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    Dearest Reader: 
 
    It is bittersweet to write this note as I prepare to publish WHEN HE RETURNS, the tenth and, at this time, final book in the CALLAGHANS & MCFADDENS series. I am so grateful for each of you who have followed me through this family saga. At this point, I have no plans to write further books in this series, but that doesn’t mean I might not return to them in the future—either in this series or in another one. You just never know! 
 
    I’m preparing a new series that will debut in the summer. If you haven’t signed up for my newsletter, please make sure you do so that you will be notified when it is available. I look forward to stepping into a new world and getting to know a new set of characters and families. I hope you will join me on this new adventure! 
 
    Thank you again for your support of my stories, and I hope that you enjoy Dalton’s story as he returns home to his family. Happy reading! 
 
    ~Kimberly Rae Jordan


 
   
  
 



 
 
    As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. 
 
    If anyone speaks, let him speak as the oracles of God. If anyone ministers, let him do it as with the ability which God supplies, that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belong the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen. 
 
    I Peter 4 10-11 NKJV 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
    Dalton Callaghan stared at the gleaming wood casket at the front of the chapel, the profile of his friend just barely visible over the edge as he lay there. Murmured conversation floated around them. People moved quietly about, lingering briefly at the casket to look at Angel before moving on. Soft music drifted from hidden speakers somewhere in the room. 
 
    Angel would have hated all of it. 
 
    Dalton clenched his hands together to still their shaking, to stop himself from scratching at his arms or rubbing his palms on the smooth material of his pants. His skin felt like it was too tight. The outfit Jesse had gotten for him looked okay, but it was still uncomfortable, something he would never have chosen to wear himself if not for the fact they were attending a funeral. 
 
    Tremors shook his body periodically, and he shot a glare at Jesse. The man sat next to him, his expression set in stone as he stared straight ahead. If only he’d let Dalton have just one more hit. Getting through this without the help of drugs to calm his nerves felt like an impossible task. 
 
    As the service began, Dalton was again struck by how much it didn’t suit his friend. To him, he’d always been Angel. To the fans who’d loved him, he’d been Angel. To his friends, he’d been Angel. But to this group of people gathered to mourn him, he was Steven William Hensley. 
 
    When they’d first arrived at the funeral home, and Dalton had seen the information on the bulletin they’d given him, he’d been positive he was in the wrong place. The picture on it was at least ten years old and looked nothing like his friend and bandmate. Even the memories that were being shared were nothing recent. It was like they’d decided to just ignore the past ten years of Angel’s life.  
 
    Was this what his family would have done if he’d suffered the same fate as Angel? 
 
    The only positive side to this mockery of Angel—because that’s what it was when they were ignoring the man he’d become—was that the paparazzi hadn’t been able to track down the information for the funeral. They’d been able to get into the funeral home without being accosted by questions and flashing cameras. 
 
    Oh, there was one other positive thing to all of this, he and the other band members had been completely ignored from the moment they’d walked through the door. That was just fine with him. He wasn’t interested in making nice with the people who had turned their back on Angel.  
 
    Tuning out the service, Dalton tried to blank out his thoughts, but they were moving a million miles an hour. He was trying not to regret his decision to go to rehab. And more than that, his decision to allow JD to be the one to take him. Jesse and the doctors had basically given him no choice, and he was only allowed to leave the hospital after agreeing to enter a program. 
 
    Dalton could only think he’d still been suffering effects from the overdose when he’d agreed to go to a program back in Manitoba…so close to the family once again. But the decision had been made. Plans were in place.  
 
    His gaze focused in again on Angel’s profile, so still as he lay in the casket, and Dalton knew that even though rough times lay ahead, it was the right decision. It could have been him laying there, his family sharing memories from over a decade ago because they had no more recent ones.  
 
    Yeah, it was time for a change.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Dalton Callaghan stared out the window of the SUV at the passing scenery, wishing for something to distract him from his thoughts. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to see beyond trees, trees, and more trees. Not that he minded them, but they did little to disguise the absolute flatness of the prairie around him.  
 
    He hadn’t been much interested in his surroundings until the past few months. These days he was noticing the green of the trees, the blue of the sky, and the sounds of nature in a way he never had before. With the haze created by his drug addiction gone from his mind, he was now aware of a whole lot of things, and not all of them were pleasant. 
 
    Taking a quick breath, Dalton tugged at the hem of the vest he wore. He was trying his best to keep himself grounded and to not let his nerves get the better of him. What awaited him at the end of this journey was something he hadn’t allowed himself to think about for a long time: a reunion with his family. 
 
    Dalton reached up to run a hand through his hair, his fingers reaching the end of the strands in a way he was still trying to get used to. A month ago, a new arrival at the rehab center had shared that she was a hairdresser, there to kick an addiction to pain meds following a car accident. Given all the other changes he’d gone through over the past few months, it had seemed fitting to make one more. 
 
    The resident hairdresser had been more than happy to help him out though they’d had to make special arrangements to get her the tools she needed to do the job. It felt weird to have short hair after having had it long for so many years, but it had been time for a change.  
 
    When he’d arrived at the center four months ago, Dalton had assumed he’d be out in a month, but that hadn’t happened. After completing the medical detox he’d undergone when he’d first arrived, other issues had surfaced as the staff had worked with him to begin the journey to a healthy life. So his stay had stretched into two months. Then the strong recommendation had been for him to continue to work with their staff as he considered returning to his regular life, though he’d had no clue what a regular life actually was like for him. 
 
    Four months later, he was finally leaving the center. His suitcases with the clothes and books he’d accumulated during his stay were in the back of the SUV he’d hired for the trip into Winnipeg. His guitar was there too, but he’d barely touched it over the past four months. The only music he’d played on it had been the song he’d been rehearsing for JD and Danica’s wedding—one he’d written a lifetime ago.  
 
    He was struggling to write music—had been since he’d gotten sober—and that was a huge concern for him. 
 
    Dalton had no idea what life beyond the center, as a sober musician who could no longer write music, held for him. All he knew for certain was that he had an apartment waiting for him and an appointment at the rehab center’s office in Winnipeg.  
 
    But first, he had a reunion to get through. 
 
    When JD had asked him to be his best man, Dalton had wanted to say yes, but he felt that his presence would be a distraction because he hadn’t taken the time to initiate contact with his family sooner. He hadn’t wanted to bring them into the mess that his life had become, even though his counselors and JD had tried to convince him that he needed to do just that.  
 
    JD had told him that his family wouldn’t care, and deep down, Dalton knew he was right, but no matter how much money he had in the bank, no matter how many awards he’d won, no matter the level of fame he’d achieved, at the end of the day, he’d felt like a failure. If he was going to reconnect with his family, he wanted to do so from a place of stability and sobriety. 
 
    Dalton leaned his head against the window of the SUV and watched as the trees began to thin out, allowing sporadic glimpses of houses. Slowly, the houses began to appear more closely together as the SUV entered the northern part of the city. It was just past eight in the evening when the driver finally pulled to a stop in front of Dalton’s family’s apartment complex.  
 
    Given that the days now stretched out longer with the arrival of summer, Dalton could see the building clearly. It was brick, three stories high with floor to ceiling glass windows centered on each of the floors. He sat for a moment, staring at the building, wondering what lay ahead for him there. 
 
    When Dalton had expressed a tentative interest in leaving the center, JD had quickly offered to prepare one of the apartments for him. Apparently, one of the two-bedroom apartments had been sitting empty for ages, although both the one-bedrooms and the other two-bedroom were occupied. JD had said that he and Danica would be moving into the three-bedroom apartment on the third floor once they were married. 
 
    At his request, the driver helped him get his suitcases up to the apartment JD had told him was his. Dalton wasn’t sure how his friend had carried out getting it ready for him, but when he walked through the door, the apartment felt like a home. It lacked the view of his Toronto apartment and was definitely more cheaply furnished, but it still felt enough like a home that he knew he’d feel comfortable there for however long he chose to stay in Winnipeg. 
 
    While the driver went back down to wait in the SUV, Dalton took a few minutes to freshen up then rejoined him. It didn’t take long to get from the apartment building to the hall where JD and Danica’s wedding reception was taking place. The building had an understated elegance about it that Dalton was sure would be replicated inside its doors since his sister wouldn’t have accepted anything else.  
 
    As Dalton sat waiting for JD’s text letting him know that it was almost time for his appearance, he mentally ran through the song he planned to sing. Though he was using the guitar as an accompaniment, his fingers tapped against his thigh as if he had the keys of a piano beneath them. 
 
    In the front seat, the driver was focused on his phone, aware that he was going to be waiting until Dalton got the signal before his job was done. JD had assured Dalton that he’d make arrangements for him to get back to the apartment after the wedding was over.  
 
    Dalton was a bit nervous at the idea of being on his own without JD and Danica around. No doubt his folks would have liked him to stay out at the family home, but he wasn’t a child anymore and living with his parents the way they would want him to just wasn’t possible any longer. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, he tugged at his vest then ran his fingers through his hair yet again. The feeling of ants marching beneath his skin increased as his nervousness grew. Other people might have different descriptions for the antsy-ness that reared its ugly head when put in stressful situations, but for him, it felt like tiny feet strumming across his nerves. Ants’ feet. And they were all headed for that spot in his brain that said that drugs would make this whole situation—the performance and the reunion—so much easier. 
 
     When he found himself longing for the things that had helped him deal with nerves before a performance early on with the band, Dalton felt queasy. In recent years, the nerves before performances hadn’t been an issue any longer, but the desire for the drugs and alcohol had remained.  
 
    This was what the counselors had talked about. Learning how to handle familiar stresses in new ways. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had many opportunities to put into practice what they’d worked on at the center. 
 
    He glanced at the driver, hoping that his nervousness wasn’t as palpable as it felt. Dalton wasn’t sure that the driver knew who he was. His appearance had changed a fair bit since the day he’d arrived at the center. Not only was his hair shorter, he’d gained a bit of weight, driving the gaunt look from his face. It was a look he and Angel had shared, only Angel never had the chance to recover. 
 
    His phone buzzed in his hand, jerking Dalton from the first tentative steps he’d been taking down that road of painful memories. He glanced down at his phone, reading the message on its screen. 
 
    Unknown: Hey! This is Elliot. JD asked me to send you a text to let you know they’ll be ready for the song in ten minutes. I’ll meet you at the front doors to show you where you need to be.  
 
    Unknown: Also, I’ll be your ride back to the apartment, so look for me when everything is over. BTW, welcome home! 
 
    Dalton stared at the message for a moment, checking the time so he knew when he needed to be inside and ready to go. He took a minute to respond, sending Elliot an acknowledgment, before he thanked the driver for his help. With his insides trembling, Dalton emerged from the SUV tightly clutching his guitar. 
 
    As he stepped through the doors to the foyer of the hall, Dalton spotted Elliot right away. The man was lingering near the door, his head bent over his phone. Dalton tried to recall the last time he’d seen Elliot. He didn’t have a specific memory, but he could see that the guy had grown up since the last time they’d been around each other. 
 
    They hadn’t hung out much together as their interests had been quite different. Elliot had been brainy, with an interest in science and math. He’d also loved keeping stats on hockey games, which made him a good fit with the family since they were all hockey crazy because his older brother, Kenton, had played for years in the NHL. Dalton, however, had attended games only when he hadn’t been able to come up with an excuse to avoid them.  
 
    So, while they’d seen each other at family events and the odd hockey game once Kenton had started dating Elliot’s sister, Avery, they had certainly never hung out together. Still, the smile Elliot gave Dalton when he looked up and saw him, was friendly and welcoming. 
 
    “Dalton,” Elliot said as he came towards him, his hand out. “Welcome.” 
 
    Dalton shook his hand. “Thanks. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good. Really good,” Elliot said with a nod and another smile. 
 
    Dalton took in his outfit—the dark gray pants and white shirt that were paired with pale yellow suspenders and a dark purple tie. “Are you in the wedding party?” 
 
    “Yep. JD and I became friends after he and Danica started dating. When he asked me to be in the wedding party, I was happy to say yes.” 
 
    Dalton knew that JD had asked one of his friends, Joe, to be his best man when Dalton had turned him down. Looking at the outfit Elliot was wearing, Dalton thought that maybe he had dodged a bullet when he hadn’t been able to agree to JD’s request.  
 
    “So are you ready to go?” Elliot asked. “I’ve got to sneak you in the back way to the stage.” 
 
    Dalton walked with Elliot down a hallway. “I hope this ends up the way JD wants it to.” 
 
    “It’ll be perfect,” Elliot said, clearly confident in the plan he and JD had devised. “And I know that Danica will lose her mind when she realizes that the song isn’t a recording.” 
 
    Dalton thought that might be the case for more than just Danica, but he wanted it to be a special time for the sister he was closest to and the man who had once been his best friend. He wasn’t sure they were back to those relationships just yet, but along with Jesse, JD was one of the people he knew he could trust and confide in.  
 
    Now if he could just manage to not mess up the song he’d dreamed of singing at their wedding, ever since they had all been teens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Sierra Collins bent to give Emily Callaghan a hug where she sat at the head table, then sank down into her own chair, smoothing the dark purple satin of her bridesmaid dress. It had a flared skirt with a wide sash, all in the dark purple, with a light yellow floral bodice that had small cap sleeves and a v-neck. It was a fifties style that looked better on the girls who had a bit more substance to their figure than Sierra had, but the dress definitely could have been worse.  
 
    “Thanks for all your help today, sweetie,” the older woman said, her smile gentle and loving. 
 
    “It was definitely my pleasure,” Sierra assured her, but she couldn’t deny that she was glad that the day’s events were almost over.  
 
    The months since JD and Danica’s engagement had been a frantic rush to pull the wedding together. It was a good thing they’d had Belle to guide them as they’d gone through the process of finding and ordering dresses. Belle also shared her contacts as JD and Danica had tried to figure out the best location for the wedding and reception. Then they’d needed to decide on a cake, a photographer, and flowers. Not to mention preparing the decorations. The list had seemed endless. 
 
    As maid of honor and best friend, Sierra had been more than happy to help Danica with all the planning. Parts of it had actually been fun, but it had also eaten up a lot of her time. At the end of the day, however, the important thing was that JD and Danica were married, and they appeared to have enjoyed their wedding day. 
 
    “We have one more special moment for the couple before we end this wonderful day,” Joe, the best man, said from a spot near the stage. “Can we have the bridal couple come to the dance floor, please? JD has requested a special song for their final dance of the evening.” 
 
    Sierra watched as JD got to his feet then held out his hand to Danica. She smiled as she took it, her love for JD clear on her face, and allowed him to help her up from her chair. Gathering up a handful of her skirt, Danica followed JD from their seats at the head table to the small dance floor in the center of the hall which was surrounded by the tables where their friends and family sat. 
 
    The lights in the hall dimmed as a single spotlight bathed the couple in soft illumination. Sierra found herself blinking back tears as she watched Danica gaze up at JD. She loved both of them so much and was thrilled that they were finally at this moment after so long.  
 
    The only thing that would have made the day better would have been if Dalton had been there to celebrate with them. Unfortunately, Dalton had disappeared after Angel’s death. JD had told them that he’d been talking with Jesse, another band member, and he’d said that he’d arranged for Dalton to go into rehab after the funeral, but there hadn’t been any sign that he’d come out. Rumor was that the band was finished, although that hadn’t been confirmed by their management or any of the band members. 
 
    Periodically, they’d hear from Jesse through JD that Dalton was doing okay. It wasn’t enough, but they had no other option but to accept the little dribbles of information that came their way. To know that Dalton was getting help with his addictions brought some measure of peace though. It seemed from what JD said that Jesse truly cared for Dalton, so if Jesse said Dalton was doing okay and getting help, it was a bit easier to believe.  
 
    The sound of a guitar filled the air, and JD and Danica began to sway together. The rhythm and notes plucked on the strings of the guitar were familiar, and Sierra tried to figure out why. It wasn’t until the first words of the song floated out into the air through the speakers, sung by a voice so achingly familiar, that it registered. 
 
    “You turned your gaze to mine, captured, held, my heart was on the line.” 
 
    It was a song Dalton had written years ago, promising JD and Danica that he would sing it at their wedding one day. Had Dalton made a recording for them?  
 
    About halfway through the song, Emily gasped audibly, and Sierra turned to see her with a hand pressed to her mouth, her gaze on the stage where a shadowy figure stood, a guitar in his hands. 
 
    Dalton. 
 
    It seemed that Danica came to the realization at the same time as her mom. She stopped dancing and turned toward the stage. Her hands were pressed to her lips as she stood frozen in the spotlight on the dance floor. JD stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Gently they swayed together, watching as Dalton continued singing the song he’d written for them. 
 
    Sierra tried to figure out what to do with all the emotions swirling around inside her. She’d hoped and prayed that one day Dalton would come home. Would return to his family. However, she’d held no delusions that he would be returning to her. They weren’t like JD and Danica had been. They had no history as a couple. All they’d ever had was a friendship.  
 
