wrinkled brow. “Ten years later and she still knows our order?”

      “She’s a pro.”

      I stir some cream into my coffee and study him from across the table, my heart jittery, heat already rising to my cheeks. Might as well get this over with before the silence gets any heavier.

      “So,” I say, keeping my tone as causal and level as I possibly can. “Ten years. What happened?”

      Brett sips his own coffee, then set the mug carefully on the table. “It wasn’t anything you did, Addi.”

      “I don’t know how it could have been.” There’s an edge in my tone that I didn’t plan for. How can this conversation feel so damn heavy after an entire decade apart?

      “Listen,” he says, and I swallow down the lump in my throat.

      “I waited for you to call.” I’m gripping the coffee mug so hard I’m a little concerned it might shatter in my hands. “I waited for weeks, Brett. And you never did.”

      This is the accusation that’s been sitting heavily in my chest for ten years, and now it’s out on the table between us, rising into the air like the steam from the coffee mugs.

      Brett looks directly into my eyes, his own slightly narrowed. His jaw works, and I can see the tension of his muscles even underneath his clothes. Is he going to get up and walk out? Is this going to be the end of this little reunion?

      “Addi, that was the biggest mistake of my life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison is trying so damn hard to play it cool that it breaks my fucking heart. She stood there on the sidewalk with a wide smile, her strawberry blonde ponytail swinging behind her while she walked up to me in her casually sexy outfit—yoga pants that hug every inch of her legs and ass, and a purple hoodie that accents her slim waist.

      It’s like being in the Dockside, where we used to come at six in the morning before work and just talk about stupid shit until we had to leave for our shifts, has broken something open inside of her.

      I’m not so sure I want to let that happen to me.

      Getting involved with people in Lockton never worked out very well for me before, which is why I got the hell out of here while I still could. A tiny fear blooms in the pit of my stomach—that not only has she moved on, but she’s just like everyone else in this town, narrow-minded and small.

      “I waited for you to call. I waited for weeks, Brett. And you never did.” She can’t disguise the pain in her voice, but she doesn’t have to. It’s radiating through her eyes as clear as fucking day.

      This is the truth she’s been waiting a decade to say out loud, and it pisses me off. Not because she said it, but because I made that happen in the first place. There’s only one way to respond, and that’s with more truth.

      “Addi, that was the biggest mistake of my life.”

      Her shoulders relax a little bit, coming down a short distance from her ears, and she presses her lips together, her chin quivering a little.

      “Then why did you do it?”

      I take a deep breath. “This is going to sound stupid as fuck, but I thought that if I called you, I might just leave everything I was doing and come back to Lockton.”

      She narrows her eyes. “I wasn’t in Lockton. I was in college. Where were you?”

      “You went to State, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah.” A hint of a smile flickers across her face. Despite me, college must have been a good time for her. My stomach twists. I should have been there with her to see it.

      “I was at the U.”

      She nods, looking down into her coffee. The two universities are only a couple of hours apart, which somehow makes this even worse.

      Candy reappears at that moment with two plates, which she slides in front of us with a beaming, triumphant smile. “I got it right, didn’t I?”

      “Of course you did, Candy,” Addison says, smiling back up at her. Addison’s plate has two waffles and two sausage links and one scrambled egg. Mine is an American Breakfast—hash browns, two eggs over easy, two slices of bacon, and two sausage links. Toast comes on the side, already buttered.

      “I don’t know how you did it,” I tell Candy, and she waves me off.

      “Anything else for you two?”

      The way she says “you two” makes my chest feel warm, even though I know she’d say it to any random people sitting at this table together. As soon as she walks away, though, a cold heaviness descends into my chest. It’s like a damn roller coaster.

      Addison unwraps a pat of butter from its foil and puts it on the waffle, her eyes on it as it melts. Then she takes her knife and carefully spreads it out over every nook and cranny, adding another pat when the first one runs out. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched her do just this.

      “I just don’t get it, Brett.”

      She slices the knife downward into the waffle as I take a bite of the hash browns. They’re greasy and crispy—the best I’ve ever had, and I’ve eaten in a lot of diners in the last decade away from Lockton. But Addi’s words compete with the delicious taste in my mouth, turning it cold and empty. How can I explain this to her? How can I make her see that it really was a horrible mistake?

      “It didn’t have anything to do with you.”

      Addison’s eyes flash up at me, and I would be chilled to the core if her cheek wasn’t full of a bite of waffle. Instead, she just looks fucking cute, and I choke back a laugh. What the hell is wrong with me? I want to reach across the table and take her face in mine, draw her in for a kiss that will wipe away every stupid thing I’ve ever said to her. Every stupid thing I’ve ever done.

      She swallows hard and the sight of her struggling with the bite of food tears my heart in two. “That’s not what I meant. You have to know that, Addi.”

      “You know what?” Addison puts her fork and knife down delicately at the edge of her still-full plate. “This was a bad idea.” She lifts her napkin from the table and presses it to her lips, then lays it next to the plate, reaching for her purse.

      “Addison, don’t—”

      She holds up one hand, and fuck me, I let it stop me from speaking. For a split second. Then I barrel on while she takes out a smaller wallet, pulls out a twenty, and puts it on the table.

      “You have to know I didn’t mean it that way.”

      Addison looks into my eyes and her gaze sinks all the way down into my fucking soul, her eyes locked on mine, the radiant blue shining in the dim light of the diner. I can hardly get a breath, I want to touch her so badly. I can hardly move, I want to shove those words back into my mouth so badly.

      “You never meant anything, did you?”

      With that, she pushes her chair back and stands up, her purse over her shoulder, her ponytail shining as she heads for the door.

      “Addison,” I call, but she doesn’t look—the only thing that happens is that the crowd of old men turns to look at me.

      The bell on the door bangs brightly against the glass.

      I’ve never been more alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Tears sting my eyes as I drive away from the Dockside, and it’s not just because Brett said something asinine. Men are prone to saying stupid shit, and I shouldn’t be walking away from him over that. But his words hit me to the core.

      It didn’t have anything to do with you.

      I mean, if that’s how he remembers that summer, fine. But in my memory, it was so charged, so electric, that there was no way anything afterward could have not been related to the us that almost was.

      That’s why this is so fucking stupid, all of it. There was never a commitment between us. It just seemed like we were on the verge…or that an unspoken agreement was there somehow. I was so certain, when he stopped showing up at work and downtown, that he’d call me at any moment, be back at any moment.

      Now, to find out that he ended all of that without a second thought?

      I hate to be dramatic, but it feels like I’ve been stabbed in the chest.

      I drive home at five miles over the speed limit, as much as I’m willing to push it, and slam the car into park in my driveway. It’s a bright, clear day, and I’ll be damned if I waste it wallowing over Brett Miller. I’ve done enough of that in the past ten years to last a lifetime.

      I just need to step back from this. Reevaluate.

      I hate gardening, hate it with a fiery passion, and normally I would ask one of the college interns from the Parks Department to come over and do this for me, but instead I grab the dirt-caked garden gloves from the garage, sink to my knees in the flower beds in front of my house, and attack the dead plant carcasses with a trowel.

      

      I vacillate between regret and confirmation all day on Sunday. Leah appears around noon, finding me on the couch with a bowl of popcorn, still wearing my ratty sweats.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she says, digging her fist into the bowl.

      I shoot her a narrow-eyed look and turn my attention pointedly back to Magic Mike XXL. She drops it.

      Monday is another parade of people with increasingly difficult needs to satisfy, and by the time I usher out a single mom of four who just got her food assistance slashed in half out the door of my office, the tension in my shoulders has settled into a painful stripe across my back. But I’m not going to leave now.

      Instead, I sit down at my desk and enter the mom’s information in a dozen more ways through a dozen more searches until I’ve got a hit. She’ll be relieved when she hears my voicemail later tonight, which makes this worth it.

      The sun is already halfway through setting by the time I pull onto my street, only to see that—of course—my driveway is half-blocked.

      By a giant moving truck.

      “Are you kidding me?” I mutter through clenched teeth, pulling my car up to the curb just behind it. Then I take a deep, cleansing breath and let it out, channeling that one yoga class I went to last spring. Approaching this with anger is not the solution, though it seems like a damn good one right now. At least this is probably the last job of the day, so my driveway should be clear again fairly soon. Hopefully sooner, if I can find one of the movers and give him my most winning smile while I ask him to please move his truck the hell away from my property.

      I get out and stand on the curb. The movers are hustling out of the house next door to mine. So somebody finally bought it. It’s an opposite twin of my own house, built the same year, and nobody has lived in it since I moved back, probably a lot longer than that. The paint is peeling off the siding, and the realtor has only just been keeping up with the lawn.

      They rush toward the back of the truck.

      “Hey, guys,” I call out, and then I see the third man come out the front door, his face instantly recognizable even in the fading daylight. No. Way.

      “Hey,” says one of the movers, though I’ve already forgotten that I spoke to him at all, I was so transfixed with the sight of Brett.

      No way is he moving into the house next door.

      But he is.

      My heart thuds in my chest, and I wipe my hands on the front of my slacks, all the words I was going to say stuck in my throat. Holy shit. Am I excited or pissed off? Both? I can’t tell. It all blends together in an unholy tornado of emotion.

      The movers, in my silence, have moved toward the truck again. “Listen, guys,” I try again, my voice cracking. I clear my throat. “This is my driveway—would you mind pulling your truck up another ten feet?”

      “Oh, shit!” says the second man, a stocky guy with dark eyes. “Tony, I told you we wouldn’t be done before the neighbors got home.”

      “No problem, miss,” says the one now known as Tony. Not-Tony slides the ramp up into the truck while Tony runs around to the cab, starting up the truck with a rumble.

      From the corner of my eye, I can still see Brett, standing on his front porch, hands in his pockets. I can’t make out his expression.

      The truck moves forward just far enough for me to pull into my driveway, and I jump back behind the wheel, hands shaking. I want him to come over and talk to me. I want him to stay the hell away from me. I don’t have any idea what I want.

      In the driveway, I leap out of the car, grab my purse, and give the movers a jaunty wave. “Thanks, guys!”

      Then I go up the porch stairs two at a time, shutting the door sharply behind me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      My heart stops when I see Addison’s car pull up to the curb behind the moving truck.

      What are the fucking odds?

      I never asked Valerie Vale about the neighbors, although even the slightest hint of a description could have saved me from this disaster. “An older couple” could have lived next door. “A young guy with a dog” could have lived next door. Instead, it’s the gorgeous strawberry blonde with sparkling blue eyes who currently hates me and probably always will.

      I can’t hear what she says to the movers, but they jump to do her bidding, and ten seconds later the truck moves forward fifteen feet. She rushes back to her car and jumps in, reverses a little, then pulls into the driveway.

      When she gets out, she waves at the movers, calls, “Thanks, guys!” in her nicest voice, and turns and rushes into the house, the slam of the door echoing across the lawn.

      I’m still rubbing my hands over my face when the movers come up the front path carrying my couch. I could have done all of this myself, but it would have taken several trips to the storage unit I had my stuff shipped to when I decided to leave the Air Force, and something about the thought of rifling through all that made me want to die more than usual, so I hired a moving company.

      They were late, of course, even though most of my shit was culled before I left California—most of it given away or sold or left in a dumpster. Mostly what was in the unit was furniture, a few tubs of clothes and pictures, and a squat entertainment center for my TV to sit on.

      I’ve spent most of the day cleaning the house. Yesterday I had a team from Lowe’s come in and helped them tear up the old carpeting, laying down acres of fresh new stuff. The one concession the previous owners made to trying to pretty the place up was installing new flooring in the kitchen, dining room, and bathrooms. It’s not real wood and tile, but it’ll do. Nobody that lives here now particularly cares about that kind of bullshit anyway.

      Aside from getting the outside into a presentable condition, I need to paint over the dingy white paint covering every single wall in the place. What was this, some kind of rental? It doesn’t matter. I needed a place, I got one, and I can spend the next forever painting it and making it look decent so I can sell it for more than it’s worth.

      Maybe not forever. Not if Addison lives next door.

      The thought of her in her house, thirty feet away, sends my heart rocketing against my rib cage.

      The movers go back out the front door. “Almost done, boss,” the shorter one says, and I nod at him with my eyes still fixed firmly on the side of Addison’s house.

      I look like a complete fucking stalker.

      And that is not what I’m about.

      If she wants to talk to me, she’ll come over and talk to me.

      No—fuck me if I just sit in this shell of a house like some kind of coward. I’ll go talk to her.

      Just not now.

      Given the way our conversation ended yesterday, marching over to her door and demanding to see her won’t fly. We should both cool down. Although if I cool down any more, I’m going to die of frostbite. My entire chest felt icy after she walked out of the Dockside and even icier when I went back to the Holiday Inn Express to collect my stuff. I never got to tell her that I moved back into town. I never got to tell her that I was sorry. Something being a mistake isn’t the same as being regretful. I just lost my damn mind when she was sitting next to me.

      When the movers pull away from the house, I linger on the porch just long enough for a red pickup truck to lurch into the driveway at high speeds, almost colliding with the rented Honda.

      “Hey! What the fuck?” I yell, the heat rising to my face.

      The guy that jumps out is laughing. “Brett Miller, you’re a complete dick. Why didn’t you tell me you were in town?”

      I’d know this bastard anywhere.

      “Andy?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know who I am.” Andy is tall and broad and blond, and he thunders up the steps and claps me so hard on the back that it almost knocks the wind out of me. “Shit! You could have looked me up!”

      My stomach turns over. As far as I know, Andy’s never left Lockton, and he’s still lurking around, doing the same low-paid jobs and generally making nothing of himself. But he was my best friend back in high school. Part of me wants to dismiss him—I want nothing to do with that kind of life—but who else do I have in this town? Nobody, now that Addison is firmly anti-Brett.

      “I haven’t been in town long.”

      “Let’s get a beer. Tell me all about it, asshole!”

      I shake my head. “How did you get my address?”

      “You think you can just show up here without it being big news? Somebody at O’Malley’s said they saw you were driving this car around. I saw it from the road. Come on, man. Let’s go.”

      I take a half-step back. “Another time.” I jerk my head toward the door. “I’ve got some shit to do.”

      “Okay,” Andy laughs, bounding back down the steps toward his car. “But you’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”

      He slams the door behind him and throws the truck into reverse, tires squealing as he backs out of the driveway and speeds off into the evening.

      I go inside and shut the door behind me. The movers left one light on in the living room.

      I hook up the TV—at least I’ll have something to do tonight—and sit down on the couch.

      Not thirty seconds later, there’s a knock on the door. Jesus Christ. I almost wish I hadn’t been standing outside—Andy is going to be damn impossible to get rid of.

      I pull open the door with a snotty retort on my lips, but it dies in my mouth.

      Addison is standing out there, holding a plate in her hands like an offering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Flashback

        

      

    
    
      Addison, 17

      

      Brett appears at my window in the middle of the night, in the middle of the summer, and the instant I hear his knuckles against the glass I’m out of bed, fully dressed. When I was a little kid, I always wanted a two-story house—all of the most popular girls in school had big, sprawling houses with at least two stories—but in this moment I’ve never been more glad for my parents’ ranch.

      I’m at the window in a flash, sliding it carefully up on its runners. On the other side, Brett is popping the screen out. He sets it carefully onto the ground behind my mother’s carefully tended bushes so any cars driving by won’t notice it.

      “Hey,” he breathes, giving me a grin that leaves me breathless.

      “Hey. What are you doing?”

      “Making it easier for you to get out.”

      “I can’t go out.”

      The thought of sneaking out makes my blood thrum in my veins. My parents are sleeping two rooms away, and if they hear me, there’ll be hell to pay. They won’t be pleased to find out that I’ve been out in the middle of the night with a guy like Brett Miller.

      “He’s handsome,” my mom said after the last football game, her cheery tone not matching the look in her eyes. “Do you like him?”

      I’d shrugged one shoulder, looked past her out the kitchen window. “We’re friends.”

      “Just friends?”

      “Just friends, Mom.”

      It’s almost true. We are just friends—nobody could accuse us of being a couple—but when we’re together, Brett makes me feel like...like he’d do anything for me. Like I’m the only girl in the world. It sends heat racing down my spine and to my core.

      This isn’t the first time he’s appeared at my window, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m going with him. If he really wants me to.

      “You totally can,” he says, then extends his hand through the open window reaching toward me.

      I bite my lip, pretending to be deep in thought. “If I get caught...”

      “Just blame it on me. Your good buddy Brett.”

      His smile makes me feel like I’m floating, and my heart pounds against my rib cage. I know what will happen if I leave with him. We’ll drive out to a place nobody knows and talk, and his lips will end up on mine, his shoulders under my hands, and it will be like there’s nobody else on the entire planet except him and me. Not Alicia, his current girlfriend, not Tom, the guy in our class who keeps trying to sit next to me whenever we’re in class together, nobody but us.

      “Okay,” I whisper, and put my hand in his. When our skin touches, it’s a pleasant shock.

      Brett’s car is parked waiting halfway down the block, and I slide into the passenger seat as soon as he opens the door for me. When we get to the corner of our street, I turn and take him in, the fine lines of his face lit up by the blue light from the radio, and my heart swells until it presses against my rib cage, taking up all the available space.

      This is the happiest day of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I lean up against my front door, my breath coming fast and hard, for a full minute before I snap out of it. So what if Brett Miller lives next door to me? That doesn’t change the way I feel about him.

      Which is...?

      Pissed off.

      And also...

      Deeply, deeply attracted to him. Still. After all this time.

      I dig my phone out of my purse and send a text to Leah.

      I tap out I’m going to be the bigger woman.

      She’s not going to know what the hell I’m talking about right now, but next time she sees me, she’ll ask about it for sure.

      My phone vibrates with her reply.

      Don’t stretch out the clothes you borrowed :P

      Purse discarded on the table in my tiny entryway, I stalk into the kitchen and flip on the lights. Cookies. I’ll make Brett Miller some damn cookies and then we can move on past this unbelievably awkward discovery that we’re next door neighbors.

      I was kind of a bitch the other day when I walked out of the Dockside like that. I thought that twenty-eight-year-old me would be able to handle whatever he said with grace and poise. Turns out I’m still as human as I was back in high school, although most of the time I can keep my delicate feelings under wraps. I’m still not sure why it stung so badly to hear that his leaving Lockton like some kind of ghost had nothing whatsoever to do with me after how heated—how passionate—that summer was that we spent together.

      You do, too, know, says a tiny voice in the back of my mind.

      There’s a package of cookie mix—add butter, add an egg—in the cupboard above my oven. Do I even have an egg? I’ve been working so much lately that I can’t remember when I went to the grocery store last.

      There’s a single egg left in the carton, and just barely enough butter left to add to the recipe. I scowl while I blend it into the mix.

      It hurt because I was so wrapped up in him. I wanted him to be mine. And I thought that when the end of the summer came, we would finally move into actual “together” territory. Brett disappeared instead.

      No matter how much it sent a knife blade of pain through my heart to hear that it had nothing to do with me, I have to get the hell over it, for both our sakes. Now that I’ve seen him, I have to know what that was all about. Even if it hurt…and still hurts…otherwise, I’ll never be able to let it go. Running into him at O’Malley’s awakened memories from that summer that my mind returns to every time it wanders. That’s not how I want to spend the rest of my life, damn it.

      I pointedly don’t look out the kitchen window while I scoop the batter into little balls on a baking sheet. The best case scenario is that I can’t actually see into his house, but I bet a man who’s just moved in doesn’t have any curtains. The worst case scenario is that he’s already driven away, and I’m going to have to sit here for the rest of the evening wondering why I didn’t just put on my grown woman panties and have the damn conversation before.

      The cookies only take sixteen minutes to bake, but it’s the longest sixteen minutes of my life. When they come out, perfectly brown, it’s all I can do to let them cool before I stack them on a plate, covering them with a layer of plastic wrap.

      Before I lose my nerve, I head back out the front door and cross my driveway, cross his—his car is parked in the same spot it was earlier, so he’s here—and march up the steps to his front porch. Our two houses are so alike it’s almost creepy; they’re just flipped one end over the other. Except mine has been maintained, and this one hasn’t. I lift my hand to peel off an errant strip of paint from the siding, but stop myself just in time.

      Don’t be a weirdo, standing out here forever, I chastise myself.

      I suck in a deep breath and raise my hand to the door instead, forcing myself to knock with a jaunty confidence I definitely don’t feel.

      There are footsteps inside, and as they get closer to the door, my heart leaps into my throat. The Brett who answers the door is, somehow, even hotter than the Brett from the Dockside, or even O’Malley’s. He’s wearing a black t-shirt that makes me think the abs underneath are at least a six-pack, maybe an eight-pack, and his hair is just slightly mussed from the work of moving. Despite the fact that I acted like a total asshole at the Dockside, his mouth quirks into a smile when he sees me—a smile that goes all the way up to his bright green eyes.

      “I’m really pissed at you,” I blurt out, thrusting the plate at him like some kind of ridiculous Girl Scout. “I baked cookies.”

      Brett laughs, and his face is so damn gorgeous in that moment that it sends a blaze of warmth through my chest, and the urge to reach out and take his shirt in my fists and pull him toward me nearly overpowers me. If it weren’t for the cookies...

      “You could start by coming in.”

      He steps aside to let me cross the threshold, and when I’m in the tiny entry hallway, he reaches behind me to close the door. I automatically step farther inside, toward the living room entryway. There’s a couch and one lonely side table in there, so I step into the room and put the cookies down on the table.

      “What kind are they?”

      “What?”

      Brett’s face—and his body—have totally transfixed me, and he steps closer, peering over my shoulder at the plate.

      “Oh—chocolate chip.”

      “You really went all out, didn’t you?” He’s teasing, but heat rises to my cheeks anyway.

      “Actually I did, so don’t be an asshole. Cookie?”

      “Did you really come here to give me a housewarming gift?”

      I lift the corner of the plastic wrap and pull out one of the cookies with a napkin I was holding under the plate, holding my arm out toward Brett. “For starters.”

      He takes the cookie, lifts it to his mouth, and takes a bite, eyes still focused on my face. “What’s next?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison is practically trembling as she hands me the cookie, but she does her damnedest to hide it. The energy spiking between us is hot and crackling, so much so that it’s all I can do not to strip my shirt off and drop it on the floor.

      I take a bite—it’s still warm, and damn if it isn’t good—and look her in the eye. “Want to talk about it?”

      “About what?”

      “About what you’re pissed at me for.”

      “Do you really not know?” Her voice rises and falls, almost musical, and though it seems like she’s trying to put an edge in her tone, it doesn’t quite come through.

      “I know.” I put the rest of the cookie in my mouth, chew, swallow. “I left you behind like a total dick.”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes fall to the floor, and we’re right back where we left off at the Dockside.

      “Okay—fuck. I’m going to get this right.” I take a breath. “I didn’t leave to get away from you. That’s what I meant before. It wasn’t you I was running from.”

      “What could a guy like Brett Miller possibly have to run from?”

      “Are you going to have a cookie? They’re good.”

      “They’re Betty Crocker.”

      “Betty doesn’t fuck around.”

      I’m keeping it light, keeping it as fucking casual as I possibly can, because we both know she’s not here to drop off a plate of cookies. This is about ten years ago as much as it’s about right now.

      Addison takes a cookie from the plate and bites into it. I’ve never seen a sexier pair of lips close over a chocolate chip cookie.

      “What were you running from, Brett?”

      There’s no getting around this, and the bitter truth is that I don’t want to. I’ve been dying to talk to her for ten years, almost as much as I’ve been dying to avoid her, dying to avoid this kind of conversation.

      “Did you know your dad took me aside toward the end of that summer?”

      Addison’s mouth drops open.

      “I take it that’s a no? Well, he did.”

      “When?”

      “Right before we left for Kari Hauser’s party.”

      “What the fuck...?” Addison’s eyes are narrowed, like she’s trying to remember where she possibly would have gone that wasn’t right next to my side and been aware of it.

      “You went to get some clothes, or go to the bathroom, something like that, and he cornered me by the front door.”

      “What did he say?”

      I want to act like I don’t remember his exact words, but I absolutely fucking do. “If you screw with her life, if you make her think that a life with you is going anywhere, I’ll never let you live it down.”

      “Oh, my God,” Addison says, her face turning pale before she resorts to burying it in her hands. “That’s—I’m sorry, Brett.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “He was just—I think he was scared. Or nervous about me going to college. Only child, all that. It’s not an excuse.” She looks back up at me, blue eyes sympathetic. Then her eyes narrow. “You could have told me.”

      “I should have.”

      “Then why—?”

      “He wasn’t the first person to come down on me like that. That same week, my dad almost punched me in the face because he was convinced I would be useless. More ‘don’t drag that girl down with you.’“

      “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “Look—now, I don’t give a fuck what they think. But when we were eighteen, I still cared. I hadn’t told my dad that I’d been accepted to the U because I’d gotten in by the fucking skin of my teeth. It was a damn miracle. I was going to surprise him, and all he was worried about was that I’d stay in Lockton and ruin your life.” I can’t keep the bitterness from seeping into my voice. “Men like that—they always thought the worst of me. I was going to go off to college, make something of myself, and shove it in their faces.”

      Addison nods, the corners of her mouth turned down. “Okay—but still. You had my number. But you just disappeared.” She looks at me and her eyes are pools of loss, the emotion not quite disguised.

      “I figured that deep down you felt the same way they did. I swear, I was going to call, just as soon as I had shit figured out.” I shrug. “I never did. And then I was in the Air Force, and I was never here, and I didn’t know where you were…”

      “Well, that was on purpose.”

      “So I gather.”

      “I blocked the hell out of you when you didn’t call me for a year.” She purses her lips. “If I hadn’t done that, I might have known you’d be here.”

      “And you would have avoided me?”

      I don’t know who’s been stepping closer—me or Addison—but we’re inches apart now, her head tilted up slightly to look at me. For the first time in months, I feel strong and solid. Being with her has that effect on me.

      “No,” she whispers, and I can’t help myself. I put my hands on either side of her face and pull her in to me, kissing her like I’ve wanted to kiss her for ten unbelievably fucking long years.

      Her lips part instantly, and my tongue finds hers in such a familiar way that my heart breaks in two. I’ll never say it out loud—I’ll never admit it to anyone—but my chest is melting with warmth, like I’ve finally come home.

      I slide my hands down to her shoulders and then wrap my arms around her, pulling her body closer to mine, testing out the new curves of her body. She’s still slim and petite just like she used to be, but there’s a fullness to her now, like she’s grown into herself. And damn, has she ever. She feels so good.

      The kiss deepens, lengthens, and the room whirls around me, all the detail disappearing in her scent, in her taste, in the sheer joy of her closeness.

      Then she moans into my mouth, and it’s all over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Brett tastes like chocolate chip cookies and pure sex, and the way our mouths fit together, taking and tasting, it is like nobody I’ve kissed before or since. If I were a cheesy person, I’d say we were made for each other because in this moment that’s exactly what it feels like.

      As his strong, rough hands slide down my shoulders to my hips and pull me in, all of my muscles relax, the tension at the base of my neck melting away. Still, in the pit of my stomach, there’s a flare of warning. So his dad was an asshole to him—why did that mean I had to suffer the consequences?

      The kiss moves onto another hotter plane, and I tilt my head back and open my mouth to let Brett’s tongue explore even deeper. His hands are tight on my waist, pinning me against him, and the rich sensation takes over my mind. I’m losing myself to him, even after all these years, and I’m helpless to stop it.

      Almost.

      I just got burned by a man who led me to believe that I was the one. He took too much of my time for me to run headfirst into the arms of the first man to break my heart—even if I didn’t know at the time that his leaving was quite so significant.

      But God, do I want him...do I need him.

      I reach toward the hem of his shirt to pull it over his head, but at the last moment raise my hands to his chest, applying a gentle pressure. “Wait,” I say, pulling away from him just slightly, struggling to catch my breath. “Wait...”

      “We’ve waited long enough.”

      “No...”

      “Addi?” He pulls back, brow furrowed, and looks questioningly into my eyes.