    Still, her heart filled with anticipation, and her inner teen swooned with the memory of the crush she’d once had on him. With a pounding heart, she watched as Dalton finished the song then lifted the strap over his head to remove the guitar. He bent to put it on the floor then leaped down off the stage in time to catch Danica in his arms. 
 
    Emily and Steve had jumped to their feet and quickly made their way to where their wayward son stood embracing Danica. Sierra blinked back tears as she witnessed a reunion that she knew was many years and many prayers in the making. Though she wasn’t physically part of the reconnection happening on that dance floor, Sierra certainly was there emotionally.  
 
    She had no idea what Dalton’s reappearance meant—if he was home to stay, or if he’d just come for the wedding. For the sake of his family, Sierra hoped that he was home to stay. That was probably unrealistic considering that his life and career were based in Toronto, but given the recent events with Angel, maybe Dalton’s return to Winnipeg was more of a possibility than it had ever been before.  
 
    Since the Callaghan and McFadden family was so large, there were a lot of empty tables surrounding the dance floor as they all gathered around Dalton. She was the only bridesmaid left at the head table while there were just Joe and Elliot left on the groomsmen side of the table along with JD’s parents. 
 
    A few minutes into the reunion, Joe got up and went to the stage, stepping up to the mic Dalton had used. “As you can see, we have a surprise guest for JD, Danica, and their family. While they are busy getting reacquainted, I’d like to thank you all for coming and sharing in JD and Danica’s joy as they pledged their vows to each other. This concludes their wedding reception this evening, but please feel free to hang around and visit.” 
 
    Part of Sierra wanted to join the family, but even though she was related by marriage, courtesy of her brother, Ethan, marrying Danica’s oldest sister, Makayla, she really wasn’t family. Instead, since it was the end of the reception, she began to collect the things she was responsible for.  
 
    Instead of settling, her emotions continued to stir, even with the distraction of talking to people who were getting ready to leave. This wasn’t the traditional end to a wedding reception, but it seemed the guests understood. 
 
    When Sierra returned to the head table, she eyed the two bouquets that lay side by side in front of her seat. She hadn’t wanted to participate in the bouquet toss, but Danica had refused to toss it until Sierra had joined the other women there. It seemed that everyone—including Sierra—had known what Danica was going to do.  
 
    Danica had stolen a quick glance over her shoulder and then flipped the bouquet right to Sierra. Her reflexes had had her grabbing the flowers when they hit her in the face. The other women teased her good-naturedly about the “fixed toss.”  
 
    She tried not to be too aggravated by it, but at the same time, Sierra knew that Danica wouldn’t have appreciated it if their roles had been reversed. Maybe it would have been different if she was in a serious relationship, but she wasn’t. She never had been. And she’d accepted that it was possible she never would be.  
 
    If she’d voiced that to anyone she was close to, Sierra knew they’d all hurry to assure her that one day she’d get married. But what if that wasn’t God’s will for her life? Not everyone was destined to get married. Plus, she wasn’t altogether sure she even wanted to take that step. There was certainly no one in her life right then that she could envision being in a romantic relationship with, let alone married to. 
 
    Because of that, she’d resolved to just focus on friendships and loving those around her to the best of her abilities. She was thrilled that Danica and JD had managed to work things out, resulting in their marriage. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” 
 
    Sierra turned to see Danica standing behind her, her eyes still damp with tears. With a smile, Sierra hugged her friend as she shook her head. “I had no clue, but what a wonderful surprise for you and your family.” 
 
    Danica stepped back, a huge grin on her face. “I don’t know if he’s here to stay or what, but he looks healthy. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, he does. I guess wherever he was for rehab worked for him.” Sierra looked over to where Dalton stood talking with his parents. She wondered how difficult it was for him to be around his family again after having been gone for so long and with so much unresolved stuff between them. 
 
    “I almost hate to go on our honeymoon now. What if he’s only here for a few days? I’d hate to not be able to spend time with him before he leaves again.” 
 
    Sierra shook her head. “I think that if he made the effort to be here like this, he’s not going to cut relationships off again. I would assume that this is probably the first step to opening the lines of communication with you all.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Danica looked around then back at Sierra. “Wow. We made it. JD and I are married, and we couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You know I’m only too happy to have been a part of this with you, but I will say that I’m very happy that you two are now married. And not just because it means that the craziness we’ve lived with for the past several months is finally over.” 
 
    Danica laughed. “It was kind of crazy, wasn’t it? Even with Belle’s help. I’m sure she’s wishing she’d never volunteered to help us.” 
 
    Sierra could kind of understand why certain women became bridezillas. The stress of trying to plan the perfect wedding for their special day would no doubt drive a lot of people crazy.  
 
    Some of the catering staff began to move around them picking up dirty dishes and clearing away the used linens. She’d thought Danica would have wanted a big send-off, but she seemed perfectly content to be hanging around with them as they cleaned up. 
 
    “Why don’t you and JD head to the apartment?” Sierra suggested. “You don’t need to stay here. We’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to spend more time with Dalton,” Danica said with a frown.  
 
    “I think you should ask Dalton what his plans are, so you have peace of mind when you leave.” 
 
    Danica sighed. “You’re right, that’s what I should do, but I don’t want to pressure him.” 
 
    Sierra rubbed her arm. “I think when you look at the bigger picture, he might be ready to have you ask that question. It’s probably the easiest of the ones you could be asking him.” 
 
    “True,” Danica said. “Okay. I’ll go talk to him and then, if he’s going to be around for a bit, JD and I will take off.” 
 
    “That’s a great plan,” Sierra said. “I’m surprised I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Oh, be quiet.” Danica gave her a gentle punch to her shoulder. “Honestly, if you weren’t my best friend—” 
 
    “You’d love me anyway.” Sierra gave her another hug.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, I would.” Danica wrapped her arms tightly around Sierra and squeezed.  
 
    Sierra tried to keep her emotions at bay, but it was hard. In as much as this day had signaled a change in Danica and JD’s lives, it would also be a change for Sierra. For the first time since they’d moved in together when she’d started university, she and Danica wouldn’t be living in the same apartment. 
 
    Sure, Danica would just be upstairs, but it wouldn’t be the same. Sierra would be coming home to an empty house at the end of her shift. Not that Danica had always been there, but Sierra had known that she would be coming home at some point. Now, that was no longer the case.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Sierra said, trying to keep her smile steady as they stepped back from each other. “You just go and enjoy your time with your husband.” 
 
    “My husband.” Danica’s smile grew at the word. “This time last year, I would never have imagined this to be possible.” 
 
    And wasn’t that the truth. So much could change in the space of a year. It was simultaneously an exciting and scary thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Makayla and Belle appeared next to them, and as they spoke with Danica, Sierra drifted away to help put the décor back into the boxes they’d used to bring it all to the reception hall. Glancing around, she noticed that JD was talking to Emily and Steve. She had a feeling that they wanted to know a few more details about Dalton’s return.  
 
    Like, how long had JD known about this plan? 
 
    Sierra hoped that people would leave details of Dalton’s return alone for now and just be thankful that he was there because she had a feeling that JD had known where Dalton was longer than just a couple of days. As she lifted a box of centerpieces to put it on the table that had been cleared off already, near the exit, she looked around to see where Dalton was.  
 
    It didn’t take her long to spot him standing with his brothers. Though most of them stood a couple of inches taller than Dalton, he and Tristan were close to the same height, which told her that he’d grown even more after he’d left. Not much, mind you, but he was still taller than the last time she’d seen him. 
 
    Sierra had no doubt that it was just one of a million ways he’d changed over the years. And that wasn’t even counting his shorter hair and the scruff he now sported. It was weird to see the man who’d returned in the place of the boy who had left. 
 
    She’d always thought that when she saw Dalton again, all the feelings she’d had for him as a teen would rush to the surface. But as she kept an eye on him while she made her way around the room collecting more table centerpieces, Sierra realized that she might have felt that way if the man had resembled the boy more. Instead, the man was a stranger to her. A familiar stranger, in some ways, but she figured that in the most important ways, he was truly unknown to her now. 
 
    After she’d picked up the last of the centerpieces, Sierra returned with the box to put it with the others. She noticed that Danica now stood with JD as they spoke to her parents.  
 
    “Do you think everything’s okay?” Belle murmured as she put another box on the table.  
 
    “I don’t know. I just hope they’re not giving JD grief for having been in contact with Dalton without letting them know.” 
 
    Belle nodded as she began to close up the boxes. “At this point, I think we should just be grateful he showed up at all.” 
 
    That was Sierra’s thought too, but she knew that Emily and Steve had suffered the most of all of their family when Dalton had left. Because of that, it wasn’t too surprising that they might want more answers while everyone else was just glad that Dalton was home. 
 
    Soon Mitch joined them and, after signaling to Gabe, they began to carry the boxes out of the hall. Danica had asked that Sierra be responsible for any cards they received, so she put those in her “just in case the bride needs something” bag, then made one more loop around the room at Belle’s request to make sure they had collected everything that was theirs.  
 
    She caught up with Ethan who was trying to keep his daughter and her cousins from running wildly around the hall now that it had emptied out some. He gave Sierra a smile as he slipped his arm around her shoulders to give her a hug. 
 
    “Taking care of you didn’t prepare me for these three,” Ethan said with a weary laugh. “And I’ve discovered that giving them candy the way I used to give it to you is a big mistake. I mean, epic. Why didn’t you ever react to sugar the way these kids do so I would have been prepared?” 
 
    Sierra laughed, taking a small measure of delight in her brother’s lament. She truly appreciated all he’d done for her, and she knew he was the best dad, even if he couldn’t give his kids candy on a regular basis to brighten their day. In some ways, it was kind of nice to think that candy exchange would always be their thing. Well, he gave candy to Makayla too, but not as often as he did to Sierra because Makayla seemed to be on a perpetual diet after having kids.  
 
    “Since I refuse to give them any more sugar tonight, I might as well give it to you,” Ethan said as he held out his hand, clearly trying to keep it hidden from the girls running around them.  
 
    In his palm lay the familiar red and green wrapped strawberry candy she loved so much. Sierra snatched it from him then went up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Thanks, Ethan.” 
 
    “Daddy, did you just give Auntie Sierra a candy?” His daughter, Stephanie, stood there with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “You know that I keep those ones just for her,” Ethan said.  
 
    “And Mommy says you can’t give us any candy,” she said, a resigned tone in her voice. 
 
    “Exactly. So unless you’re willing to negotiate with her again, you’re out of luck.” 
 
    With a sigh that could have won her an Oscar for most dramatic, Stephanie returned to her cousins’ sides. The three of them looked so cute in their matching flower girl dresses, but it was fairly apparent from their rambunctious behavior they’d each had at least one piece of the lovely wedding cake Danica and JD had chosen. 
 
    Of the three, Ella—Sammi and Levi’s oldest—had the most mellow personality. She tended to follow the other two, allowing them to boss her around most of the time. Olivia—Bennett and Grace’s firstborn—was more willing to go toe to toe with Stephanie, often citing being the oldest of the three as the reason why her way was the best way.  
 
    Over the years, Sierra loved to watch the dynamic, often wishing she’d had a sister. Thankfully, Danica had happily filled that role.  
 
    “Hey, Sierra. Ethan.” 
 
    They both turned at Dalton’s greeting. Ethan held out his hand. “Good to see you again, Dalton.” 
 
    “You too,” Dalton said as he gave Ethan’s hand a shake. His gaze shifted to Sierra, the blue of his eyes intense when framed by his dark lashes. His once medium brown colored hair had darkened significantly over the years with him carrying more of Steve’s coloring than Emily’s. “How’s life been, Sierra?” 
 
    For a moment, Sierra felt the ridiculous urge to sit down with him over a couple of cups of coffee and share how life had been since he’d left. Thankfully, the urge passed, and she settled for, “It’s been good. Thanks.” Rather than throw the question back at him, she said, “It’s so great you were able to make it back for the wedding.” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “JD helped make that happen. Wouldn’t have been able to do it without him and Jesse helping me.” He hesitated. “Jesse is one of my bandmates.” 
 
    This time it was Sierra’s turn to nod. “Danica and I have followed your band, so we know who they are. We were sorry to hear about Angel.” 
 
    Dalton’s expression sobered. “We were good friends who were probably not good for each other. I’m thankful to still be here.” 
 
    “We’re thankful you’re still here too,” Ethan said as he rested his hand on Dalton’s shoulder. “Are you back for a while or just the wedding?” 
 
    “For a little while, or that’s the plan anyway. JD and Elliot have been setting up the empty two-bedroom apartment at the family complex for me.” 
 
    Sierra exchanged a glance with Ethan then looked back at Dalton. “I guess we’re going to be neighbors.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to stay with your folks?” Ethan asked. 
 
    Dalton gave a shrug, his shoulders moving beneath the pressed fabric of his dress shirt and vest. “If I was only going to be home for a few days, sure, but because I’m planning for a little longer, I’d rather have my own space. I’ve kind of been on my own for so long now that living long term with my folks doesn’t really appeal to me. I just hope they’ll understand.” 
 
    Sierra hoped they did too.  
 
    When Makayla joined them along with Bennett and Grace, Sierra once again slipped away. She noticed that Danica and JD had left, so she hoped they were able to relax and put whatever may have gone down with Steve and Emily behind them. They needed to just focus on each other as they spent their first night together as husband and wife. They were going to fly out the next morning for their honeymoon. 
 
    The news that Dalton was going to be her neighbor left Sierra with some odd feelings. It would be a bit weird without JD and Danica there as well. It had been a real rarity as teens that she and Dalton had hung out together without the other two. In fact, Sierra couldn’t recall it ever happening. Not that it would be happening now with them as adults, either. 
 
    She didn’t know how Dalton planned to fill his days, but after taking a week off to help Danica with the final details of the wedding, Sierra was back to work on Monday. Part of her wished she’d asked for an additional week off, but another part was kind of eager to get back to her normal routine. 
 
    As the last of the things were carried out to Mitch and Belle’s truck, Sierra picked up her stuff and began to make the rounds to say goodnight to the people still there. When she saw Dalton in what appeared to be a serious conversation with his folks, she decided not to interrupt and made her way out of the hall to the foyer.  
 
    As she pushed open the door that led to the parking lot, a wave of warm July air greeted her. Sierra took a deep breath in then slowly let it out, exhaling the last of the stress of the day. And she didn’t care how late it was when she got home, she was going to take a long soak in the nice big tub that was hers now that Danica had moved out, relinquishing the master bedroom with its lovely attached bathroom to her. 
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    “Everything okay, dude?” Elliot asked as he steered his car out of the parking lot.  
 
    “It’s fine.” Dalton sighed, not sure why he’d expected everything to go smoothly. “My folks just weren’t thrilled when they heard that I wasn’t going to be staying with them. I thought maybe knowing that I was sticking around longer might make it better, but I was wrong, apparently.  And I think they may have torn a strip off JD for helping me plan this surprise, especially helping set up the apartment for me.” 
 
    “Man, I hope not,” Elliot said. “I know he was torn about not telling anyone about you coming, but in his mind, it was better to plan it how you felt most comfortable rather than have you not come at all.” 
 
    “I owe JD big time. Maybe I should buy him a new car.” 
 
    Elliot gave a choked laugh. “I honestly can’t tell if you’re joking, but I’m pretty sure JD wouldn’t say no to a new truck. His is kind of old.” 
 
    “Really?” Dalton liked the idea of being able to do something to help JD in return for all he’d done for him.  
 
    “Yes, but don’t tell him I said his truck was old. He might take it kind of personally.” 
 
    Though Dalton hadn’t hung out much with Elliot when they were younger, he found himself appreciating the guy’s sense of humor. “As far as we’re concerned, this conversation never took place.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Elliot said with another laugh. “Are you planning to go to church tomorrow? If you need a ride, I usually go to the late service.” 
 
    Dalton shouldn’t have been surprised by the question—after all, he’d already been asked it a handful of times since he’d arrived at the hall—but he kind of was. He had a feeling, however, that Elliot would be the one least likely to judge him on his reply.  
 
    “Haven’t decided just yet,” Dalton said. “But just for reference, is the late service still eleven?” 
 
    “Yep. I leave around ten-thirty, so just be downstairs by then if you want a ride.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    For the remainder of the ride, Dalton tried to make light conversation with Elliot, but the emotions of the day were starting to catch up with him. And what a mess of emotions they were. From the highs of seeing Danica and his folks again to the lows of feeling guilty when his parents expressed their disappointment over his decision to live in the apartment on his own. 
 
    The confusion and hurt on their faces—especially his mom’s—had been hard to take, but his fear had been that if he’d gone to their place, he never would have been able to move out on his own. His mom would have insisted he stay where she could take care of him, and though his dad probably wouldn’t come right out and say it, he would want Dalton where he could keep an eye on him—no doubt waiting for any sign that he was about to relapse. 
 
    But Dalton wanted neither of those things. He needed to learn to take care of himself, and more than that, he needed people to trust that he could make good decisions. It was true he hadn’t made great ones in the past, but how was he supposed to learn if people wouldn’t let him? 
 