      “You’re a fucking great kisser,” I say, and we both laugh, but there’s an undercurrent of tension. “That’s why—that’s why I can’t—”

      “You can,” he says, leaning toward me, and again I have to push him away.

      “I can’t, Brett.”

      “You totally can.”

      His words are like an echo from the past, and something about them pricks some moment deep in my memory. The last time I heard those words, my heart soared with exhilaration. Now it beats in an unsteady rhythm. I’ve been hurt more now. I need to proceed with caution.

      I step away from him, breathing in deep, trying to shake the searing heat from my limbs, from my face. When I look back into Brett’s green eyes, they’re like a lightning storm.

      “What’s wrong, Addi? Just tell me.”

      “Listen, I—I want to think that this isn’t just a random hookup.”

      “It’s never a random hookup with you.”

      I want so badly to believe him, but it’s been ten years without a single word from him.

      “How am I supposed to know that? You’ve been back in town three days. You still haven’t really explained why—why I’m the last to know what you’ve been doing for an entire decade. If I really meant that much to you...” My voice is hitching in my throat, and I hate it. “If there was going to be anything between us, why didn’t you just call me?”

      “I was fucking terrified,” Brett thunders, and that’s when I see it. That’s when I see that whatever has happened to him in the last ten years, it started with a little seed of fear. What happened to the cocky, popular, sometimes-asshole I went to school with? What has made him that way? “I couldn’t bring myself to call you and explain what was going on. Maybe that makes me a fucking coward, I don’t know.” His hands ball into fists, and then he closes his eyes and sucks in a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

      “I don’t think you’re a coward.” My voice seems small and my heart beats hard in my chest.

      The corners of his mouth rise, but not enough to be mistaken for a true smile. “You should. Because I ended up back here, even after—”

      I take a step closer to him, wanting desperately to give him some kind of comfort. I’m just not sure how. “After what? Tell me, Brett.”

      He looks me straight in the eye. “Nothing. It all came to nothing. What does it matter, now that I’m back in Lockton, back where everybody said I’d always stay?” There’s something so sharply bitter in his voice that I want to cover my ears.

      “You know,” I say neutrally, “you don’t have to stay. There’s a whole big country out there.”

      “Shit, I should have thought about that before I bought this damn house.”

      Right. The house.

      “I’m sure you could find a buyer.”

      Brett runs his hand through his hair and looks at me. “Are you saying you don’t want me for a neighbor?”

      The thought of watching him pack up all his stuff and drive way to God knows where inflicts a piercing pain in my heart. “Hell no.”

      Brett laughs, his face lighting up again, and I sigh silently. Okay. We’re back on some kind of track, even if it’s a rough one.

      “All I want,” I say, searching for just the right words, “is to understand what happened. It broke my heart, Brett. You broke my heart.”

      “I know.”

      I wait, letting the ball roll across his court in slow motion. I hate the fact that I’m harping on this, but the more I see Brett, the more I realize he’s been influencing everything about my love life since the day I first saw him in high school, coming back from summer break. He’d shot up to his full adult height and something about his face had become ruggedly handsome. He wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “I was worthless, Addi—a fucking loser. And I didn’t want to drag you down with me. Just like they said. And now I’m not much better, but when I saw you in that bar...” He reaches one hand out and traces a fingertip down my jawline. My entire body trembles under the warmth of his touch. “We could have another chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I get it. I fucking get it. If she had walked out on me, I’d probably be a little bit reluctant to hop back in bed with her, too.

      That’s a lie. I’d be there in a heartbeat, no matter what she’d done. I don’t know why I never realize these things until it’s too fucking late.

      Addi’s eyes are huge and bottomless as she looks up at me, tilting her head into my touch. Then she steps back with a smile.

      “Do you really think so?”

      Do I really think we could have another shot at this? Yes—if I can convince her that it won’t be a repeat of ten years ago. I bought a damn house. I’m here. All I need to do is make her see that I’m going to stay, no matter how much my mind resists the idea of becoming a Lockton resident for life.

      It’s too late for second thoughts about that now. Now that Addi is so damn close, she’s pulling me in closer with every single breath. How could I ever leave?

      I just have to get my shit together.

      “Okay.” That single word drops from her mouth like a diamond, shining in confidence. Then she bites her lip and smiles at me. “I’m going to go.”

      “No fucking way.”

      “Yes, fucking way. I hope you eat the rest of the cookies.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Addi turns and strides confidently toward the door. “I forgive you for leaving me like a huge asshole ten years ago,” she says over her shoulder as she turns the doorknob and pulls it open, “but it’s not like we can just get back together. We never dated, remember?”

      I can feel my forehead wrinkling. What the hell is she saying? I dated a few girls back in high school, but never...never Addi. She’s damn right. All that fooling around we did in the back of our cars, on the beach, in the woods—that was always in secret. It’s coming back to me now, how we started hinting at a “real relationship” during that final summer, how it was almost a done deal, and then...

      And then I decided to live an entire life just to prove everyone wrong. Good choice, Miller.

      “I’ll text you,” she says, and then she’s outside. Gone.

      I rush to the door, calling out to her retreating back. “Where are you going?”

      She stops, turns, her teeth flashing white in the gathering dark. “Home,” she calls back. “I have work in the morning.”

      “Text me.”

      It’s half invitation, half desperate command, and her laughter rings out across the space between us.

      “Not unless you text me first.”

      Then she turns on her heel and darts across her driveway, taking the porch steps two at a time, and shutting the door behind her with an echoing click.

      The text arrives two minutes later.

      

      Whatever you do, don’t come over here.

      Don’t tempt me.

      I’m not. Seriously. Don’t.

      Tease.

      Never said I wasn’t

      I forgive you

      You already said that

      But I still think we have some things to work out

      I’d say

      What do you think?

      I think you should have let me kiss you longer

      Maybe I will

      When?

      Maybe on the weekend

      It’s only Monday!!

      You got somewhere else to be?

      No

      Didn’t think so ;)

      I missed you, Addi

      I missed you too

      I still miss you

      Aww, you’re the cutest! Don’t miss me, I’m right next door

      I’m coming over

      Nope.

      Come on...

      Listen, we need to do this right. Let’s not be fools rushing in

      There’s also one about seizing the day

      This day is almost over, and I’m tired

      Don’t waste it, Addi

      I’ll text you tomorrow :)

      Unless I text you first

      I’m glad you’re home Brett

      

      I can see her living room light shining on the grass between our houses, and like some kind of lovesick idiot, I watch it until it flicks off a couple of hours later. My chest aches with the need to know what she was doing—reading? Watching TV? Telling Leah about me? All of the above?

      I’ve wasted so much time away from Addison. That’s what it was—a waste. Being away from her was just throwing away day after day into the fucking garbage. Even the Air Force didn’t pan out, and maybe it’s superstitious as fuck, but that could have been one reason...

      No. My eyes are going to do whatever they fucking want, whether I have Addison by my side or not. Suddenly, losing my vision was a major goddamn setback, but I have a chance to make a better life.

      If I do this right.

      My heart thuds in my chest, beating, beating, beating. For the first time since I got back to Lockton, I feel like I’ve got a fucking chance.

      I sit in the dark for another several minutes, thinking of her, and then I flick on the one floor lamp I brought with me and hunt down the backpack that holds my laptop. I pull it out and turn it on. It takes a damn long time to start up, and—fuck—once it does, I have to set up the router from the Internet company. Thirty minutes later, I’m finally ready.

      Phase one in my plan: figure out what the hell I want to do in Lockton.

      I’ve got thousands of dollars in savings. I’ll be all right for a while. But it’s not just the ghost of Addison’s dad that I need to prove myself to now. It’s Addison. She’s a woman with a career, with a purpose, and even though there’s enough fucking heat between us to power an entire city, eventually she’s going to want to know there’s a future out there for us.

      It won’t be exciting, that’s for damn sure. It won’t be like getting in the cockpit of a plane and flying over enemy territory.

      My breath comes fast and shallow. Do I love Addison? I don’t know. I want her, badly. But there’s only one way to find out. And it’s going to start tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      The only reason I can focus on the faces across my desk from me on Tuesday morning is because their jittery energy pulls me in. When they leave, before the next person—or couple, or teenager—is brought in, all I can think about is Brett.

      That kiss...

      I want more of that kiss. I want to still be kissing him. I want to have my hands running all over his body, under his clothes, taking off his clothes, and...

      Doing a lot more than kissing. Fucking. I want to be fucking.

      I press my legs together beneath my desk and scroll through the list of this afternoon’s appointments. I don’t have another one scheduled until one-thirty. Maybe, in the meantime, I’ll sneak out early for my lunch break, drive home, and see if Brett’s there.

      Yeah, we have some shit to work out—something has to be going on with him, because why else would he have shown up in Lockton after ten years away?—but that doesn’t mean we can’t—

      I twist in my seat, snatching my purse out from the bottom desk drawer. If I leave right now, I can get there in seven minutes, and if he’s at his house—he probably will be, he’s got to get that thing in shape—then I’m definitely going to—

      My train of thought is violently derailed by a rapping at the doorframe and I freeze, the purse dangling from my hand.

      “Yoo-hoo!” my mother calls, waving like she’s at the opposite end of a train station.

      “Hey, Mom.” My heart sinks, the possible glory of this one lunch break dissolving in front of my very eyes. I force a smile onto my face. How was Mom supposed to know that I was fantasizing — hard — about Brett Miller?

      “You free for lunch? Don’t tell me you’re eating at your desk. You spend too much time in this office as it is.” She says this last part with a smile on her face that’s equal parts envy and worry that I’m not eating enough lunch, which makes me think of the cookies from last night.

      “Sure.” I stand up and go around the desk, giving her a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I was just about to step out anyway. Not eat at my desk.” I probably wasn’t going to eat at all if Brett was home, but that’s beside the point.

      “Buddy’s?”

      “Perfect.”

      My mom leads me out of the office into the late September sun. It’s unseasonably warm today, and I can’t help but bask in the golden fall sunlight. My mom tilts her head back and lets it shine onto her face.

      “Walk or drive?”

      “It’s only three blocks. Too nice to drive.”

      We chat on the way to Buddy’s, a small restaurant tucked in on a side street two blocks from the lakeshore. We’re just early enough to get a table before the lunch rush. That’s when my mom starts in with the real issue on her mind: my dad.

      She segues in from our conversation about the garden in front of my house, which I hate taking care of.

      “I want to rip out the entire thing and cover it in concrete.” I’m only half joking.

      “I wish your father would do the same thing and leave me out of it.”

      The waiter, an exceptionally tall, skinny guy who looks barely out of high school, comes by to take our orders. “A burger with everything,” I say, and my mom nods approvingly. “Add fries.”

      She orders her usual—a burger with cheese and lettuce, no bun. He leaves our drinks— Diet Cokes—and whisks the menus away before hurrying off toward the kitchen to place our orders. I open my mouth to try and change the subject, but Mom beats me to the punch.

      “He’s been such an unbelievable—” She covers her hand with her mouth, like I’m not twenty-eight years old, and then just shakes her head. “I just don’t understand what his problem is.”

      I sigh, keeping my breath silent and slow so she doesn’t notice. The problem is that Mom stayed home to be with me until I was ten years old, and even after she went back to work, she never found something she really wanted to do. Now she works part-time in the human resources department at a plant in town that manufactures windows that are then shipped out all over the country.

      “I come home, and he’s either not done anything around the house or he’s been out all day.”

      What’s happening—and she can’t see it because she’s still not happy with what she’s doing—is that my dad is experiencing freedom for the first time since I can remember. He spent thirty-five years as a teacher, working endless hours for not much pay, and finally retired. The fact that my mom is still working is what really rankles her, but she won’t admit it.

      Then there’s his mother, but that’s just another layer of her discontent.

      “I have a new neighbor.”

      “Really?” My mom perks up, her eyebrows practically in her hairline. “Which side? That run-down house or the nicer one on the left? Did that couple move out?”

      “The run-down one. It’s actually an old classmate of mine. Brett Miller.”

      Saying his name sends a shiver of pleasure down my spine, but a frown crosses Mom’s face. “Brett Miller.” She’s searching her memory, I know it, and whatever she comes up with won’t be favorable. Brett—and every other guy in his group at school—got up to regular shenanigans in high school, but nothing bad enough to warrant an arrest. Still—

      “So he’s back in town.”

      “Yes, he’s back.”

      “Have you seen him?” She puts a slight emphasis on seen.

      “He took me out to breakfast.” I don’t know why I’m telling her this. It’s none of her business. But we’re here at lunch, and I really don’t want to talk about the failings she sees in my dad.

      “Well,” she says, with pursed lips. The waiter arrives with our food, sliding the plates in front of us and asking if we need anything else. When he’s gone, I pick up the ketchup, flip open the top, and add some to my burger. Once again, it’s not enough of an interruption to derail Mom.

      “I never did like him,” she says, picking up her fork and knife. “He broke your heart. And he was too wild.”

      He was just wild enough for me.

      “It’s not like I’m dating him, Mom.”

      “I wouldn’t, if I were you.”

      I look at her across the table. Her forehead is tensed with a hint of worry, and it makes my heart ache a little for her. In one way, she’s right—Brett is unpredictable, and seeing him at all is a risk.

      I just don’t think I can stay away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I stayed up until three o’clock last night applying for jobs in Lockton.

      It’s a far cry from my original goal when I left college, which was pursuing a career in the Air Force, but at least I’m not going after the minimum wage shit on the production lines. Lockton has a few thriving factories, and I have a degree in supply chain management, which is pretty fucking handy at this point. I applied for management positions at three different companies.

      My stomach curdles at the fact that none of this will be heroic—none of it will prove that I could get out of this town once and for all—but what the hell? I’m the one who chose to come back because it was calling to me every second I was gone.

      Although a few hours with Addison is making me think it wasn’t the town calling to me after all. It was her.

      Until I get the job situation sorted out, I have another priority—making this piece of shit house look less like a piece of shit. I start by stripping off the peeling paint from the wooden siding. I’m at it for forty-five minutes before it’s clear that the real issue is the siding, not the paint. This is going to take a while, but once it’s stripped and sanded and repainted, it’ll be fine.

      I set my phone on the railing of the porch and turn up my music, and my mind wanders off as I scrape long sections of paint—what color was this even supposed to be?—and watch them drop to the ground. It was such a fucking struggle to get through college, and it didn’t help that when I got there I was still reeling from leaving Addison behind. That’s probably why everything about the Air Force ROTC program seemed so damn attractive. It was an anchor, and with Addison out of the picture, I needed one.

      “Hey.”

      Addison’s voice breaks me out of an extended thought sequence about her face, her eyes. I’m about to move down to the curve of her shoulders when she appears in my front yard.

      “Hey,” I say, my smile probably larger and less badass than it would have been if I’d been prepared.

      “Fixing up the house?”

      “Starting with the outside.”

      She’s still dressed in her work clothes, streamlined black slacks and a button-down that hugs her curves while still staying strictly fucking professional. Her hair is gathered on top of her head in a bun that’s just on the edge of looking fashionably messy. I want to take the hair tie out of her hair and watch it spill down over her shoulders.

      I drag my eyes away from her to survey the work I’ve already done. If she’s going to linger in my yard, then I’m calling it a damn day and taking her inside to—

      “Do you want to come in?”

      Something flashes in her eyes. “Damn right I do.”

      “Whoa...are you feeling feisty today?”

      “What if I am?”

      I’ve been keeping it light, but Addison’s tone is dead serious.

      “Then we should do something about that. But first—I need to shower.” I look down at my sweat-soaked shirt and open the door, letting Addison go in first. “Give me five minutes?”

      “Okay.”

      “There are cookies on the kitchen counter.”

      “Ha!”

      She disappears into the kitchen, and I hustle into the bedroom, stripping off my shirt and dumping it into the hamper next to my dresser, pulling off my shorts and boxers and socks next, all of them flying to land on the shirt. My heart beats hard and fast thinking of Addison in my house. What does she want? She was in such a hurry to get out of here last night...maybe she regrets it.

      I sure as hell do.

      From the look in her eyes, it seems like she wants to start back up where we left off. My cock hardens and rises at the thought of it, but I take a deep breath. Don’t get yourself fucking carried away. She could just be interested in talking, even though I swear she was telling the damn honest truth when she said she might be feeling...

      I turn on the water full blast, jumping in before it gets hot. The cold water makes my skin seize up in thousands of goose bumps and I grit my teeth, taking it while I scrub shampoo into my hair. My muscles work under the stream until it goes hot—almost on the verge of being too hot—and that’s when I hear Addison’s voice again.

      “Brett?”

      “You okay?”

      My heart punches at my rib cage. If she’s in here for the reason I think she’s in here, then this is about to get a lot hotter. I reach behind me and twist the knob, lowering the temperature just slightly so it doesn’t scald her.

      “Completely. Are you clean?”

      “Are you afraid of getting dirty?”

      “No.”

      With that, she pulls back the curtain, and I get my first glimpse of Addison’s naked body in ten years. Holy fuck.

      “Is there room in there for me? Wait—shit—”

      There’s a tinny ringtone coming from the bedroom, and Addison drops the curtain and darts away. You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      “Hello? No, I’m—okay. All right. I’ll be there in five minutes.” The sounds of her scrambling to dress are muted by the rush of the water.

      “Everything okay?”

      “It’s work,” she calls, and then her voice comes closer. “Shit.” The curtain opens an inch, and she peers through, biting her lip, a bitter half smile on her face. “It’s a family—I can’t say more than that. But I have to go.”

      “That’s a damn shame.”

      “I’ll—I’ll text you, okay?”

      I make a shooing motion with my hand, and she drops the curtain, her footsteps retreating out of the bathroom. The house shakes a moment later when she closes the front door behind her.

      Well, fuck.

      I stretch my hands over my head, torn between a sinking feeling and a warm pride spreading across my chest. That’s Addison, all right.

      I turn myself back under the water and rinse off the rest of the soap.

      It’s going to be a long evening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      The after-hours trip to help the family in crisis at the hospital turns into a three-day-long sprint at work, with person after person coming to sit across from me at my desk, tears welling up in their eyes or stony expressions cemented on their faces, as they tell me their names, circumstances, lack of options. I can hardly take a damn breath. Even if I could, I’d want it to be filled with Brett.

      Instead, I have to settle for texting him, and things heat up fast.

      I only wish it didn’t have to be in slow motion whenever I have two seconds free from work.

      

      I’m getting in the shower...

      :(

      There’s plenty of room for you if you want to come

      I’m at work

      When will you be free?

      At this rate, never

      The weekend’s coming up

      You’ll still have a shower, right?

      You’ll still be damn gorgeous, right?

      If I can help it

      I’ll be waiting

      

      Friday sneaks up on me, and I settle into my office with a thundercloud over my head. I haven’t seen Brett since Tuesday. I’ve been working so damn much that when I get home, I’m too exhausted to do anything but watch a few episodes of some stupid show on Netflix before I climb into bed and drop into a dead sleep. More than once, I’ve considered crossing our lawns in pajamas and knocking on his door, but by the time I’m done thinking about it, I’ve fallen asleep.

      I love my job, but right now it’s a total pain in my relationship life’s ass.

      And I still haven’t had a chance to work out the insane sexual energy that zips up and down my limbs every time I see Brett. His body, shining in the water from the shower, was unbelievable. He was always attractive, tall and muscular, but whatever he’s been doing for the last ten years has taken his physical attractiveness to another level. He’s somehow lean and built at the same time, and I’m absolutely dying to run my hands down his eight-pack abs.

      My fingers twitch on the keyboard just thinking about it, but then my first appointment is knocking shyly on the metal doorframe and I have to push all of those dirty thoughts to the back of my mind. My heart twists when the woman, who looks not much older than me, keeps her jaw set when she tells me that her husband threw her out of the home they shared and she’s been so upset that searching online sends her into a panic.

      After that, it’s a blur of faces and stories that doesn’t let up until noon. I don’t realize that the time has passed until there’s a longer lull than usual. I peer at my computer screen, wondering where the next appointment is, but then my stomach growls so loudly that I glance at the clock.

      “Damn,” says a voice from the door. “You hungry?”

      I smile even before I see him, and when our eyes lock, pure electricity jolts through my entire body, right down to the tips of my fingers.

      “Starving.” For more than food.

      He holds up a paper bag that’s bulging under the weight of what I hope is lunch. “It’s nice out.”

      “Sold.”

      I grab my phone from the desk and tuck it into my back pocket, leaving my purse in my desk drawer. I can practically feel the heads swiveling as I walk down the hall to the lobby side by side with Brett. His scent fills the hallway, spicy and clean, and he moves with a practiced grace underneath a fitted gray t-shirt and jeans.

      We cross the street to a little park, taking a bench that’s positioned half in the shade, and he opens the bag with a flourish.

      “Be still my heart—is that burritos?”

      “You can bet your ass it’s burritos.”

      The Dockside was our favorite place for breakfast, but after school, Brett and I liked to go to the burrito place. It’s changed names a few times since then, but no chain has ever come in from the outside to take it over. Not that they haven’t tried. I just assume Lockton’s city council has done what it’s always done—try to keep the chains out and preserve our “quirky” atmosphere.

      When I unwrap the foil and lift the one free edge of the tortilla, I burst out laughing. “You remembered my order?”

      He shrugs, one shoulder rising a few inches. “I figured you’d still like it, even after ten years.”

      I take a bite. He’s totally right.

      He bites into his, and for a few minutes we just sit, eating and listening to the birds chirping in the trees.

      “Speaking of ten years…”

      I can see his muscles tense, and I resolve not to push this too hard. There’s plenty of time, now that he’s back, to find out what happened to him. It’s just been on my mind, nagging at me, ever since I saw him at O’Malley’s.

      “Where did you go after college?”

      “The Air Force.”

      His response comes out with a harsh edge, and again I let the silence lengthen while I eat my burrito. It’s damn good.

      “How did it go?”

      He lets out a short laugh at that. “If it had gone perfectly, I wouldn’t be back in Lockton.”

      “No?”

      “Not unless there was something here for me that—fuck, this is just going to make me sound like a total prick.”

      “You’re kind of a prick. I wouldn’t say total prick, though.”

      I let him see the smile in my eyes when he cuts his gaze over to me, and then he grins. “I’m not always the nicest guy, no.”

      “So did they kick you out?”

      Brett shakes his head, the corners of his mouth turning down. “I didn’t reenlist.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s my eyes.”

      “Your eyes?” Brett has always had perfect vision. It’s something I envied back in high school when I had to either stick uncomfortable contacts in my eyes or have my glasses glare in every picture.

      “They just—something went haywire after my first tour.” The way he says “tour” makes me think there’s something more insidious under the surface, and there are warning bells telling me to back the hell off before this conversation gets too heavy for a lunch date. “I couldn’t fly anymore.”

      “You’re a pilot.” I’m impressed.

      “Was.”

      I pop the rest of my burrito into my mouth and enjoy the last shreds of it. “Well...” I say. When his eyes meet mine, I give him a wicked grin. “I think Lockton can make it up to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I’m still waiting for Addison to get home when there’s a thundering knock on my door—definitely not her.

      “One sec,” I call from the living room, where I’ve been taping around the trim. I can paint inside in the evenings to get that shit over with.

      There’s another barrage of pounding on the door. Jesus Christ.

      I drop the blue tape to the ground and hustle over, yanking the door open with a scowl on my face.

      It’s Andy, dressed in what are probably his finest going-out clothes—a button-down with the top two buttons undone and jeans that look like they came right out of some store at the mall in Riverside.

      “Come on,” he says, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re going out.”

      “Nah,” I say, holding both my hands up. “I’ve got—”

      He steps forward and claps me on the shoulder. “Don’t be a piece of shit, man. You’ve been in town for a week and we haven’t even had a chance to catch up. The house will wait.”

      Yeah, the house will wait—but Addison probably won’t. I was planning to see her when she got off work, but it’s seeming like it will be another late night for her at work. There’s plenty to follow up on from lunch today, damn it, and she wants it as much as I do—

      “Let’s go!” Andy shouts, clapping his hands and rubbing his palms together. “It’s Friday night. Let’s get some food and then go to the bar. There will be women. So many women.”

      “Lockton women.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      He has a point. And I am hungry.

      “Let me get my jacket.”

      

      Andy insists on going to the Roadhouse, which is his favorite place for a steak dinner. I get the same thing. Why the fuck not.

      We both stick to one beer during dinner, and by the time we leave the Roadhouse, Andy, high off the anticipation of all the many women he’s going to meet at the bar, can hardly fucking contain himself.

      He drives us to The Bar, which is one of those trendy places I wouldn’t have been caught dead in at eighteen—and mainly because they check IDs, that and it didn’t exist when we were in high school.

      The moment we walk in the door, I wish we’d gone to O’Malley’s.

      This place is sleek and dark and the music booming from the separate dance area is more electronic than rock, the kind of endless dance remix I can’t fucking stand.

      Well, I’m not going to be a prissy douchebag about it. I’m just going to get drunk.

      Andy slides into a booth and then abandons me there while he searches for women and drinks, returning ten minutes later with two women on his arms even while he clutches two rocks glasses filled almost to the brim. Whatever is in there is going to be deadly.

      He introduces me to the two women, and the brunette slides in to sit beside me, her red lipstick shining in the dim flashing lights. This is really more of a club than a bar. I tend to avoid club women. All I really want is to be with Addison.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice smoky and low.

      “Hi.”

      Andy’s going to have to field this one, because the thought of cozying up with anyone but Addison turns my stomach.

      “How was your week?” she tries again, but I just take a sip of the drink Andy brought. It goes down easy. Too easy. I should take it slow, but it’s gone before I even fucking know it, the warmth of the alcohol spreading in my gut.

      “It was fine,” I say, putting the glass down hard on the surface of the table.

      “Shit, man!” Andy shouts above the music. “You’re not fucking around.”

      “I never fuck around.”

      Andy launches into a long and elaborate joke about something that happened “back in the day.” I can’t tell what day he’s talking about until I remember abruptly that he never went to college. Not out of town, anyway. It’s not until he drops the name of his degree that I know for sure he actually got one from the community college in the next town over.

      My brunette date turns her attention toward him. Andy’s the kind of guy you just naturally want to talk to, and I’m being an asshole. Addison’s words echo in my mind. You’re kind of a prick. She’s right about that. But if she was my girlfriend, once and for all, I would never hurt her again. I would never—

      I’m spinning off into melancholy when Andy snaps his fingers in front of my face. “Bro! Oh, my God. You need another drink! Ladies, hold the table for us. We need more drinks. What do you want? Anything you want, lovely ladies. Just let me know.”

      The two of them—their names have already slipped my memory—giggle and call out their orders to him.

      “Shit,” he says into my ear as we leave the table. “I can’t remember what they wanted. Two Cosmos it is.”

      “You’re a bastard.”

      “They know it. They’ll be happy with free drinks.”

      We approach the bar, which is getting more crowded by the second, and Andy pushes his way through and orders another set of drinks, coming back a couple minutes later with four glasses tucked in his arms.

      I pick up one of the rocks glasses and down the entire thing.

      For the first time in ten years, it really doesn’t matter what the hell I do on a Friday night. There’s no command watching over me waiting to see if I fuck up.

      The only problem is that I can already feel the edges of my control starting to slip. I’ve been wound so fucking tightly for ten years that it’s hard to relax—except now that I’ve started, I don’t know if I can pull myself back out of it.

      “Shit, that’s good,” I shout at Andy, who laughs.

      I just wish Addison was here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      The moment after I lock my front door behind me, a voice from behind it shouts, “Wait! My hands are full!”

      “Leah?”

      I unlock the door and pull it open to reveal Leah standing on my porch, two garment bags in her arms.

      “Oh, thank God, I thought you’d gone straight to the bathroom.”

      “Why would I go straight to the bathroom? Never mind—why does that matter?”

      “Because I wanted to get in here and put this stuff down.”

      I eye the garment bags with a narrow gaze. “I’m not going out.”

      “No. We’re going out.”

      “Leah,” I plead, my voice almost hitching into a whine, “it has been an insane week at work, and I—”

      “Who moved in next door?”

      “What?”

      “There’s shit all over the place next door—building stuff, I guess. And someone’s doing something to the siding. I saw it when I drove by earlier.”

      “Are you stalking me?”

      “If I was stalking you, I would look for you at work.” She flashes me a grin and unzips one of the bags, pulling out something sexy and black. “Here’s yours.”

      I sigh. “Brett Miller.”

      Leah’s mouth drops open. “Brett Miller?” She comes over to me and slaps me lightly on the arm. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’ve been really busy.”

      “You’re a terrible friend.”

      “I know.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Leah’s face lights up into a grin. “Is he still hot?”

      I roll my eyes, but then I can’t bring myself to be sarcastic. “Way hotter than he was. Way.”

      Leah squeals and claps her hands. “Where is he right now?”

      “I don’t know. His car wasn’t in the driveway.”

      She pouts. “Damn. I wanted to see him in person.”

      A strange burst of jealousy rises in my chest. “Hands off.”

      Leah looks at me with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. “Are you still into him?”

      “Yes!” I shout, and Leah bursts into laughter.

      “Do you need to shower?”

      “Yes,” I say, keeping my voice level, and then I snatch the dress from her hands and head for the bathroom.

      

      Twenty minutes later, I emerge with my hair freshly blow-dried and styled into a sleek ponytail, my skin moisturized to perfection, makeup flawless, wearing the dress Leah brought for me.

      “I cannot wear this.”

      She looks up from her place on the couch and wolf whistles. “You can, and you will.”

      Leah stands up, turns off the TV, and comes around the side of the couch toward me. “Girl, you look fine.”

      “I look like my ass is hanging out of this dress.”

      “It is so not!” she says, walking in a tight circle around me. “Your ass is completely covered. Just don’t...go up on your tip-toes or anything.”

      Her own dress is a couple of inches longer, but that’s only fair because Leah is a couple of inches taller. She looks like a total knockout with smoky eye makeup and high heels, her dark hair straightened and falling in a shining cascade down her back. And she’s wearing red. Maybe it will make the guys at whatever bar we’re going to—obviously not O’Malley’s—ignore me and pay attention to her.

      “Oh—one more thing.”

      I go back to my bedroom and get a tiny black clutch purse from my top dresser drawer. It’s barely big enough to fit my phone, my ID and credit card, and my keys, but there’s no way I’m going to take my regular purse with this dress.

      “You ready?” Leah says when I make my second appearance in the living room.

      “I am doing this against my will.”

      “Sure you are,” she says, and winks.

      

      Leah drives us to The Bar, which just opened a few years ago and is by far the most on-trend bar/club Lockton has to offer. My lip curls in distaste when I see it. I’d much rather be eating somewhere fancy or at O’Malley’s, where my skinny jeans would be more than enough.

      “Oh, stop,” Leah says, putting the car in park and turning off the engine. “We need a change. You need to get out of your rut. Plus, there’s half-off drinks for ladies on Friday nights.”

      “Don’t try to smooth this over by appealing to my love of a good deal.”

      “It’s a great deal, Ad,” Leah croons. “Now get out of the damn car and come dance with me.”

      There’s so much nervous energy building up in my body that dancing seems like the only thing I can do, aside from screwing Brett senseless, to relieve it. From what I remember, this place is darker and has better dance music than O’Malley’s, which is the main reason I plaster a smile on my face for Leah’s benefit and get out of the car as gracefully as I can in my too-high heels.

      She links her arm through mine, and my smile becomes genuine. If nothing else, Leah will make this a fun time out.

      “Wait just one second,” I say, pulling my phone out of my clutch purse. I wonder what Brett is up to. Maybe if he tells me, I’ll be able to put him out of my mind for the night and just focus on scoring free drinks with Leah.

      Where are you tonight? Did you have a chance to shower?

      We join the line to get in, IDs already in hand, and Leah bounces up and down on the balls of her feet. “I just want to dance,” she says, pulling her jacket around her shoulders. It’s not exactly warm out in late September, even though it’s not even close to midnight.

      My phone buzzes in my purse and I yank it out, almost spilling my cards to the ground.

      Some pretentious club with obnoxious dance music. I waited as long as I could...

      I hold up my phone and show it to Leah, who gives me a quizzical look.

      “You might get your chance to see Brett Miller in person after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I’m drunk as fuck and surrounded by women, though I’ve long since lost track of how many have come and gone from Andy’s booth. He was a goofy guy in high school—not exactly a paragon of manliness—so it’s entertaining to see how many women he can pick up. Of course, this also means that he’s not in a relationship, which would be more impressive.

      The original two women that Andy brought over are somewhere on the dance floor, but they seemed to have spawned into four who are crowding me out. Their voices swirl around my drunk head, but I let the words fade away as soon as I speak.

      Being drunk is not taking my mind off Addison. It’s just making me want her more.

      When she texts me, the muscles in my shoulders relax just to see her name on the phone’s screen.

      “Stop,” I tell one of the women abruptly so I can focus long enough to read the text. It’s sexy as hell.

      Where are you tonight? Did you have a chance to shower?

      I stare at the screen, ignoring the pouting woman in the slutty dress next to me while I tap out my reply, fingers fumbling over the longer words. I never thought I’d say it, but thank Christ for autocorrect.

      Some pretentious club with obnoxious dance music. I waited as long as I could...

      She doesn’t write back, even though I sit there for another full minute waiting for the bubble to pop up at the bottom of the screen indicating that she’s sending a message.

      Damn.

      She might be pissed off that I’ve gone out.

      No, that’s not going to be it. We’re not together. There’s no reason to get pissy over something like this. Just like every other night this week, she’s probably fucking exhausted. The flicker of the TV behind her curtains is enough evidence of that, plus the slow text conversations we’ve been having that abruptly stop around ten and start up again the next morning at six-thirty when she gets up to run before she goes to work.

      “Dude!” Andy bellows across the table, startling me even though the music has only increased in volume. Jesus Christ, when are they going to—

      I shove my phone back into my pocket—awkward as fuck when you’re sitting down, and look up at him.

      “Fuck off,” I say with a grin.

      “Another drink?”

      “Fine.”

      “Get them!” He pounds his fist on the table and then bursts into laughter, the women at the table following suit, all but the one next to me, who is still pissed off about me interrupting her story.

      Two of the other women have to slide out to let me into the club proper, and when I stand up it takes me a second to get my balance. Maybe just a beer for me. I never fucked around with much drinking in the Air Force because I never knew when I’d have to fly. It feels fucking great to be able to do whatever I want, but I don’t have the stomach of steel that I had back in college. That’s for damn sure. Not that I’m about to admit that to Andy.

      “‘A pretentious club with obnoxious dance music,’ huh?”

      Her voice is like music to my damn ears, cutting through the relentless throb coming from the dance area fifteen feet from the bar.

      I turn on the spot, and there’s an angel standing in front of me in the form of Addison Gray.

      She’s wearing something short and black that makes her legs look miles long and accentuates every curve of her lithe body, the neckline giving a fucking tantalizing glimpse of her cleavage. Her blue eyes gleam in the dark of the club and her hair has been swept back from her face in a ponytail that belongs on a runway model.

      “Oh, my God.”

      “You like it that much?”

      “I like you. That much.”

      The drinks have stripped away the hard edges of my feelings, and I’m just a raw open wound in front of her. I just want her to know, want her to feel how—

      My body reacts before I have the chance to stop it. I step forward and take her in my arms, one hand on the back of her head at the base of her ponytail, and I cover her mouth with mine, exploring it so deep she has to tilt her head back.

      I can’t hear her moan but I feel it, the low vibration from deep in her chest, and she presses herself against me, the full length of her against the full length of me, and I’m absolutely lost to her.

      Addison throws her arms around my neck, locking us together, and then she goes on the offensive, her tongue pressing into my mouth, flicking and exploring with a fierceness that’s up several notches from the wild animal she could become when she was eighteen. Ten years has given her a fucking wealth of experience, obviously, and she’s bringing it all to bear in this moment, other people in the club be damned.

      Somebody nearby whistles, but Addison doesn’t respond at all. Instead, she shoves me backward, steering us through the crowd until my back is against the two feet of empty wall left in the club. I sink into it, letting it take my weight, and let her have her fucking way with me. Nothing is going to come between us. I hope she has her phone turned off tonight.

      She’s kissing me so hard that I almost feel lightheaded, like there’s not enough air in the room, and just when I think I might have to put her on her back on the floor and take her right then, she breaks away, gasping for air and grinning at me, her teeth flashing in the strobe lights.

      “So,” she says, smoothing her hair back, “am I interrupting you on the way to get a drink?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Brett’s eyes are locked on mine when I pull back from him and I never want him to look away, as much as I’m trying to lighten how heavy that kiss was, how intense and alive the connection between us still is.

      “You could never interrupt me. Nothing could ever be more important than you.”

      A giggle bubbles up in my chest, but I swallow it down. Brett’s words are sharp and controlled, like our kiss has sobered him up.

      I rise up on my tiptoes and kiss him again, sweeter and softer this time, and then pull back. “I’ll come with you to the bar.”

      “Fuck that.” The words come out deep and low and absolutely confident.

      “What?”

      “I’m taking you home.”

      “But—”

      He takes both of my hands in his. “Be honest with me, Addi. Can you wait another goddamn second? Because I can’t.”

      It takes my breath away, how much he wants me, how much I want to yank up my skirt and fuck him against the wall right here, right now. That’s how much my body is on fire for him.

      “No,” I breathe out, and then he’s latched onto my hand and is tugging me through the crowd.

      I spot Leah at the bar, three men around her. “Wait...just a second,” I say, and I think Brett would have growled if we hadn’t been in a club.

      I push past the men, Leah’s eyes meeting mine with a grin. “Purse,” I say. When I saw Brett making his way to the bar when we first came in, I’d shoved it into her hands and darted away. She’s my best friend. She’ll understand.

      “Did you see him?”

      I cock my head over my shoulder in his direction, and Leah hands me my purse while she shifts her weight to the side to get a look at Brett. “Whoa.”

      “I know.”

      “Are you leaving with him?”

      I give her a look, expecting her to follow it up with a directive to take a cab or some other obvious nonsense. Instead, Leah clutches at my arm.

      “You text me in the morning and tell me everything. Every. Single. Detail.”

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I smirk, kissing her on the cheek and then whirling away, back toward Brett. He’s standing in the middle of the crowd, arms folded over his chest, ignoring the other women who pause to touch his arm, say hello, whisper questions into his ears.

      “Okay,” I say. “I’m ready to go.”

      

      As soon as the cab pulls up to the curb, Brett yanks the door open and lets me get in, throwing himself in after me. It’s like we’re in the middle of a high speed chase, only we’re not running from anybody.

      The driver asks for the address and he opens his mouth halfway, cutting me a glance that he matches with a grin. I give mine instead. He must have had a few drinks because he’s forgotten his new address. Or he hasn’t even learned it yet. That seems more like the Brett I remember.

      When the interior lights dim and we pull away from the curb, Brett is all over me, and there’s not a single cell in my body that wants to resist. I stop him, though, my hand on the side of his face because the cab driver is somebody who was a couple grades behind us in school, and the poor guy is clearly uncomfortable. As much as I want to let myself surrender to the sheer joy of making out with Brett hardcore in the back of this cab, I’m still too aware of everybody around us to let go completely. It’s a different story in a crowded bar.

      Brett seems to catch on, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket and settling for wrapping his arm around me instead, pulling me as close as possible without actually straddling him.

      The saving grace is that we’re only about two miles from my house. It seems like twenty, from the way time slows down even as my heart speeds up, but finally the cab driver pulls onto our street and stops, letting us out into the cool, bracing air.

      Brett leans back in through the passenger side window and presses two twenties into the guy’s hand. It’s a massive tip, and I’m okay with that.

      Then his arm is back around me, and together we face the houses. “Yours or mine?”

      I turn my head and whisper right into his ear. “Don’t you want to be in my bed?”

      I feel him relax against me. “More than fucking anything.”

      We head for my front door.

      

      Practically as soon as we’re inside my door, I grab the hem of my dress and strip it up and off, not even bothering to ask Brett to unzip it. That leaves me in a black bra and panty set that I bought months ago and never wore—and now I’m glad that Jamie was such a dick so that Brett is the first one to see it.

      I turn back around to the sound of Brett locking the front door behind us, and then reaching for the hem of his own shirt.

      “Let me help.”

      I put my hands over his and pull upward, relishing the feel of every single inch of his exposed skin. It’s like he can’t wait to kiss me again, can’t wait for me to undo his belt and tug down his jeans, and his arms go around me as soon as the fabric of his shirt has joined my dress on the floor.

      I put my arms around his neck and leap up into his reactive embrace, wrapping my legs around him. He catches me as easily as if we’d been practicing this for years.

      When he starts moving us toward the bedroom, his mouth hot on mine, I don’t stop him to get my clutch purse from the floor. Anybody calling right now can wait.

      I’m finally right where I belong, pressed up against Brett Miller, safe and sound, and absolutely head over heels for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison’s skin under the lacy bra and panty set is so soft and flawless that it almost pushes me right over the edge. I can’t wait to take them off of her. So I don’t.

      I know where her bedroom is because from the moment I enter her house I see that it has the same floorplan as mine; nothing is different from my place, except that it’s reversed. My muscles tense to go in the opposite direction, but I override them and burst into Addi’s bedroom. It smells just like her bedroom did when we were teenagers, and the wave of nostalgia is so strong that it makes my heart ache.

      The bed, of course, is bigger, and she’s topped it with a soft comforter that I lay her down on, leaning in to kiss her with my hand curved around her jaw, just enough control in my grip to let her know that I am in this, so far in that I might never get out.

      She lets out soft little moans, stretching her arms out wide on the bed, and I kiss her until I can’t stand it any longer. I reach for the straps of her bra, tugging them down over her shoulders, kissing along the ridges of her collarbone. Then I snake my arm around her back and pull upward, covering her mouth with mine while I unhook her bra with one hand.

      “Skill,” she whispers, and it reminds me of ten years ago and right now, all at the same time.

      “You fucking know it.”

      Then I pull her bra off and marvel at her breasts.

      They’re round and full and absolutely fucking proportionate to the rest of her body, and her pink nipples are already pointed and hard. I kiss the side of her neck, dragging my lips along it tenderly in short strokes.  I cover one of her nipples with my thumb, then roll it between my fingertips.

      Christ, it feels so fucking good. It feels so fucking right. My chest throbs with an ache I can’t name, like I’m mourning the loss of the last ten years, yet so relieved to finally be with her again that the emotion can’t be contained in my body.

      “Oh,” she whispers, and I focus my attention on her other nipple. She spreads her legs a little wider, her hands gripping the comforter, and that’s when I decide the panties have to go.

      I stand on the floor by the foot of the bed and hook my fingers in the lace-covered waistband, pulling them down until they’re around her ankles, before pausing, a wicked grin framing my face, to pull them tight so that her ankles are bound.

      “Oh, don’t,” she says, but it’s half-hearted as fuck and a little smile plays across her lips. She always hinted, during that long lost summer, that she wanted to do something a little dirtier, a little kinkier, but she didn’t have the words to describe it, just the heat that rose to her cheeks whenever she tried to tell me.

      I know exactly what she wants now, but there’s no time right now for anything complicated, anything that would require another set-up. We’ve been waiting a decade for this. We’re going to have to stick with the basics.

      Once I drop the panties to the carpet, she stretches out against the comforter, and it damn near takes my breath away.

      She is the most perfect woman I have ever seen, or ever will see.

      I don’t like that the thought is followed by a cold twist deep in my gut. She’s too perfect. I’m not nearly fucking perfect enough, an Air Force failure who’s right back where he started from—

      I shake my head. This is not the fucking time to dwell on that shit.

      I put one hand on either side of her creamy thighs and climb back onto the bed, positioning myself between them, ducking to kiss at her breasts, taking one of her nipples into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it until she’s writhing underneath me, her ponytail a mess against the smooth fabric of the comforter.

      She reaches up mid-moan and puts her hands on either side of my face, her blue eyes laser-focused on mine. “Brett Miller,” she starts out, her voice breathy and low, so taut with need that it makes my cock harder than I thought it could be. “If you don’t fuck me right now, I won’t speak to you for another ten years.”

      I don’t wait to find out if it’s an empty threat.

      “My pleasure.”

      I line myself up with her opening, and then I kiss her again, slow and purposeful, and she starts rocking her hips against me, the head of my cock pressing into her wetness, and when she starts to rock harder, I lean into it, entering her in one single, powerful thrust.

      It feels so damn good to be inside her that my vision blacks out for a second, and all I can do is pull her closer while her muscles pulse around me, drawing me farther in. I’m completely enveloped in her soft wetness, and my chest aches and releases so strongly that under any other circumstance I’d think I was having a fucking heart attack.

      There’s nothing sweeter in the goddamn world, nothing that takes away more of the guilt and tension and stress of the last ten years than this moment. It can’t get any better than this. Not one bit fucking better than it is right now, this very second, and I don’t even want to breathe because that will mean the next moment has arrived and this one has ended.

      Then Addison pushes up into me and proves me wrong. It can get better. And it does with every move that she makes, every thrust I pound into her, and better and better and better until we’re both hovering on the edge.

      She doesn’t hesitate. She takes us both over into the sweetest fucking release in the history of the world, holding on tight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Flashback

        

      

    
    
      Brett, 18

      

      My dad is making it hard for me to see Addison, which pisses the hell out of me. It’s not like I don’t have enough to do with working at the marina fifty hours a week. But what am I going to do? It’s not like he has a wife to help him with remodeling the damn houses.

      Still, I don’t understand why he’s choosing to do all of this on my last summer in town.

      Not that he knows it’s my last summer in town.

      He never went to college. I don’t want to rub my acceptance to the U in his face. And we both know the state of his finances. Shit, since Mom took off, things have not been rosy. The last thing I’m going to do is ask him for a loan. I’ll figure all that bullshit out when I get there. I got a student loan that should be able to get me through the first couple of semesters. That’s more than enough time to find…whatever solution there is to find.

      I sigh and take the crowbar to another section of trim, shifting my frustration into the job at hand. My dad wants to replace all of it, and he’s left that to me while he repairs some of the siding on the house. I’d much rather be out there doing that, but he thinks I should “practice on this.”

      Dad might have spent all his working hours at his job in the factory, but I bet if he ever had the chance to quit, he’d become a builder. I’m pretty fucking sure he could build an entire house from the ground up. I don’t really care about building houses. It seems like something any idiot could do. But you need a license, and he’s never said so, but I bet the money just wasn’t there to suddenly change careers—not with a kid and a runaway wife.

      “How’s it going, son?” he says from the kitchen door. When I look up at him, he’s got an odd smile on his face despite the sweat-soaked shirt and the dark bags under his eyes. I might be tired from working on boats all day, but he’s got to be fucking exhausted. Yet here we are on his day off—and mine—fixing the fucking house.

      “Great,” I say, the smile that starts out as fake on my face turning genuine. The only thing on my mind is Addison, and it lights a fire under my ass. The sooner I finish a bunch of this bullshit trim, the sooner I can see her and watch her face light up when my car pulls into the lot by the Dockside to pick her up. Nobody has ever smiled at me like that.

      At the end of this summer everything is going to be different.

      My dad gets himself a glass of water and goes back outside, and I attack the trim again, with Addison on my mind, Addison making me hard, Addison waiting.

      I’m not going to keep her waiting for very much longer.

      I’m not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      At some point, when it’s all over—and that takes a long time, maybe several hours, I completely lose track of time while Brett and I move against each other on top of my comforter, then underneath it, the sheets tangling around us and over us—I fall asleep snuggled up against the length of Brett’s body, one leg thrown over his, his arm wrapped around my back.

      I’m buzzing with the warmth of the afterglow, my mind somewhere between here and ten years ago, remembering the way we’d curl up around each other in the tiny backseat of his car after the sex was over, our breath fogging the windows. I don’t know when, but I fall into a dream taking me back to one of those nights, dozing in the backseat before we had to tug our clothes on, feet against the headrests, and drive back home, sneaking in through the window.

      It’s the happiest and lightest I’ve felt since I moved back to Lockton. Since Jamie packed up and left. And nothing—nothing —is going to ruin this moment.

      Until I’m jarred out of sleep by a low growl coming from Brett’s throat.

      I jerk upward, trying to figure out where I am—this is a bed, not a car, and no, I’m not a teenager just out of high school. But it is Brett next to me, even if the silhouette of his face is harder now, more chiseled than it was back then.

      Only now his face is not relaxed. His entire body is wound tight, hands bunched into fists, and he growls again, his teeth grinding together.

      “Fuck,” he spits, twisting away from me. I duck my head so he can free his arm, and he turns over onto his side, shoulders hunching.

      “Brett,” I whisper, trying to wake him up without startling him. My heart beats hard in my chest and my vision sharpens. I can see every line of his body, even in the darkness swallowing up the room.

      “Brett,” I say, this time a little louder, and I press the palm of my hand against his shoulder, shaking him just a little.

      He whips around, his hand clamping on my wrist, eyes wide and wild. “Don’t!” he thunders. “Don’t touch me! Just stay the fuck away from me! I’m never going to get there!”

      “Brett,” I say again, trying to keep my voice level, though there’s a tremble in it that I can’t keep under control. “It’s me. It’s me.”

      His grip on my wrist loosens, and his breath picks up. His eyes narrow, searching my face, but it takes an endless minute for his jaw to relax, for the haunted look to fade from his eyes.

      Then he runs a hand through his hair and brings it back down over his eyes, falling back onto the pillows with a muted thud.

      I’m frozen beside him in the bed, not wanting to make the wrong move, and my mind races through all of the possibilities. If I speak, will he lash out again? If I touch him, will it trigger another nightmare, this time a waking one, with me looking on helplessly?

      And, most shamefully of all, the tiny cold fear blooming in my gut—is this what a life with Brett would be like? Falling asleep every night not knowing if something terrible will suddenly appear in the dark? Even as I sit, propped up against the mattress, my muscles shake no matter how much I try to control them, and an iciness takes root and grows in my gut.

      “Addi,” he says, hand still over his eyes. His voice is taut and gravelly—it’s the middle of the damn night, I don’t even know how late it is—and I swallow the dryness in my throat.

      “I’m still here.”

      “I know you’re still here.”

      He reaches out in the dark and finds my hand again, curling his fingers through mine until they’re locked together on his stomach.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      He shakes his head, then uncovers his eyes and wraps his arm around me again, putting a gentle pressure on my back until my head is nestled back down on his chest. I lie perfectly still, listening to his heartbeat, feeling each muscle in his body relax from the toes on up, until even the arm around me loses its tension.

      But my heart still pounds.

      “Are you all right?” I whisper the question into the dark from behind closed eyes, and I feel the pressure of his hand on my back.

      “Yes,” he whispers back.

      “What was that?”

      “A dream, Addi,” he whispers, and then he sighs, so deeply I think it might not ever end. But it does. “It was just a dream.”

      I know this isn’t true. I know it. That was no ordinary dream—that was something much deeper, much more frightening. But even though I open my mouth, I can’t find the words. What am I going to do anyway, disagree with him now in the middle of the night?

      The adrenaline leaves my veins and my head clouds over again, slowly, slowly, with each breath Brett takes. Nothing is wrong, I tell myself. Well, something is wrong, but we don’t have to have everything figured out right now.

      Plus, there’s always the possibility that this could just be what Brett said: a bad dream. Unconnected to anything else.

      He reaches down and pulls my leg over him again, letting out a long, slow breath.

      “Everything okay?” I’m just on the edge between waking and sleeping, and my tongue feels heavy in my mouth. I’m not sure that I’ve even spoken the words until Brett answers. I don’t even hear him until he’s two or three words into his sentence.

      “Don’t worry. Don’t worry, everything’s all right. We’re here now.”

      It sounds like something he used to repeat to himself when things were going wrong—not that I’ve ever heard him say it before. The thought fades away, and then I’m tumbling back into sleep against the man I can’t stand to be without.

      The man I love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      We spend the weekend together, inseparable, going back and forth between our houses to get clean clothes, to step into the shower together. I run my hands down the length of Addison’s wet hair, working in the soap while she stands just outside of the hot stream, looking up at me with those huge blue eyes. It’s a hard life, now that my cock is almost always hard. She’s so fucking gorgeous that one look at her makes me want to take her back to bed.

      So I do.

      When we’re not in bed, we eat breakfast at the Dockside—this time without any storming away—and lunch at a Mexican chain restaurant on the outskirts of town that Addison loves.

      She’s halfway through a taco platter stuffed with tortilla chips, shredded lettuce and refried beans, when she looks across at me, swallowing the latest bite of a taco. “Did you like the Air Force?”

      My shoulders tense, rocking toward my neck. I don’t want to talk about this shit, but it’s Addison. The Air Force—it’s all wrapped up in the ten years away from her, the leaving, the stupid fucking need I had to prove something to my father.

      “Yes and no.”

      She nods sagely and takes another bite of taco, then puts it down and picks up a chip, dipping it into the refried beans. I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. My Addi is so goddamn devious. Here she is, pretending we’re just sitting in comfortable silence, while really she’s waiting for me to continue the story.

      “I thought it would be a way to prove myself.”

      “To whom?”

      “My dad.”

      Her brow wrinkles. “You never cared what your dad thought.”

      “I thought I didn’t. Right up until the end.”

      “The end—you mean the end of that summer?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What the hell could he possibly say to make you care what he thought?”

      I shrug, one of my shoulders going up a quarter inch. “It wasn’t the shit he said as much as the repetition.”

      “You never told me much about that.”

      “Why would I waste my time telling a gorgeous girl about my asshole father?”

      She gives me a little grin, and this time when we both sit in silence, I’m pretty sure we’re thinking about of all those times we spent together. For once I imagine Addison in her bathing suit on the beach instead of naked in the back of the car, and the image in my mind is just as nice.

      “Going away for ten years seems a little extreme.”

      “It was extreme.”

      “So you just…snapped and ran off to college?”

      I give her a grin and we both laugh. That’s the dumbest fucking thing about the whole situation. I wasn’t even that far from her. I could have gone to see her at any time, and smoothed things over, but by then…

      “The Air Force had a recruitment office on campus. I signed up the day after I got down there.”

      “But why?” She doesn’t have to say that I was never into the military, didn’t swagger around like some of the guys in our class who just fucking knew they were cut out to be Army grunts.

      “You know when you do something completely fucking stupid and then it seems like you’re in a tailspin?”

      She nods, sipping at her Diet Coke.

      “It was just something to hold on to.”

      Addison bites her lip. “I get that.”

      “I should have told you.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I should have.”

      “No, that’s the thing.” She’s smiling, but there’s a strange glimmer in her eyes, like tears before they form. “You didn’t have to at all. We weren’t—we weren’t a couple. You had no obligation to tell me. And it was half my fault, too.”

      “You didn’t ghost me.”

      “No, but I could have asked around. I could have hunted for you.” She says the last few words like she’s in some Halloween movie, and we both laugh.

      “All right. Fine.”

      “It’s true. I could have come looking, but I didn’t.” She waves a hand in the air, like she’s finally unburdened herself of some crucial fact about whatever the fuck happened ten years ago. “We were both too young and stupid to realize that we were—we were…”

      “Supposed to be together?”

      “Yeah.”

      Our eyes meet over the table and a shock goes through me, followed by a warmth that starts in the pit of my stomach and balloons to fill my entire torso. Everything in the past—now in this moment—seems to make perfect sense, although I want to reach back and slap my eighteen-year-old self so hard his head spins for ever leaving this woman.

      Addison looks back down at her plate, cheeks pink, a little smile on her face. Her lips form the words “together.” Then she takes another bite of taco.

      

      The pleasant feeling deserts me fucking completely when Monday morning comes around and I watch her back her car out of her driveway. It’s getting cold in the mornings, so I sit at the kitchen table with coffee and wait for the day to warm up.

      Maybe everything will be fine. But what if it’s not?

      I can’t shake the lingering feeling that this, somehow, is an embarrassment—that to be in Lockton represents the failure I never wanted to admit. I worked so damn hard to get away from this place, and every time I get a minute to myself, that bitter taste reappears in my mouth.