    At least living in the apartment kept him close to family while still giving him his own space. He understood why it wasn’t close enough for his parents, but if he was going to stay for any length of time, he needed his space. Dalton knew he’d have to make an extra effort to see his mom and dad, and he was willing to do that. He just hoped that would be enough for them. 
 
    Still, in spite of the many reasons why he wanted space of his own, he was experiencing some nerves over it. His parents had made him feel like he was making the wrong decision, so now he was second-guessing himself.  
 
    It made him wonder if he should have just headed straight back to Toronto once the wedding was over. Jesse might have hovered at first, but as long as Dalton wasn’t doing anything that harmed himself or promoted unhealthy choices, he would have let him live his life. 
 
    “You okay, man?”  
 
    Dalton turned to look at Elliot, ashamed to realize that he’d zoned out on the guy. “Sorry. Just got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “No worries,” Elliot assured him. “If you are ever in need of someone to talk to…well, I know you have a ton of people you’d probably go to before me, but if you do need someone, and no one else is available…just give me a shout.” 
 
    Though Elliot was right that Dalton had a lot of people he could talk to, a lot of them probably still viewed him as the seventeen-year-old that he’d been when he left. That was his fault, of course. If he’d kept in touch, they would have been a part of his life and would have seen him grow up.  
 
    Because of decisions he’d made, however, they’d had to watch his life from a distance. Likely all they saw were the ways he messed up or how his choices were completely out of line with how he’d been raised. 
 
    “Thanks for the offer. I might just surprise you.” 
 
    “Surprise away,” Elliot said with a laugh. “And just so you know ahead of time, anything you share with me would stay between us. I know how family can be sometimes. Wanting to be all up in my business. That’s why I finally decided to move out.” 
 
    “Have you been in the apartment long?” 
 
    “A few months. My mom has finally stopped calling me so often. Now it’s just once a day instead of twice.” 
 
    Before their conversation could go any further, Elliot turned into the parking lot behind the building. Once inside, Dalton said goodnight and made his way up to the second floor. He glanced at the door to Sierra’s apartment, wondering how much he’d see her. It might be nice to be able to hang with her and Elliot, especially while Danica and JD were gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR  
 
    After he shut and locked his door, Dalton took a few minutes to explore his new home. He’d ordered a bunch of household items online, then JD and Elliot had made sure his purchases had gotten into the apartment. It was something of a surprise to Dalton that no one had discovered what the men were up to, but he supposed it helped that Elliot lived at the apartment building and could claim the deliveries as his own.  
 
    Though they’d offered to unpack it all, Dalton had turned them down except for the furniture. Unpacking would give him something to do, especially in the first few days as he adjusted to being on his own. 
 
    From what he could see, the guys had made the bed in the master bedroom and had set out clean towels. When he went to explore the kitchen, he noticed that JD had picked up a few groceries for him as well. Though he appreciated that, Dalton could see that he needed to get himself to the store to pick up a few more grocery items. 
 
    Along with dealing with his addictions, the center had given him the opportunity to learn how to live a healthier lifestyle. Part of that program had been centered on exercise, but another part had been learning how to prepare healthy foods.  
 
    While most of the people at the center had participated willingly, there were a few who had resisted. Dalton hadn’t been one of them. At one time in his life, he’d enjoyed learning to cook with his mom and Danica, so taking advantage of the classes had been a no-brainer for him. 
 
    Given that he didn’t have a car—or a driver’s license, for that matter—getting to the store wouldn’t be so easy. He might have to call for a ride if no one was available to take him. Maybe, in addition to the other changes he was making in his life, it was also time to get his driver’s license.  
 
    He’d gotten his learner’s permit and had even taken driver’s ed at school when he’d turned sixteen, but since Danica had her driver’s license, he’d never bothered to pursue getting his own. Once he’d moved to Toronto, there had been no need for a license there either. Initially, someone from his management team had driven him wherever he needed to go, and later on, if they couldn’t, they’d hired a driver for him. Jesse would also drive him around at times. 
 
    If he was going to stay in Winnipeg for any length of time, it would probably be a good idea to get his license and a car. He needed to have some independence. 
 
    With everything going through his mind, Dalton knew he needed to gather his thoughts. Back in the bedroom, he opened his laptop bag and pulled out one of his notebooks. Though he had a phone and a laptop, he preferred to keep track of things in notebooks. One for reminders and lists. Another for song writing. 
 
    Of late, the former had had a lot more use than the latter.  
 
    Pushing aside that thought, Dalton shoved the song writing notebook back into the bag and took the other one to the kitchen to begin to organize his next few days.  
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    Sierra stood in front of the fridge, adding yogurt and milk to the grocery list on her phone. Normally she wouldn’t have gone shopping on a Sunday, but she hadn’t had any time during the past two weeks to get to the store.  
 
    With her shifts starting up again the next morning, Sierra didn’t want to have to hassle grocery shopping after her first twelve-hour shift, after more than a week off. That left her with the few hours Sunday afternoon to grab the things on her list.  
 
    After the hectic pre-wedding week, she was happy for a little quiet time, even if it was going to involve grocery shopping. So, after taking a nap when she got home from church, she gathered up her stuff to head to the store. 
 
    She was on her way down the stairs when she heard her name. Turning, Sierra saw Dalton at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Hey, there,” he said as he jogged down to the step above where she’d stopped. 
 
    “Hi.” Sierra smiled at him. “How are you settling in?” 
 
    “Good. The apartment’s great, but I need a few things. You wouldn’t happen to be heading to a store, would you?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, actually, I’m going to pick up some groceries. Is that what you need?” 
 
    Dalton smiled as he nodded. “Yep. JD picked up a few things for me, but I need some other stuff.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go then,” Sierra said with a nod of her head toward the back door. “The store closes at six on Sundays.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me tag along.” Dalton pushed the door open and held it for her. 
 
    Sierra got a whiff of his cologne as she walked past him. As a teen, he’d gone through a phase where his cologne had preceded him into the room. Thankfully, what he’d settled on as an adult was definitely more subtle.  
 
    At the store, Sierra thought Dalton would wander off and get his own groceries, but as she pushed her cart into the store, he stayed by her side.  
 
    “Do you mind if I put my things in your cart?” Dalton asked. “I guess I should’ve grabbed one for myself.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” Sierra said. “These carts are pretty big.” 
 
    She watched with curiosity at some of the things he picked up and placed in the cart. Surprisingly, a lot of what he chose was on the healthy side. She wasn’t sure why she’d expected him to live on junk food, but she had. 
 
    “What’s your favorite meal?” Dalton asked as they wandered through the fruit and vegetable section. 
 
    “Well, I do like pizza, but pasta is a close second.” Sierra picked up some strawberries, and after checking to make sure they were in good shape, she put them in the cart. “How about you?” 
 
    “It used to be Mom’s fried chicken, and while I still love that, I’ve kind of gotten used to a different type of food at the center. A little more health-centric. I took some cooking classes while in rehab.” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “I should probably take some of those. I really do like to cook, but Danica usually has to rescue me. To this day, I still can’t make chicken and dumplings without her making the dumplings for me.” 
 
    Sadness filtered into her heart as she realized that the next time she messed up, Danica wasn’t going to be in the next room to help her out. She was going to have to figure out how not to screw up or else just eat whatever it was regardless of how bad it might taste. 
 
    “Well, I can give you a hand. I’ve discovered cooking is something I enjoy and seem to be pretty good at.” 
 
    “Must be genetic then. The Emily gene.” Sierra said, smiling. 
 
    Dalton returned her smile. “Maybe. I’m sure Mom would like to think so. That and her stellar cooking lessons. My preference, back in the day, was actually brownies. I’m not sure if you remember how I baked them at practically every opportunity.” 
 
    Oh, Sierra did remember. She had eaten a ton of them. After all, she’d been sure they were the best brownies she’d ever tasted since her crush had made them. “They were good. Better than anything I could have made.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll make another batch. See if I still have the touch.” 
 
    “I’m sure your family would like that. Just like old times.” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “As long as that’s the only thing they expect of the old times.” 
 
    Sierra knew what he was saying, and she wondered how realistic that hope was for Dalton. “I’m not sure what they’ll expect.” 
 
    “How disappointed were they in me?” 
 
    With a frown, Sierra stopped pushing the cart. Dalton kept walking for a few steps before he swung back around and moved to the front of the cart.  
 
    “Dalton, I don’t think they were disappointed in you. Worried, definitely, especially when you seemed to just vanish off the face of the earth.” 
 
    The scowl that crossed his face perplexed Sierra. “I fell for someone’s promises about what they could do for me.” 
 
    “And they didn’t follow through on them?” 
 
    Dalton tugged the cart forward then fell into step beside her once again. “Oh, they did to some extent. They promised I could write the songs I wanted and choose who I wanted to work with, but first I had to be eighteen, so my family couldn’t intervene. Then they decided I’d do better as part of a band than just on my own. Then they decided my music wasn’t edgy enough. And it went on and on. By the time Dalton’s Cross debuted, I didn’t really care anymore. As long as they let me write some type of music and kept the drugs coming, I didn’t care about much else.” 
 
    “So they promised you one thing but delivered another?” 
 
    “Essentially. Not that it was all bad. I mean, I made a ton of money through my music, which is what I’d always wanted to do. Well, not that it was all about the money, more that my music was getting recognition. And I did meet Jesse, who became one of my best friends. So obviously it wasn’t all bad.” 
 
    Sierra stopped pushing the cart again, making Dalton turn back around with a lifted brow. “Now what?” 
 
    “Uh, we just went that whole aisle without picking anything up, and I needed a few things.” 
 
    Dalton grinned. “Okay. Less serious talk and more grocery shopping.” 
 
    Though Sierra didn’t want to leave the conversation behind, the grocery store probably wasn’t the best place for it. Instead, Dalton started to talk about the dishes he was planning to make. While Sierra knew they were probably healthy, not all of them sounded like they would taste great. 
 
    “I’m buying ice cream, so if that’s against your healthy agenda, just close your eyes while I pick out my flavors.” 
 
    “Your flavors?” Dalton asked with an arched brow. “As in more than one?” 
 
    “This is a grocery trip, not a guilt trip,” Sierra said as she moved to stand in front of the freezer where her favorites usually were. 
 
    Trying to ignore Dalton’s presence at her back, Sierra found the two flavors she preferred and put them in the cart. She gave Dalton a look, daring him to say something.  
 
    Dalton held up his hands. “No comment from me. I like ice cream too.” 
 
    Though she told herself to ignore it, having his smile focused on her momentarily did something to her. Her teenage-self was demanding to be heard, to let him know of her feelings. Thankfully, her adult-self was in control and not inclined to indulge the crush she’d once had on Dalton. 
 
    As if to prove his point, he got himself a carton of ice cream too.  
 
    After picking up the last of the items on their lists, Dalton began to push the cart to the check-outs at the front of the store. When he began to unload it all together, Sierra stopped him. 
 
    “Those things are mine,” she said, pointing to the milk and eggs he had in his hands. 
 
    Dalton turned to put them on the conveyor belt. “I know.” 
 
    “But you’re mixing it all together.” 
 
    “I’m going to pay for it all together as a thank you for letting me come with you.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary, Dalton.” Sierra crossed her arms. “The cost of the groceries far outweighs the cost of my time and gas.” 
 
    Dalton paused and turned to look at her. “Just let me do this, okay? It will make me feel better, and you have to know that it won’t put me in dire straits. Meanwhile, the lack of healthy food might have.” 
 
    Sierra sighed. “Okay. Fine. But just this once.” 
 
    “I make no promises,” Dalton tossed over his shoulder.  
 
    Resigned to having him pay for her groceries, Sierra began to help him unload the cart. She didn’t bother to point out that they were going to have some fun sorting out the bags when they got home.  
 
    When the groceries were all bagged and put back into their cart, Sierra led the way out of the store. Bright sunshine beat down on them as they loaded the bags into the car. 
 
    “Here, let’s put the ice cream in this freezer bag, or we’ll have soup by the time we get home.” 
 
    Dalton handed her the bag with the ice cream while he finished up with the rest. Within minutes, they were leaving the parking lot. As she drove, Dalton made observations about the places they passed, noticing some of the changes that had taken place in the years since he’d been gone.  
 
    Sierra’s least popular part of grocery shopping was always lugging the bags up the stairs. Having Dalton’s help made that chore go a lot more quickly as he was willing to make a couple of trips up and down the stairs to get them all. They brought the bags into Sierra’s kitchen, and while he went back down for the rest, she began to sort through them, putting her groceries in the cupboard and setting his aside on the counter. 
 
    “I’ll just put these back in the bags, so they’re easier to carry,” Dalton said as he stood on the other side of the island counter a few minutes later.  
 
    Sierra handed him empty bags then continued to go through the remaining groceries. “I think I got them all sorted properly.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like you live too far away if I need to bring something back.” 
 
    When the task of the groceries was taken care of, Sierra found herself wanting to prolong their contact. Not because of her once-upon-a-time crush, but because she found that she enjoyed Dalton’s company.  
 
    When she’d seen his withdrawn interviews and subdued behavior, Sierra had assumed that that was how he was now. This Dalton was a complete surprise even though the sense of humor and quick wit he was displaying were similar to what he’d had as a teen. It was possible that the drugs had dulled his personality, and now that he was clean, his real personality shone through once again. 
 
    “Are you working tomorrow?” Dalton asked as he came back for his last bag of groceries. 
 
    “Yep. I have to be at the hospital at six AM for a twelve-hour shift.” 
 
    “So a nurse, eh? Is that what you’d always wanted to be?” 
 
    Sierra told herself it didn’t matter that he didn’t remember that she’d wanted to be a nurse even back when they were teens. The circumstances that had led to her deciding on her career path were painful and something she no longer talked about, if she could help it. “Sort of. Well, since I was a teen anyway.” 
 
    “That must be hard work and emotional, too.” 
 
    “It can be, but it’s worth it.” 
 
    Dalton nodded then said, “Well, I’d better go put away my groceries. You probably have to go to bed fairly early if your shift starts at six.” 
 
    “I do. I’m usually up by five.” 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “I only see five in the morning when I’ve stayed up all night.” 
 
    “I haven’t pulled an all-nighter in a very, very long time unless it’s for a shift at the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s been a few months now for me too, and it will probably stay that way for the time being. I’m a bit more used to daytime hours after my stay at the center.” 
 
    After chatting for a few more minutes, Dalton said goodnight and left her apartment. Sierra returned to the kitchen to finish putting away the last of her groceries. For some reason, when she’d realized Dalton was back to stay for awhile, Sierra had figured that once again she’d be on the periphery of his life. A quiet observer as he interacted with others, only occasionally noticing her—much like how things had been before. She hadn’t anticipated connecting with Dalton as friends like this, but there they were. 
 
    Friends. 
 
    And only friends. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    It felt a bit odd for Dalton to be puttering around in a kitchen, putting away groceries. That wasn’t something he’d done in a very long time. Probably the last time had been when he’d helped his mom during his teen years.  
 
    Still, it gave him a satisfying feeling to know that he’d chosen the food himself and had plans for how to use it. The simple things in life had come to mean a lot more to him during rehab. Things like going to the grocery store. Cooking his own meals. Even just being alone in his apartment. It was quiet, but it was quiet because he wanted it quiet. If he wanted music or the television, he could have it.  
 
    His apartment in Toronto had always felt a bit like Grand Central Station. It was rare that he was ever alone. Whether it had been the person who cooked and cleaned for him, a bandmate or two, or one of his management team, it seemed that there had always been someone in the apartment with him. Then, at rehab, though he’d had a private room, there was a schedule that they followed each day, and it didn’t usually include staying in his room alone all day. 
 
    Once the groceries were put away, Dalton went back to sorting through the boxes of things he’d ordered that Elliot and JD had put in the apartment for him. He’d gotten through most of them that morning and had put their contents away, but he’d left one box until last, on purpose. 
 
    It was a small box, and for a moment, Dalton sat with it on the couch, wondering if he was putting too much weight on its significance or what he hoped would happen when he finally opened it up and tried to use what was inside. He had a small fireproof safe in his bedroom, one that he’d brought with him on the plane from Toronto and that JD had taken home with him to hold for Dalton until he finished rehab.  
 
    Inside it were all the notebooks he’d filled over the years since he’d left Winnipeg. Sometimes the pages were filled with just random words, other times they read almost like a diary entry, and on many of the pages were the lyrics that had been fleshed out into songs that had won Dalton’s Cross accolades and awards.  
 
    He hadn’t looked at those notebooks in a long time and wouldn’t look at them right then either. He wanted to start fresh. So many of those lyrics and thoughts had been penned under the cloud of whatever drug he’d been using at the time. Dalton didn’t want that anymore, so the fireproof safe and its contents would remain unopened on the shelf in his closet.  
 
    The problem was, all through rehab—even as he’d worked through tough things with the counselors there—no words or music had come. Part of him was scared that they would never come again. He tried to keep reminding himself that he’d written plenty of songs before he began using drugs.  
 
    He’d write songs again. He just had to believe it.  
 