      At ten o’clock, I get up and toss the coffee mug into the sink.

      Fuck this wallowing.

      There have been no replies to my job applications yet, but even if there are, I’m going to wait two weeks to start. I’ve got to get this house in shape before I do anything else, and sitting at the kitchen table pouting over the fact that I had to leave the Air Force isn’t going to get any of it done.

      I think of Addison’s face when I show her everything, when it’s all completed. She’ll never doubt me then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Now when I get home from work in the evenings, I go to Brett’s house first. Sometimes I’m so damn tired that all I can do is kiss him, wild and deep and free, before I head back over to my own house and flop down on the couch for an hour or two before I go to bed. Sometimes he comes with me. On Tuesday, he says he can’t.

      “Why not?”

      He gestures at the walls, which are taped and ready for paint. “I’ve got to get this shit done.”

      “Painting?”

      “Yeah. This entire house needs painting. Once I’m done with the outside, the inside will go faster.”

      “Okay.” A giant yawn overtakes me. “I’ll be sitting on my sofa, watching some shitty reality TV, if you get tired of painting.”

      He crosses the distance between us and presses his lips against mine, tasting like mints. “Okay. I—” He snaps his mouth closed, like he’s just on the verge of saying something wildly inappropriate, but my heart is already pounding.

      There’s a heavy silence now, his arms around my waist, and I break the tension by kissing him on his jawline. “You what?”

      “I shouldn’t be too long.”

      I smile up at him and kiss him again, pulling his head down so I can explore his lips some more with mine. I’m never going to get tired of this. Not ever. What if you don’t have a choice? The little voice in the back of my mind is a real asshole sometimes.

      I head back out the front door, fantasizing about the sweatpants I’m about to put on in place of my work slacks, but as I cross over onto my own driveway, Brett’s door opens again.

      “Addi!” he shouts across the lawn, his voice echoing through the darkness of the fall evening.

      I spin in place to face him. “Yeah?”

      “I love you!” he shouts, and my heart bursts into song. “That’s what I meant to say before. I love you.”

      I run back across the lawn and straight into his arms, the two of us connecting with such force that he almost tumbles backward onto the tile floor. Then his mouth is on mine, hot and searching and strong, and I don’t go back home until the next morning.

      

      Thursday flies by in a blur of clients and Brett. I’m practically radiating light, I’m so damn happy. We might be getting ahead of ourselves—we haven’t even had the conversation yet—but what does it matter if he’s willing to shout his love for me across the entire neighborhood?

      But when he opens the door that night, something is different about his face. He looks pinched somehow, and there’s something wild in his eyes.

      “Hey, Addi,” he says, and it hits me that we haven’t texted each other all day. It’s been pure radio silence. And Brett—he’s obviously been working on something, and hard. His hair is sticking up in crazy directions, like it does when he gets out of bed in the morning. I wonder if he’s eaten.

      He leans down and kisses my cheek, then turns away from me and disappears back into the house. For a full thirty seconds, I stand frozen in the entryway. How have we gone from “I love you” to distracted kisses on the cheek overnight?

      Something else is happening here.

      I find him in the second bedroom, which is completely empty aside from a couple of rumpled drop cloths, a paintbrush balanced in what might be a cup of paint thinner, a paint roller, and a bucket of paint that’s colored something between mint green and blue and is absolutely gorgeous.

      Brett is reaching up toward the ceiling trim with a second paintbrush, but it looks like he hasn’t actually started to cut in. I cross the room and put a hand on his wrist.

      “Brett.”

      “What?”

      His look is half irritated, half relieved. “How long have you been working on the house today?”

      “Since you left to go run.”

      “That’s more than twelve hours.”

      He shrugs, as he starts to raise the brush to the wall. “Hey,” I say, keeping my tone as gentle as I possibly can. “Do you want to get some dinner? I’m starving.”

      Brett shakes his head, the muscles in his shoulders bunching. “I have to finish this.”

      “Brett.”

      I wait until his eyes meet mine, and then I give him a big smile. It’s going to take more than dinner to entice him away from whatever this obsession is about, although I am going to work food in there at some point.

      “This—” I say, opening my arms wide to gesture to the room, “is a guest room. Are you planning to have guests?”

      He presses his lips together. “No.”

      “Aside from me?”

      “Aside from you.”

      “I don’t need a guest room. In fact…”

      I tug at the hem of my sweater and pull it over my head, letting it fall to the drop cloth. I don’t give a shit if it gets paint on it. Then I go for my t-shirt, which leaves me standing in my favorite purple bra. Brett’s face is staring to calm, relax. He drops the paintbrush into the tray and puts his hands around my waist, his fingers rough with dried paint.

      “I think a shower would be a good place to start.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “I’ll help you get that paint off your hands.”

      His face breaks into a grin, and for the first time since I arrived, his eyes are shining with anticipation. “I’ve got paint on more than just my hands.”

      I take one of his hands in mine and pull him into the hallway, then into his bedroom, and through to the master bath. “I could help with that, too.”

      Brett’s hands go to my hair, which is swept back in a ponytail for work, and he tugs at the elastic band until it falls down over my shoulders. “You look like you could use a massage.”

      I rise up on tiptoes to kiss him, and it’s like he’s come back all over again.

      The shower is just where it starts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      The house is becoming a shambles, all except the living room, the master bathroom, and the bedroom. Every time I discover something new to fix, it consumes me, and I constantly find myself scribbling down notes on scraps of paper or, in a burst of intelligence, in my phone’s Notes app. By Friday morning, I have a list of shit I need to keep going with the projects. I’ve finished painting the guest bedroom, but there’s an endless list of improvements I want to make to the second bathroom. I also want to talk to the guy at the hardware store—he’s the dad of one of my old high school buddies—about who he’d hire to finish the stripping and sanding for the siding. It’s taking me too damn long to do it myself.

      The pressure sits like a collar around my neck until Addison gets home from work. I don’t know what the hell is making me so obsessed with fixing the house. I love her more than the house. I told her I loved her…

      Even if it was a mistake to do that.

      My father’s words still echo in my mind, even after all these years. “Don’t drag that girl down with you.”

      If I can’t get this house done on time…

      On time for what, I’m not fucking sure. Just on time.

      The parking lot in front of the hardware store—it has to be one of the few family-owned joints left in the entire country—is practically empty on a Friday morning. There are only two other cars.

      Joe’s standing at the counter when I walk in, ringing up the purchases of an older man.

      “What’s up, Joe?” I call out on my way back to the section with the trim.

      “Brett.”

      The way he says it isn’t in his usual congenial tone, and it makes me stop in my tracks. That’s when the man at the counter turns around.

      It’s my father.

      Looking at him is like looking into a fucked-up mirror. We look exactly alike, only he’s thirty years older. I joined the Air Force and got back out again, but he put in most of his years at Williams’, a factory in town that went out of business two years after he retired. He’d worked his way up from a lineman to one of the head supervisors, but that didn’t repair the damage to his back caused from hunching over the assembly line ten or twelve hours a day for so many years on his climb up the ladder.

      My cheeks burn at the sight of him, my throat closing up. He did all of that for my mom and me. What did I join the Air Force for?

      Fuck it, it doesn’t matter. It just doesn’t matter. He was so concerned about me not “taking anyone else down with me that”—

      “Hey, Brett,” he says, his voice gravelly, like he’s been overworking it for years. He didn’t give it a fucking rest when I was a kid, that’s for damn sure.

      I don’t know what the hell to say to him. Am I supposed to act like this is some happy reunion? I’m not happy to see him. I don’t know what the fuck I am or how the fuck I feel.

      “Hey.”

      The word comes out choked and labored. I have to force it.

      My dad clutches the plastic bag containing whatever it is he bought in his gnarled hands and presses his lips together. He takes one step away from the counter, toward me, and then stops again, eyes flying over my face.

      He doesn’t know what to do, either. I have to look away. I hate the sick flash of satisfaction that races through my chest, but it’s short-lived and pales in comparison to everything else I’ve felt since I came back to Lockton.

      Disappearing for ten years just to prove a point was a teenager’s idea of revenge, so why can’t I just let it all go? Why does it still seem so fucking fresh?

      “How’ve you been, son?” He swallows hard, and there’s a sheen in his eyes. He won’t cry—I’ve never seen him cry—but damn if he’s not close.

      “All right.”

      “Good,” he says, nodding, like I’ve just told him my entire life story. “That’s good to hear. You—” He stops, carefully choosing his words. “You in town for a while?”

      “Yeah.”

      This is an excruciating conversation to have in front of Joe, who bustles back behind the counter and pretends to be doing something with receipts before disappearing down one of the far aisles. I dart my eyes to the parking lot—no new cars—and then back to my father. My jaw clenches. My heart twists and thuds in my chest, unable to make up its fucking mind about whether to be excited or pissed.

      “You got a good job?”

      There’s a hitch in his voice, and I know we’re seconds away from ending this conversation completely. But something about the way he says it makes me think that this is the question he’s been dying to ask me for ten years.

      “I will soon.”

      The corners of his mouth twitch downward, but he just nods again, saying nothing. Then, quickly, like he’s on some sneak attack, he closes the distance between us and puts his hand on my shoulder, patting it with almost enough force to make it a slap. Then he wraps that arm around me and pulls me in toward him for a split second, just long enough for my entire body to tense.

      “Great to see you, Brett. Really great.”

      Then he turns and hustles out of the store, leaving me standing there with my mouth dropped open. He gets into one of the cars in the lot—a little blue Ford—and drives away without another look back.

      My mind freezes, along with the rest of my body, until Joe comes back up to the counter carrying a box from the back—nails, or something—to unpack and shelve.

      I turn away and go back out through the door, get in my car, and drive into the sunlight. I’ll come back when I’ve got myself together again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Something is bothering Brett.

      I stop at home first on Friday night. I’m confident he won’t be going anywhere soon—the lights are blazing from every room in his house. He must be working on a project. Several projects, probably. For some reason, this house has absolutely taken over his life. He spends every waking hour working on it.

      While I stand in the shower washing the stress of the day from my skin, I wonder if he’s going to put up a fight when I try to coax him out of working the rest of the evening. I probably shouldn’t do that. If he wants to work on his house all night, who am I to stop him?

      But my heart beats hard in my chest, aching with the need to be near him, to be touching him. Maybe it’s pathetic, but after all these years, I just have the sense that there’s no time to waste. That our time together might not be as endless as we hope it will be.

      I step out of the shower and towel off, then reach for the blow dryer. I’ll give him some extra time before I show up on his doorstep.

      The hair dryer whines, the heat pleasant against my head and shoulders. I won’t bother him if he doesn’t want to be bothered. I’ve lived this long without him. I can spend nights by myself. What’s one more?

      His hands on my body, though…I shiver at the thought of him running his rough palms over the smooth skin at my waist, gripping tightly to my hips. My pulse flutters. I want to run my own fingertips over his skin—over his shoulders, his chest, his cut abs, and right down to—

      I turn off the hair dryer with a snap, then reach for my makeup bag. I doubt we’ll be going out tonight—Brett has seemed stretched thin lately, and the idea of putting on anything but yoga pants makes my skin crawl—but I still want to take it up a notch from my regular lounge uniform of absolutely no makeup and probably no bra either, just because I’m that into him.

      Six minutes later, I’m grabbing my purse and heading out into the cool September night.

      At his door, I knock twice. No answer. My heart picks up the pace and I take a deep breath. He’s just busy, that’s all. If I was working on home repairs all day, I’d probably have some music playing, too, although I don’t hear anything coming from behind the door.

      On the third try, he yanks the door open and looks at me, eyebrows pulled together, frowning.

      I hold both my hands up. “If you’re too busy, I can go right back across the driveway.” I smile widely at him, warmth spreading through my chest. Damn, I want to be with him. Damn, I love him, even when he’s…well, like this, distracted and…I don’t know what else.

      He finally seems to recognize me, reaching over the threshold and pulling me into him. He smells like fresh paint and sandpaper.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” he says into my shoulder, but I don’t quite believe him.

      “Good.” I look past him into the house. Several visible walls have been painted since yesterday, and I would bet that if I walked into the kitchen right now, a good portion would be covered in tarps and plastic. Brett is throwing himself into this like I’ve never seen anyone take on a project.

      He straightens up out of the hug and turns around, squaring his shoulders, like he’s trying to make up his mind about what to do next.

      “Are you done for the day?”

      He turns back around, cocking his head, and I dip my chin a little, giving him a wicked grin. The corners of his mouth turn up in response, but there’s still some tension lingering around his eyes that makes me think all is not right in paradise. The distracted look follows him even as I lead him to the shower, turn on the water, and push him inside, telling him I’ll order some food that we can both enjoy…either before or after we spend some time in bed.

      He laughs, but the sound is hollow. The cold, anxious worry I felt the other night grows a little more in the pit of my stomach. Nobody is the same after ten years apart—it would be ridiculous to even hope for that. But what if something has fundamentally changed Brett? What if, more often than not, he won’t have that wicked, driving energy about him that made me fall in love with him in the first place, made me so intoxicated by being in his presence that it was all I could do to spend my nights away from him, in my own bedroom?

      What will I do then?

      The answer comes to me even as I dial the number for one of the two decent pizza places in town and flip on the oven to preheat. If we go to bed before dinner, I want the food to be the perfect temperature when we get out, as no doubt we’ll be ravenous.

      I won’t leave him again.

      Of course, the argument that comes hard on its heels: he left you the first time.

      I shake my head as I rattle off my credit card number, jarring the thoughts away. Then I go back out into the living room and collect an armful of cardboard packages from the couch, shoving them into a bag with other building detritus in the corner, before wiping off the coffee table with a damp paper towel. Highly romantic. I blush anyway. We don’t need anything fancy to make this a memorable night.

      There’s a sudden silence when the shower stops running, and I’m on the move, dropping the paper towel in the trash and making a beeline for the bedroom. I can’t wait to be with Brett any longer. Not one second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Fucking Addison, on a day like today, when I’ve been working so hard that it’s like being underwater, is like finally breaking the surface into the blinding sun and taking a deep breath of sweet, sweet air.

      She rides me with total abandon, swirling her hips around and around and pressing deeper into me with every stroke. She smells like shampoo and body wash, fresh and clean, and her body is a goddamn masterpiece as she writhes and grinds, tiny moans escaping her in rhythm with my thrusts. I’ll never need anyone again. I’ll never need anything again.

      Addison’s whole body tenses and she throws her head back. I’m so deep in her that I feel every movement of her muscles, every single spasm, as she comes hard against me, fingernails buried in my chest, holding on for dear life. Her face is contorted into an expression that’s something between total peace and total ecstasy, and the sight of it, combined with her muscles clenching around me, sends me over the edge.

      It’s never going to get better than this.

      We’re frozen together for a short eternity that comes to a crashing halt when there’s a thundering knock at the door, followed by the doorbell. My body tenses, instantly on edge, and my mind goes blank before Addison scrambles off of me, grinning. She leaps over to my dresser and tugs her clothes off the top of it, where she abandoned them to greet me when I came out of the shower, and darts into the bathroom. Water runs briefly and then she’s running back through the room, signaling me to stay where I am.

      “It’s okay!” she shouts. “I’ll be right back.”

      Her muffled voice carries through the house, along with someone else’s, and a minute later she reappears at the bedroom door holding two pizza boxes. From how good it smells, I might literally be starving to death. Did I even eat lunch? Breakfast, yes, but then there were two trips to the hardware store, and then meeting my father, that has somehow clouded the rest of my day.

      It was fucking cordial, yeah, but what else am I supposed to say about it? It feels like something unresolved, not unlike the last ten years of my goddamn life, but I don’t want to look it in the face. Resolution with him is not my top priority.

      “Pizza,” she says, lifting up the boxes. “You want it in here or in the living room?”

      I’m not a fan of eating in bed, and I get up with a smile, pulling on a clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt. This woman thinks of everything.

      And what do you think of? The nagging bitch in the back of my mind won’t shut the hell up for a second. Nobody but yourself.

      Fuck it. I’m not falling into that trap. I’m going to go enjoy some pizza with the most gorgeous, perfect woman on the face of the earth.

      Addison is setting out the boxes on the coffee table when I get into the living room, arranging the cardboard plates.

      “Are those breadsticks?”

      She gives me a look. “What else would come in a small box from D.C. Pizza?”

      I laugh. “Yeah. I shouldn’t be so damn stupid.”

      She flops back onto the couch and pats the space next to her. I’m only too fucking glad to take it.

      There are two different kinds of pizza, all with tons of toppings, just the way I like it, and I take two slices of each. If Addison wasn’t here, I could eat both of them. I’ve got to stop behaving like a total jackass when it comes to lunch, fucking clearly, otherwise I’m going to end up with a beer gut. Or worse. Which is the last thing someone like Addison needs in her life.

      “What’s up with you today? Did something happen?”

      She asks the question so casually that at first I don’t register it as a serious question, and when I do, I’m not happy about it. “What?”

      “You just seem…off. Distracted. I was wondering if something happened.”

      I take in a deep breath and let it out, my stomach knotting. Why am I so pissed about her asking me this? It doesn’t make any fucking sense, and yet…

      “Nothing really.”

      “Okay.”

      Addison’s tone leaves something lingering in the air. “You don’t believe me.”

      She puts down her pizza and looks at me. “Brett, you can tell me about things. You always used to.”

      “Nothing happened.”

      “Okay.”

      I hate this tension between us, like magnets repelling instead of drawing together, like it was at first. And I know, I know, that I could defuse all of this right now, right this very moment, by just telling her that I ran into my father today and it was awkward as fuck. No—not even that. That he still seems to give a shit about me. That I might have been wrong ten years ago, and I might have skipped town for no fucking reason at all, that the decade spent without her might have been for nothing, and it would all be my stupid eighteen-year-old self’s fault.

      But I don’t. My abs tighten like I’m about to take a blow, and I chew through another piece of pizza with way too much attitude.

      Who the fuck am I?

      We sit in silence, all the words I could say hanging in the air between us for twenty minutes before Addison shifts on the couch. It’s like she’s waiting for me to do something, say something, that will let her know it’s okay to do anything. All the warmth from the hot fuck we just shared in the bedroom has dissipated.

      Then she yawns, closing one of the pizza boxes. “It’s been a long day,” she says, and then she leans over and kisses me on the cheek, lips lingering against my skin. It feels like fucking heaven. All I have to do is put my arm around her, but I don’t.

      I don’t.

      Then she’s picking up her purse, going to the door, shutting it gently behind her.

      Alone in my living room, I get a taste of what life after Addison is like.

      It feels like shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I’m rattled by the conversation with Brett, rattled by the fact that we could go from sex where it felt like nothing else in the world mattered to stony silence, and all because—what? I wanted to know what was wrong.

      There’s no way he can deny that something has been eating at him, maybe more than one something. I just can’t wrap my mind around why it is he won’t talk to me.

      Is it the Air Force?

      Leaving the Air Force?

      At home I pick up a book and stare at the pages, reading them over and over, the words failing to sink in. I’ve never known anyone who joined the service before. Maybe this is just a typical reaction to getting out, moving home.

      It’s just that he seems so strained, so tense…and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      Right now, anyway. I’m just tired. It’s been a long week at work, a long week with Brett, ups and downs and all kinds of couple bullshit.

      Couple bullshit.

      Despite all of it, the thought of being a couple—even if it’s not “official,” and Jesus, that thought makes me sound like I’m still in high school—makes my cheeks go hot.

      So why am I so torn?

      In a way, I’m not torn at all. I always wanted to be with Brett. Always. Ever since I first saw him. And now I am.

      It’s just…not exactly how I thought it was going to be.

      That’s not even an excuse. It’s not like we were apart for several months and then picked up where we left off. Some of it was like that. But the closer we inch toward real life, the more obvious it is that there’s still serious work to be done.

      A wave of exhaustion comes over me and smothers me like a wet blanket. My arms feel so heavy I don’t even want to lift the remote to turn on the TV.

      So instead, I head to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash off all my makeup, and then I stumble into my room and climb into bed.

      My mind starts to wander as soon as my head hits the pillow, and my heart picks up a little, although not enough to keep me fully awake. One thought rings in my mind: This is more than a bad day.

      And then: Something is wrong.

      

      I don’t knock on Brett’s door for the rest of the weekend. I tell myself it’s because I’m tired, but really it’s because I don’t want to take the chance on another weird non-argument. What we had wasn’t really a fight, but it doesn’t make it feel any better.

      By noon on Monday, my chest is tight, crushed with a mass of emotion that makes me feel more than a little crazy. There’s nothing I really want to say to him, except…

      I send him a quick text message. I love you.

      We admitted that to one another. We said that out loud only days ago, and I meant it then and I mean it now.

      Ten minutes later my phone buzzes.

      I love you, Addi.

      It puts me at ease for an hour or two, but then the tightness descends upon me again. I swallow back the lump that keeps rising up in my throat, but by one-thirty, I can’t take it anymore. I need to get out of here.

      My boss, Carla, is a grandmotherly woman who is as tough as nails. I’ve seen her go to bat for people who have absolutely no chance of getting services and come out on top, even against the State itself. She is also about the farthest thing from a micromanager I’ve ever encountered—not that I had many jobs before this one.

      I knock on the door to her office and wait for her to end her phone call. When she sees me at the door, she cocks her head to the side. “Afternoon, Addison. Any trouble?”

      “Any trouble” is her calling card. It’s the first thing she wants to know if you call her or show up in the office. Some of the interns I’ve hired think it’s her way of insinuating that you can’t handle the job. I think she’s just spoiling for a fight that only she can win.

      “I’m going to head out for the afternoon. I’m really not feeling well.”

      She nods twice, her forehead wrinkling. “Do you need a ride to the hospital?”

      I give her a pinched smile, shaking my head. “No, I’ll be all right.”

      “You call me if you need anything.” Somehow she knew when Jamie moved out, even though I didn’t tell her. She probably assumes I don’t have anyone else around to call on for help if I need it.

      Brett’s face floats into my mind, and my stomach pinches at the same time my cheeks flush red. Do I have someone? Or don’t I?

      I just need an afternoon to sort this out.

      Carla dismisses me without much more preamble, and I head out into the gray afternoon. The cold isn’t quite biting, but it’s definitely fall weather. It doesn’t thrill me.

      The drive home is  non-eventful. Brett’s car is parked in his driveway when I get there. I ignore the urge to head over to his place and knock on his front door, instead going inside my own house, changing directly into yoga pants, and then stretching out on the couch.

      I take in a deep breath, exhaling slowly, three times, then four, until the pressure is almost gone from my chest and my mind quiets.

      The fact of the matter is that Brett clearly needs some space. And I can give it to him. I’ve survived nasty breakups before, and this isn’t one of those. It’s just a rough patch.

      I’ve never been a clingy woman before, and I’m not going to start now, even though he lives right next door. Absolutely not.

      I’m just going to give him the space he needs.

      I hate staying away from him—hate it.

      But I’m not eighteen anymore. I can control myself. I’m not going to collapse and die if I can’t see him.

      At least I hope not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      All day, from the moment I wake up until the moment I fall asleep, Addison is on my mind, consuming my thoughts.

      She’s been away at work most days, and by the time I notice that her car has pulled into the driveway, it’s too late to text her.

      The house looms over me now, every single task that’s left undone calling on me to finish it like my life depends on it.

      If I can finish this, if I can make it as perfect as possible, then I’ll have proof. I’ll have proof that I could at least do something. Even if that something is in Lockton.

      I just wish Addison could see why I’m doing this. She doesn’t seem to understand. But it’s for her.

      I stop installing trim in the kitchen and look across the yard in the direction of her house. Her living room is dark, but I still see the light of the TV flickering behind her curtains, so I know she’s up.

      Maybe she does understand.

      The one constant in my life has always been that Addison is the one who understands, even in silent suffering, even when nobody else does. How many times did I whisper to her in the backseat of the car that I had no idea why I’d wasted so much time with this girl or that girl just to feel her nod against my shoulder? She always hugged me tighter after that. This could be her way of demonstrating that she gets it—that the house has to be my top priority.

      Something nags at the back of my mind, though, like this is some kind of fucking half-truth. I shove that idea right out of my head. No. I’ve made some dumbass decisions in my life, but I can’t do this anymore. I can’t keep wallowing in the fact that I’m in Lockton, letting this idea of failure ruin everything else. Letting it ruin my life. Our life.

      The house needs to get done.

      I work on it until so late at night that my eyes burn. When it gets so bad that I can’t keep them open anymore, I collapse into bed fully clothed and fall into a restless sleep, dreaming of Addison.

      I just need to get this house done…

      

      Tuesday rolls by in a haze of nonstop work, and it’s a fucking shock when the sun sets. My jaw is clenched in irritation, but it’s not for another fifteen or twenty minutes—I don’t know, I’ve lost track—before it occurs to me that it’s hard to see because the light outside is fading, not because I’m slowly going blind or because the lightbulbs are flickering out one by one.

      I had bought floodlights at the hardware store so I flip them on, illuminating the section of cabinetry in the kitchen that I’m on the verge of finishing. Two hours, three at most, and I’ll be—

      The doorbell rings, echoing through the silent house. I had music playing on my phone at some point during the day, but now it’s deadly quiet. Did the battery die? I have no idea.

      My heart throbs a little while I move toward the door, my mind still back with the cabinets. If it’s Addison, I’ll take her to bed right now. I can spare a few hours. I can.

      But when I open the door, it’s a delivery guy in a t-shirt and a black baseball cap balancing two Styrofoam containers in his hands.

      “Brett Miller?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Delivery.”

      No shit, I want to say, but instead I hold one hand up. “I didn’t order anything.”

      He cocks his head to the side and looks at the receipt. “It’s a delivery for Brett Miller. Looks like the order came in from A. Gray.”

      A flicker of a smile crosses my face. Addison must be all right with this after all.

      I take the Styrofoam containers from him and dig in my pockets.

      “It’s all right,” the guy says. “She paid the tip, too.”

      Then he’s gone, back into the night, his car needing a muffler repair.

      

      I mean to text her about it, but I get caught up in devouring the sandwich—hot and piled with three different kinds of meat and two different cheeses and a bunch of extras I don’t stop to examine—and while I’m eating, my mind narrows in on the cabinets. By the time I notice my phone is dead, it’s after two in the morning.

      Wednesday goes by like this, too. I remember to charge the phone, I even remember to text her. When was it that she sent me the message about how she loved me? It seems like a million years ago, but now it seems wrong to say it again, like it’s a weakness, begging. No. What I have to do is finish.

      If you finish this fast, if you finish this well, then Addison will see, everyone will see, Dad will see—

      I cut myself off. Dad? Who cares what he thinks? Do I care? I don’t think so, but my thoughts are muddled. The only thing that keeps me on track is to build, to destroy, to repair, to fix and sand and shine and paint.

      My to-do list shrinks and everything I do becomes more precise, more detailed. Rooms are painted, but the trim isn’t perfect, and so I rip it out and re-install new lengths along the baseboard with a nail gun I rent from the hardware store. I sand it. I paint it.

      I hire a guy name Marcus and a couple of other guys to finish some jobs in the house. The idea is that they’ll eventually move on to the siding, but everything I do seems to bloom into fifty other projects. I only want them here for a couple of hours a day in case Addison shows up, but it accelerates the process anyway.

      I dread the moment I’ll have to surface from this.

      I know that some kind of truth is coming, but for right now…

      For right now, the house is the only truth that means anything, anything, anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Thursday is a slog. Paperwork has caught up with me because of the sheer volume of meetings I’ve been scheduling, and by five-thirty I’ve got a splitting headache. The names and numbers on my computer screen blur together, and I squint to keep them in focus.

      The knock at my door is a welcome interruption.

      “Girl, you cannot keep hiding in the office.”

      I smile in spite of myself. “I’m not hiding, Leah. I’m working.”

      “My job never keeps me this long.”

      “You work in the traffic department. Nobody stays after five.”

      “Fine. You win,” she says with a brilliant smile. “Let’s get dinner.”

      I should stay and finish this shit, but instead I save what I’m working on and snap off the monitor with a satisfied sigh. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Kirby’s?”

      “Sure.”

      Kirby’s is about two blocks away, and it’s not raining, so we walk. It’s a little Italian place—don’t ask me about the name, I have no idea—and the smell of freshly baked warm rolls sends a comforting sensation through my middle when Leah pushes open the door. Louis, the perennial host, seats us in a table toward the back of the establishment with a flourish, disappearing and reappearing in seconds with a basket of complimentary rolls. I tear one in half and pop a bite in my mouth, tilting my head back in appreciation. It’s hot and light and damn, it tastes wonderful.

      Leah follows my lead, and when she’s done swallowing, she starts in on the questions. “Where the hell have you been lately? It’s like you’ve totally disappeared.” Then she leans toward me across the table. “Don’t tell me you’ve replaced me with Brett Miller.”

      “First of all,” I say, picking up another roll. “It has been thirteen days since we last went out. That’s not exactly ‘totally disappearing.’ And second, could you blame me?” My stomach turns over as Leah laughs. I have been caught up with Brett Miller, and I want to be. I really, really want to be. The urge to keep all the recent weirdness to myself is so powerful that I almost don’t open my mouth again.

      “I can’t. He’s super hot.”

      Leah’s words trigger a surge of memories of being in bed with Brett—all recent and all fiery. Yes, he is hot. There is no better body on the face of the planet, and nobody who knows me better than he does. It almost sweeps me away, right there in Kirby’s.

      “What’s happening to your face? Are you fantasizing right now?” The last sentence comes out in a stage whisper, and I laugh, but my smile falters.

      “Some things are really, really good.”

      Leah never lets things get past her. “And other things?”

      I don’t know how, exactly, to explain this without making him seem less than worthy. And he’s not. I’m certain of that, totally certain. “I can’t wait to get home every night and see him.” That’s a good place to start.

      “That’s new.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks at me with narrowed eyes. “You never really wanted to rush home to Jamie. You were always just worried that he would be pissed if you stayed out too late.”

      It’s true, although I never thought of it that way until just this moment. Despite everything, another round of pink goes to my cheeks when I think about the sweet anticipation of knocking on Brett’s door, waiting to see his face. The next memory, hard on its heels, is of him shouting that he loves me across the yard and running back into his arms. That’s the kind of moment that I can’t let go. I can’t dismiss it as the anomaly, even if something is bothering Brett so much right now that it’s a struggle to connect with me.

      “You’re right. I never did feel…like this?”

      “Are you…in love?”

      I shake my head, but my smile gives me away.

      “Addison!” Leah cries, clapping her hands. “I knew it. You’ve been too damn happy when we text.”

      “I have been happy.”

      “But?”

      “But it’s not…you know, all rainbows and sunshine.”

      Her brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

      The waiter appears at the side of the table to take our order, and Leah tells him to bring us our usual. She gets it exactly right. I don’t have to say another thing.

      “I just mean…something’s been up with him lately. He’s been kind of distant. Like there’s something going on, but he won’t tell me exactly what it is. I don’t know. Maybe I’m reading too much into it.” I don’t go so far as to mention the house.

      “I bet not,” Leah says matter-of-factly. “You’re not usually wrong about that kind of thing.”

      I give her a look. “Oh, shut up. I never even saw it coming when Jamie packed up and left.”

      “You were too busy for him anyway. He was just butt-hurt about it.”

      I laugh again. It feels good to be laughing instead of forcing myself not to dwell on whatever Brett’s problem is and when he might snap out of it.

      If he ever does snap out of it.

      “You should see yourself right now,” Leah says, a funny grin on her face. “You’re happy even when it’s not perfect.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I’ve been looking at your face for more than twenty years. How could I not tell?”

      “So you don’t think I’m wasting my time?” There it is, out in the open. Maybe I am wasting my time with Brett. Maybe, just like with Jamie, I’m overlooking all the red flags, and this is just going to end in heartbreak. Maybe I wanted to be with him so badly that I’ve been pretending not to notice that we’re totally different people now.

      Or maybe not.

      I can’t make up my mind.

      Leah smiles at me from across the table, then gives the waiter another wave, beckoning for more rolls. We usually go through three baskets.

      “It’ll all work out, one way or another,” she says.

      I sure hope so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      The weekend is swallowed up in visits from Marcus, in completing what seems like endless projects, in too little sleep, and not enough food.

      Monday is when I finally break.

      I’ve been doing this nonstop for days, renovating the house for endless hours, and I can’t stand it anymore. I need a break.

      “Marcus,” I say over the whine of a buzzsaw. He’s finishing some crown molding in the living room. It’s one of about five things left to finish up before I’ll have no excuse to drown myself in this work. Before I see if it’s proven enough.

      He doesn’t hear me at first.

      “Marcus!”

      He stops, the sound cutting off abruptly, though my ears keep fucking ringing.

      “We’re done for the day.”

      He raises his eyebrows, then squints at me from across the room. “You sure? This will only take a couple more hours, and then—”

      The ringing in my ears gets louder. “I’m sure.”

      “You want me to leave the stuff? Come back tomorrow?”

      “Come back when I call you.”

      He shrugs. “I’m going to leave the stuff.”

      It’s what I would do.

      “Great. See yourself out?”

      “Will do, boss.”

      I’m cutting through my bedroom before the front door closes behind him.

      The bedroom we did in one day, ripping up the carpet, painting, and then laying down new carpet before the paint was even dry. Marcus didn’t want to in case the carpet disturbed the paint, but I insisted and it looks fucking great. The furniture is still the ratty old shit I had shipped here from California, but I never said I was an interior decorator. I’ll get new stuff when Addison—

      When Addison what? She hasn’t been around all week, and I haven’t heard from her except for a few texts. She loves me, she loves me not kind of shit. No, that’s not fair. She always loves me, always has. I’m almost sure of it.

      I just got in a little over my head with this house shit and she fell by the wayside.

      My heart punches out against my rib cage, one single time, and my eyes start to flutter shut.

      I need a shower. Before I can go to bed, I need a shower. At some point yesterday, or during the night, I ran a load of laundry—sheets and one pillowcase, the other pillow is MIA—through the laundry and tugged it back onto my bed in some semblance of goddamn order.

      The water is too cold, and then when I adjust it, it’s too hot. At one point my head starts to fall forward and I catch myself just before I careen into the new tiling that surrounds the entire thing.

      I was going to find Addison, maybe drive down to her office, and kiss her, but when I get out of the shower, it’s all I can do to towel off before I fall onto the clean sheets, tumbling directly into a deep, dark sleep, wishing I could still smell her on the pillow.

      

      When I wake up, it’s pitch dark in the room and Addison isn’t there. Was she there when I went to sleep, or was I dreaming? I fumble to feel her body next to mine, but then I come fully awake. It was a dream, damn it, it was a dream.

      I grab for my phone on the bedside table. Three in the morning.

      Bleary-eyed, I throw my legs over the side of the bed and go back into the bathroom, brushing my teeth until my mouth tastes fresh and clean again. Then, of fucking course, I’m struck by a powerful thirst, my throat dry and parched, so I make my way to the kitchen, flipping on the light above the stove.

      It’s no coincidence that I end up by the window, drinking a glass of water straight from the sink, staring across at Addison’s house.

      All the lights are off. Of course they are. It’s a work night. She doesn’t stay up all night in the middle of the week because she’s obsessed with some project or other, like the idiot standing in my kitchen.

      This is probably not very impressive.

      A shiver runs down my spine. It’s the same sensation of vertigo I felt when I arrived on the U’s campus for the first time, searching for anything to cling to in the absence of Addison, running from my father’s scorn.

      I’m beginning to doubt that he really meant it.

      No, I don’t doubt that.

      Do I?

      I put the glass into the sink and pad back to my bedroom. I have to force myself not to walk straight out the front door and over to Addison’s. I want to wake her up and kiss her right now, but a knock on the door at this hour would scare the fuck out of her. I at least know that for sure.

      I’m still unbalanced when I climb back into bed. In the morning it’s going to be bright out again and I’ll be able to make sense of all this. In the morning I’ll know what the hell I’m looking for in all of this. The house is almost done, and then what will I have aside from a fucking house that’s been renovated to within an inch of its life? Proof of construction skills?

      Or nothing at all?

      Maybe the house is a cover for—

      The thought starts to crystallize, but before it does, sleep reaches out its claws and pulls me back under into a dream so vivid I would swear it was real.

      It’s a memory of that summer, Addison standing on the end of the dock at the marina, her hair blowing in the breeze, laughing at me.

      “Brett, you’ve got to make up your mind.”

      “About what?” I shout over the breeze.

      “About me.”

      We had this conversation. This is a real conversation. I should walk toward her right now and tell her I love her, that it’s time to just admit it, say it out loud.

      “You’re the best, Addi,” I say, and I go to the end of the dock and wrap my arm around her shoulders, kissing her temple. I don’t say more than that.

      I wake up still regretting it, the sun streaming through the window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I wake up with a clarity I haven’t felt in two weeks.

      Whenever I’m with Brett I know what I want. I know that I want him so much that I can hardly stand it, but after these last few nights…

      It’s just not meant to be.

      The thought breaks my heart and makes perfect sense at the same time.

      I waited for hours last night for him to send a message, for him to notice that my car was in the driveway, for myself to make up my damn mind about going over there and knocking on the door.

      But at some point, between episodes of Survivor, it dawned on me.

      It’s just too unpredictable right now.

      I just got out of a relationship that ended with me being completely blindsided. I don’t want that again. I love Brett. I want to be with Brett. Something isn’t working, though. He’s not ready to be with me.

      This house thing has become an albatross around his neck, and nothing I do can make him see that this breakneck pace is driving him straight into the ground. It has completely taken him over, consumed him.

      I turned the possible reasons over and over in my mind, but he shuts down completely when I try to get at them in person, and at this point, I just…

      I sighed, putting down the cereal bowl full of chips I brought with me to the couch. I lost the taste for them after five or six and stopped eating.

      I didn’t bother throwing them away before I went to bed.

      

      When I wake up Monday morning, I’ve made up my mind. The decision is a glacier in the pit of my stomach, cold and heavy, but I’m seeing clearly.

      I go for a run and my mile splits are faster than they have been in weeks, like I’m running toward something for once instead of escaping from whatever tension lives in my house.

      This is going to hurt like a bitch, but I don’t see another choice.

      It’s the only way to cool things down, to put us on even footing until Brett has some clarity. I just can’t live with this kind of uncertainty. Not right now. Maybe not ever.

      My heart cools while I run until it’s practically stopped, and when I run back up my driveway, I’m determined. I’m going to tell him that it’s over.

      Maybe we’ll have another chance one day. Maybe not. But right now, I have to do the right thing for me. That’s exactly what I was trying to do when I was getting over Jamie, and I saw Brett’s face and fell too hard to be sensible about it.

      

      The moment comes sooner than I think it’s going to.

      I’m fifteen minutes from heading out to work—I got up early this morning, ran early in the pre-dawn darkness, and showered in record time—when there’s a soft knock at my front door. The sound is tentative, nothing like when Brett usually knocks, but I know it’s him.

      When I open the door, it reveals him standing on my front porch, hair sticking up at all angles, eyes huge and a little sunken in like he’s either been awake for several days or has been sleeping it off for a long, long time.

      “Hey.” His voice sounds rough. “Do you have a minute?”

      My mind races with the texts we’ve been sending each other over the last few days. I love you, we wrote. But is it love if you never make time to see the other person? Is it love if fixing up a house is more important than kissing them, touching them, holding them?

      “Yes,” I say, stepping back to let him in. My heart beats, beats in my chest. I swallow, but I can’t bring myself to break the silence.

      Brett does, with the ghost of a grin that makes me think of him at eighteen, before he disappeared. “I got a little carried away with the house.”

      My mouth tries to follow suit, but the block of ice in my chest doesn’t let the smile get very far. “I noticed.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I believe him, but it’s not enough. I have a moment of sheer imbalance—am I being too tough on him? Then I remember how it felt to pull up to my house and see Jamie packing the U-Haul, the look on his face that told me he didn’t really care at all that he was leaving me. That his only irritation was having to move all his things. This is the endgame with a situation like this, where one person is so consumed with something else that the relationship flounders.

      It can happen even when you’re meant to be.

      “I get it,” I say, but it sounds hollow.

      Brett doesn’t take it that way. “You do?” He sounds incredulous and it breaks my heart.

      “I understand…getting carried away with something.”

      He steps toward me, but I take a tiny step back, and that’s when his face begins to change, the corners of his mouth turning down, his eyebrows drawing together, pain lighting his green eyes. “You understand, but you don’t forgive me.”

      “It’s not a matter of forgiving you, Brett, it’s just—” I search every single corner of my mind for the words, and the truth hits me like a lightning bolt. “It just seems too awfully familiar to the last time you…you got consumed with something and left me behind.”

      “This isn’t like that,” he says, running a hand through his hair.

      “From where I stand,” I say, struggling with every word to keep my voice level, “it’s just the same, only worse, since it’s playing out right next door. I don’t—” My throat is starting to close, tears threatening, and I do not, I do not, want to cry. “I just can’t do it. I can’t do this. Ten years of—” I take a deep breath, look him in the eye.

      “I can’t do this, Brett.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison’s words are like a bullet through my heart, a casing that blooms in my chest and reaches every single available piece of flesh, piercing it and ripping it apart. It’s like a plane going down over the desert, nowhere to land in sight, and knowing that in a few moments you’ll hit the ground and dissolve into a million pieces.

      At least in that situation, the reward is a peaceful oblivion.

      There’s no such hope for me right now.

      “You can’t do this,” I repeat hollowly, searching her eyes for any hint that I can somehow talk her out of this, that I can somehow say the words that will make her reconsider.

      But Addison is too old for that kind of thing, too smart, too independent. She’s not an eighteen-year-old anymore. She’s a grown woman who knows what she wants.

      And she doesn’t want to be with me.

      At least, she can’t.

      In a bright, brilliant flash, I see what’s happened. I see the way she’s been waiting for me, just like she waited all those years for me to contact her. My instinct is to push the blame onto her. She could have come over. She could have fought for me. She could have irritated me, shoved her way into my solitude, ripped me away from the focus of my obsession.

      But why should she have to?

      She should be the focus of not just my obsession, but be my true fucking devotion.

      I only saw it too late.

      I wanted to impress…who? Addison? My father? Some illusion of my eighteen-year-old mind? It doesn’t matter. I was so worried about proving them wrong that I let the only person that really mattered to me, ever, slip through my fingers.

      The Air Force made me bold and decisive, and I have to throttle the knee-jerk reaction to bluster, to yell, to impose my will. Adrenaline thunders through my veins. Everything in my vision goes sharp until it isn’t sharp anymore, it’s blurring at the edges, a pounding taking over in my head, and this is why I’m not in the Air Force now, this is why I’m not a pilot anymore, this is why I’m such a failure, at life, at Lockton, at Addison.

      I can’t pass up the opportunity to drive the knife in farther, to twist it with a vicious hand. “Are you sure?”

      She nods once, then lifts her chin in the air. There’s no quiver there, though she does blink three or four times. Her eyes don’t shine with tears. There’s no crack in her armor.

      I open my mouth, waiting for the words to come, but then I close it again. There’s nothing. There’s nothing I can say, even though with all my fucking heart and soul I wish I had something, anything, anything to make this stop, to make her take this back.

      There is simply no argument to counter hers. She can’t do this and she’s right. I am not good enough for her, no matter what I do, no matter what I become. I will always be dragging her down, which is all I have done since I came back here.

      I reach out for her one last time and pull her close to me, pressing my lips against her forehead, and then I turn and go, the doorknob cold in my hand, the air bracing.

      The sun is just beginning to rise above the trees, the sky lighting in the lazy way of true fall.

      My mind reels.

      What day is it?

      I barely notice the trip across both of our driveways, up onto my porch, and into my house. I lock the door, but then forget that I have and trail back to the entryway several times to check, to make sure that nobody will be able to walk in on me in my fucking grief. It’s a thousand times more powerful than whatever it was that motivated me to fix this house.

      It’s very nearly fucking perfect now. The siding needs to be finished. Marcus and his guys can finish off the final few details inside. They’ve already started clearing away all the tarps and plastic sheeting on the floors, already been finishing the flooring projects that I mentioned halfheartedly. A day, maybe two, and then I’ll be able to be alone.

      I need to be alone.

      I sit down on the couch in the pristine living room, the paint fucking exquisite on the walls, the trim expertly installed, sanded, painted, the whole thing smelling like a new beginning, and I stare at the blank TV screen.

      How long?

      An hour, maybe two, and then my hand jerks on the remote, punching blindly at the button. I choose the first channel I see and I focus hard on it, the images gliding over my eyes and making absolutely no impact at all.

      My heart beats in a wild rhythm. It’s over, it’s over, it’s over, and there’s nothing, nothing, nothing I can do.

      Should I call someone?

      Who would I call?

      Who would care?

      Where is my phone?

      Now that things with Addison are over, it doesn’t matter. What do I need a phone for if I can’t talk to her?

      At one point in the early afternoon, I snatch it up and type out an incoherent message, begging, pleading for her to give me one more chance at that conversation, asking her with every bit of sincerity that I can muster up if she’ll forget the last week, go back in time with me to when I saw her at O’Malley’s and start again from there. When I read it back the sentences are senseless. I delete the whole thing, then hover over the delete button next to her contact information on my list.

      I decide against it, just in case…in case of what, I don’t know.

      Then I throw the phone onto the carpet and go into my bedroom.

      I don’t wake up for another thirty-six hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Flashback

        

      

    
    
      Addison, 18

      

      I’m at Anderson’s, cozied up in my favorite overstuffed teal chair reading a novel, when Brett texts me. The phone—a brand new one to take to college in just a couple of weeks—still feels strange and delicate in my hands, but the thing that doesn’t feel strange is the way my heart speeds up as soon as I see his name on the screen.

      We’re on the verge of something really, really, big. I can tell.

      The heat has been growing between us all summer. During the day, it’s all I can think about. And at night…

      We’ve been seeing each other almost every day, every spare minute that I have off from the candy store and he’s not working at the marina. I’ve been at Anderson’s because Martin, the owner, is an old man who doesn’t care if I come by to visit this chair, which I can’t buy because I won’t be living at my parents’ for much longer and it won’t fit in my dorm room. Plus, the store is air-conditioned, which is a huge step up from my bedroom at home.

      The less uncomfortable these dead hours are when I can’t see Brett, the better.

      

      Are you at home?

      No :)

      Are you visiting that precious chair?

      Yes :)

      Come visit me instead. I need you more

      I bet you do

      Naughty

      Sexy…

      Don’t get me started. It’s still light out

      So?

      You’re something else

      I’m something great

      I’m going home to shower

      Ooh. Can I come?

      If you want to explain to my dad why we’re in the shower together

      Fine.

      Will you be home after this?

      I’ll be wherever you want me to be

      :) I’ll text you soon

      

      Tonight is going to be the night, and my skin buzzes with the electricity of anticipation. We’re finally going to have the conversation I’ve been waiting to have all summer because I’m going to ask him what he thinks.

      I’m almost certain he’ll say that we should be together, even if I’m going off to college and he’s…I don’t know what he’s doing, but whatever he’s going to do, it’s going to be amazing. Brett Miller won’t be anything less than amazing. I know it.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m leaving, Martin,” I call into the back. His reply is muffled by all the stock between us, but every day he says the same thing, “You’re welcome anytime, young lady.”

      I push open the door and head out into the sweltering heat of August, breathing in the hot air that feels like a furnace blasting at me. I’m going to go home and shower again, dry my hair until it’s shining and perfect, and put on my sexiest shorts and Brett’s favorite top.

      My heart beats hard in my chest, and my mind shifts into overdrive. I don’t have much time to figure out what I’m going to say, but it has to be absolutely the right thing.

      And I can’t—I think this with a smile—I can’t let him distract me with any more fooling around in the backseat. No matter how good it is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I drive away from my house with a strange numbness spreading from where my heart used to be all the way out to my fingertips. It’s like my body is falling asleep starting first with my heart, but I can still feel the coldness of the steering wheel, still shiver as the heat takes a minute to kick in as I get to the corner of my street and roll to a stop.

      Then I sit there, frozen, for at least a minute, maybe two, maybe three.

      What have I done?

      I did what was right for myself. I try to think it with conviction, but it falls flat inside my head. The numbness is reaching there, too, replacing the throbbing headache I got when I said those words to Brett.

      This is a matter of personal protection. The longer we went without speaking—from adjacent houses no less—the more I questioned him, questioned us. What does love mean if it can so easily be pushed to the back burner by something else?

      All I wanted was to wrap myself up in some kind of shield against the inevitable fallout. I saw him sink into the house and only emerge when it was too late. It’s just irresponsible of me to jump into a relationship like that. It’s not fair to me, much less to Brett. He became opaque to me while he was hiding in the house, even more so than when I first saw him at O’Malley’s, and I couldn’t bear it again. The surprise. The shock.

      Even if Jamie wasn’t the one, even if I knew it deep down, I never want to feel that sinking sick feeling that I felt just weeks ago ever again. And I don’t want to feel it about Brett while he holes himself up in his house, less than a hundred feet from mine, and forgets about me completely.

      Someone honks behind me, but this time it’s not Leah, it’s just some random asshole driving through my neighborhood in the dusky light of morning, but my body hardly reacts. I just take my foot off the brake, look both ways, and glide through the intersection.

      It’s a surprise when I reach the parking lot at work—I don’t remember the rest of the drive, and I don’t really care. My breath is shallow and lifeless. I want to turn around, drive back home, and go hide under the covers until everything is fine again, but I can’t.

      There are already people waiting, still sitting in their cars around me in the parking lot, waiting for the building to open up so I can tackle my first appointments of the day. I know they’re there, even if I can’t see them—sometimes people circle the block for an hour before our offices open. They need services that badly. I can’t pretend to know the depth of this need. The closest thing I’ve ever felt was my need for Brett, which was bottomless. It might still be. I just can’t feel it right now. I can’t feel anything.

      The numb featureless sensation that’s permeating my entire body is all that’s left between me and an epic meltdown. I know because I’ve felt it before, though not on this scale, and at the end…the end—

      I can’t think about it. I turn off the car, drop my keys into my purse, and head inside.

      

      I can hardly speak. Carla doesn’t notice because Carla is on a mission today, something to do with state funding and grant applications that absolutely must be sent out by the end of the day. I keep my head down and swallow hard between every meeting.

      Does my voice sound strange? I can’t tell because everything comes to me like I’m miles under the ocean and my clients are shouting to me from the surface. I must be putting on a convincing enough show, though, because not one of them narrows their eyes at me and asks me if there’s anything wrong. They’ve got their own troubles, I remind myself in an acidic tone when lunch break rolls around. And what, you didn’t get into a relationship for the second time? What kind of bullshit is that?

      Not even this can snap me out of the way I feel.

      Not even Leah, who appears at the door to my office fifteen minutes into the lunch hour.

      “What’s up, girl?” she says, her smile bright and wide, just like always.

      “Not much.” I try to force my lips into some semblance of a grin, but I fail completely, and it doesn’t get by Leah.

      “Liar.”

      “No, seriously,” I say, squinting at the computer screen. I have to make this realistic, at least in some fashion, because if I tell Leah what happened, I will not be able to get through the rest of the day. And I have meetings. Important meetings. With people whose lives are in even bigger shambles than my own. They deserve more of my attention than I’ve been giving so far. Real attention. “I’ve just got a lot going on.”

      “You want to go grab something for lunch? I’m on my way out.”

      I have to swallow to keep my throat from closing up. “I’m good,” I say, and this time I succeed in forcing a grin onto my face. It doesn’t reach my eyes.

      Leah purses her lips. “I don’t believe you. But I’m starving, so I’m going to go get some food.”

      “Go!” I say, my voice falsely bright, waving one hand at her. “I’ve got a ton to do and I brought lunch.”

      She nods once, and then continues down the hall, though I hear her shoes stop once. She doesn’t decide to come back.

      Not until ten minutes before my next meeting, at least.

      Leah bustles into my office and makes a beeline for my desk, putting a paper bag with the top folded over squarely in front of me. I’ve been sitting here since she left, pretending to click on emails.

      “It’s a soup and sandwich from the deli,” she says, her eyebrows drawn together. “Eat it.”

      Knowing her, it’s probably my favorite.

      “Okay.”

      Then she turns on her heel. I know she’s not done with me yet.

      I only wish I was not done with Brett.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I sleep and I sleep and I sleep, and when I wake up, I crawl out of bed exactly long enough to take a piss and brush my teeth, and then I go right back to bed and to sleep. Sometimes it’s light out. Sometimes it’s dark. None of it matters.

      I’m completely fucking disoriented when I wake up a long time later. It must be sometime in the morning judging by the light coming in through the window, but maybe it’s afternoon.

      I get out of bed and wrench the curtain away from the window. It’s past afternoon. We’re heading steadily into evening. But what fucking day is it?

      My phone has been sitting on the bedside table and I grab for it, unlocking the screen in one motion. There are no new notifications—so it really did happen. Addison didn’t send me a message wondering where I am, or any other goddamn message at all. What a fucking waking nightmare.

      I toss the phone back onto the bed. It’s Wednesday evening now. I lost the rest of Tuesday and most of today.

      Well, fuck this.

      A good stretch clears my muscles from the weird sluggishness that’s settled in from sleeping for so long, but it does nothing for the foul taste in my mouth.

      Bathroom. Shower. Food.

      When all that’s finished, I’m getting back to work.

      

      The house seems like a fucking prison, so once I’ve pulled on a clean pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and a hoodie that’s not covered in paint, I get into my car and drive downtown.

      The Dockside is closed—they’re only open through the lunch hour—but Cinco Amigos, the Mexican place three blocks away, is open. I slide into the last spot in the parking lot. Why the hell is it so crowded?

      A sign on the door tells me exactly why: half-off margaritas and appetizers, every Wednesday.

      My shoulders relax at the sight of the packed tables. I’d been imagining a solitary dinner in an empty restaurant, but this is even better. The wait staff will be far less likely to pay any attention to me.

      The hostess, a petite girl with dark hair and a huge smile, takes me to a table for two near the constantly swinging kitchen doors and leaves me with a menu, a basket of chips and a Coke.

      “Well, if it isn’t Brett Miller! Are you meeting Addison?”

      The words send a shock down my spine that very nearly freezes me in place. Who the fuck is asking?

      It’s an effort to tear my gaze away from the table, but when I do, it’s to meet Candy’s eyes. Candy from the Dockside. Jesus Christ. She must be picking up extra shifts at this place.

      My throat tightens painfully, but I clear it, raising my hand to my mouth like I’ve got an errant piece of chip there, and then I can force myself to answer. “Nope. I’m on my own.”

      She clicks her tongue. “That’s too bad.” That’s the fucking truest thing I’ve heard in weeks. “What can I get for you?”

      I’m torn between the empty, hollow feeling in the pit of my gut and the way Addison’s name makes my stomach turn over, but I haven’t eaten in forever.

      “The number nine.”

      The number nine is a massive platter of Mexican food, and Candy gives me a nod and a wide grin. “You want it how it comes?”

      How it comes is with an absurd variety of meats and cheeses in the tacos and burritos.

      “How it comes is fine.”

      Candy bustles away, and I lean back against the cool fabric of the booth’s padding, unwrap the silverware from the napkin, and then look around the room. The place is packed full of people who are drunk and happy. I have half a fucking mind to get drunk myself, but there’s nothing holding me back—if I start drinking here, they’ll probably have to cart me out in a damn ambulance. I normally don’t give a shit what anyone thinks, but I’m not willing to make that kind of scene in front of Candy.

      Who will undoubtedly see Addison at some point soon and ask her why she’s not with me.

      Part of me thinks that it will be fucking great when Addison is confronted with the fact that we’re not together because she didn’t want…

      She didn’t want what?

      Me to leave her again? I wasn’t leaving. I was right fucking next door. Her words run together in my mind, mashing up with the dreams I had during that train wreck of a nap that lasted almost two full days. I’m not entirely sure what she said or didn’t say, and does it matter?