    Dalton ripped open the box he held and moved aside the tissue paper so he could lift out the leather-bound notebooks and expensive pens he’d bought. Did he really think that the type of notebook he had or the pen he wrote with would make a difference? Not really, but he’d liked the look of them, and they certainly couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t like he could write less than he already was. 
 
    Rather than try and write right then, Dalton just sat for a few minutes, letting the words and melodies of other songs he’d written play through his mind. His guitar sat propped against the edge of the digital piano he’d ordered.  
 
    So far, other than at the wedding, he hadn’t touched either of them. 
 
    He debated getting out one of his old notebooks to look through, but finally, he just set everything aside and went in search of his phone. He needed to call his folks. Since he had a new phone, no one but Elliot and JD had his number so his parents wouldn’t have been able to get hold of him. He should have called them already, honestly, and he wasn’t entirely sure why he was putting it off, but he had an idea. 
 
    Dalton found the phone in the kitchen where he’d plugged it into the charger earlier. He settled back on the couch and turned the phone over in his hand as he debated which parent to call. In the end, he settled for his mom, knowing that she probably needed to hear from him even more than his dad did. 
 
    In addition to setting up a new phone for him with a local SIM card, JD had given him all the family phone numbers he had, so Dalton hadn’t needed to track them down the night before at the wedding. After a few more minutes of hesitation, he finally tapped the screen to call his mom. 
 
    “Hello?” The cautious tone of his mom’s voice told him that she hadn’t been entirely sure about answering a call from an unknown number.  
 
    “Hi, Mom. It’s me.” He figured she would know who me was since all her other kids’ numbers would already be on her phone. 
 
    “Dalton, honey! It’s so good to hear from you.” The reticence was gone from her voice, leaving only joy. “How are you doing, sweetheart?” 
 
    Dalton leaned back against the couch, relaxing now that he’d heard her voice and knew she was happy that he’d called. “I’m doing good. How are you and Dad?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re doing as fine as a couple of old people can be,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    “You’re not old,” Dalton scoffed. Though in reality, they weren’t getting any younger. He was just glad that his mom had recovered as well as she had from the brain bleed she had suffered when he was a teen. It could have ended much differently for her and their family. 
 
    “Ah, spoken like a true young one,” she said. “Let me just say that every day, something more aches, but really, we’re doing just fine.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “What did you get up to today?”  
 
    Dalton shifted on the couch, waiting for her to comment on the fact that he hadn’t made it to church that morning. When he’d gone to sleep the night before, it had been on his mind to go, but he’d purposely not set his alarm, just in case he struggled to fall asleep in a new place. In reality, he hadn’t slept well over the past few months. Because of his addictions, the rehab staff had been loath to give him any sleep aides, so he’d been left to try alternative methods of inducing sleep, which rarely worked for him. 
 
    He’d had some trouble falling asleep the night before, but once he had, he’d slept deeply for what felt like the first time in ages. The bed had been amazingly comfortable, and with the stressful reunion with the family behind him, it seemed that his mind and body had finally been able to relax enough for him to sleep.  
 
    “I unpacked some things that JD and Elliot had delivered for me, and I went grocery shopping this afternoon with Sierra.” 
 
    “You went with Sierra?” 
 
    “I was lucky. I caught her on the way to the store, and she was willing to let me tag along. I still don’t have a license, so even if I bought a car here, it wouldn’t do me any good.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you still aren’t driving. You might have to do something about that,” she said. “Because getting around on the bus probably isn’t an option you’ll want to consider.” 
 
    “This is true. I figured I’d do cabs if I have to, but I’m thinking of getting my learner’s again so I can take the driver’s test.” 
 
    “That would probably be a good thing,” his mom agreed. “Are you…are you considering staying here for awhile?” 
 
    Dalton could hear the hesitation in her voice, and he knew it was because she didn’t want him to feel pressured. Thankfully, it was something he’d spent a lot of time thinking about over the months he’d been in rehab. He didn’t know how long he’d stay, and at some point, he’d have to go back to Toronto. His life there would need to be dealt with eventually. 
 
    “Yes. Right now, I don’t have any immediate plans to return to Toronto, though that may change depending on my band and the management. For now, though, I plan to stay here in Winnipeg. That’s why I wanted the apartment.” Dalton took a deep breath. “I know you would have liked me to live with you and Dad, but I need my space. I need to learn how to live my life now. For too long, I’ve had other people making decisions for me and telling me what to do. I just need…space.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, and from her tone, Dalton thought that maybe she really did. “You have to understand too though, that your dad and I still think of you as the seventeen-year-old you were before you left. We’re trying not to treat you like that, but you have to cut us a little slack.” 
 
    “I will,” Dalton promised her. “What are you and Dad up to tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “We don’t have any plans that I know of,” she said. “Did you need us for something?” 
 
    “I was thinking of getting a cab out to your place, and maybe we could do brunch or lunch or something.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love that, but instead of a cab, I’m sure your dad would be happy to pick you up.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Well, let me go find him, and I’ll ask.” He heard movement then she said, “I think he’s in the family room.” 
 
    Dalton pictured the house in his mind, remembering the hours upon hours he’d spent in the family room.  
 
    “Steve, sweetie, Dalton’s on the phone.” She hesitated then said, “I’m going to put you on speaker, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, that’s fine.” 
 
    “Hiya, son,” his dad said. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m doing good. I was just asking Mom if you two might be available tomorrow morning if I came out for brunch or something.” 
 
    “I’m definitely available,” his dad said. 
 
    “Would you be able to pick him up?” his mom asked. “Dalton says he still doesn’t have a license.” 
 
    “Well, we’re going to have to rectify that,” his dad announced. “But in the meantime, picking you up wouldn’t be a problem at all. What time were you thinking?” 
 
    “Did you want to do brunch or lunch?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “Let’s do brunch,” his mom said. “I have plenty of food.” 
 
    “Then maybe you could pick me up around nine or so?” 
 
    “Nine will be fine.” 
 
    They chatted for a bit longer, but then his dad got a call on his phone, so Dalton said goodbye to them and hung up. Relief coursed through him as he slumped back on the couch. He stared up at the ceiling, hoping that their visit the next day went as well as that conversation had.  
 
    Dalton knew that at some point, he needed to talk to them about everything—well, maybe not everything—that had gone down, and that was a little unsettling if he thought about it too much. How could he explain what he’d been thinking back then? There was so much about his life in Toronto he wasn’t sure he could share with his parents, let alone anyone else in the family.  
 
    Well, except maybe JD. 
 
    He had told the counselor at rehab everything. Once Dalton had made the decision that he really wanted to get better, he’d held nothing back. It had been cathartic spilling it all to someone who wouldn’t judge him. Someone who wouldn’t look at him through the lens of everything that had gone on during the past decade, for the rest of his life. 
 
    Still, he had to be able to tell his mom and dad something. They deserved to at least know about the events that had led up to his leaving home. He’d thought he’d been so smart back then, believing the line fed to him by the “music producer” who’d contacted him after seeing his videos on YouTube. Dalton hadn’t realized he was being groomed. Hadn’t realized that the man’s plan was to take advantage of his youth and his talent.  
 
    Sure, Dalton had benefited from it—especially financially—but so had the guy who’d discovered him. By the time Dalton had realized what was going on, contracts had been signed, and things were underway that seemed impossible to stop. It had taken Angel’s death for him to finally pull his head out of the sand and stop living in denial. The road he’d been on would have killed him, too, if it hadn’t been for Jesse and then JD helping him out. 
 
    There might be a whole legal mess ahead because his contracts with the recording company and his management team weren’t done, but Jesse had said he was working with a team of lawyers to see what their options were. They weren’t completely defenseless, it turned out. Over the past couple years, Jesse had begun taping all the conversations he’d had with their management team, or any that he’d heard, particularly pertaining to Angel and Dalton.  
 
    While they might not be admissible in a legal court, in the court of public opinion—especially given the current climate of people standing up for victims—those involved in Angel and Dalton’s lives would be hung out to dry. Jesse felt that they’d have no trouble getting out of their contracts and disbanding Dalton’s Cross for good. 
 
    Dalton was surprised that the idea didn’t give him a panic attack. Maybe it was looking at that life with clear eyes that made him realize how unhealthy it would be to go back to it. Jesse was adamant that Dalton needed to leave, knowing full well that without Dalton, there would be no Dalton’s Cross.  
 
    He winced as he thought of the band’s name, wondering how he could explain that to his parents. The management had come up with the name, obviously assuming that if his name was on it, Dalton would feel more tied to it, which he had. He was pretty sure the cross part had come from them poking fun at Dalton’s religious upbringing. At the time, he hadn’t cared a whole lot. Now was a different story entirely.  
 
    Pushing himself up from the couch, he went to his bedroom to put his notebooks and pens on the nightstand, then he changed into some workout clothes and headed for the basement of the building. There had always been an assortment of equipment down there for working out, but Dalton had given JD money to get the best equipment. With his background as a gym teacher, Dalton had felt JD would do a good job of getting a decent setup for them to use. 
 
    There had been a time in his life—okay, his whole life up until rehab—that he hadn’t cared about working out. He’d been surrounded by brothers who had either needed to focus on their physical fitness—like Kenton because of his profession as a hockey player—or who had just enjoyed it, but it hadn’t been something that had brought Dalton much satisfaction. That had changed with rehab. 
 
    He’d started working out as part of his rehab program and felt it was important to continue on with that. Though he’d never thought he’d see the day when he exercised on a regular basis, Dalton planned to make use of the equipment JD had set up in the basement. JD had even offered to work out with him when he and Danica got back from their honeymoon. 
 
    On his way down, he ran into Elliot who was just coming into the building. They chatted for a few minutes before Dalton excused himself and continued on to the basement. He knew there was one other guy in the building, Marc something-or-other, but as of yet, Dalton hadn’t run into him, although he figured he would, sooner or later. 
 
    Dalton had thought that the basement would be rather dull, but he was pleasantly surprised to find it was quite bright. Mirrors lined one wall, while bright florescent lights hung overhead. The other walls had been painted light blue, and one wall even had a large TV hanging on it. The floor was covered in some sort of tiles that were soft to walk on. There was a couch along another wall that had a water cooler next to it with a nearly full bottle of water. All in all, it was a pleasant space and one that Dalton knew he’d enjoy spending time in. 
 
    On a shelf under the TV, he spotted a set of speakers and quickly discovered that they were Bluetooth. He paired his phone to them and found the playlist that he liked to use while working out. He went first to an open space in front of the mirrored wall and sank down onto the floor.  
 
    Setting his water bottle to the side, Dalton closed his eyes and as he listened to the music, he began to stretch his body like the trainer at the center had taught him. He was far more flexible and limber than he’d ever thought he would be, and he loved how the stretching exercises pushed his body. 
 
    When his music for the stretching part was over, he got to his feet and picked up his water. He took a few sips then walked to the treadmill. After placing his bottle in the holder, he took a minute to familiarize himself with the machine before he turned it on and began to walk. It was similar to the one the center had since he’d given JD the information on which one he’d been using there.  
 
    It was close to an hour later when he finally finished up his workout. He didn’t always work out so long, but he’d missed a day, plus he had nothing else to do that evening. This way he was nice and worn out and ready for bed and sleep…hopefully.  
 
    Once he was done a quick shower, he texted Jesse to see if he was available for a video call. When he texted back that he was, Dalton settled onto the couch for their chat.  
 
    He appreciated that he could be completely himself with Jesse. The man had seen him at his absolute worst and still saw something worth saving in him. Though their chats of late had focused on the legalities that were ongoing, Dalton made sure that he asked Jesse how he was doing each time they talked. 
 
    As the eldest of the band members, Jesse had tried to take care of each of them as best he could. Dalton knew, without the man ever having to voice the words, that he felt Angel’s death deeply. Like he had failed him somehow. Dalton had tried to convince Jesse of the truth, that it was them who had failed him. 
 
    Jesse had flushed so many drugs down the toilet over the years. He’d even gotten both Dalton and Angel into a brief—too brief—stint in rehab in the months prior to Angel’s death. They’d actually stopped their most recent tour early because neither he nor Angel was in any shape to continue. Not that it was the management who’d made that decision. 
 
    After a concert on the west coast one night, Jesse had loaded both of them into a private plane he’d arranged for, and without management’s knowledge, flown them back to Toronto for rehab. From what Jesse had said, the management had been livid. They’d demanded that none of them post to social media until they sorted things out. Which, of course, meant until management had convinced the two of them, that they didn’t need to be at the pricey clinic Jesse had taken them to. 
 
    It was a wonder that Jesse was still speaking to him after all the trouble Dalton had put him through. Jesse’s only response when he’d asked him about it was that he loved him and couldn’t handle another death on his conscience.  
 
    Once their conversation was done—and after Dalton had made Jesse promise to come for a visit—they ended their call, and Dalton went through his bedtime routine. Something else that was new since rehab. Before that, he’d ended up in bed without much care about his teeth or even changing into pajamas. He’d spent plenty of nights sleeping in his clothes.  
 
    As he sat on the edge of his bed, he eyed the notebook he’d set on the nightstand earlier. He waited for something to call to him, to drive him to pick it up and spill his thoughts and emotions. But there was…nothing. 
 
    With a sigh, Dalton climbed into bed and turned off the lamp next to the notebook. He hoped with all his heart that one day, soon, the music and the words would return to him just as he’d returned to his past. 
 
      
 
    Memories assailed Dalton as soon as he stepped out of the truck his dad had come to pick him up with. The house looked the same as it had the day he’d left. His last view of it through the back window of the cab he’d taken to the airport when he’d made his escape. 
 
    And yet here he was, willingly returning to the place he’d felt so constrained by before. He had felt like he’d never be able to spread his wings and fly if he didn’t leave it all behind. So he’d left. And he had soared…for a time. It was just too bad that he’d also crash landed, his wings clipped. 
 
    The front door swung open, and his mom came out onto the wide wrap-around porch. She wiped her hands on the apron she wore then held her arms open as he approached her. 
 
    Just like the night at the wedding, it took him a moment to adjust to the change in their embrace. He’d been a late bloomer and had still grown a couple of inches after leaving so hugging her felt a bit different.  
 
    She held him fiercely, her familiar scent surrounding him. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    Dalton wasn’t at the place yet where he shared that sentiment entirely, so he just gave her a tight squeeze before he bent to press a kiss to her soft cheek. “It’s good to see you, Mom.” 
 
    Within minutes, he was seated at the breakfast nook with a pile of food in front of him. His mom had clearly decided to make up for the past decade of meals he’d missed. All his favorites were there, but Dalton didn’t have much of an appetite. He was nervous about what this visit would hold. 
 
    Still, he put a couple of pieces of French toast, a scoop of scrambled eggs, and several strips of bacon on his plate. He welcomed the mug of coffee his dad handed him and quickly took a sip.  
 
    Bracing himself for an interrogation, Dalton was surprised when the conversation focused more on the family and the changes of the past ten years than on his life with the band and rehab. His nerves settled, and his appetite slowly returned as he was brought up to date on all the changes the family had undergone over the time he’d been gone. 
 
    The difficult questions came a bit later but seeing the concern and hurt on his parents’ faces made them feel a lot less confrontational. He shared what he could, what he was comfortable with, and hoped that it was enough for them. 
 
    By the time his dad took him home later, Dalton felt like the worst of the hurdles of returning home was behind him. Many still lay ahead, but having reconnected with his parents was an important first step.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Sierra let out a sigh of relief when she pulled into her spot behind the apartment building. After a week off, getting through her twelve-hour shift that day had been a chore. She was hungry and tired but couldn’t figure out which she wanted more: food or sleep. 
 
    Gathering up her stuff, she headed into the building, still debating in her mind which demand was higher. As soon as she stepped inside, an aroma greeted her that made her stomach rumble even more. It smelled like rice and maybe stir-fry. As her stomach growled in response, it was becoming clear that food was going to be the winner. 
 
    The aroma got stronger as she climbed the stairs which meant the cook had to be Dalton since JD and Danica were long gone. She glanced over at his door as she reached the second floor, surprised to see it propped open. Was he purposefully taunting her and the rest of the building’s inhabitants with the enticing aromas? If so, he deserved to die…of hunger. 
 
    She’d just reached her door when she heard him call her name. Turning, Sierra burst out laughing when she saw Dalton standing there in a ruffled apron.  
 
    “Did you borrow that from your mom?” she asked as she crossed her arms and leaned back against her door. “Because it looks kind of familiar.” 
 
    Dalton glanced down at it, then back up. “Yeah, well, when I had brunch with my parents this morning, I told Mom I was going to try cooking more, and she felt that meant she had to load me up with things, including the apron I gave her once upon a time.” 
 
    “I well remember it,” Sierra said. “She always was a stickler for donning aprons when cooking.” 
 
    He spread his arms wide. “So, in honor of her, as I cook my first meal in my new home, I am wearing an apron.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have been cooking for her,” Sierra said. 
 
    “I would have if she and Dad hadn’t had other plans this evening, so instead of cooking for them, I’m cooking for you and Elliot. If you’re hungry, that is.” 
 
    “Really?” He nodded. “Well, in that case, I’m starving.” 
 
    “Good. I told Elliot I’d call him when it was time.” 
 