      I rub my hands over my face, and that’s what I’m doing when Candy reappears with my dinner—three full plates, plus a plastic tortilla holder and a separate tray with extra toppings. It’s a fucking ridiculous amount of food, and another wave of emptiness nearly eats me alive.

      “Anything else I can get for you?”

      As if there’s any food available in the world that’s not on this table right now.

      “No, Candy. I’ll be good.”

      “I’ll at least get you another drink.”

      She sweeps the half-empty Coke from the table. I don’t remember drinking it.

      All around me, the volume in the restaurant continues rising as people get drunker and happier, and I silently eat my way through enough food for three people. I eat like I’m starving to death, like every bite will get me to some sense of fucking normalcy, but all it does is bury the emptiness under a stomach-full of food.

      At least it feels good not to be hungry.

      But the empty seat across from me taunts me, mocks me, until I can hardly fucking look at it. When Candy brings the bill, I have money out already and press it into her hand, getting up with a mumbled thanks and leaving before she can bring me back the change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      I can’t get anything done, but I have no choice but to get everything done. My work waits for no one, least of all me. There are always people waiting for their appointment, feet tapping while they sit in the chairs outside my office door, not making eye contact with Julia, the receptionist, who marks them down in the computer so I know who’s late and who’s too early.

      My goal is to absolutely drown myself in work, focus on it so hard that nothing else can break through, but I’m failing miserably.

      Leah must be busy because she hasn’t bothered me since she brought me lunch on Tuesday, other than for sending me a few texts that I haven’t brought myself to answer. If I start telling her what happened, I’ll lose the eerie sense of calm that’s been keeping me wrapped in a suit of armor since I left home that morning.

      You did the right thing, I keep trying to tell myself at every available moment. Sometimes I pretend that I’m saying this in response to getting someone services, but not as much as they were hoping for. Sometimes I don’t pretend anything at all.

      The knock on my door at noon on Thursday makes me jump in my seat, jarring me out of an attempt to lose myself by focusing intensely on the afternoon’s schedule and making small tweaks to next week’s meetings.

      “Yoo-hoooooo!”

      It’s my mother. I want to curl up into the seat and slide down to the floor, but she’s already seen me.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Come on,” she says with an exaggerated wave over her shoulder. “Lunch!”

      “I really don’t have—”

      “Oh, stop. You have time for lunch.”

      I just don’t have it in me to argue with her. Not today. Maybe not ever again. With a silent sigh, I resign myself to the next eternity of lunches with Mom whenever she feels like popping in to complain about Dad and tell me that I shouldn’t date people like Brett Miller.

      It doesn’t help that she was probably right.

      “Yeah.”

      I pull my purse out of my desk drawer and close it, then stand up and tug on my jacket. My mom looks at me with narrowed eyes.

      “What?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No.”

      I zip up my coat and move toward her, her eyes pinned to my face as I cross in front of her and proceed into the hallway.

      “Are you coming?”

      She’s still standing in the doorway. “When are you going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      “What’s going on with you?”

      “I only have an hour for lunch. Do you want to go to Buddy’s?”

      Mom rolls her eyes, but decides to save this battle for later. Probably when the food comes. “All right. Let’s go.”

      

      The lunch rush at Buddy’s is in full swing when we get there, and the server puts us right up front by the picture window so everyone in Lockton who happens to be walking by right now can watch my mother interrogate me about my “sullen attitude.” She started in on it on the way over and hasn’t let up.

      “I don’t have a sullen attitude. I have a lot to do. I’m tired, Mom. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I’ve known you for twenty-eight years.” She flicks her eyes up and down the one-page menu, then drops it to the table. “What. Happened?”

      “How’s Dad?”

      This is usually a surefire way to get her talking about her absolute favorite subject for the last couple of years.

      “He’s fine. I’m more concerned about you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      If she’s not going to take the bait, there’s only one thing left to do.

      “Fine.” She presses her lips together and lets the silence linger between us. Well, two can play that game.

      Mom looks out the window until the waitress comes to take our order, and then she turns back to me and crosses her arms.

      “You look heartbroken, Addison.” Her voice is softer now, less confrontational, and one of the walls in my chest crumbles to the ground.

      “Maybe I am.” I wonder absently what it is that I ordered less than a minute ago. It’s a detail that seems totally irrelevant to my life. I guess I’ll be surprised. I could normally make a joke about something like that, but today…

      “Does it have to do with Brett Miller?”

      “No.” I lie instinctively, but who the hell cares if it has to do with Brett Miller or anyone else? She didn’t shed any tears when Jamie left, either. “Yes.”

      She leans back in her seat, but the silence this time isn’t nearly so heavy.

      “We saw each other a little bit, but I decided that it wasn’t a good time. So I ended it.”

      “You decided?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why wasn’t it a good time?”

      “Because…” Now that someone has actually asked me the question out loud, the answer slides right out of my mind. It seemed so obvious, so right, the other morning when I woke up. Now, no matter how much I claw through all of my extremely reliable emotions and the logical reasons I’d gone over again and again before Brett showed up at my door, I’m drawing a blank. I put my head in my hands and cover my eyes. My chest aches, my heart throbbing against my ribs, and tears threaten to break at the corners of my eyes.

      I cannot do this. I cannot burst into tears in front of my mother and the entire town of Lockton. For all I know, Brett could be walking down the sidewalk at this very moment. He could be standing right outside the massive picture window and looking in at me right now, seeing me for exactly what I am: an idiot who thought she was protecting herself, when in reality…

      In reality, what? I am better off, right?

      “Maybe…” My mother said, and I jerk upright, cutting my eyes to the sidewalk. Brett’s not there. I feel a strange twist of relief followed by a sinking disappointment. “Maybe you made a mistake.”

      My laughter is bitter. “That’s an insane thing for you to say. You never liked him much, remember?”

      She shrugs a little, brushing me off. “I can be wrong.”

      I give her a look.

      “You don’t look happy, Addison; you look devastated. If it was the right choice, shouldn’t it feel like one?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      There’s nothing else for me to do but to finish the house.

      I receive one rejection from the slew of job applications I submitted online and it barely affects me. I don’t give a fuck. Once again, the house is all that matters.

      Actually, Addison is all that matters, but Addison isn’t here.

      I spend my days wanting to run across the lawn and break her door down, explain everything, but I don’t have the words. I can’t figure it out for myself. How am I supposed to tell her about it when I don’t even know? How can I describe how desperate I was when I left Lockton? How can I describe how desperate I felt when I decided to come back?

      My muscles ache when I lay down at night. I work from the moment I wake up to the moment I go to sleep, and the house slowly takes shape around me. All of this is work that should take months, and I’m doing it in days. I wasn’t even this fucking insane in boot camp, or when I was in training to become a pilot. Not even by half. It’s either this or think about…

      I can’t.

      It dawns on me, after three days of not seeing her that maybe this is all stemming from someone else. My father.

      The meeting in the hardware store rankles my insides, infects my dreams, combines with images of standing on her doorstep and being turned away. That day in the hardware store—it was so fucking ordinary. It was so fucking normal, like I hadn’t ripped myself out of his life for ten years before showing up at his local nails and hammer joint.

      I drop the sandpaper and abandon the last bit of trim.

      I don’t bother to shower, don’t bother to put on clean clothes. I keep on my paint-covered jeans and t-shirt and throw on a ragged hoodie to protect me against the wind.

      The guys outside, hustling to finish the siding before the weather turns for good and so they can get out of my damn house forever, stop when I go past. Marcus calls out to me as I stalk past.

      “We good to keep going?”

      “Don’t stop until it’s done, you lazy bastard.”

      He laughs, his voice booming across the lawn, and the sound cuts me to the core. “Tomorrow!” he says as I climb into the car. I’ve got to fucking buy my own one of these days instead of paying for the rental. Marcus, at least, doesn’t flinch from making promises. Unlike yours truly.

      God, I’m such a fucking asshole.

      I drive without thinking toward my father’s house. I’m assuming he still lives in the same place—a tiny, boxy two-story place on a quiet street. It’s all the way on the other side of town, all of a fifteen-minute drive once I get stopped by two red lights.

      By the time I pull into his driveway and park behind the little blue Ford, my heart is leaping out of my chest and my jaw is clenched so tight that it hurts. He didn’t invite me here. I’m just going. I left and now I’m coming back on my own terms.

      I leap out of the car and take the porch steps two at a time before I lose my goddamn nerve.

      My fist feels huge and powerful against the cheap door. It might as well be made of tinfoil.

      “Just a minute,” he calls from behind the door and my heart about leaps out of my throat. There’s a shuffling from inside, and then he’s pulling the door open, his eyebrows rocketing up into his forehead when he sees me.

      “Brett? Do you want to come—”

      “Yeah, I want to fucking come in,” I say, pushing past him. He shuts the door gently behind us and I turn in the narrow hallway, standing next to the stairs I went up and down a million times growing up here. My hands are clenched into fists and I can’t relax them.

      “I am so fucking pissed at you,” I say when he turns to face me, and he doesn’t look surprised at all, just nods. “Does that mean anything to you?”

      “Is it something specific, son?” His voice is soft and level, the anger from my high school years completely gone.

      “Why didn’t you think I was worth anything?”

      His eyes go a little wider. “What makes you think that?”

      “What you said to me just before I left for college.”

      His wrinkled face splits into a grin. “You went to college? Damn, son. How did you ever afford that?”

      “I joined the Air Force,” I spit. “I was a pilot in the Air Force. ROTC, all of that shit. I worked my ass off.”

      My father laughs, throwing his head back. It’s a sound filled with pure joy and I don’t fucking understand it at all. When he comes down from his high, his eyes are watering from the laughter, and I stand speechless.

      “Well, are you going to tell me about it?”

      “Was that enough for you?” Something in my chest cracks open because fuck, fuck, I care. I care that he thought I couldn’t be enough for Addison. I care that he thought I was dead weight.

      Suddenly his expression is dead serious, and he comes toward me until we’re only a couple of feet apart. “Son, listen to me carefully. Whatever opinion you think I had of you, all I cared about was that you came home at the end of the day.”

      “Then why did you say it?”

      “Say what?”

      It’s been ten years. Why the hell did I expect him to remember?

      “Just before I left. You were pissed off at me. You told me not to take Addison Gray down with me, whatever the fuck that meant.”

      One corner of his mouth quirks upward, and he runs a hand through his hair just like I do. “You spent every waking moment with her, but yet you’d never bring her around. You never wanted to say she was your girl. All I meant was that you shouldn’t break her damn heart with those kinds of shenanigans. I knew you’d be whatever you wanted to be, Brett. I thought your life would take you far and wide.” His eyes get damp again. “I didn’t count on seeing you much anymore. Can you blame me for being thrilled that you’re back?”

      The tension seeps out of my shoulders and escapes through the floor. It’s like I’m seeing my father—the real man—for the first time in years.

      I can’t blame him. I can’t.

      I can only blame me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      My entire body is so tense, every muscle, that I feel like a giant, walking bruise. When five o’clock rolls around on Friday, I can’t take sitting in my seat for another minute. The rest of my emails and paperwork can wait. They can just…they can wait. I have to go.

      I put on my coat, grab my purse, and flick the lights off in my office. On the way past Carla’s office, her voice floats out into the hall, stopping me short.

      “What did you say, Carla?”

      She grins at me from behind her desk. “Good for you.”

      “Thanks?” I can’t help but smile, but what is this?

      “You go above and beyond. But it’s okay to take the evenings off.”

      There’s a flicker of unwinding in my chest, but not enough to make my shoulders relax, and the pain jumps to life again in my lower back.

      “Thanks, Carla.”

      “See you on Monday.”

      The moment I turn away she starts typing again, furiously and without pause, and the clicking of her keyboard follows me all the way to the end of the hall.

      My car is slow to warm up, again, and my jaw clenches while I rub my hands together over the steering wheel. We’re heading squarely into late fall now, but I feel no relief after the sweltering heat of the summer. I want to go back to those days before I saw Brett at O’Malley’s, when the days were long and my hands were never cold.

      You could move.

      The thought rings in my mind like a bell. I could move.

      The idea blooms while I maneuver the car through the already fading light toward home. I could go somewhere warm. I could go anywhere, really, as long as I could find a job. I could leave here, and I could never come back.

      It was convenient, two years ago, to take the job with the city, and it seemed like the best of both worlds. A real career in the hometown I’ve always loved.

      Now, though…

      When things with Jamie fell through it felt like I was back at square one. Nobody wants to be in that kind of holding pattern, waiting for life to actually begin. Career-wise, things are fabulous, but with everything else, I’m just going through the motions.

      I can’t waste any more of my life like that.

      And I can’t spend the next several years looking out my window at Brett’s house, seeing him come and go. The thought of it sends a bolt of pain straight through my chest, so sharp it actually blocks out the low-level ache covering my skin.

      The only solution here is to get into a warm bath.

      About once a year, I decide that a warm bath is the solution to whatever problem it is I’m facing, which is why I’m damn diligent about scrubbing down the tub every single week. Of course, there are seldom days when I have time for more than a quick shower after my morning run, but today—today that tub is going to come in handy. I think I even have a leftover candle from a gift bag somewhere to really set the mood.

      Yes, the perfect mood to sulk until I go to bed.

      “Nope,” I say out loud, as I pull into my driveway. I might be brokenhearted as hell, but I’m not going to waste the rest of Friday evening sulking. I can joyously watch a good lineup of whatever’s on Netflix, thank you very much.

      Then the headlights hit my rearview mirror, and my heart springs up in my chest, absolutely pounding. Brett? Brett?

      Ten seconds later, Leah raps on my car window with her knuckles. I respond with a glare.

      “Get out,” she says, her voice muffled through the glass.

      “No.”

      “Get out. I have wine.” She holds up a bag from the local liquor store, which also carries a ridiculous wine selection. “And food.” In her other hand is another paper bag. “Indian food.”

      The fact that Lockton has an Indian restaurant is still a miracle, and my stomach growls. I picked at lunch, whatever it was, and so, with a show of irritation just for her, I climb out of the car and grab my purse, fumbling for my keys.

      Leah heads toward the house.

      “There is such a thing as personal privacy,” I say, while she reaches for her own set of keys to unlock my front door.

      “You’ve been moping forever,” she says, as she balances both bags in one arm and pushes the door open. “I’m over it.”

      “Me, too. Let’s not talk about it.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      We go inside and split off—Leah to the kitchen, where I hear her opening two bottles of wine, and me to my bedroom, where I dig out a clean pair of yoga pants and a hoodie. When I emerge, she’s seated on the couch, flicking through Netflix, two plates on the coffee table heaping with chicken korma and naan. My heart literally warms when I see it. Deep down, I know that Leah’s the kind of friend everybody wants, even if everybody doesn’t want that person showing up at their house every single time they’d rather sulk in private in the bathtub.

      As soon as I’ve picked up my plate and made myself comfortable, she says, “Spill.”

      I don’t bother with stall tactics. “I was seeing Brett but he got obsessed with his house, and it felt like high school all over again. So I ended things.”

      “Stupid.”

      Her assessment is so immediate and so sharp that my jaw drops. “What?”

      “You’re being kind of a dumbass, Addison. I love you, but…think about it.”

      I shake my head.

      “Not a single man has been able to measure up to him in ten years, and then you kick him to the curb because…what, he gets a little carried away with home renovations? Don’t you at least think this deserves a conversation?”

      “I—”

      “And don’t even start with me about how ‘bad’ he was for you. You were leaving work at a reasonable hour for the first time in months. You were happy.”

      “I wasn’t always happy.”

      “Look me in the eyes and tell me that when all this went down, he wasn’t trying to change things.”

      I can’t. Instead, I stuff a piece of naan into my mouth.

      “I thought so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      I need to sort this out in my mind, my reeling, clouded mind.

      I can’t fucking believe it’s taken me this long to see what was staring me in the face this entire time.

      The rented car pulls smoothly away from my dad’s house, the lights from his living room windows shining into the dark of the street. Most of my body feels light as a goddamn feather, so light that my hands almost float above the steering wheel, but there’s a lump in the back of my throat that gets more painful with every moment that goes by.

      All I meant was that you shouldn’t break her damn heart.

      The words echo again and again in my mind until they blur into a fucking unintelligible phrase, but the meaning still drives itself deep into my chest.

      What in the literal fuck have I been thinking? This was my shot with Addison after all these years, and I’ve blown it on a house. A house that was meant to prove something to my father that he never really thought in the first place.

      He hugged me when I went to leave. Pulled me in close. Didn’t let go for a long time. And I knew I was the jackass in this situation. I was the one who wasted ten years avoiding the only people on earth who actually matter.

      I get to my driveway without remembering any of the roads I’ve just driven on. All the words—Addison’s and my father’s, my drill sergeant’s in the Air Force, my own—careen around in my head until I slam my hands down on the steering wheel. Finally, finally, a moment of fucking clarity.

      There are three things I absolutely need to do: finish the one remaining room in the house, throw away all the building shit, and then show Addison what I’ve done.

      Addison has been looking for a space in my life since the moment we met. And even if it’s too late, I’m going to give her one. Even if it’s the last thing I do before I lose her completely.

      

      I tear into the house, a man on the most important fucking mission of his entire life. At some point during the last few weeks, I bought a container of oversized trash bags at the hardware store. I find them stuffed under the sink and whip out two of them, then fly through the house, stuffing all the paint-covered drop cloths into them with one hand. Paint trays and paintbrushes all go into the bag after the cloths. I don’t give a shit—I just need it out of the way, out of the house.

      Twenty minutes later, there’s nothing left in the rooms except furniture. I have a broom and a vacuum and I run them both over the brand new flooring, starting with the wood and ending with a trip over the still-plush carpeting.

      Then, once I’ve put those back into the broom closet tucked next to the pantry, I go through the silent house to the second bedroom.

      It’s been painted and trimmed and carpeted to within an inch of its fucking life, but it’s completely empty.

      I know exactly what I’m going to do with it.

      But—shit, it’s well after seven o’clock. No store with what I need is going to be open at this hour.

      Not in Lockton, anyway.

      The furniture store I’m thinking of—the one Addison always used to love—won’t open until tomorrow at nine.

      So I do the only thing I can think of to do in my spotless, empty house. I order a pizza. I choose a shitty movie. And I settle in to wait.

      

      I pull into Anderson’s parking lot at ten to nine and leave the rental car running. There are a couple cars in the side parking lot—people must be inside already—but I’m not going to do anything so ridiculous as knock on the door early like some kind of sleep-deprived psycho who can’t wait another ten minutes to browse through some eclectic furniture.

      Nine minutes later, I turn off the car. I hitched a small trailer to the back, courtesy of my surprisingly non-asshole father, and I’m ready to get this shit done.

      As soon as they flip the sign to open, I hurry inside.

      The salesman—or owner, I don’t think they actually employ that many people here—turns around, his eyebrows raised.

      “I’m sure you don’t normally have people breaking the door down.”

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “You do know this is a furniture store, right?”

      “Yes.” And without another second wasted, I tell him exactly what I’m looking for.

      He nods, then the corners of his mouth turn down a little. “We don’t have the exact items you’re describing,” he says, and he looks past me like he’s flipping through a mental inventory of everything they have here. “But we’re going to come really, really close.”

      

      Forty minutes later, he’s helping me strap everything down into the trailer, which looks like it will collapse if I’m not extremely careful.

      “You sure you can make it back?”

      “I’ll make it back.”

      No, I’m not fucking sure. I’m not sure at all. But at this point, there’s no more time to lose. I’m going to get home and get this room finished at all costs. Any cost.

      I have to drive ten under the speed limit all the way back to Lockton, and when I get to my driveway, the first thing I notice is that Addison’s not home. My heart pounds. I want to do this and then show her, no fucking delays. At least this way she won’t see me hauling things inside.

      I leap out of the car and run around toward the back, tearing at the straps until they’ve all come undone. Get this stuff inside, one more trip into town for the things that are going to tie this together, and then I need to find Addison.

      She’s always been the missing piece.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Saturday morning, and I’m killing time at the Dockside with Leah.

      Well, not killing time, exactly. Time with my best friend in the entire world isn’t a waste. It’s just that I need to get back to Monday if I’m going to survive, and these long weekend days are eating me alive.

      Leah leans across the table and taps her fork on the edge of my plate. “Stop. Thinking. About. Him.”

      I sigh. “I can’t.”

      “Then. Do. Something. About. It.”

      “You have got to stop talking like that.”

      “You have got to stop moping around like it’s the end of the world. He lives next door to you, Addi. Just go over and apologize.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      Leah cocks her head to the side and narrows her eyes. “Who are you, and what have you done with my non-idiot best friend?”

      “I’m not an idiot. I just don’t see any way out of this.”

      “You could move.”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      I have been thinking about it. I thought about it a hell of a lot last night. I thought about packing up some essentials into the back of my car and heading south. It would be warmer, for one, and I wouldn’t have to shovel snow in the winter, for two, and I wouldn’t have to look at Brett’s house every day, averting my eyes whenever I see his car pull into the driveway. I wouldn’t have to feel that rising panic every time I drove home from work, wondering if he’d be home or not. Everything could be different if I moved.

      “Well, where would you go?”

      “Somewhere warm.”

      “You know, everywhere that’s warm has disgusting giant bugs.”

      “I could deal with that.”

      “You could not deal with that.”

      “I could pay someone to deal with it for me.”

      Leah rolls her eyes, then takes another leisurely bite of an English muffin. I pick at the scrambled eggs on my plate. I have no idea why I ordered scrambled eggs, and now they’ve gone cold and turned disgusting.

      “There’s a simpler solution.”

      “What, just go over and apologize?”

      “Exactly!”

      I shake my head. “Do you really think an apology is going to cut it at this point? There’s nothing I can do to prove…” My train of thought dies inside my head. There’s nothing I can do to prove anything. I don’t even know what I’d be trying to prove. My own regret? How much of a mistake it was to say that to him? Would it even matter?

      “I don’t know why you think you’re the one who has to prove anything.”

      “Stop.”

      “Really.”

      “I’m the one who broke up with him.”

      “But did you really?” Leah arches an eyebrow. “Were you even…official?”

      “We said some things.”

      “Some things like what? Did you actually have a discussion about commitment? Did you become a couple?”

      I put my elbows on the table and drop my face into my hands. “I guess not.”

      “I can’t hear you.”

      I lift my face up and scowl at my best friend. “I. Guess. Not.”

      “Then doesn’t this seem awfully familiar?”

      “To what?”

      Leah gives me an incredulous look. “To the end of high school, right before college? When you waited around for him to finally say that he wanted to be with you, and then when he left, you waited around some more, and pined after him, and sulked about the fact that he wasn’t there, and never did anything?”

      “I actively broke up with him this time. Or at least the closest you can get.”

      “Then actively tell him that you were being a dumbass and that you want to be with him, for real.”

      I look at Leah across the table and something shifts in the very core of me, the agonized, aching core that wants more than anything to be in Brett’s arms but can’t take another rejection. Except this time, I was the one doing the rejecting. I was the one trying to protect myself from the phantom hurts of ten years ago, and failing miserably in the process.

      “You know what?”

      “What?” Leah raises her coffee mug to her lips.

      “You’re right.”

      She puts the mug down so fast it splashes on the table. “I’m right!” she cheers, drawing looks from the other people in the Dockside. “She says I’m right!”

      “Oh, my God,” I say, standing up from the table and putting on my coat.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Brett’s. Right now.”

      Leah beams up at me as I start to rifle through my purse for my wallet so I can pay for the bill. “I’ll get this one. You go get your man.”

      Another thought strikes me, colder than ice, sharper than a knife. “What if he says no?”

      Leah reaches up and puts her hand on my arm. “He won’t. Now get the hell out of here.”

      I do.

      My hands shake on the drive home. I can’t wait to see him. Now that I’ve made up my mind about this, my stomach is in knots. Fifteen minutes and it will be over. I just have to survive these fifteen minutes.

      There’s traffic—from where, I have no idea—and so it takes a few extra minutes to get home. I’m jumpy, my nerves tight and on edge, and I grit my teeth, trying not to yell at the old people who take approximately three eternities to turn left at every single side street. It’s not their fault they have no idea they’re getting in the way of what could be a reconciliation for the ages.

      Or just the final crashing and burning of a relationship that never really got off the ground.

      I shake my head, dismissing the thought, and press down on the gas, the road finally clear in front of me. Not much longer, not much longer…

      I pull onto my street and my shoulders relax. The moment is at hand.

      Except…

      I put my car into park just in front of my garage and look over.

      Brett’s car is gone.

      He’s not here.

      I take a deep breath and let it out.

      Well, to the hell with it.

      I get out of my car and march across the lawn, then sit down on his porch steps.

      I have time to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Two paper bags and one plastic one shift in the backseat on the way back to the house. I hauled in the furniture in record time, peeled away the plastic wrap that they’d wrapped it in at the store, and dragged it into place in the room. I tried three different arrangements before it was exactly how I wanted it.

      I checked out the window. No sign of Addison. I want to find her right now and bring her back and show her this room, this room I’ve made for her, but it’s still missing something.

      Some things, to be more specific. It’s almost what I have in mind, sans the empty bookshelves.

      I lingered in the car for a few minutes in case she showed up, then backed out into the road.

      It only took half an hour at the Bookmark to get everything I needed. The redhead working behind the counter’s eyes got huge when I told her what I was doing, and then she went into overdrive, pulling books off the shelves faster than I could read the titles.

      “This one,” she said, throwing it onto the pile by the register. “And this one.”

      I went into the new book section and picked some of the ones with the most interesting covers while Red laid waste to their used collection. Then I had one more thing to get. The Bookmark has a damn small selection of journals and pens, so that’s what ate up most of the time I spent there.

      I settled on one that she’s going to love, and a pen that has good heft to it. You know it’s in your hand when you’re holding it, not like those plastic pieces of shit they sell by the hundred at the grocery store.

      “Okay,” I called back to her. “We’re good.”

      She put one more stack on the counter and then started to ring everything up at a furious pace, putting most of the books into the two paper bags. I kept the journal and the pen separate, and she whipped out a plastic bag with the store’s logo on it from underneath the counter, placing the notebook and pen in with as much care as you’d give some kind of precious antique.

      She handed me the bag, then took a deep breath. “Your total today is going to be—”

      “I don’t care about the total,” I said, the tone harsher than I meant. I gave her a half-smile. “Just charge the card.” I dug my credit card out of my pocket and slid it across the counter to her.

      The bags were a welcome weight in my arms on the way back out to the car, and I put them in one after the other in the backseat.

      On the drive home, I’m lost deep in my head, visualizing where each of those books is going to go, how I’m going to arrange them on the shelves, how it’s all going to come together with the rest of the set-up. I run my mind over every single detail, just like I used to do in the Air Force before I even got into the cockpit. Not one thing was too small to overlook. Then, it was life and death. Now it feels the same way.

      I’m thinking so hard about the spines of the books that when I pull into the driveway, I don’t see her. It’s not until I’m out of the car, bags in my arms, that I register the petite form sitting on my porch, shoulders shrugged in her coat, the weak October sun bouncing off her blonde ponytail. The sight of her stops my breath and my movement.

      She looks across the space at me, and I look back at her, noticing for the millionth time the way the light reflects in eyes that are a shade of blue I’ve never seen anywhere else—not in the sky, not in the water, not in any of the gunmetal shades of the Air Force. Never before, never again, and now I know it.

      Addison shatters the tableau by standing up, carefully, like she doesn’t want to tip forward and fall onto the sidewalk in front of the porch. Her hands are balled up in the sleeves of her jacket. The air has a bite to it that I hadn’t noticed until just now, what with all the intense running around I had been doing from place to place.

      “Addi.” The word comes out like a plea and a hot flush of sheer embarrassment crosses my face. No fucking way. This is not how I’m going to approach this moment.

      In fact, this moment is going to have to wait because I’ve planned this so carefully, I’ve done all this shit just so that I can show her something real and true, and I’ll be damned if I don’t get to follow through on it.

      “Hey, Brett.”

      “Listen…” I glance down at the bags in my hands, and I hear her sharp intake of breath. She thinks this is going a different way and I don’t fucking blame her for an instant. “I have to take this stuff inside, just…really quickly.”

      “Okay.”

      Her shoulders relax a few inches and she takes in a big breath.

      It’s fucking cold outside, though, and I can’t have her standing out here while I arrange some books.

      “I’m just finishing something up.” Jesus, this sounds fucking lame, but there’s no other way to put it. “You can come in. If you want to.”

      She nods, and this time I see a little shiver run down her spine. “Sure. Yeah. I do.”

      I turn away from her with a flicker of a smile and reach into my pocket for my keys. It takes about a thousand fucking years to slide the right one into the lock, but finally I push the door open and Addison steps in behind me, gently closing the door.

      “Stay right here?”

      “Sure.”

      Then I hustle down the hall, heart in my throat, to finish what I started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Addison

      

      Brett disappears down the hallway and I watch him go, the bags held lightly in his muscled arms. I want to reach out and run my hands down the lines of his tattoos, but I stay on the welcome mat.

      There’s a rustling from the other end of the hall—whatever Brett has in those bags, he’s taking it out now.

      I draw in a deep breath of the still, clean air.

      Wait—

      Brett’s house, when I was here before, smelled like wood shavings and the scent of men working hard. Now I’m getting nothing but fresh paint and a hint of lemon on the shining wood floors. Maybe they’re not real hardwood, but whatever they are, they look amazing. I want to get down and touch them, just to find out, but Brett could come out at any minute.

      Everything in the entryway looks flawless, if a little bare of decoration, but Brett has never been much for interior decorating. Renovations, on the other hand…

      Mouth slightly open, I step farther into the hall. I’m not going quite to the bedroom Brett is still holed up in, but now I’m dying to see what he’s done to the living room.

      The entire thing has been torn out and redone, from the trim to the paint to the floors, all of it brand new installation. Take away his old couch and this room could be in a magazine as an example of a gorgeous renovation project. Absolutely gorgeous.

      “What do you think?” he says from behind me, and my body reacts with a jump.

      “Sorry. I noticed that you’d—you’d done some major work, and I got curious.”

      The corner of his mouth turns up, a sexy half-smile, and I can’t help smiling back, even though mine is a weak imitation. My heart thuds in my chest so strong and loud. Is it going to just give out on me? If it does, let it not be here, right in front of Brett Miller.

      “I get it.”

      He puts his hands in his pockets and looks at me, green eyes shining in the afternoon light coming through the windows. They’re such a vivid, wild green that it almost—almost—makes me forget what I came here to do. What I came here to say to him.

      “Brett…” I start before I lose my nerve completely. My hands tremble and I clasp them together, trying to get them to stop, and then I let go when I realize it looks like I’ve come to deliver bad news. “About the other day—”

      “Wait.” He holds one hand up. “Before you…say anything else, there’s something I want to show you.”

      The sigh of relief that escapes my lungs is completely unbidden. “Okay.”

      “It’s this way.”

      He leads me out of the living room and down the hall to the second bedroom. The door has been closed, and he puts his hand on the knob and pauses, looking over his shoulder at me.

      “Should I be nervous?” I can’t stop myself from asking the question.

      Brett laughs, and for the first time he sounds like himself. “Have a little faith, Addi.”

      Then he opens the door and steps aside so I can go in.

      The sound of my own heart takes over everything, filling my ears, and so when I step inside I don’t notice a thing at first except the give of carpet under my shoes. “Shit. Should I have taken off my shoes?”

      “The carpet is new as of two days ago…”

      I turn on one heel, but Brett has a wide grin on his face. He’s joking, at a time like this. A flush of heat rises in my chest, then to my face.

      “Don’t worry about your shoes. Just look.”

      I take in a big breath and turn back around, stepping out of my shoes in the process and tucking them under my arm. That’s when it all comes together. The bookshelves, middle shelves filled with a collection of what looks like used titles from the Bookmark, along with some newer releases, the shiny dust jackets wrinkle-free and beautiful.

      And the chair…

      “Oh, my God,” I whisper, going over to the chair, the memories from that summer flooding my mind. The chair I used to sit in at Anderson’s, dreaming of the day that I’d be woman enough to choose my own furniture and put a chair like this in a room like this. An oversized armchair with a wide base, overstuffed armrests, and a plush back. The kind you can curl up in, your legs tucked underneath, and read for hours.

      How long has it been since I had a chance to read? I’m so exhausted when I get home from work these days that books put me right to sleep, and I’ve never gotten around to buying a chair like this one. I’ve never found the perfect chair. This one is teal, unlike the red one I used to sit in at Anderson’s, but it’s the same style, the same shape.

      But that’s not all of it.

      Perched on one of the armrests is a journal, the cover a deep purple. I stopped writing in a journal that summer. I never started again. Now all I write is the day’s reports. On the journal’s cover is a pen—not too thin, not too thick, and I pick them both up, testing the weight.

      There are tears threatening when I turn back to Brett, holding the journal tight in my hands, pulled up against my chest. I don’t have the words.

      All of this time, he remembered. And when things really looked bad, this is where he went. This is what he did.

      “I wanted you to know,” he says, his voice gravelly and gruff, “that even when it seems like you don’t, you have a place here. With me.” He swallows. “I didn’t go a day without thinking of you, Addi. I wanted to be with you every single day we were apart.”

      Every single day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      Addison’s face is lit up from the inside out, and she’s holding onto the journal so tightly that her knuckles are white. My heart beats erratically, skipping time, and I’m trying to decide if the tears in her eyes are because this isn’t enough or because it’s too much.

      The silence is heavy, and finally she shakes her head a little to the side, one tear escaping and running down her cheek. “It was a mistake.” She glances down at the journal in her hands. “But it was a mistake before all this. You didn’t have to do any of this. That’s why—”

      “You were sitting on my porch for God knows how long?”

      “It was only forty-five minutes.” Addison’s voice is choked, like she can’t believe this is happening, and if it’s anything like what I’m feeling, it’s half relief and half overwhelming heat and love.

      There’s nothing in the world that can keep me away from her right now, and so I cross the room and gather her into my arms, pulling her in tight. She wraps her arms around my waist like her life depends on it, and after a second, I realize she’s trembling.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper into her hair. “It was my fault, anyway. I got in over my head with this house, and I didn’t stop to think about how it would feel for you.”

      “No,” she says, her voice muffled in my hoodie. “You have every right—you didn’t have to—”

      “I did have to make this up to you. It was a shitty thing that I did. Ten years ago and now. It was all fucking shitty. And I swear, it’s not going to be like that anymore.” I pull back a few inches so I can see her face, see her giant blue eyes as she looks up at me, a few flyaway hairs escaping from her ponytail. “I love you, Addison. And I want to be with you. Today. Tomorrow. For fucking ever. I never want to be away from you again.”

      A wide, slow smile lights up her face, and then she closes her eyes. “I want to remember this moment for the rest of my life. The moment that Brett Miller finally stopped being such an idiot.”

      We both laugh, and it feels so damn good that it takes me a good five minutes to stop.

      When I finally come down, Addison is looking at me with a serious expression. “I’m just as much to blame, though. I should have come looking for you.”

      “Why would you? I was an asshole who abandoned you without a word.”

      “I could have done something.”

      “Nothing you can change now. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      “Do you want to be with me?”

      “Yes,” she shouts, and then laughs again. “Yes, I want to be with you, so badly I can hardly stand it. Brett Miller, please be my boyfriend. Don’t you dare say no.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” I say, and then she’s dropping the journal and pen lightly to the carpet and pulling me down for a kiss that’s so deep and so hot and so frantic that it washes over me like a tidal wave.

      We lose ourselves in the kiss until Addison pulls back, putting her hand to her lips. “Shit, Brett, I can’t believe this room.”

      “Why not?”

      “You remembered all this for ten years?”

      “Like I said—there wasn’t a day that went by that you didn’t cross my mind.”

      “But this stuff—I think we talked about it maybe once.”

      “I went over every single memory that I had when I was deployed.”

      Now her grin turns wicked. “All of them?”

      “All of them.”

      Then her mouth is on mine, and I’m going for the zipper on her jacket and tugging it off, dropping it to the floor behind her. I have her shirt halfway up to her ribs when she steps back, laughing. “Wait, wait!”

      “Wait for what?”

      “This is—this is a little library, just like I always wanted, right?”

      “That’s exactly what it is.”

      “Then let’s save this for the bedroom.”

      I lift her up into my arms at the same moment she wraps her legs around my waist, and her laughter is sweet and pure and low and sexy while I hustle us into my bedroom.

      She doesn’t take her eyes off me as we tumble toward the bed, and I stand up and strip off her clothes, then mine. Addison stretches out on the comforter beneath me and holds out her arms. I don’t hesitate to dive in.

      The second our skin connects, it’s an electric fire that’s almost hot enough to scorch me, but it feels so fucking good, I’ll never let go for the rest of my life.

      I press my mouth against hers, tasting that sweetness, testing with my tongue, and at the same time that I thrust into her, she raises her hips to meet mine, already wet and ready and mine, fucking all mine.

      She pulls back and buries her teeth into my shoulder and it makes my cock pulse inside her, creating a chain reaction with her muscles clenching around me, and then she’s pushing, shoving up on my shoulders and I let her take over, rolling over onto my back so she’s arched above me, hands braced against my chest, coming down harder and harder with every movement of her hips against mine. I lock my hands around her delicate hipbones and pull down with her rhythm, and it feels so fucking perfect I can’t believe I ever let her tell me it was over. It’s never going to be over. Not until the day I draw my last breath. Maybe not even then.

      We’re made for forever.
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      Addison

      

      I ride Brett with total abandon, letting my body succumb to the fire and burst into sweet release over and over again. I come so many times I can hardly catch my breath, and every time I think I might want to collapse down against him, a new wave of energy washes over me and I want nothing more than to keep going, keep going, keep going.

      We’re so in sync that it’s almost surreal, and just when I think I can’t lift myself up and down one more time, Brett is taking over, flipping me over onto my hands and knees on the bed and driving back into me, filling me with the perfect degree of stretch, his hands on my waist, pulling me backward for one more round, until he tenses behind me and rides his own wave of sheer pleasure over the crest and right down to the bottom, pulling me sideways with him so he’s curled behind me on the comforter, both of us breathing hard.

      There’s nothing but that sound for several minutes until Brett sighs, tightening his arm around my waist, and my muscles melt all over again.

      “Damn,” he whispers into my neck, and I twist to face him, threading my arm around his waist. He’s smiling, and I bet if he opened his, they’d be shining and content.

      “Not bad,” I say, and his low laughter sends another bolt of warmth down my spine. Without thinking, I start to move against him again, and now he does open his eyes. They’re sparkling, calm, like I haven’t seen them since I first saw him when he returned to Lockton. Something’s changed.

      “What’s different about you?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “You.”

      “Other than me.”

      He takes in a breath and lets it out again, his face growing serious. “I saw my dad.”

      “Your dad?”

      My mind spins back over all our conversations. Did he tell me he hasn’t seen his father in ten years, or did I just get that impression?

      “I asked him what the hell he was thinking when he told me I was taking you down with me. Turns out he didn’t mean what I thought.”

      “What did he mean?” My chest tightens, a hot spike of anger flashing through my gut and dissipating as quickly as it arrives. There’s only so long you can blame your parents for anything in life. Of course, if you’ve been avoiding it for ten years, it probably still rankles you just as much as the day it happened.

      “He knew you had feelings for me. And he didn’t want me to break your heart. He wanted me to…commit, I guess.”

      I have to laugh at that. “Smart man.”

      “Just not smart enough to say it like that ten years ago.”

      “We all make our choices.”

      “And what’s your choice, Addi?”

      I give him a wicked look, and Brett runs his fingertips over my cheekbone. “Seriously. Are you sure you want to be with me?”

      “I wouldn’t have been sitting on your porch if I didn’t.”

      “I’m not the same as I was…back then.”

      “I know. I like you better now.”

      “I’m such a prick, though.”

      “You’re…” I choose my words carefully. “You’re more intense now. You’ve lived through things. But I get the impression that you really know what you want.”

      “You,” he whispers, and my heart almost explodes.

      When I can get my breath back again, I can’t stop the words from coming out. “But…where?”

      “In bed. All the time.”

      “No…I mean, do you want to stay in Lockton?”

      “Do you want to leave Lockton? I thought you loved your job.”

      “I do love my job.”

      “Then there’s no point in leaving.”

      “There is, if you’d rather be somewhere else.”

      His expression turns thoughtful, and I think of my parents, the fact that he’s only just spoken to his father again after all these years. “Maybe someday. Not yet.”

      “I just wanted to know.”

      I close my eyes for a moment and bask in the scent of him, in the solidness of his weight next to me on the bed. I can’t begin to tally up all the times I imagined this since he left. Countless times, bordering on infinite.

      My heart starts to pound again, and I push myself up on my elbow, beaming down at him.

      He gives me a searching look. “What are you so excited about?”

      “This is it.”

      “What’s it?”

      “This is the beginning of everything. Everything, Brett!”

      His smile matches my own, incandescent and wide and the thing I’d want to see every day if I could only see one thing for the rest of my life.

      “Holy shit,” he says, and his tone is teasing, but just as buoyant as mine. “What should we do?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I shout, leaping out of the bed and gathering up my clothes from the floor.

      “Hardly,” he says, throwing his legs over the side of the bed.

      “We have to go out to dinner!”

      “It’s three o’clock!”

      “We could eat sushi for hours and nobody would care.”

      Brett laughs again. “Why sushi?”

      “It’s small pieces and they wait forever between each plate.”

      He stands up and pulls me in for a kiss while I’m still trying to put on my pants. “We can have a late lunch. But we’re not staying for hours. I already want to be back here with you.”

      “Naughty.”

      I smile up at him, and then pull my pants the rest of the way on. I’m starving, and I want to hold his hand across the table for everyone in Lockton to see. I’m finally with Brett Miller.

      Brett Miller is finally mine.

      “Oh, and there’s something else.” He pulls his shirt over his head and cocks one eyebrow at me. “You have to go into home renovation.”

      “What?”

      “Look at this place, Brett. People will be falling all over themselves for work like this. No joke.”

      “I don’t have a builder’s license.”

      “Get one!”

      “Oh, so it’s that easy?”

      I run right back into his arms again.

      “Yeah. Compared to everything else? It’s going to be a walk in the park.”

      He takes in a big breath and lets it out, his body relaxing against mine. “I believe you.”

      “Always?”

      “Always.”

      “Good. Let’s go eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Brett

      

      When the email comes in four months later, Addison’s the one who feels my phone buzz in my pocket. Her hand is wrapped around my waist and we’re walking toward the Dockside for breakfast.

      “I felt it,” she shouts, and I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t get too excited. It could be anything.”

      Well—almost anything. I’ve diligently unsubscribed from just about every fucking email list on the planet, marking them as spam a hundred times over if that’s what it takes so that the only emails coming in to my inbox are the ones from the state licensing board. Last weekend, I drove four hours to the only city offering the written tests to become a licensed builder and contractor in our state, and the results were guaranteed to be delivered in seven days.

      This is the seventh day.

      “Are you going to check?”

      “I can check once we have a table.”

      Addison stops dead in the middle of the sidewalk, her eyes sparkling in the unexpected February sun. It’s been cloudy for weeks and she hates it, but once we’re at home for the evening, it doesn’t matter at all what the weather is like outside. Still, we’ve been dreaming lately of moving south—at least south of Lockton, so we can get three extra weeks of spring and three extra weeks of summer.

      But I have a list of clients waiting for me to work on their houses—everything from single rooms to whole floors—and it all hinges on the licensing board.

      “You check that email right now.” Her tone is serious, but her eyes are laughing.

      “It’s damn freezing!”

      “Check it!”

      I shake my head, smiling at her, and pull my phone out of my pocket. My heart flies into my damn throat while I yank off one glove so that I can swipe the screen to unlock it.

      The phone lags for three agonizing seconds while I wait for the email app to open. I suck in a deep breath and let it out instead of dropping the thing into the snow and leaving it all behind.

      “What’s it say?”

      “It says, ‘I’m not good at being a fucking phone and I’m going to take a thousand years to load the email.’”

      “Salty language.”

      I lean down and give her a quick kiss, and that’s all it takes to make the phone work. When I look back at the screen, the list of emails finally comes into view.

      The first one’s sender gives me momentary vertigo. Official Licensing Board…that’s all I read and I’m stabbing at it with my thumb to get it to open.

      Addison comes around to my side and we both peer down at the email together.

      “Oh, my God,” she groans, and she’s absolutely right—the first thing I have to do is scroll through a lengthy disclosure about how official documents will be arriving by mail in seven to ten business days, and in the event that I need to retake the test, I can do so on the specified dates and times, and my heart hammers against my ribs, so hard it hurts, and then I get to the bottom of the message. It reads: OFFICIAL TEST RESULTS FOLLOW HERE.

      Addison sees it first, and then the words register in my mind: I passed both of the tests I needed to pass. I’m officially licensed.

      She jumps into my arms, shrieking with delight, and I pull her into me and then we’re kissing hard on the sidewalk, cold lips and noses pressing into each other full force.

      When I finally put Addison back down on the sidewalk, she actually claps her hands a couple of times. “Wow,” she breathes. “This is going to be one hell of a breakfast. You did it!”

      I raise one eyebrow at her. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      “No,” she says, linking her arm through mine and tugging me toward the Dockside. “I knew you’d do it. I’m just excited for you to finally get started doing what you want to do.”

      I feel a pang, remembering the feeling of speeding across a runway in a fighter jet, but it dissolves when Addison’s fingers curl through mine. This is a thousand times better than anything I could have dreamed of in the Air Force—maybe a million—because everything I do will be with her by my side. And nobody can say I never made anything of myself. The list of names and projects on my phone are a testament to that. If Addison has anything to do with it, that list is only going to grow—she already has a website in the works and has been talking up my newly available services to anybody who will listen. How anyone could say no to her, I don’t know.

      I push open the door to the Dockside and Addison shouts to Candy, who’s making her way across the tiny space toward us. “He passed!”

      “I knew he would!” Candy cries, and she swoops in to kiss us both on the cheek. She’s saved us the table by the window, where Addison absolutely loves to sit and watch all the people walking by on the sidewalk.

      She and Candy chat about something, and I stop for a minute by the door and take it all in. Addison, her smooth ponytail bobbing and weaving while she tells Candy the riveting story of receiving and reading an email, Candy laughing with her hand on Addison’s shoulder and menus tucked under her arm.

      We’re going to sit at our table, and Candy is going to bring coffee, and then she’ll be back two minutes later to take the menus that we never have to read. And the food will be out in fifteen minutes, ten on a slower day.

      It’s the kind of routine I never could have imagined loving back when I was eighteen. God, was I ever stupid.

      That’s how it’s going to play out—except today.

      There’s just one thing I have to do first.

      I pat the ring box in the pocket of my jacket one last time, just to make sure it’s still there, and then I make my way into the rest of my life.

      

      
        <<<<>>>>
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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Cate

      

      Carl swings at me, a vicious right hook, and my body moves before my brain has time to think hook, twisting, ducking, legs bending in a half-squat so I can pop up on the other side of the motion. Head cocked, I keep my eyes nailed to his hands even as I rise up on the balls of my feet, ready to make the next move.

      He’s no amateur.

      Neither am I.

      Sweat drips from my hairline, and a lock of dark hair has fallen across my vision. I dismiss it.

      Light on his feet, Carl steps out of my range but I’m right there with him, pressing in close. Closer. I go for his gut but barely connect, the force of the blow mostly meeting the air where his muscles used to be.

      Guard up, I spring back a few feet, opening the distance between us. My heart hammers in my chest but I keep my breathing measured. Don’t give anything away. Don’t give anything away.

      “Had enough yet?” Carl calls, his voice echoing against the bare walls. There’s nothing plush to cushion his voice.

      I let out a barking laugh. “Fuck off.”

      He grins. His cut muscles flex under a sheen of moisture and his tank top is dark in patches. “I’ll give you one last chance.”

      “You’re too kind.” Even as I say it I’m rushing back in, adrenaline spiking through my system all the way to the tips of my fingers.

      With a tiny shift of my weight I lead Carl on for a fraction of a second, a head fake that gives me just enough time for an uppercut followed closely by a left hook that barrels toward the side of his face. He takes the full brunt of the uppercut but at the last moment gets a hand around to block the hook, the crack of his dismissal ringing back at me.

      I’m not done. I assess the risk and drop my guard to go at him with my other hand, everything I have, last-ditch effort. Laser focus on every move he makes, every shift, every shuffle, lungs screaming. He’s batting away some of it but he can’t catch all of it. I’m on another level, relentless, unstoppable. His exhales get harder, harder, and I press what little advantage I have, the fierceness in the pit of my stomach, the drive that keeps me up at night channeled into every swing of my fists, every tiny step that advances me closer to Carl, closer in, closer still. I’m going to back him into a corner, no matter that he has six inches and fifty pounds on me, I’m going to—

      The alarm on my phone rings loud, blaring, the sound ricocheting off the walls and bouncing back into my ears, jolting me out of the moment. I take two steps back, dropping my guard, all the tension and fire going out of me.

      As I head for my phone, perched on the top of my gym bag, Carl lets out a little sigh, almost too soft for me to hear it.

      In the ten steps to my bag I slip off my sparring gloves and headgear, dropping them to the floor as I scoop up the phone, swiping once across the screen to silence the alarm. Quick scan for emails or texts from Sandra. It would be rare for five in the morning on a Monday but not out of the question.

      There are none.

      My heart rate slows.

      Carl drops his own equipment into a chair next to my bag and reaches for the bottle of water he put there earlier, drinking from it deeply. After he swallows, he gives me a brotherly pat on the shoulder.

      “You’re something else, Cate. That was pretty kickass.”

      “You think?” I pull the elastic from my hair and smooth my hair away from my face, tying it up again in a neat bun on the top of my head. I’ve been training with Carl for almost a year, paying him well for opening his studio before dawn so I can fit in private sessions.

      “Yeah. I wasn’t going easy on you.”

      “Good.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Me too. I’m not interested in being coddled.”

      He laughs, his voice warm in the white room with a floor covered entirely in black mats. “I got you, Cate. I do.”

      While I pack my gear into my bag, he disappears behind the counter at the front of the studio and comes out with his own bag. I straighten up, giving him a look. He usually doesn’t leave with gear. As far as I know, he comes straight from home to work out with me and goes home after.

      “Where are you headed, Carl?”

      He gives me a sly smile. “What’s it to you?”

      I shrug, a tiny blush spreading across my cheeks. “You never bring a bag.”

      “Correction: I never brought a bag.” He flips the light switch, plunging the studio into darkness, and we walk to the door of the studio together. Carl holds it open so I can step out first into the hallway. It’s a second-floor walkup. One half of the building is Carl’s boxing studio, and the other half is a yoga studio. The word “studio” is about all they have in common. About a year and a half ago, I spent three months taking classes there before all the chanting and peaceful energy started to grate on my nerves. Something drew me to the other side, literally and figuratively, so one day after an endless forty-five minute vinyasa class I slung my mat in its matching bag over my shoulder and went across the hall, slipping in as silently as I could.

      Carl had been with another client then. It took two minutes of watching them go at it before I wanted in.

      “Turns out,” Carl says, turning the key in the lock, then dropping his key ring into his bag, “you’re not the only one who likes to be up early.”

      “But you hate getting up early.” Carl told me that during one of my first few sessions with him. He normally doesn’t open the studio until 2:00. Getting him here at 4:30 isn’t cheap.

      “You know what I love?” he elbows me lightly in the ribs, and I shove his hand away with a laugh. “Money.”

      “So you’re cheating on me, is that it?”

      He throws up his hands. “Hey, hey, I showed up. I didn’t even make some bullshit excuse about working late.” Our feet are thunderous in the empty stairwell. “No, I told Money Bags the earliest I could be there was 6:30, so he settled.” Carl flashes me a winning smile. “I’d never do anything to lose what we have going on.”

      “You’re the worst, Carl,” I say, shaking my head but smiling too. “So, who’s the lucky guy?”

      He purses his lips, pretends to lock them and throw away the key, a dainty gesture for a muscled boxer with more tattoos than a t-shirt could hope to hide. “Not supposed to tell. Let’s just say…he’s rich as sin and can pay my outrageous early morning rates.”

      We stop outside the black town car idling by the curb. After my first year working for Sandra, she called me into her main office and gave me a laundry list of criticisms, followed by a clipped, “You’ll have a car now. Twenty-four hours. Be available.”

      “Need a lift?”

      Carl shakes his head, bouncing a little on the balls of his feet. “I’m good. You really woke me up in there, Cate!” He cups his hands around his mouth and lets out a whoop.

      I laugh, but standing near the car has hit the kill switch on my workout buzz. I trace the outline of my phone in the outer pocket of my gear bag. The list tumbles into my mind, beginning with the four meetings before lunch that need to be confirmed.

      I can hardly let the thought all the way to the surface of my mind, but now that I’m changing to work mode, the fatigue is starting to set in. It’s hard to keep up this breakneck pace.

      But I have to.

      I can’t fail.

      Can’t end up like Dad.

      Mark, my driver, hustles around to my side of the car and opens the door, and I slide in.

      “See you on Wednesday?”

      Carl puts a hand on the door, freeing Mark up to come back around to his side. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Neither would I.”

      “I’ll tell you all about it then.”

      My hand is already on my phone. I have no idea what he’s talking about, and it must show in my face.

      “The new client who wants your slot,” says Carl, giving me an incredulous look. “Don’t you want to know who the other woman is?”

      “Thought you said it was a man,” I tease.

      “That’s right,” says Carl, dragging out the word, eyes shining. “And not that it matters to me, but he’s hot. Even you wouldn’t be able to help yourself.”

      

      I step out of the town car at 7:30 sharp, a full hour before the rest of the office generally arrives. At Basiqué, regular hours aren't a thing. I never know when I'll be leaving for the night. Depending on when mockups come in, it could be 10:30. But that's only if Sandra's done for the day. She has an eight-year-old son and his schedule has as much sway over my life as hers does. But that’s irrelevant now—now is when I set up for the day.  And my setup needs to be perfect, and perfectly on time.

      “Thanks, Mark," I call back into the interior of the car and a wild urge bubbles up in my chest. I could get back into the car right now and tell Mark to drive me all the way back to the Midwest, back to the sleepy little town I grew up in, back to the second bedroom on the right on the upper floor of my parents’ house. The room's not quite the same. My mom gave it a fresh coat of paint and a new bed and packed all my things into the basement. But if I went there she wouldn't care if I slept for two days straight. Maybe three.

      I shake my head and press the car door shut, straightening my spine. The last thing I need to do is take a vacation. I haven't taken a vacation in a year. With every day that goes by, it seems less and less likely that I'll have the time. This just isn't that kind of job.

      The empty elevator whisks me up to the sixth floor, where Basiqué has its headquarters. The building takes up most of the block, so it's a labyrinth. Now, at 7:30, most of the lights are still off, but as I stride down the center aisle of the cubicles in the bullpen, the sharp points of my high heels muffled by the carpet, it's clear that I'm not the only one taking advantage of the only slow period of the morning. I can't see who's here—probably at least two people from editorial, they're always up against deadlines—but their fingers whirr against keyboards, making changes, coming up with new copy, all with the goal of pleasing Sandra.

      I miss working in Editorial. The deadlines were tough, but this job…

      Sandra rules Basiqué with an iron fist, and I am her right hand. Sounds like some shit out of Game of Thrones, doesn't it? What they don't tell you is that fashion is cutthroat in a way that that show doesn't touch. Someday, when I’m in charge of my own offices—a publishing company, if my wildest dreams are going to come true—it won’t be like that.

      Sandra's office suite is at the far end of the building. I hang a right around the meeting rooms. My heart beats harder as I approach the double glass doors that lead into her office. It hasn't happened recently, but when I was first starting out at Basiqué, there were a couple of occasions where she got here before me.

      Disaster.

      I pull open the door and the quality of the air, the silence of it, tells me she's not here.

      Relief trickles down my spine, but the feeling only lasts a hot second before it's replaced by an adrenaline-fueled focus. I do this job at a high goddamn level, so high that I've outlasted ten other assistants over the past year. Sandra usually has two, but the last girls have been so ineffective—so easily broken by the job—that right now there's just me.