    “Can you give me a few minutes to put my stuff away and change?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Dalton said with a nod. “Just come on in when you’re ready.” 
 
    With a smile, Sierra let herself into her apartment. Even though she was tired, she moved quickly to put her stuff away and then went to her bedroom to wash up and change. If she hadn’t been so hungry and tired, she might have taken the time to consider more carefully what she was wearing or the need to freshen up her makeup. Instead, she just pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and called it good.  
 
    By the time she got back to Dalton’s, walking through the door he’d left open, she found that Elliot was already there.  
 
    “Hey, Sierra,” Elliot said with a smile. “Guess you weren’t going to turn down a free meal either.” 
 
    “Actually, it has more to do with it being a meal I didn’t have to cook. I’m beat, so not having to hassle a meal when I get home from a twelve hour shift is a blessing.” 
 
    “There is that too,” Elliot agreed. “It’s the one big thing I miss since I moved out of Kenton and Avery’s. My mom is the cook, so when I left, I left her cooking behind too.” 
 
    “She’s not sending food home with you? Emily did that for Danica and me all the time.” 
 
    Elliot nodded as Dalton motioned for them to go sit at the table. Sierra took a moment to glance around the apartment, not having ever been in it, even when it was empty. It was basically a flipped floorplan to her place, but he had it set up a bit differently.  
 
    The table was at pub height, so she had to hop up on the chair Dalton pulled out for her. Her eyes widened as she took in the bowls piled high with steaming brown rice and what looked like a huge amount of stir-fry. At least her nose hadn’t been wrong. 
 
    Elliot offered to say grace, which Dalton agreed to without hesitation. Once he was done, Dalton handed her the bowl of rice. 
 
    “Ladies first,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “I won’t argue because I’m starving.” She took the bowl and scooped some rice onto her plate. “And this looks delicious.” 
 
    After the rice came the stir fry which had loads of vegetables and chicken in it. That was kind of ironic since Dalton hadn’t been a huge vegetable fan as a teen. There’d been more than one argument about him not finishing whatever green vegetable was on the table that night.  
 
    When she said as much, Dalton laughed. “Yeah, well, a few things have changed since then, and eating vegetables is one of them. And to be honest, it only changed fairly recently.” 
 
    As they ate, the conversation revolved around the food and her and Elliot’s jobs. Dalton didn’t offer up much about his life or the events of the past few months. He seemed more interested in encouraging them to talk, although he did share about his visit with his parents that morning. 
 
    “They had lots of questions,” he said. “And I answered what I could, but there is stuff they wouldn’t understand. I was afraid it was going to be all confrontation, so I wouldn’t want to be around them. Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. They enjoyed sharing details of stuff I’d missed like babies being born, though I knew a lot of it from the emails Danica sent me.” 
 
    “You read her emails?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “I did. I just didn’t respond.” He shifted on his chair, his gaze lowered. “Which was wrong of me, I know.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Elliot said. “You can’t do anything to change it now.”  
 
    Sierra was curious about his life and wanted to ask questions, but she understood that perhaps it wasn’t something he wanted to talk about just yet. If their roles were reversed, she was sure she wouldn’t want to have to delve into her past either when first reconnecting with friends and family. 
 
    That they were sitting there talking at all was rather surprising. She and Elliot had become friends in the past little while since living in the same building, but as teens, the three of them hadn’t spent much time together. Her and Dalton had spent a lot of time in the vicinity of each other, so they’d become friends, but it wasn’t a close friendship like she’d shared with Danica. And though she’d always hoped for more when she’d been a teen, their relationship had never gone in that direction. 
 
    Now, however, Sierra was happy that their friendship was still in place, but she had no interest in anything more. Even if he didn’t go back to his band, Dalton had a life in Toronto that he might not be anxious to leave. For sure any career in music wouldn’t involve Winnipeg as a home base. And as far as she was concerned, Winnipeg would always be her home.  
 
    Things might have started off rough for her and Ethan when they’d moved to Winnipeg from Alberta, but she’d since embraced the city and all it held for her. But even beyond that, she had zero interest in being a rock star’s girlfriend. She could only imagine the hate that would come her way from all the groupies who had hoped to fill that role themselves. 
 
    So she was happy to fill the role of friend for both Elliot and Dalton.  
 
    “And for dessert,” Dalton said once they’d cleared away the dinner, “Brownies!” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “I guess we’ll find out if you’ve lost your touch.” 
 
    As it turned out, he hadn’t.  
 
    “Part of me wants to hate you for this meal,” Sierra said as she sat back in her chair, stuffed to the gills. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Dalton arched a brow at her. “And don’t say you’re on a diet.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, but it’s not fair that I’ve been cooking for years and still can’t make anything that tastes as good as this without Danica’s help.” 
 
    “Don’t feel too bad,” Elliot said. “My mom is the best cook in the world, and she’s tried to teach me for years. I never got any good at it. I mean, I can cook enough to keep myself alive, but that’s usually because I don’t mind living on bacon and eggs and fruit with the occasional box of mac and cheese thrown in for good measure.” 
 
    “Maybe I need to start up cooking classes for the apartment dwellers,” Dalton suggested as they sat at the table finishing their coffee.  
 
    They continued to talk about the merits of cooking classes, but soon Sierra found herself fighting back yawns. Between her long day and the huge amount of food she’d eaten, she was ready for sleep. If it were earlier, she might have taken a nap, but at this point, she’d probably fall asleep as soon as she finished her bedtime routine and crawled into bed. 
 
    “I’m going to have to call it a night, guys,” Sierra said after losing her battle to hide her yawns. “I was up at five and need to be up at five again tomorrow, so my bed is calling to me. Loudly.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dalton said. “Thanks to you both for keeping me company and helping me eat all this food.” 
 
    “I don’t know about Sierra, but it was no difficulty for me,” Elliot said with a laugh as he rubbed his stomach. 
 
    “Definitely not a hardship,” Sierra agreed. “Thank you for inviting us.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll definitely have to do it again sometime,” Dalton promised. 
 
    When Sierra tried to help clean up, Dalton shooed her out the door. “It’s not like I have to be up early tomorrow. Go get your rest.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Sierra left the two guys and went back to her own apartment. She took a quick shower then crawled into bed. As she lay in the darkness, her thoughts turned to Danica and JD, and she hoped they were having a good and restful time together. She missed them both, although she missed Danica more.  
 
    Sierra wondered what Danica would think of the friendship that had rekindled between her and Dalton. She knew that Danica was aware of the crush she’d had on Dalton though they’d never discussed it. Mainly because she’d never wanted Danica to think that was her only reason for being her friend.  
 
    In the years since her crush had faded away, Sierra had never thought to mention it to her. She hoped that when Danica saw their friendship that she wouldn’t assume it was something more on Sierra’s part. Maybe, after many long years, they were due to have a conversation about. A short conversation about it. 
 
      
 
    Three more times over the next week, Sierra found herself sitting at Dalton’s table with him and Elliot. It was an event that was quickly becoming a habit. While she enjoyed the food and the company, she wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. Was Dalton really enjoying cooking for her and Elliot, or was he just anxious for company? 
 
    From the sounds of things, he was spending time with his parents and siblings, so she didn’t think he was desperate for company. She wasn’t going to question him too much about it though because she didn’t want him to think she wasn’t grateful for his efforts. And it was for more than just the food he shared with them. Each time the three of them had dinner together, he revealed more bits and pieces about his life before returning to Winnipeg. 
 
    He seemed to just assume they all knew he’d been in rehab, which, Sierra realized, they probably had. He didn’t go into detail about any one thing, but just little details about a whole bunch of different things. Insignificant things like what they’d had on their rider demands while on tour. Some of it had seemed downright diva-ish, which Dalton had assured them wasn’t him. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Elliot said when they finally stopped laughing. “I’m positive the M&M’s separated by colors was all you.” 
 
    “Seriously!” Dalton held up his hands. “Not me!” 
 
    “Maybe if your friend Jesse ever comes to visit, we’ll have to ask him about it,” Sierra said.  
 
    “I’ll make sure he’s briefed beforehand.” Dalton lifted his coffee to take a sip. “And he is coming. I’ve made him promise. I’m just not sure when.” 
 
    “That would be cool,” Sierra said. “I’d like to give him a piece of my mind for ignoring my and Danica’s tweets but responding to JD’s.” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “You have to realize how crazy it was with girls claiming to be relatives and friends in order to contact me. The others could decide for themselves based on the messages they got, but since no one could find a direct social media link or email for me, the guys tended to just ignore any messages claiming to be an old friend or a family member of mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what JD said.” Sierra realized now that JD must have kept in much closer contact with Jesse than she and Danica had realized. She understood why, but she wondered if that was going to be a conversation that JD and Danica had while on their honeymoon. 
 
    “Are you working tomorrow?” Dalton asked as he got up and grabbed the coffee carafe to bring to the table.  
 
    “Yeah, since I had the last two days off. I have a couple of night shifts coming up as well.” 
 
    “Do you find it difficult switching back and forth?” 
 
    “I do,” Sierra said, “but you do get used to it after awhile. Thankfully, I can sleep during the day without too much issue. I was on nights most of the two years following graduation, but I was fortunate that in the past couple of years or so, they’ve given me more day shifts.”  
 
    “Changing my schedule really did a number on me,” Dalton said with a frown. “If we were up super late, I’d need something to get me going in the morning. If I needed to be up early and couldn’t sleep, they’d give me something to knock me out. It was a vicious, nasty cycle that I didn’t recognize at the time. Now I’ve come to realize how important a regular schedule is.” 
 
    “Could you keep a regular schedule as a performer?” Sierra asked. 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “When we weren’t touring, I definitely could have. And even while on tour, I could’ve made more of an effort to keep to a schedule. Making a decision to go out to all the after parties wasn’t a smart move. Management wanted us there, but if we’d just said no like Jesse wanted us to, we could have gone back to our hotel and gone to bed at a decent hour. Well, relatively decent.” 
 
    “I have times when I don’t keep a good schedule, particularly now that I’ve moved out on my own,” Elliot said. “But that’s mainly because time gets away from me when I start gaming with my buddies on the weekend. Friday night, in particular, I can end up staying up all night and then need to sleep all of the next day. Mom yells at me over the phone when she realizes she woke me up when she calls at three in the afternoon.” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “Since I work nights sometimes, people just assume that’s why I’m sleeping the day away.” 
 
    Dalton gave her a considering look before he said, “And is there ever a time it’s not because you worked all night?” 
 
    “Can I say no and not have you both think I’m lame and have no social life?” 
 
    “You’re not lame,” Dalton said. “If anything, you’re probably smarter than the two of us. Keeping a whack schedule because of work is probably the only good reason for sleeping the day away. Partying and playing video games definitely aren’t good excuses.” 
 
    “But at least you guys have some fun,” Sierra said. “I feel like I need a little more fun in my life. Hopefully, when JD and Danica come back, we can do some fun stuff.” 
 
    “I’d volunteer to be in charge of the fun for the apartment block, but I’m not sure I know what fun without drugs would look like these days.” 
 
    “Maybe we should do a girls versus guys fun planning,” Elliot suggested. “You and Danica plan a fun activity one week, then me, Dalton, and JD will plan it the next.” 
 
    “That would certainly help with my problem of not knowing how to have fun without drugs,” Dalton said with a nod.  
 
    “What about Marc?” Sierra asked. “Should we include him too?” 
 
    “It seems kind of rude not to,” Elliot said. “But I don’t want it to be awkward for Dalton if Marc realizes who he is.” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “Let’s do it with just us five for the first little while, then we can see if you and Marc have connected, Dalton.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” he said. “Hopefully Danica and JD agree with our plan.” 
 
    “They will,” Sierra said confidently. “Especially right now because school is not in session.” 
 
    “When are they due back?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “Next Saturday.” Sierra sighed. “They have one more week in paradise.” 
 
    “They are so lucky that Maya’s dad hooked them up with that private plane to the island his friend owned,” Elliot said. “I bet they’re having a great time.” 
 
    “Have you heard from them since they left?” Dalton asked. 
 
    Sierra shook her head. “But I didn’t expect to. In fact, I told Danica she better not text, call, or email me unless she or JD were dying.” 
 
    Though she was happy the couple had been able to get away for so long, Sierra missed her friends and couldn’t wait to have them home. She’d enjoyed her time with Elliot and Dalton, and she hoped they wouldn’t stop hanging out together after JD and Danica came home.  
 
    The adjustment to being on her own in the apartment was still challenging, but not having to be alone there every single evening after work had been wonderful. She was grateful for Dalton and Elliot’s company, but sooner or later, she’d have to get used to being on her own. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    The next day at work, a fellow nurse approached Sierra to see if they could switch shifts. She said yes, even though it meant she ended up with one more shift, and a night shift at that. After she got off work that day, Sierra tried to stay up later than usual so that she could sleep later the next day in preparation for the night shift. Unfortunately, neither Elliot nor Dalton were around to keep her company. 
 
    Sierra decided to tackle the apartment, cleaning all the rooms then transferring the last of her things from the smaller room she’d lived in for the last few years to the bedroom Danica had vacated. Though she hadn’t minded the smaller room, it was kind of nice to have a bit more space. Of course, she had the whole apartment to herself now, so a larger bedroom really shouldn’t have been that big of a deal. 
 
    It was close to eleven by the time she folded the last of her laundry and put it away. Hoping to push it until midnight, Sierra curled up on her couch with her tablet and spent some time reading a devotional book she’d bought a couple of weeks earlier.  
 
    The weekly Bible study that she and Danica usually attended on Friday nights had been suspended for the summer, but this was a book that Joe, their Bible study leader, had recommended reading while they were on hiatus. She enjoyed the Bible study and missed meeting together on the weeks that her schedule didn’t allowed her to attend. Now that Danica and JD were married, she wasn’t sure if they’d continue with this group—which was primarily singles—or join another group that was more focused on young marrieds.  
 
    Sierra hoped they didn’t leave the group, but she could understand if they did. Looking up from her tablet, she stared absently at the gas fireplace that currently sat dark. She wondered if Dalton would want to join the group if he was still around when the study started up again in the fall. 
 
    As a teen, he had attended the youth group with them, but he’d seemed to be there mainly for the music. He hadn’t socialized much, preferring to just play his guitar off in a corner while he waited for the rest of them to be ready to leave once the evening’s activities were done. Sometimes Sierra had sat near him, waiting to see if he wanted to talk. However, most the time, she wasn’t even sure he knew she was there.  
 
    Back then, she’d imagined them being together. Imagined that one day he’d look up and see her waiting there for him. But then he’d disappeared, and slowly that dream had died. Surprisingly, being with him now hadn’t resurrected it. She was smart enough to know that his life wasn’t here in Winnipeg, while hers was. Remembering that was her main defense against developing feelings for him again. 
 
    As midnight approached, she was checking to make sure her door was locked when she heard someone out on the landing. Since it couldn’t be anyone but Dalton, she was tempted to open the door and say hi, but in the end, she didn’t. Opening her door like that might make it seem a bit too much like she was listening for him to come home. Which she hadn’t been.  
 
    It was almost twelve-thirty by the time Sierra crawled into her bed. She didn’t bother to set her alarm because she wanted to sleep as late as possible. Thankfully, her night shifts were all in a row so once she adjusted to that schedule, she would be okay. The first shift was always the hardest. 
 
      
 
    As she had expected, Sierra was dragging badly by the time she got home after her first night shift. She sat for a moment in her car, wishing she could just sleep right there, but eventually she found the energy to gather up her things and head inside.  
 
    It felt like she had to climb a million stairs to reach the second floor, and as she did so, she noticed something sitting in front of her door. Sierra glanced over at Dalton’s door, but it was closed. Not that that was unexpected at just after six-thirty in the morning.  
 
    Bending over, she picked up what looked to be a small cooler bag. She unlocked her apartment and took it into the kitchen. When she opened the bag, she found a note on top of an ice pack and something wrapped up in tinfoil. She unfolded the paper to read what was written on it. 
 
    Elliot and I missed you at supper last night. Figured you might be hungry when you got home, so here’s a little something that might help stave off starvation while you get some sleep.  
 
    He went on to give instructions on how to heat up the breakfast burritos he’d made for her. There were two of them, and after following his directions to warm them up, she sat down on a stool at the counter with a glass of water and the burritos.  
 
    Even though she was still dragging with exhaustion, she could appreciate the deliciousness of what he’d left for her. She’d just planned to go to sleep and eat something when she woke up, but not going to bed starving was a much better option.  
 
    Sierra had no idea why he’d done it. Possibly he was just that bored. Whatever the reason, she was grateful. Once she was done eating, she wrote Dalton a quick thank you note, put it in the cooler bag and then took it over and put it in front of his door.  
 
    With a full stomach, Sierra found a burst of energy and was able to take a quick shower before crawling into bed. She set her alarm for four-thirty, though she assumed she’d be awake before then. She just wanted her body to get the rest it needed, and if that was more than eight hours, then that’s what it would get. 
 