      I prefer it that way. The more control I have over Sandra's schedule and everything else that comes across my desk, the less chance of error. She hates errors, so I hate errors.

      Stowing my bag in the closet behind my desk, I turn to survey the office. Sandra's desk is beyond another set of doors, usually left open. The morning light coming through the picture window behind her desk bathes everything in a warm summer glow.

      Outside the doors is a pair of desks facing one another. I have the larger one, and though the smaller one sits empty, I dust it off every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Sandra never notices. If she did, there would be a problem.

      First things first. I gather Sandra's daily magazines and stack them on her desk in her preferred order, and then I call down to the coffee shop on the ground floor. She likes her coffee black and at a drinkable temperature, which I've found is best achieved by adding exactly one ice cube to a fresh cup. Manuel, the guy who works the morning shift, is one of my favorite people. He knows this shit is no laughing matter and never lets me down.

      "Hey, Cate," he says, the noise of the espresso grinder loud behind him. "The usual?"

      I drink skinny lattes, extra hot. I used to get them flavored, but about four months ago I woke up one morning completely unable to stand the sickly aftertaste of the vanilla flavoring. Same goes for chocolate. I've always loved sweets, but who has time to dwell on that kind of thing? Tastes change. The most important part is the caffeine. Obviously.

      Since it's Monday, I pull out the feather duster and run it over Sandra's modern glass desk and computer screen, paying special attention to the keyboard, and then I do the same for my desk and the empty one. Manuel will be up shortly with the coffees, which leaves me forty minutes to start working through my email and confirming appointments for the day. It doesn't matter that Sandra might cancel them all the moment she walks through the door. God help me if they're not confirmed, double-checked, in advance.

      My computer starts up with the softest whisper. It's sleek, top-of-the-line, and syncing capabilities that keep everything—my phone, the tablet I carry when I accompany Sandra to shoots and other events, and all the information stored on the computer—in line.

      Email is light for a Monday, so it only takes a few minutes to fire off replies. I decline two interviews on Sandra's behalf—they're from publications she's explicitly told me she will never entertain—and answer three queries from editorial and a couple more from different photographers on Basiqué’s staff.

      I'm just setting down the phone from the final confirmation call when an alert pops up on my desktop. Manuel is here with the coffee, waiting outside the double doors.

      I take the drink carrier from him and hand over five dollars for a tip.

      "You got any plans for tomorrow?" he asks.

      I look at him, my forehead wrinkling. "Is there something special about tomorrow?"

      His eyes go wide. "The Fourth of July! Only the biggest party holiday of the month. Don't tell me you're spending it in the office!”

      I hadn't thought about it.

      I open my mouth to answer but from the corner of my eye I see a flurry down the hall, people rushing to get to their desks.

      Sandra is here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Cate

      

      "Thanks so much, Manuel!" I say, my heart already thrumming in my chest. I only just catch the look he gives me as I spin around and head back into the office. It's a look that wonders why I care so much that my boss is in the building. But I have no time for Manuel and his looks now. The coffee has to go on Sandra’s desk and I need to be at the door in thirty seconds at the most.

      In three strides I'm at my desk, putting my coffee back behind my computer monitor, and it's another step to the closet, where I tuck the drink carrier into a recycling bin that looks like a high-end laundry hamper. Sandra didn't want a plastic bin in the closet, even though she has a separate one behind the second desk for her coats, so I spent a Saturday finding the perfect alternative.

      There's a full-length mirror on the wall next to the double doors, and I take a moment to make sure that my appearance is on the sharpest point imaginable. My ensemble today is Chanel. I picked it up from the dry cleaner on Friday, along with the other pieces that will hopefully get me though this week, as long as I don't have any food catastrophes. That should be easily avoidable. Lunch breaks are an unnecessary distraction.

      My hair is piled on top of my head, impeccably dried and arranged in the messy, carefree look that actually takes an hour to achieve. The only thing I need to touch up is my lipstick. It's my signature shade—Rouge D’Armani, No. 103—and I keep a tube of it in my desk at all times. I swipe it on, the movement expert.

      Outside the glass doors, people are materializing in the hallway. They're slotted for the first meetings of the day. Some of them don't have appointments until 9:30, an hour from now, but they find things to do in the meeting rooms across the hall, poring over mockups, chatting in low voices to each other over presentation boards.

      One meeting room is taken up almost entirely by a group of five of the hottest men you're likely to ever see in your entire goddamn life, and they're dressed in outfits that look like a sexy twist on businesswear. They're here to have Sandra approve the looks for the shoot on Thursday, and two stylists flit around them, adjusting sleeve cuffs again and again, making sure jackets hang just so. One look from Sandra and they'll find themselves making frantic calls to the designers for replacements. The only people who seem entirely at ease are the models. They have the least to lose. Bryce, a blonde, blue-eyed model with All-American looks, catches me looking through the doors and winks.

      I give him a small smile. Bryce likes to stop at my desk after meetings and chat, and if Sandra's tied up with a designer, he likes to bitch about work and boys, tell me who stood him up for a date last weekend, who turned out to be a terrible dancer and worse in bed. Those conversations are like pressure valves for my day. I would have cracked months ago if it weren't for him.

      For just a second my mind wanders. Bryce has a once-in-a-lifetime body. If he weren't gay, I'd like to take him back to my apartment and strip off that shirt, tug down the charcoal pants, and slide my hand...

      Sandra's face on the other side of the glass startles me so much that I jump. I can't believe she caught me off guard like this. I came to the door to watch for the signs of her imminent arrival—the way people's heads turn and then swivel back so they can pretend they weren't watching her like a hawk as she came down the hall.

      When my body leaps Sandra's eyes narrow, and then she pulls the door open with her free hand.

      “Catherine,” she says by way of greeting. “Cancel my appointments.”

      As she says this she tosses the summer-weight coat she had been carrying folded over her arm to me and thrusts her purse into my arms. I catch all of it with practiced ease and slip the coffee cup into her hand.

      Something about her expression seems...off. Sandra isn't one for big smiles and keeps her emotions tightly under wrap, but I've spent the last year studying her. Something's going on. My mind spins into overdrive. It's not about the meetings, or else she would have emailed me at some point this morning or during the night. Some personal issue, maybe? Her husband doesn't like the long hours she puts in. That could be it.

      I swallow. She'll tell me the reason if she thinks I need to know. Still, this isn't the first time my meeting-confirmation efforts have been completely wasted. The frustration almost doesn’t touch me. “Should I clear your schedule for the entire day, or just for the morning?”

      “Morning," she says, then glides into her office and takes a graceful seat behind her desk.

      It takes me less than five minutes to hang her coat and bag in the closet and step outside to shoo the crowd away from the double doors. Bryce gives me an exaggerated pout—this means he'll have to hang around the office for at least the next couple of hours in case she reschedules—but I just give him a tiny shrug. I'm just the messenger.

      "Catherine." Sandra's summons isn't a question. It comes as soon as the glass doors swish closed behind me. I step over to her desk, picking up a small notepad and pen from my desk on the way. It's extremely rare for Sandra to give me only one instruction at a time.

      “I’ve cancelled the morning appointments. Would you like me to start rescheduling them now?”

      She doesn't acknowledge that I've spoken. Instead, she reaches into a desk drawer and pulls out a pair of reading glasses, which she perches on the edge of her nose. Reads something on her computer screen.

      The silence reigns for several moments.

      Then she shatters it with an announcement that makes my stomach twist with panic.
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      The dumb blonde I brought home last night—it's not a joke, by the way, she's got nothing but static between her ears—pouts at me with puppy-dog eyes. I’ve got to get her out of here.

      “Do I have to go?” She stretches her arms above her head, arching her back over my pillow. Her whine disgusts me. Alisha? Alisa? Her name is useless information to me. She won't be staying long. Her smoking body, topped off with a gorgeous pair of tits, was her ticket in. Unfortunately for her, that ticket expired this morning, right about the time I woke up.

      “Yes.” I toss her dress from last night at her. She doesn't like that much.

      She was still sleeping when I went to work out with my new trainer. The guy knows what he’s doing, I’ll give him that, so it’s no surprise that I hated his goddamn guts by the end of it.

      “You're a prick,” she spits, throwing her long legs over the side of the bed.

      “I never said I wasn’t.”

      In the mirror I can see her shoving herself back into her skintight dress. The sight of it does nothing for me now. Last night was all about convenience, and she was very convenient. Too bad for her, she thought this was the start of something much, much bigger.

      That’s what they all think.

      But fuck if I’m going to get conned into some big, romantic love affair, especially with someone like Alyssa here. Even if I had feelings for her—no, I can’t even say it without my mouth curling into a sneer. Having “feelings” for women is a surefire way to lose control over your life, over your reputation, everything.

      Mine is too valuable for that. On the scale of ten billion in net worth, at my last count.

      I turn to face her as she stands up from the bed, my arms crossed over my chest. My workout gear is soaked. All I want is a shower.

      Yet I don’t see her leaving. Instead, I see her putting on an expression like she’s searching for something. Damn. She really is that stupid.

      “Where…” She’s making a show of looking for her panties, a worthless scrap of lace that I had down around her ankles within three minutes of walking in the door. Don’t act shocked. She wanted it as much as I did. Well, maybe not exactly. Maybe she was in it for more than a hard fuck and just a hint of bondage, my tie around her wrists. But I wasn’t.

      “By your left foot.” They’ve been there the whole time. If she was hoping to entice me back into bed, she’s going to be disappointed. She only needs to be a little bit smarter to realize that this display is worthless.

      She bends and scoops them up, her tits almost popping out of her dress, then straightens up, stepping into the panties and sliding them back over her sculpted ass.

      I’m about to ask her if she needs help finding the door—we’re in the penthouse, after all, and it’s probably too huge for her tiny brain—when my cell rings in its spot on top of my dresser. I answer it before the first ring is over.

      “Hunter.”

      Alina rolls her eyes and pads out of the room. Good.

      The voice on the other end of the phone launches into a business proposition, and instantly Alana is forgotten, last night’s conquest filed away along with all my other irrelevant memories. Then I get a whiff of a challenge. If there’s one thing I can’t resist, it’s a business opportunity on the brink.

      “What happened exactly, John? It seems like the resource management here has been abysmal.”

      On the other end of the line, John, the representative for the board at Williams-Martin, the publishing group, sighs. Williams-Martin, John has explained, owns Basiqué—their heavy hitter—and puts out a bunch of other magazines that lose money every second they exist. Not that I give a shit about magazines. But this company is about to go over the edge, and I could stop it…if I choose.

      “I can’t argue with that.” He sounds defeated.

      I take another long moment to consider my options. I don’t need this business. People can’t stop giving me money hand over fist. Come up with your own revolutionary development in condom technology and watch your net worth shoot into the stratosphere. But I can’t get enough of this shit. I’ll probably find out that none of these magazine properties are worth anything, and I won’t feel an ounce of sadness about shutting most of them down. Maybe all of them. Who knows? I buy them out, I have all the power. And another successful turnaround will only increase my legitimacy.

      A memory of my slimy, weakass father flashes across my mind. He wasn’t legit. I’ll never forget the day they came to arrest him for a laundry list of embarrassing white-collar crimes. It wasn’t until the trial that I saw him for what he was: a coward and a fraud. The last thing I need is to get into a situation that looks like it’s just more of his “creative accounting.”

      This isn’t creative accounting. From what John has said, this is a bailout.

      And who has more power than the guy writing the checks?

      I’ll do it. Why the hell not? I can afford to lose a couple million if it goes south, and either way I’ll come out smelling like roses. If I can’t turn around some publishing company when they’re up against the goddamn Internet, I won’t be the first.

      “Tell you what, John. I’ll bite. But I’ll warn you—I don’t plan on leaving power structures intact. I’m going to be doing some reorganizing.”

      “We expected as much.” The relief in his voice is palpable.

      “Be ready for a call from my business manager by the afternoon,” I say crisply, then let him thank me too many times before I disconnect the call.

      The thought of the destruction I’m about to wreak on Williams-Martin has my blood humming in my veins. I could go another round right now.

      But Alina is long gone. Sometimes you’re too hasty, Hunter.

      My heart is still beating with leftover anticipation as I strip off my clothes and step into the shower. It’s just a pet project, something I wouldn’t normally pay much attention to, but I could use just this kind of distraction from all the shit that’s been going on.

      All I need to do is get to the office.
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      Sandra shuts herself in her office for most of the morning while I force myself to sift through the daily deluge of emails, tracking shipments, scheduling, confirming, confirming, confirming. It’s hard to type with jittery hands, a jittery mind. But the work never ends. There’s always another issue in the works, always another set of clothes, models, designers to slot into Sandra’s schedule. I have to get it done, or the afternoon will be a nightmare.

      That bitch.

      The thought bubbles up from behind my barricade of professionalism and I swat at it like it’s in the air in front of me, like I’d swat away a mosquito. Sandra isn’t a bitch. She’s demanding and hyper-focused on her work, and the problem she’s faced with—that we’re both faced with—is something I can’t help her with, even if it takes everything I have not to press my ear up against the doors to her office. A single word. A single word is all I need to take the edge off after what she told me this morning.

      Her words reverberate endlessly in my mind. “Williams-Martin is bankrupt,” she’d said, slipping her reading glasses off and placing them precisely back into the drawer. “They’ll need a solution shortly. If one isn’t found, the office will close. In a matter of weeks, I assume.”

      Instead of letting my mouth drop open, I pinched my lips shut to keep from screaming.

      I’ve been at Basiqué for fifteen months. Fifteen agonizing months. Back in college, I struggled with pulling all-nighters for important projects. I’d start out determined with a stack of granola bars and some off-brand energy drink and by 2:30 in the morning I’d find myself in the dorm-room bathroom, brushing my teeth too hard and fast before a frantic dash back to bed. How long has it been since I went to bed early or slept past 7:00? Months. And all for this job. If I have to start over…

      The phone on my desk starts to ring, and my hand is on the receiver before the first tone is over. In that split second I register that it’s Sandra calling from her office and not an outside request of some kind.

      “Hello, Sandra—” I say before she cuts me off.

      “Tell editorial to stop work on the policewoman feature. The content will be substituted.”

      “I’ll do that right away.” The line clicks off.

      I had been in the middle of writing three related emails—now that Sandra has cancelled this morning’s meetings, the approvals process for a photo shoot scheduled later in the week has to be pushed back, so I need to re-coordinate the photographer and the designer for later in the week at a time that won’t completely screw up the rest of the week. It doesn’t help at all that tomorrow is a bank holiday. I must need to sleep more—how did the Fourth of July slip my mind?—but more sleep is a joke, especially now. I can’t afford to let anything slip.

      It’s not an ideal situation, leaving my desk empty so I can go talk to Kirk—the head of editorial—but I slip my cell phone in my pocket and push the “forward” button on my phone. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.

      Once I’m in the hallway, striding toward the editorial bullpen, my blood pressure equalizes a little. I have a purpose for being out of the office for a few moments. Nobody can fault me for that.

      Kirk is hunched over his desk, fingers flying over his keyboard. I hover for a second, and after a final burst of words, he swivels around to face me.

      “Hey, Cate,” he says, his eyes locked on my face. “Come on in.”

      He stands up from behind his desk and reaches down to the mini-fridge he keeps tucked between the desk and the window, pulling out an energy drink.

      “How’s it going?” I tilt my head toward his computer screen.

      “Good, good,” says Kirk, opening the can and downing half of it in one gulp. “You’ve got news.”

      “She’s stopping the policewoman feature.”

      Kirk lets out an epic sigh, dropping his chin to his chest for several moments. Then he looks up at me, rolling his eyes, and shrugs his shoulders.

      I shrug back.

      “Any replacement?” he asks, his body already turning back toward his desk.

      “Ha, ha.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “I’ll let you know, okay?”

      “Thanks, Cate.”

      News delivered, I hustle back down the hall to Sandra’s office. There are a few people lingering in the conference rooms across from the glass doors with a hopeful shine in their eyes. It’s not going to happen for them.

      At the doorway, two things happen at once: I reach for the polished handle of the doors, and I see him.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      This would happen. The one time I step away from my desk—and how long was I gone? Three minutes? Four?—someone has to show up. I run through the list of cancelled meetings. No one should be in there right now. Sandra won’t be happy if she discovers that someone has been loitering out here.

      I pull open the door and step through, the words already there on the tip of my tongue. “I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice low but confident. “I had to step away for a moment. Ms. Sarzó isn’t—”

      He turns to face me and the words die in my throat.

      I know the instant that he smiles at me—a cocky, sexy half-smile that’s almost a sneer—and shifts his weight so that he’s facing me head-on, giving me a glorious view of what I am certain is a rock-hard body underneath layers of expensive, understated fabrics, that I want him out of here immediately.

      He’s been standing here for long enough that the scent of him fills the air—a hint of spicy cologne underneath a pure clean that sends a bolt of electric lust directly between my legs.

      My next breath is an undignified gulp, and then I get my shit together…just enough.

      “Ms. Sarzó isn’t available for meetings right now,” I say crisply, crossing to my desk and stepping behind it. The closer I get to him, the more he overtakes me—and he hasn’t spoken a word. Male models are in and out of this office on a daily basis, but none of them, not a single one, has ever rocked me like this. Even fully covered by his suit—it must be custom, Italian, no way it came off the rack—his body is muscled, athletic, setting off his razor-sharp jawline.

      He considers me with eyes the color of steel. In the sunlight outside, I know they’d be as blue as the ocean. I want to look away—he’s blinding—but I’m not about to give him the satisfaction.

      When he finally speaks, his voice is dark and smooth with an edge to it. “She’ll be available for me.”

      “I don’t think so,” I say quickly, the heat rising to my cheeks. I don’t know who this man is, or what he thinks he’s doing here, but with each moment that passes I’m desperate for the tension in the air to burst and dissipate.

      He leans closer. The expanse of my desk is still between us, but even his slight movement toward me seems to take up all the rest of the space in the room. “And what makes you think that?” The corner of his mouth quirks just slightly, like he might laugh at me.

      I open my mouth, then close it again, pressing my lips together. “I’m Catherine Schaffer, Ms. Sarzó’s lead assistant. I canceled all of her meetings for the morning. If you’d like to make an appointment—”

      Then he really does laugh, and the sound is as musical as it is calculating. He must be enjoying this. “So you’re a woman with a fiery personality, Ms. Schaffer?” Crossing his arms casually over his chest, he gives me an indulgent look. “I’ll bet you hate to be wrong.”

      My eyes narrow. I can’t stop myself—I’m on the verge of bursting out with an indignant reply. He can’t talk to me like this. He can’t look at me like this.

      I’ve opened my mouth to speak when Sandra’s office door whips open.

      “Mr. Hunter,” she calls in a cold, clear voice. “Please, come in. We have several matters to discuss, it seems.”

      My face burns. Mr. Hunter. There’s another layer to the laughter in his eyes. Something is lit up there, too.

      He doesn’t mention it.

      Instead, he heads toward Sandra, his hand extended to shake. Holds the door for her while she steps inside. Turns as he guides the door closed behind him.

      He locks his eyes on mine one more time, and those blues burn into the core of me.

      I might never recover.
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      I have to get through this meeting—it’s the only reason I came here, and the editor-in-chief is already sitting behind her desk. The last thing I’d do on earth is turn around and walk out. The news would break that I crumbled under Sarzó’s intimidating stare before I reached the front door.

      But how can I concentrate on her middle-aged, suspiciously unlined face when my cock is about to burst out of my pants?

      Holy hell, that woman was something else. I wanted her the instant she walked into the room, and everything in my body screamed for release from this suit, from this godforsaken meeting.

      I can’t remember the last time a woman had that kind of effect on me.

      I don’t think a woman ever has.

      My mind is completely wiped except for an unrelenting need. I could step back into that lobby right now. Catherine Schaffer’s lithe frame would hardly be able to resist me.

      No.

      No.

      I can’t get caught up like this.

      None of it shows on my face, even while my mind races and kicks and screams at having to take the seat across from Sandra Sarzó. She’s top of the food chain in her industry, but fuck if I care. I’d never even heard of her before today, and I certainly didn’t come here to kiss her ass. I came here to tell her that they have one issue to impress me, otherwise I’m shutting down the entire operation.

      She sizes me up, her fingers steepled in front of her on the desk. “It seems you’ve bought the controlling majority of Williams-Martin, Mr. Hunter. Have you given any thought to what you might do with its properties?”

      Close all of them. Including this one.

      I give her half a smile, a breath that could be a laugh. “You know as well as I do that Williams-Martin is exceptionally poor at management. All of its other publications are riding on Basiqué’s coattails.”

      Sarzó leans back, crossing one leg neatly over the other. “I assumed as much. But my main concern is, of course, Basiqué’s standing.” She doesn’t have to say that this job is her life. It’s written all over her.

      I’m having an out-of-body experience. Most of me is just outside the doors, bending that masterpiece over her sleek, modern desk, pushing the black pencil skirt up to her waist…

      Snap the hell out of it, Hunter.

      There is no reason for me to be this hung up on her. I saw her for what, a minute? Two? After this I’ll have no reason to come back to the office, and she’ll just become another piece of eye candy that flitted her way across my vision and back out again.

      I lean forward just enough to seem like I’m pressing in on Sandra’s space without actually breaking the plane of her desk. “You tell me. What is this publication’s standing?”

      Sarzó straightens her back. “We’re among the three most-circulated fashion publications in the country, with well over two million paid subscribers for the print edition alone. We have another million paying for premium online content, and that number is growing as we speak.”

      “And you think that makes Basiqué a worthwhile investment?”

      “Do you find fault with that level of circulation?”

      “Come on now, Ms. Sarzó. You know as well as I do that those numbers don’t touch the top ten.”

      She lets out a short burst of laughter. “If you’re looking for a publication venue for cutesy Americana and investment strategies for retirees, you’ve purchased the wrong publishing group.”

      “Have I?”

      I let the question hang in the air long enough for her to become uncomfortable. I’m already jumping out of my goddamn skin. This conversation is killing me. No—not having my hands on the exquisite creature fifteen feet away is slowly, inexplicably, driving me out of my mind.

      Eyes narrowed, Sarzó juts her chin out. “Let’s be clear with one another. Are you telling me that you plan to shutter Basiqué? If you are, do me a professional courtesy.”

      “Not immediately.”

      “When?”

      I stand up as calmly as I can. “You have two issues to prove to me that my money wouldn’t be better spent on publications that will compete with the top five.”

      Sarzó doesn’t miss a beat, rising to her feet. “I have no doubt we’ll exceed your expectations.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

      She raises both hands, waving me off. “Of course. A pleasure to meet with you, Mr. Hunter.”

      “And you,” I say, then move toward the doors to her office at a purposeful pace. I will not be seen hurrying away as if this meeting has had any effect.

      It’s not the meeting that has my heart pounding so hard I wonder if it’ll stop right now, before I can get back to the hall. This is going to be the last time I ever let myself look at this woman again but I have to see her.

      The only problem?

      She’s not here.

      Sarzó’s office door closes with a whisper behind me, but I’m standing in an empty office. Her computer screen is still on, casting a glow down onto the glass surface of her desk, but the petite body with the gorgeous breasts, the shining dark hair, the hazel eyes that glowed when she saw me, despite her irritation, despite the nervous jitters that shook her body when she discovered that I had arrived while she was out—

      She’s not fucking here.

      My heart clenches with a disappointment so strong it embarrasses me. What the hell was I thinking?

      I raise a hand to my tie in a nervous gesture that I hate and drop it back to my side like the fine silk is a hot coal.

      There’s only one thing to do: find another fuckable woman and take her out. Tonight. Before I lose every scrap of my self-control to Catherine Schaffer.
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      Sandra’s office doors are open when I step into the office.

      He’s gone.

      My heart sinks right into my shoes, which is so goddamn stupid.

      Why do I care that some arrogant rich asshole has left the building?

      I don’t, I tell myself sternly, knowing even as I think it that it’s a lie.

      I lasted for two minutes after the doors to Sandra’s office closed behind him before I stood up and bolted for the bathroom. Leaning against the faux-marble wall in the largest stall I struggled to catch my breath.

      And—shit. I left my phone at my desk, so I can’t search for him on the Internet.

      Hunter.

      Hunter.

      I’ve heard the name, but he has nothing to do with the fashion industry, and that’s the only thing I’ve allowed myself to think of for over a year now.

      I waited until the buzzing had mellowed in my veins enough for me to walk out of the bathroom with confidence, my back straight and my chin up. My plan was to go back to my desk, and when he left the meeting with Sandra, I’d show him. I’m not some flighty bitch who gets bowled over by some jerk in a fancy business suit. I don’t need him.

      I need my job.

      But as I get closer to the office doors and my heart speeds up, a little voice in the back of my mind whispers: Don’t you need him? Don’t you?

      No. If anything, I want him. What woman wouldn’t be attracted to someone that unbelievably sexy? Wanting isn’t the same as needing.

      The voice whispers again: Oh, yes, it is.

      I’m three steps away from the office when it hits me.

      What if he’s the solution to Williams-Martin’s bankruptcy issue?

      I brush the thought aside. If he is, I’ll know in a matter of minutes—that is, if Sandra decides to throw me a goddamn bone.

      She’s calling my name the moment I step through the doors, and a rush of relief washes over me. That stupid little trip to the bathroom could have cost me the relative peace of the afternoon. It’s almost enough to mask how my heart is crushed when I register the open doors.

      I pick up my notepad on the way in, and before I’ve even fully approached Sandra’s desk she’s listing off things that must be accomplished before the hour is out.

      “Push all the meetings from this morning to the afternoon. You can inform anyone who wants to reschedule that I’ll cut them from the issue. I want eleven or twelve different tops from Calvin Klein by three. Cut three of the models from the businesswear lineup and send me the top four.”

      My furious scribbling pauses almost as soon as she finishes speaking. When she turns her attention back toward her screen, I take that as my queue to leave, but Sandra isn’t done.

      “You should know that Mr. Hunter has bought a controlling share of Williams-Martin, and he’s elected not to close Basiqué—for the time being. We have two issues to prove our worth to him. You know what that means, Catherine.”

      “I do.” It means that there is no room for error. No room to let up. No room to slow down.

      Then Sandra pulls off her reading glasses and turns back to me, looking me straight in the eye, her expression thoughtful, as if she’s considering some deep truth about me that even I have yet to learn.

      “Your work here so far has been very satisfactory.” My heart leaps in my chest. This is the first time Sandra has ever given me such high praise, and I feel an intense burst of loyalty, strong and pure. I nod, forcing myself not to smile. Sandra disapproves of giddiness. She speaks again. “As long as you continue to perform, and as long as he leaves us to our own devices, we should be successful.”

      For a moment I think she might say more, but she just dismisses me with a curt nod.

      My heart flutters as I make my way back to my chest. There are too many emotions to sort through right now. God, I want him so much, but Sandra has just made it crystal clear: he’s the adversary now.

      It’s him or my work, and I know which one has to come first.

      I pull up my email and start firing off messages even while I place phone call after phone call to everyone I cancelled on this morning, summoning them back to Sandra’s office—yes, now, as fast as you can—and though I try to ignore the clock in the upper corner of my screen, I can’t help but watch it as the minutes tick by.

      When the emails are finished, I risk it: I pull open a private browser window and type in a search. All I know is his last name, but I add keywords until…there he is, giving the camera a steely look for a promotional photo that looks to be a couple of years ago.

      Three clicks later, I’m reading his biography on a Fortune list of New York City’s wealthiest residents. And he’s damn near the top.

      I close the window and lean back in my seat, considering what I’ve just learned.

      It doesn’t make much of a difference.

      I wanted him on sight, and it had nothing to do with what he could buy.

      Just what he could do with those hands, that body…

      There will be no work at the office tomorrow. I’ll finally get at least half a chance to catch my breath.

      By Wednesday I’ll be back in my desk, my focus where it needs to be.

      Not on the slick wetness between my legs. Not on the heat rising to my cheeks.

      Not on the cocky, mysterious Mr. Hunter.
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