    Finally, she set her phone on the nightstand and let her exhaustion take over.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Dalton just about tripped over the cooler bag when he left his apartment to head down to the basement to work out. Picking it up, he glanced at Sierra’s door then went back into his apartment. He hadn’t been sure about making her something, but he’d stumbled across a recipe on Facebook the previous day and thought it sounded good.  
 
    Each time she’d shown up after work for the dinners he’d prepared, he could see how tired she was. Given it was her first night shift in awhile, he figured she was going to be even more tired, so making her something to eat had seemed like a small thing he could do to make her life a little easier. She was definitely working harder than him, so it only seemed right to help her out if he could. 
 
    Thanks for being so thoughtful. The burritos were delicious and so very welcome after a long night. I’m off to sleep my day away. Hope you have a good one!  
 
    The little smiley face she’d drawn at the end of the message made him laugh. Having her and Elliot around while Danica and JD were away had helped make the transition back to life in Winnipeg a bit easier. He’d spent time each day with different members of his family, and he’d enjoyed that even though there had been some awkward moments.  
 
    While some had been more subtle in voicing their reproof of his actions, others—like Bennett and Gabe—had been fairly straightforward in voicing their displeasure. Tristan had tried to be understanding, but even he seemed to have a hard time grasping how Dalton could just cut himself off the way he had. 
 
    Maybe if Dalton had been willing to share everything that had happened in his life back then, they would have a better—if not, complete—understanding. But he couldn’t—wouldn’t—share a lot of those details, so he’d just have to live with their displeasure and hope that, in time, they’d move past it.  
 
    After putting the cooler bag away, Dalton left the apartment again, heading downstairs to the workout room. He wasn’t surprised to find Elliot there. They’d talked a lot about working out over the past few days. Given Elliot’s slighter build—one that was very similar to Dalton’s—he wasn’t surprised to hear that the other man wasn’t a fan of working out. But even though Elliot didn’t like playing any sports, he did enjoy watching them. Particularly hockey. 
 
    Up until he’d gone to rehab—and for even a little while after he’d been there—Dalton hadn’t been interested in working out at all. He’d grown up surrounded by men who enjoyed sports and being active, but Dalton had rejected that for himself at a young age. Now, though, he was beginning to see the benefits of working out. His body was stronger than it had ever been, and although he wasn’t looking to be the next bodybuilder of the world, Dalton found he was pleased with the definition his muscles were beginning to show.  
 
    “So are you ready to do some working out?” Dalton asked Elliot as he joined him in the room. 
 
    “No.” Elliot scowled as he lifted a travel mug. “I hope you’ll let me have some coffee while we do it.” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever gets your motor running.” Dalton grinned. “I already had a cup.” 
 
    “So what are we doing here?” 
 
    “First I start with stretches, just to get my body limbered up.” Dalton settled on the floor. “Feel free to join me, or not. You can start slow.” 
 
    He set up his playlist to start and began to slowly stretch out his muscles. Soon, Elliot joined him on the padded floor, stretching his legs out in front of him. He didn’t have the smooth motions like Dalton did, but Dalton had been doing the exercises for months already.  
 
    When the stretching exercises were done, Dalton showed Elliot how to use the treadmill. It was abundantly clear this was all new to Elliot, but Dalton kept encouraging him as he climbed on the elliptical to do his own workout there. 
 
    “Are you…going…to Kenton…and Avery’s…tonight?” Elliot asked between gasps of air. 
 
    “Yeah. Can I get a ride?” Dalton still hadn’t figured out what to do about his dependence upon others to get around. He’d thought about hiring someone to teach him how to drive, but he didn’t feel too comfortable with that. The last thing he wanted was for someone to realize who he was and sell the story of him learning to drive to some tabloid.  
 
    First, he needed to get his learners permit, then he could cross the bridge of getting someone to teach him. Maybe Danica or JD would be willing to help him out.  
 
    Elliot stopped the treadmill and leaned on its handles for a minute before responding. “Dinner’s at six, so we should leave around five-fifteen.” 
 
    Dalton wished that Sierra could join them, but he knew that she had another two nights on her current shift schedule. He wasn’t even sure he’d see her at all on the days she worked the overnight shift. 
 
    “Sounds good.” Dalton finished his time on the elliptical and stepped off.  
 
    The other man was currently sprawled on the floor. “I think you’ve killed me.” 
 
    Dalton chuckled. “Doubtful. Especially if you’re still talking to me.” 
 
    “Okay. It just feels like you killed me.” 
 
    “It’ll get better.” 
 
    “I may have to just take your word for it because I’m not sure I want to do this again.” Elliot lifted his head and glared at Dalton. “You didn’t use to be so into this kind of thing. Scrawny dudes need to stick together. You’ve defected.” 
 
    Dalton tossed a towel at him. “We’re not scrawny, just a little under-muscled.” 
 
    “Under-muscled? Is that like my mom saying she’s not overweight, just under tall?” 
 
    “You need to give it a chance. Trust me, it took me awhile to get used to it too. You just have to push through the pain and discomfort.” 
 
    “Your brothers must be so proud,” Elliot said with a groan as he pushed up to a sitting position, looping the towel around the back of his neck.  
 
    “I haven’t told them, to be honest. The last thing I need is for them to gloat about it. JD was bad enough.” 
 
    “Well, I hope the elevator isn’t out at work today, or I’m going to be in trouble.” 
 
    “C’mon, buddy. Up you get.” Dalton held out his hand and helped him up. 
 
    “Say, are you interested in Sierra?” Elliot asked as he brushed his hands on his pants.  
 
    “Interested?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like…interested in…uh…dating?” 
 
    “Oh.” Dalton mulled it over in his mind for a moment. “I guess I haven’t really thought about it. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Elliot shrugged as he used his towel to wipe his face. “I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Oh, are you interested in dating her?” 
 
    “No way,” Elliot said. “We’ve been friends for ages. I’ve never seen her in any other light, and I’m pretty sure she’d say the same about me.”  
 
    As they left the workout room, Dalton asked, “Has she been dating?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve ever been aware of. I mean, Danica dated a guy for a lot of years, but I don’t think Sierra ever has. At least, none serious enough that she brought them to any family things.” 
 
    “From what she’s said, it sounds like she was busy studying for her degree and then getting her career off the ground.” 
 
    “Yeah, these have been busy years for all of us, but now that we’re all settling into our careers, I suppose it’s logical to assume serious relationships might come next.” 
 
    “Are you dating anyone?” 
 
    “Nah. Not at the moment. I did date someone for a bit during university, but it didn’t work out. We were too busy to really give a relationship the attention it needed.” Elliot glanced over at him as they reached the main floor where his apartment was situated. “How about you?” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “I’m not sure you could call what I did dating. And I’m certainly not proud of that, but that’s how it was.” 
 
    As they parted ways for the day, Dalton found Elliot’s words floating in and out of his thoughts throughout the coming hours. It had been quite awhile since he’d even contemplated having a relationship. Of course, trying to find a woman who wanted him for him and not for who he was or the money he had felt nearly impossible. 
 
    Maybe that was why he was so comfortable with Elliot and Sierra. They knew him from before all the fame and fortune that had come his way. He was pretty sure they weren’t hanging out with him because of what he could do for them. Well, maybe they were coming to dinner so they didn’t have to cook for themselves, but Dalton was okay with that. 
 
    Besides, even if he was interested in Sierra that way, he was pretty sure Ethan would have something to say about that. Maybe even Danica and JD would feel protective of Sierra. And Dalton wouldn’t be able to blame them, or any woman’s family, for feeling that way when it came to who he was and the life he’d led. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Over the next couple of days, Dalton picked up his guitar a couple of times and even sat down at the piano, but nothing came. He could play the songs he’d already written, but nothing new was coming to him. It frustrated and even scared him a little, and he didn’t know how to get past whatever it was that was causing the block. 
 
    Dalton hadn’t shared his struggles with anyone. Not even Jesse. He didn’t want people to know that he was failing in this area of his life. It wasn’t like he needed to write more songs. He didn’t need to write or sing another song in his life. The money in his bank account would last for a lifetime even if he wasn’t all that careful with it. 
 
    He had Jesse to thank for that, too. The man had been a whiz with money, and he’d made sure that each of them had hired a reputable financial advisor.  
 
    Dalton was pretty sure that the band management viewed hiring Jesse as one of their worst decisions. He may have been a super talented musician that had been an integral part of the band, but he had held the management accountable for things that the rest of them would have let slide as long as the money, alcohol, and drugs had kept coming their way. 
 
    Still, for his own peace of mind, Dalton had to write. Had to feel like he had some purpose in his life. His music had always been what defined him. He was praised for his ability to write songs that moved people. Others looked up to him for his ability to play the guitar and piano well. If he didn’t have his music, what did he have? Who was he? 
 
    Most days found him pacing the living room, sometimes with his guitar strapped on, sometimes with his notebook and pen in hand. What he never had were words. And without words, he had no songs.  
 
    A knock on the door one afternoon had him turning from his path around the living room. He lifted the strap over his head but kept his hand wrapped around the neck of the guitar as he stalked to the door and jerked it open.  
 
    “Oh.” He tried to roll back his frustration when he saw who his visitor was. “Hey, Sierra.” 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” Her tone was hesitant as her gaze went to his guitar.  
 
    “No, sorry,” Dalton said with a sigh. “C’mon in.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Sierra asked. “You seem a bit agitated.” 
 
    “Yeah. Just music stuff.” He went back into the living room and leaned his guitar up against the piano then turned to face her, running a hand through his hair. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you wanted to go to the airport with me to pick Danica and JD up,” Sierra asked. 
 
    Dalton stared at her for a moment. “Is it Saturday already?” 
 
    “Yep, it is.” Her brows drew together. “Do you usually lose track of days?” 
 
    “It’s not drugs or alcohol,” Dalton said, trying to keep the annoyance from his voice. “It’s how I get when it comes to music. The rest of the world can cease to exist for me.” 
 
    Sierra gave a small laugh. “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “You remember?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You were definitely in a world of your own when you had your guitar or the piano in front of you.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Dalton had known he was that way even back then, but it was weird to hear someone outside the family mention it. “Well, I do apologize if I ignored you in the past.” 
 
    Sierra laughed again and waved a dismissive hand. “It was just part of what made you…you.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Dalton said. “I try to do better now that I’m an adult, but as you can see, I sometimes still get lost when it comes to the music. But to answer your question, yes, I would like to go to the airport. When are you leaving?” 
 
    “In about forty-five minutes,” Sierra said. “It’s not too far away since they’re arriving at St. Andrews airport, just north of the city. They’re coming back on Maya’s dad’s plane.” 
 
    After Dalton promised to be ready on time, Sierra left. He turned back to stare at the guitar but didn’t bother to pick it up. It had given him enough grief already that day. 
 
    He decided to take a quick shower to freshen up and hopefully shake off the frustration that had taken hold of him. His hair was still slightly wet when Sierra knocked on his door again, but he was dressed in a pair of jean shorts and a short sleeve cotton shirt that he left unbuttoned over a T-shirt.  
 
    Sierra wore a pair of white capris and a light green blouse and had white sandals on her feet. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, no doubt in deference to the warmth of the July day. 
 
    “Ready to go?” she asked as she gripped the strap of her purse with one hand and dangled the keys to her car in the other. 
 
    “I am.” Dalton stepped out of the apartment and closed the door. “Is there a chance their flight is late? I suppose you can’t track a private flight like you can a commercial one.” 
 
    “Actually, I had the number of the plane and found there’s an app where you can put it in and track it.” She pulled her phone out as they walked down the stairs and focused on the screen. When they reached the back door, she handed her phone to him. “You can keep track of it while I drive.” 
 
    “Um…you need a new phone,” Dalton said as he stared at the cracked screen. “How do you read anything on this?” 
 
    “I read between the cracks. It still works just fine.”  
 
    The locks on Sierra’s small car beeped as they got close, and Dalton walked around to the passenger side. He opened the door then stepped back as heat poured out of the car.  
 
    “That is a sauna,” Dalton said.  
 
    “It will cool down quickly,” Sierra said as she slid behind the wheel. “Just be glad I don’t have leather seats.” 
 
    If Sierra could brave the internal heat of the car, Dalton figured he should too. He climbed into the passenger seat and closed the door as she turned the ignition. Warm air shot out of the vents making the interior even hotter. 
 
    “How on earth do you stand this?” Dalton said, pressing the button to lower the window. Hopefully getting some air moving through the car would take the temperature down a few degrees. 
 
    “Stand what?” Sierra asked as she pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    “The heat in the car. Don’t you have remote start?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do, but I only use that in the winter.” She shot him a glance. “Do you never have hot days in Toronto?” 
 
    “Sure we do. I just don’t get into hot cars.” 
 
    “What? How do you not get into a hot car?” 
 
    “They’re always cool by the time the driver picks me up.” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “You’re spoiled, dude.” 
 
    “No doubt, but a little spoiling never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “True, but a little toughing it out never hurt anyone either,” Sierra said with a grin. “Hang around here long enough, and a hot car will be the least of your discomforts.” 
 
    Dalton knew that she was laughing at his expense, but he found he didn’t mind. At her request, he went to look at the flight information again, but the screen had gone dark. “You’ll need to put your password in again.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s 224485.” 
 
    He punched it in then said, “Why did you give me your password?” 
 
    “First of all, I trust you’re not going to get into my phone, crack my banking app and then empty my bank account. Second, I’m pretty sure you’re not going to remember it in about ten minutes.” 
 
    Dalton had to laugh. “Well, you’re not wrong about either of those things, but just for that, I’m going to try my best to remember it, though I will leave your bank account alone.” 
 
    Looking at the screen again, Dalton figured that they would be at the airport just a few minutes before JD and Danica’s flight arrived. He was looking forward to seeing them again and having someone else to distract him from the fact that the music still wasn’t coming to him.  
 
    As Sierra pulled into the parking lot of the airport, Dalton was reminded of his arrival from Toronto with JD. It seemed a lifetime ago, not less than six months. 
 
    “I guess we can just wait in the car until the plane lands,” Sierra said. “And I’ll even keep it running so you don’t sweat.” 
 
    Dalton angled a couple of the vents toward him now that they were emitting cooler air. “You know what would make this better?” 
 
    “A driver with a car that spits ice cubes?” Sierra asked.  
 
    “No,” Dalton said as he shook his head. “An ice cream cone. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Ice cream does sound good. Danica said that she and JD wanted to grab something to eat before going home.” She undid her seatbelt and shifted to face him. “I suppose I should have mentioned that before we left.” 
 
    “Yeah because I have so much going on, I might not have time for eating out.” 
 
    “You never know,” Sierra said with a shrug. “It’s not like you’ve just been sitting in your apartment every day. You have been getting out.” 
 
    “You keeping track of me?” Dalton asked, arching a brow. 
 
    “Yep. Danica said I had to keep a journal of your comings and goings, and then report to her.” 
 
    She said it with a completely straight face, but Dalton laughed. “I wouldn’t put it past Danica to make the request, but somehow I doubt you’d carry it out.” 
 
    “Well, she might have hinted that I should keep an eye on you,” Sierra said, a smile teasing her lips. “But no journal was mentioned.” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “I’m sure she’ll want a full report.” 
 
    “Just because she wants one doesn’t mean she’ll get one,” Sierra said, her expression turning serious. “There’s no reason why I should give her a report. If she wants to know what you’ve been up to, she can ask you herself. I truly haven’t been keeping track of you. The only time I’ve known for certain where you are is when we’re in the same place as me.” 
 
    The sound of a plane approaching distracted him from responding, and he peered forward through the windshield. “It looks like they’re here.” 
 
    Sierra turned off the ignition as Dalton shoved his door open, bracing himself for the wave of heat that greeted him. “Maybe I want to stay inside the car now.” 
 
    “No worries, we’ll be back in it before you know it.” 
 
    “And by then, the car will be hot as a sauna once again.” 
 
    Together they walked in the direction of the small building where the plane had taxied to a stop. It didn’t take long before JD and Danica joined them, pulling their suitcases behind them.  
 
    They looked happy and relaxed, which made Dalton happy. After all they’d been through, together and apart, it was nice that they had finally gotten to this point in their lives.  
 
    After hugs had been exchanged, they headed back out to Sierra’s car. “Are you going to be able to fit those suitcases in your trunk?” 
 
    “Do not disparage my car,” Sierra told him. “She’s going to get a complex.” 
 
    “Has he been making mean comments about your little chariot?” Danica asked. 
 
    “He’s been trying,” Sierra said with an exaggerated nod. 
 
    “Just because I don’t like riding around in a sauna, I’m not being mean.” 
 
    Sierra opened the trunk, and JD lifted both suitcases in without a problem.  
 
    “See, they fit just fine.” 
 
    Dalton grinned. “It’s a magic car. It must be bigger on the inside.” 
 
    “That was one of the selling points,” Sierra agreed as they climbed back in. “JD? You okay for leg space back there?” 
 
    “Luckily I sat behind you,” JD said. “You’re so short that your seat is pulled up enough to give me plenty of space.” 
 
    “Already with the short jokes?” Sierra said. “You’ve only been back five minutes.” 
 
    Dalton enjoyed listening to the banter among the three of them. Their dynamic had obviously changed since they were teens, as he didn’t remember Sierra being quite so vocal back then.  
 
    “So, are we going out to eat somewhere?” Sierra asked as she turned onto the highway outside the airport.  
 
    “Yes,” Danica said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    After a bit of debate, they settled on a place not too far from the apartment building. Because it was early for dinner, the restaurant wasn’t busy, so they were seated right away. When they got to the booth, Danica and Sierra slid in first, across from each other. As Dalton sat down next to Sierra, he realized that it felt weirdly like a double date. 
 
    The booth wasn’t very big, so when he opened the menu, his elbow jostled Sierra’s. She didn’t seem to notice that they were in close quarters since she didn’t comment on it or try to move away.   
 
    After a bit of discussion over the food, they gave their orders to the waitress. Their food was delivered quickly, and as Dalton inhaled the aroma, his stomach growled in appreciation.  
 
    “Tell us all about the honeymoon,” Sierra said. “Oh, well, not all about it. Just the parts we’d enjoy hearing about. Was the island nice?” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Danica said. “And being on a private island was definitely a rare treat.” 
 
    “So you were the only ones on the island?” 
 
    “No, there was a housekeeper who provided us with meals and did some cleaning,” JD said. “There was also someone who took care of the outside and the boat when we wanted to go out on the water. And for some reason, a security guard.” 
 
    “It was definitely next-level pampering.” Danica leaned against JD. “It was just what we needed.” 
 
    “I’m glad you had a good time, but I’m happy you’re home,” Sierra said. “I missed you guys.” 
 
    As they ate, they each shared things that had gone on over the past two weeks. Dalton saw their surprise when Sierra mentioned how she and Elliot had gone to his place for dinner several times.  
 
    “I like the idea of you cooking for all of us,” Danica said, tilting her head as she regarded him. “I didn’t know you liked to cook.” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “It was something I picked up at rehab. It’s nothing gourmet or fancy.” 
 
    “Just healthy,” Sierra said as she jostled his elbow. “Mostly.” 
 
    “Most importantly though, does it taste good?” JD asked. 
 
    “Elliot and I thought so. Probably better than anything either of us could make for ourselves.” 
 
    “So you’re going to be our cook now?” Danica asked.  
 
    “I don’t mind cooking the odd meal, but no one is allowed to complain about anything I make. If you want high-calorie comfort food, you’re going to have to go to Mom’s.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m all for healthy, tasty food,” JD said. “And if I don’t have to cook it, all the better.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that I’m going to regret offering my services?” Dalton said as he picked up his glass of water.  
 
    “Aside from cooking, how have you been filling your time?” Danica asked.  
 
    “I’ve been working out, helping Elliot sometimes too.” Dalton tried not to let himself get agitated at the thought of Danica wanting to check up on him. “And of course, I’ve spent time with Mom and Dad and the rest of the siblings.” 
 
    “Have you made any decisions about your band?”  
 
    “Sweetheart,” JD said, his voice was soft, but the warning was clear.  
 
    “I was just curious,” Danica said with a frown. 
 
    “I haven’t made any decisions,” Dalton said to forestall any argument. “I’ve talked to Jesse a few times, but some legalities need to be dealt with first. There are things that might prevent us from just walking away from the contracts we all signed.” 
 
    “I hope that you’re able to get it all straightened out,” Danica said. “Don’t you want to leave the band?” 
 
    Dalton hesitated. For so long, the band had been his world. Sure, it had been a bad world for him, but it was one he knew and was comfortable in. In the two weeks he’d been home, there were things that he struggled with. His music being just one of them. 
 
    “I know that I need to, and it seems that that overrides anything I might want.” 
 
    Danica frowned at his comment. “I would have thought you’d want to be out of that environment.” 
 
    Dalton recalled conversations with his counselor about dealing with family members who might not understand his mindset—before, during, or after rehab. Maybe it was time for him to consider setting up a family meeting with his counselor and JD and Danica. Eventually, he’d need to include his parents, but since he’d be interacting the most with Danica and JD, having them in a meeting first was probably where he should start. 
 
    Considering the journey JD been on because of his own addiction to drugs and alcohol, Dalton wasn’t so worried about him understanding where his mind had been during that whole time. He hoped that being with JD would help Danica understand, but he wasn’t sure that would be the case.  
 
    Danica always had blinders on where Dalton was concerned. That was one of the reasons why things had fallen apart with JD. At that time, there had been no way she would even have considered prioritizing a guy over Dalton. Everyone in their circle of friends and family—and even just the high school in general—knew that Danica was protective of him. She’d gone up against more than one person who’d tried to pick on him. 
 
    Still, she needed to take off those blinders and be willing to see that he’d made bad decisions, and he’d made them all by himself. He’d had his reasons, even though now, looking back, he could see they’d been terribly misguided. 
 
    “You know music is everything to me,” Dalton told Danica. “It always has been.” 
 
    “But you can still do music and not be part of the band,” she said, a frown creasing her brow.  
 
    “I understand that, but I don’t want to make any rash decisions.” Dalton wrapped his hands around his glass of water, trying to keep the agitation that was building within him from overflowing.  
 
    “That’s a very wise move,” JD said. “Particularly since you don’t need to make a decision yet.” 
 
    Danica seemed to recognize that JD was shutting down that part of the conversation, but she didn’t look happy about it. Thankfully, she let it drop when JD changed the subject to his plans for a summer volleyball camp he was organizing.  
 
    Dalton felt a little sad as the meal finished up and they headed back to the apartments complex. He didn’t want every conversation with Danica to be like the one they had just had. He wanted to just be able to enjoy getting reacquainted with her after so many years apart, but if this was how it would be every time they were together, he wasn’t sure that he could handle it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    It was just after nine that night when Dalton’s phone rang. He looked at the screen, surprised to see Sierra’s name. 
 
    “Sierra?” he said when he answered it. 
 
    “She’s only worried because she loves you.” The words were spoken softly, a calming caress across his agitated nerves. “Everything she says to you is coming from that place.” 
 
    “I know that.” Dalton sighed as he pinched his forehead. “I really do, but it’s hard to have her question me like I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “She’s only that way because she worries that’s actually the case,” Sierra said. “Give her some time. Let her see how you are now.” 
 
    “The counselors warned me that I needed to bring family members in for some sessions,” Dalton said. “I put it off because I hadn’t told anyone but JD that I was actually in rehab.” 
 
    “We all knew—or at least suspected—but we didn’t know where you were. Apparently, only JD did, and he certainly didn’t spill the beans.” 
 
    “The counselors weren’t really on board with the secrecy from my folks and siblings since part of their program includes family participation.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell them?” Sierra asked, no judgment in her tone, just curiosity. 
 
    Dalton stared at the piano in the corner of the room, his mind going back to the days after Angel’s death. “I was a mess. I just didn’t want to drag anyone else into that. I only told JD because, in his letter to me, he’d mentioned his own struggles with addiction. It seemed easier to tell a person who had messed up, too.” Dalton sighed. “Everyone else in this family seems to have their act together.” 
 
    Sierra laughed softly. “It does seem that way, but you know that none of them are perfect, right? They each have struggles.” 
 
    “Yeah, logically I know that,” Dalton said. “But sometimes it’s hard to remember when everything looks so good in their lives. Respectable jobs. Beautiful homes. Spouses who love them. Children.” 
 
    “But do you actually want any of that for yourself?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you want a conventional job?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Exactly. All the rest of what you mentioned you can have one day if you want it.” Sierra hesitated then said, “You’re not a failure because you want to do something different with your life. I honestly think you’d be wasting the talent God gave you if you didn’t pursue something related to music.” 
 
    The mention of God made something twist within his gut. The faith of his youth was something he’d not focused on much over the past decade. Though no one had challenged him directly on where he stood with his faith, he’d been immersed in God talk whenever he spent time with anyone in his family. And he knew it wasn’t put on for his benefit. It was exactly as it had been when he’d lived at home. 
 
    Prayer before meals. Open talk about specific prayer requests for one another. Sharing of things that had created thankfulness to God. Even during the time he spent with Sierra and Elliot, he couldn’t escape it. Unfortunately, in as much as he felt he failed his family with his actions, he knew he’d failed God. 
 
    When the weight of that failure pressed down too heavily on him, he found an insidious dark thought worming its way into his consciousness. Maybe it would have been better if I’d ended up like Angel. At least I’d be free from the failure…   
 
    Dalton pressed a hand to his chest as an ache bloomed within his heart.  
 
    No. 
 
    Trying to corral his wayward thoughts, Dalton leaned back against the couch, stretching his legs out in front of him. He moved the phone from his ear and put it on speaker before laying it on his chest. “Maybe I wouldn’t have felt like a failure if I hadn’t left the way I did.” 
 
    “You can’t change what you’ve already done,” Sierra said, her voice helping to push the darkness back. “You can only make sure you don’t repeat mistakes of the past.” 
 
    “Have you always been this wise?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “No,” Sierra said with a laugh. “Like with most people, a bit of wisdom has come with age.” 
 
    Dalton closed his eyes and let some of the tension escape his body. “I’m still waiting.” 
 
    “I think you are selling yourself short, but don’t worry, there are plenty of us around to remind you that you are smarter than you think you are.” 
 
    Dalton didn’t bother to respond, but just let silence settle between them for a few moments before he said, “What are you doing still up? Don’t you have work tomorrow?” 
 
    “I do. I just wanted to talk to you about Danica. She felt bad about what went down at supper. I think she’ll try to talk to you about it tomorrow, but I wanted to see if I could smooth the way.” 
 
    “You have. Thank you.” Dalton picked up his phone and sat forward, his elbows resting on his knees as he bent his head forward and ran his hand through his hair. “And now you need to go to bed.” 
 
    “You’re right. Morning comes early.” 
 
    After they said goodnight, Dalton stared once again at his guitar. He hated the sense of failure he felt every time he picked it up and no music came. But how would he know, if he didn’t try? 
 
    He wouldn’t, but he wasn’t going to try again that night. Tomorrow would be soon enough. In the meantime, maybe he’d see if Jesse was available for a conversation. 
 
      
 
    The exhaustion was real as Dalton left the rehab center’s city office. At one time, he would have laughed at anyone who claimed that emotional exhaustion was a real thing. Since going into rehab and dealing with the counselors and the support group meetings, he’d learned that it was possible to be so exhausted emotionally that it affected him physically. 
 
    All he wanted to do was go home and sleep.  
 
    He got into the back of the car he’d hired for the day. Because he’d had a few things to do that day, he’d decided to hire a car and driver so that he didn’t have to keep calling cabs. His first stop had been at the bank to take care of some business with his accounts, and then he’d been off to the driver’s licensing place so he could get his learner’s permit once again.  
 
    The woman had given him a bit of an odd look when he’d arrived for the test, no doubt because of his age. He explained that he’d moved to Toronto and hadn’t needed a driver’s license while he lived there. Thankfully, he’d been back in the province long enough to establish residency, but all the hoops he had to jump through weren’t very fun. 
 
    Still, he had his learner’s permit in hand and could now begin driving. Watch out world! Though at that precise moment, he was too tired to even think about driving a vehicle. He’d be lucky if he didn’t fall asleep on the way home. 
 
    He tried to keep himself awake by flipping through social media on his phone. Though he didn’t advertise his social media accounts, he had a few of them that allowed him to keep track of what was being said about him and the band online. Lately, it had all been the same. So many questions about when the band was going to perform again. So many questions asking where he was. So many questions about who was going to replace Angel. 
 
    That question hurt. He really didn’t want to imagine being part of the band without Angel. They may not have been good for each other, but Dalton missed him a lot.  
 
    The tweets and comments that made him shake his head were the ones that truly brought a new level of stupidity to the world. They were the ones that threatened the band. Not threats of violence. Threats to not buy any more of their albums if they didn’t get back together. 
 
    Like really? If they weren’t together, there would be no more albums for fans to buy. So what kind of threat was that? A dumb one, that’s what. 
 
    “We’re here, sir.” 
 
    Dalton looked up as the car slowed to a stop in front of the apartment block. He pulled his wallet from his pocket as the driver got out to open his door. 
 
    “Thanks for your help today,” he said as he handed him a tip. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the man said with a nod. 
 
    Dalton had been pleased with the car service, so maybe he’d use them until he got his actual license. Part of him was tempted to just buy a car and hire a driver, but truly, it would be a waste of money. So far, his need for transportation had consisted mostly of trips to the store and the rehab center’s office. All the family now knew he’d need a ride to spend time with them, so they always made sure someone could pick him up. 
 
    Still, he didn’t like having to need other people’s help so much. It didn’t go far to proving that he had grown up when he was still relying on them for everything like he had as a teen. 
 
    Danica had offered to take him out driving once he got his learner’s permit, so maybe he’d see if she was available the next day to go out for a bit. Now that he had taken this step, he was eager to move on to the next. But more than that, he was just happy to have something else to focus on besides the famine of his music.    
 
    Once inside the apartment, Dalton headed straight for his bedroom, hoping to take a quick nap since he had a couple of hours before he needed to start cooking supper. He’d once again invited Sierra and Elliot over, and this time he’d included Danica and JD. As long as Danica would leave the more sensitive subjects alone, he anticipated it being an enjoyable evening.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The smell of dinner greeted Sierra as she walked through the back door of the apartment building. Her stomach growled in appreciation, and she was glad she didn’t have to cook supper for herself once again.  
 
    Dalton’s door stood open, and she could hear voices coming from inside, but she headed into her apartment first. She wanted to wash off the hospital and freshen up before joining the others. 
 
    She was used to taking quick showers, so she was ready to head to Dalton’s within fifteen minutes. When he’d invited her to dinner, she’d told him that they should go ahead and start without her since it would be close to seven before they ate if they waited for her. Dalton had just laughed and told her all posh people ate dinner late. 
 
    When she walked through the door of Dalton’s apartment a few minutes later, he immediately came to greet her, a broad smile on his face. 
 
    “How was work today?” he asked as she handed him a tub of ice cream which was her contribution.  
 
    “It was good.” It was a cliché answer, but it was the truth in as much as no one had died. As long as everyone was still alive at the end of her shift, she counted it as a good day. 
 
    She walked into the apartment behind him, spotting Danica curled up against JD on the couch, and Elliot sprawled out in the easy chair. They still hadn’t included Marc in their dinners because for now, it was easier to just be the five of them. She knew that Dalton was keeping his distance from anyone who didn’t already know who he was and some of his recent history. Sierra couldn’t blame him for that.  
 
    “I guess we can sit up at the table,” Dalton called out as he moved into the kitchen.  
 
    Sierra followed him and took the large casserole dish he handed her, careful to use the potholders he had on each end. “Lasagna?” 
 
    “Yep, and garlic bread.” 
 
    “I’m starving, so I hope you have another dish of this because this one’s all mine.” 
 
    “If I’d thought you could actually eat all that, I would have happily made two.” He gave her a skeptical look. “But somehow I doubt you could.” 
 
    “Ah. You’d probably be right.” Sierra took the dish to the table where the others were gathering.  
 
    Dalton followed with drinks and the bread, setting them down as Sierra sank onto the seat that was usually hers. She was tired, and her bed would probably feel glorious later, but she was also looking forward to an evening with her friends. It helped to take the edge off the loneliness she still felt whenever she was alone in her apartment. 
 
    The conversation centered around family news since that was something they were all privy to. The family seemed to be growing by leaps and bounds even though currently there was no one pregnant.  
 
    Sierra glanced over at Danica and JD, wondering how long it would be before they made a pregnancy announcement. And then life would change again. For now, Danica still had time to spend with Sierra when JD was busy with other stuff. Though they weren’t sharing an apartment anymore, they were still talking every day whether on the phone or by Danica popping down to Sierra’s to visit. 
 
    A baby…that would change the dynamic of their friendship even more. For the first time, Sierra wondered how she was supposed to adjust to the current and coming changes in Danica’s life and, to a lesser degree, her own. It was selfish to wish things could stay the same, but there was a small part of her that wanted just that. 
 
    She wasn’t looking for a boyfriend or dying for a relationship, but she was coming to realize how important having a close friend was to her. JD had now taken over her place as Danica’s closest friend, and that was as it should be. Sierra knew she’d always be important to Danica, but she’d never be as important to her as JD was now.  
 
    After the meal was done, Sierra helped clear off the table and load the dishwasher. While she did that, Dalton and Danica worked together putting out the ingredients for their dessert.  
 
    Once everyone had built their ice cream sundaes, they migrated to the living room. JD and Danica took the couch while Elliot settled back in the chair he’d been sitting in earlier. That left the loveseat for her and Dalton. Sierra sat down on one end, careful to leave plenty of room for Dalton if he chose to sit beside her.  
 
    Without any hesitation, Dalton sank onto the other end of the loveseat. He laughed as Danica moaned her appreciation of the brownies he’d made to go with the sundaes.  
 
    “I’ve tried to make brownies, but they never turn out like yours,” Danica said. “What’s your secret?” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “No secret. It’s a recipe I got out of some magazine back in the day. I made it often enough that I don’t even need the physical recipe anymore.” 
 
    “Did you make it lots in Toronto?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Nah.” Dalton took a bite of his ice cream, casting her a quick glance. “I didn’t do much cooking or baking, to be honest. Management hired someone to do all that kind of stuff for us.” 
 
    “So you’re way out of practice and still cook and bake better than I do,” Sierra said with a wry grin. “It truly must be genetic. You got that lovely cooking gene from your mom, while who knows what I got from mine. I don’t remember her doing much cooking when I was with her.” 
 
    “And then you got stuck with Makayla.” Dalton laughed. “She didn’t get that cooking gene from Mom.” 
 
    “Don’t let her hear you say that,” Sierra warned him. “She’s a bit sensitive about that. I swear most the arguments I heard between her and Ethan were when he made the mistake of commenting on her cooking.” 
 
    “Oh, I can believe that,” Danica said with a laugh.  
 
    “She is much better now,” Sierra said, not wanting to throw Makayla completely under the bus. “And Ethan has learned not to make any unsolicited observations.” 
 
    “I still think we should name you the cook of the apartment block,” Danica said, pointing her spoon in Dalton’s direction. “You’re probably the best out of all of us.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us know if Marc could do better,” JD said. “Have you met him yet?” 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “No, not yet.” 
 
    “He seems like a decent enough guy now that he’s not going after Danica,” JD said with a grin. 
 
    “Was he competition for you?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “I’d like to say no, but who knows what would have happened if Danica and I hadn’t worked things out.” 
 
    “He wasn’t competition for you,” Danica interjected. “I had no interest in him at all. Like JD said, he’s a nice enough guy, but I just wasn’t in a place to date.” 
 
    Dalton looked at Sierra. “And he didn’t ask you out?” 
 
    “No, but I would have said no anyway.” Sierra cut off a piece of brownie and scooped it up with her spoon.  
 
    “Why’s that?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “First of all, if he was interested in Danica then turned his attention to me simply because she was unavailable? No thanks.” 
 
    “Second of all?” he prompted. 
 
    Sierra frowned at him for a moment before saying, “Just not interested in dating right now.” 
 
    “Are you dating anyone, Elliot?” Danica asked, taking the attention off Sierra. 
 
    She didn’t know if it was intentional or not, but either way, she was thankful.  
 
    “Nah. Not at the moment. I’ve got a lot going on right now and don’t need the distraction.” 
 
    Danica gestured between Elliot and Sierra with her spoon. “You two have been reading the same book.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Elliot said with a laugh.  
 
    The conversation moved on to current events, and Sierra found herself struggling to stay awake. When she finished the last of her ice cream, she sat with the bowl in her lap, trying to focus on the conversation. When Dalton leaned in her direction, she glanced over at him, a little surprised to find him so close to her. So close she could see the dark blue flecks in the lighter blue of his irises. 
 
    His gaze met hers, and a wrinkled appeared between his brows as they drew together. “If you need to leave, feel free to. You know we’ll be doing this again sometime soon.” 
 
    “I hate to go, but I probably should. Two more shifts, and then I’m off for a couple of days.” 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    Sierra smiled at him. “It helps that I enjoy what I do. The shifts don’t drag on even though they’re long.” 
 
    Dalton held out his hand. “Here, let me take that for you.” 
 
    As she handed him the bowl, she said, “Thank you for another great meal. I can’t tell you what a relief it is to not have to cook something when I get home from work.” 
 
    Sierra stood up and stretched as Dalton headed into the kitchen with all their bowls. When the other three got to their feet, she frowned. 
 
    “You don’t all have to leave just because I’m going.” 
 
    “I need to go too,” Elliot said. “I have to head into work early tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’re not working, but we’re newlyweds, so we’re going to go spend some time together,” Danica said, looping her arm through JD’s as she rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    They all walked out onto the landing then said their goodnights as they headed for their different apartments. Once inside hers, Sierra took the time to fold the load of laundry she’d done the night before but hadn’t put away. She tried to take care of stuff like that on her days off, but sometimes she didn’t get it all done. 
 
    As she thought about her next day off, Sierra wondered if maybe she should call up Makayla, Grace, and Sammi and offer to take the older girls out to get their nails done. It was something she’d done in the past, and they always had so much fun together. With it being summer break, she figured the girls might enjoy going out with her for a bit. 
 
    Once she was in bed, she took a minute to tap out a message to the moms with her proposal. As she expected, she got quick responses from all three, agreeing that it was a good idea.  
 
    After settling on a day and time, Sierra sent a message to Danica to see if she wanted to join them. She wasn’t always in the mood to get her nails done, so Sierra wasn’t too surprised when she declined the invitation. Sierra had initially planned to take the girls to get their nails done before the wedding, but they’d run out of time. She and Danica had barely had time to get their own nails done. 
 
    So though she didn’t need another manicure, Sierra never turned down the chance to pamper herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    “Do you have any plans for your day off?” Dalton asked as they cleared away another meal. He’d cooked for their small group once again, though he hadn’t done so the night before.  
 
    He didn’t want to lock himself into cooking every night, but he did like to at least cook on the nights Sierra worked. It only seemed fair to help her out when she worked such a worthy job, and he was basically not doing much each day.  
 
    “Yep. Taking a trio of pre-teens to get their nails done.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” Dalton said. 
 
    “Seriously?” The tone of Danica’s voice made it clear she didn’t necessarily feel the same way.  
 
    “Well, sure. I’ve always enjoyed getting my nails done. I mean, I normally get black polish on my fingernails, but I wouldn’t do that now. It’s just easier than trying to do my own.” Dalton checked to see if the coffee had finished, having made a full pot instead of the single cups he usually did. “Aren’t you going along?” 
 
    “Nah.” Danica lifted her hand to look at her nails. “I just had mine done before the wedding. I don’t need to go again so soon.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come with us, Dalton, if you were serious,” Sierra said as she took the cups of coffee he slid across the counter. “I’m sure the girls would think it was cool for their uncle to join them.” 
 
    “I just might do that. I don’t have anything else on the schedule tomorrow afternoon. In the morning, Danica has agreed to risk life and limb to give me a driver’s lesson.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Sierra said with a laugh. “To both of you.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll do just fine,” Danica said. “Now that he’s actually motivated to learn. I was more scared to be in the car with him when he was a teen. He seriously did not want to learn then.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to learn with both you and JD willing to drive me around. It’s not like I went places that the two of you or someone else from the family weren’t also going.” 
 
    “So why do you want to learn now?” Sierra asked. “You could probably still hire someone to drive you.” 
 
    “True, but I don’t have enough things to do to warrant a full-time driver, and I’d really like to be able to just get up and go whenever I want without having to arrange it with someone. Plus, it’s just time.” 
 
    “Are you going to buy yourself a car?” JD asked from where he was stretched out on the couch, Danica curled up against him.  
 
    “I would like to, but honestly, I don’t really know what I want.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that if you asked for input from some family members, you’d get a bunch of advice.” 
 
    Dalton chuckled. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    He shifted on the couch, his arm bumping Sierra’s leg. She was tucked into the corner of the loveseat with her legs drawn up. Somehow they’d all fallen into their same seats over the course of the last few evenings. It was almost like they were part of a sitcom. A cross between Friends and Big Bang Theory without the brainiacs and the inappropriate humor. 
 
    “So are we going to go see a movie this weekend?” Danica asked. “I saw there was a new action movie out. Sorry, Sie, I think you’ll be outnumbered if you want to go to a romcom.” 
 
    “An action movie?” Dalton wrinkled his nose. “Depending on who’s starring in it, I might prefer the romcom.” 
 
    “No,” Danica said with a wave of her hand. “We’re not doing a romcom. Those are for when Sierra needs cheering up. Otherwise, it’s gotta be action or sci-fi.” 
 
    “That would be my vote,” Elliot said, and JD nodded. 
 
    “Fine,” Dalton said with a sigh. “But if it’s two hours straight of no plot and exploding buildings, I get to choose the next movie, and you can’t complain.” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes. “Alright. If it’s a lousy movie, you get to pick the next one, but you have to be fair.” 
 
    Dalton grinned. “I’m always fair.” 
 
    She reached behind her and pulled out the small throw pillow and winged it at him. “We’ll see.” 
 
    When they finally called it a night, Dalton had arranged to go with Danica at ten and with Sierra at two. He was sure his bandmates would laugh at him, but he actually found he was looking forward to both things. It brought a little bit of normalcy to his life, and he found that was something he needed. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, that normalcy took a bit of a hit. 
 
    “That is the last time I go driving with you,” Danica exclaimed as she shoved open her door and climbed out of the car. “You are nuts.” 
 
    “It was one red light,” Dalton said with a sigh as he followed her. “It turned red more quickly than I thought it would.” 
 
    “It was already yellow when you pulled into the intersection to turn. Cars were still coming!” Danica’s voice climbed with each word. “You could have gotten us killed, and, as a newlywed, I’m not about that.” 
 
    “Stop being a drama queen, Dani,” Dalton said, well aware that those words were probably going to pour gasoline on the fire of her temper. 
 
    Sure enough, she stopped halfway up the first flight of stairs and spun around to face him. “I am sorry if you don’t care about dying in a fiery crash, but I do. So you can get someone else to teach you how to drive.” 
 
    She turned around and stormed up the stairs. 
 
    “At least they probably wouldn’t freak out over a simple mistake,” Dalton muttered under his breath as he followed her. 
 
    Unfortunately, his words must have been loud enough for Danica to hear because she momentarily paused. Dalton waited to see what she’d do, and was a bit surprised when she continued up the stairs to the third floor without saying anything more to him, though each pound of her feet on the steps spoke loudly enough. 
 
    That had definitely not gone as well as he had hoped it would. Clearly, he had underestimated how challenging learning to drive was and overestimated how much patience Danica would have with him. Maybe he’d have to hire someone to teach him and hope that they didn’t have a clue who he was. 
 
    At least he still had the afternoon to look forward to.  
 
      
 
    “So how did the first driving lesson go?” Sierra asked as she guided her car out of the parking lot behind the apartment building that afternoon.  
 
    “Oh, it went,” Dalton said with a sigh, still not completely over the events of the morning. “But I have a feeling it was my first and last lesson with Danica.” 
 
    Sierra shot him a look. “What happened?” 
 
    “I accidentally ran a red light, and Danica was convinced that we were going to die in a fiery crash. She made me pull over and let her drive us home.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Sierra said. “It’s a challenge to learn to drive, but you can do it.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to have to pay someone to teach me. I just have visions of my name being splashed all over the tabloid sites with pictures of me learning how to drive.” 
 
    “I can understand your concern.” She paused then said, “If you want, I could give it a whirl. I’m probably a little less dramatic than Danica.” 
 
    “Just a little,” Dalton said with a chuckle. “I love her to death, but she’s always been a bit of a drama queen.” 
 
    “But that’s what makes Danica…Danica. Her and Makayla wear their crowns proudly.” 
 
    Dalton snorted. “Maybe a little too proudly.” 
 
    “Well, just let me know if you want to go driving on one of my days off.” 
 
    “I have to decide if I want to risk our friendship,” Dalton said, only half kidding.  
 
    “No worries there,” Sierra said. “You’d have to do a lot worse than running a red light for anything like that to happen.” 
 
    “Really?” Dalton asked, a bit surprised at her response. She’d been nothing but friendly since he’d gotten back, but he hadn’t really known how she viewed him. 
 
    She shrugged and glanced over at him. “I don’t have so many friends that I can shove them off at the drop of a hat.” 
 
    Dalton huffed. “Well, running a red light didn’t seem like the drop of a hat to Danica. I have a feeling she’s going to abandon me as her brother.” 
 
    Sierra laughed, and Dalton found himself smiling. Whenever she laughed, smiling just seemed like the best and most natural response.  
 
    “Give her some time to cool off. JD will settle her down.” 
 
    Dalton thought of his new brother-in-law. “He’s good for her.” 
 
    “He is,” Sierra agreed. “And she’s good for him too.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the best kind of relationship or even friendship. One where each of the people are good for the other.” Dalton thought back to his friendship with Angel. “Sometimes I wonder why Jesse has stuck with me. He’s good for me, but I haven’t been good for him. And Angel… Well, we just weren’t good for each other no matter how much we enjoyed spending time together.” 
 
    “Sometimes people need to be able to take care of others, even in a friendship. It could be that Jesse is one of those people.” 
 
    “So once he doesn’t have to take care of me anymore, he’ll ditch me?” That didn’t sit well with Dalton at all, but he couldn’t remain a person that everyone else had to take care of. 
 
    “I don’t think so. My guess is your friendship will evolve. Maybe into something more equal.” 
 
    Dalton hoped she was right. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I’m kind of facing a changing friendship myself.” 
 
    “You are?” Dalton asked then said, “Oh. You and Danica?” 
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation before Sierra nodded. “It’s interesting because even when she was with Les, I never felt that our friendship changed much. We still hung out a lot of the time, and wrong as it sounds, I was pretty certain if push came to shove, she’d choose me over Les. Not that I ever planned to push for that. I don’t feel that way about JD. He comes first to her now, and that’s as it should be.” Sierra let out a long sigh. “But that leaves things between her and me changing a bit.” 
 
    “Have you talked to her about it?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “No, not yet. I don’t think she’s as aware of it, being how she and JD are newlyweds. It’s been a crazy few months between the engagement and the wedding.” 
 
    “Still, I’m sure it’s hard to deal with a changing friendship, especially one that’s been as close as your and Danica’s has been.” 
 
    Sierra tossed him a smile that wasn’t anywhere near as brilliant as her usual one. “It will be fine.” 
 
    “Who are your other friends?” Dalton asked, realizing he hadn’t ever heard her talk about anyone else. 
 
    “I have a couple of friends from the Bible study group and a couple from work, but none of them are as close to me as Danica is.” 
 
    “And me and Elliot?” 
 
    This time, the smile she gave him held a bit more shine to it. “Yes. Definitely you two as well.” 
 
    A feeling of warmth filled Dalton with her acknowledgment of their friendship. “So, all of that to say, yes, I’ll take you up on your offer to help me learn to drive as long as it won’t negatively affect our friendship.” 
 
    “Let me know when you want to go out. I have the day off tomorrow, but then I’m back to work for three days.” 
 
    “Maybe we can try for tomorrow afternoon, just to see how it goes,” Dalton suggested. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Sierra turned the car onto the road leading toward the cul de sac where his siblings had built their homes. 
 
    Dalton wasn’t sure he’d ever want to live that close to so many of his siblings, but he was happy the option was available for those of them that did want that. So far, living at the apartment building had been okay because no one was constantly keeping track of him. At least no one that he was aware of. 
 
    When Sierra pulled into the driveway of Makayla and Ethan’s home, Dalton immediately spotted the three girls sitting on the front steps waiting for them. Dalton climbed out of the car when Sierra did, so he didn’t miss the curiosity on the girls’ faces when they saw him. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Uncle Dalton?” Stephanie asked after she’d given Sierra a hug.  
 
    “I’m going with you to get my nails done,” Dalton told them, unable to keep from smiling when his niece’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    When the front door opened, and Makayla came out onto the porch, Sierra went to give her a hug.  
 
    “Mom! Uncle Dalton is going with us to get his nails done.” 
 
    Makayla looked at him with an expression so similar to her daughter’s that Dalton laughed before he could stop himself.  
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Yep. I am.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “Why not?” Dalton asked with a shrug. 
 
    “Why would you get your nails done?” Olivia asked.  
 
    “Because I like to. Don’t you like how your hands and feet feel after someone else takes care of them for you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I like it too. No matter how I try, I can never get my nails trimmed as nicely, not to mention how great my feet feel afterward.” The three girls nodded their agreement. “Your dads should give it a try.” 
 
    The girls exchanged looks, obviously trying to imagine their dads—Ethan, Levi, and Bennett—getting their nails done. When they burst out laughing, Dalton could hardly blame them. 
 
    “I think next time we should make it a family affair and have them come with us.” 
 
    “I’d pay good money to see you try and get them into a nail salon,” Makayla said, a smile playing around the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “They wouldn’t have to get polish. I mean, I’m not.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear that,” Makayla said. “I’d be afraid the girls would talk you into getting pink or something.” 
 
    “Are there any color restrictions for them?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Since it’s summer, we moms agreed to lift the restrictions,” Makayla said. “They can pick whatever they want.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom!” Stephanie threw her arms around Makayla’s waist.  
 
    “I’ll have them back before supper,” Sierra told her.  
 
    “Maybe we should take them out for dinner,” Dalton suggested.  
 
    “Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!” The girls jumped up and down and clapped, obviously on board with the idea.  
 
    “Dalton.” Makayla’s voice held a hint of reproof, and she was giving him the mom look. “What was the rule Mom always had about asking in front of certain people?” 
 
    “Oh, is that rule still in effect? Even now that we’re adults?” 
 
    “Especially now that you’re an adult and want to do things that need parental approval without the children’s input.” She crossed her arms and sighed. “But as long as Sierra doesn’t mind, you can take them for dinner.” Her gaze flicked to Sierra. “You know the rule for food.” 
 
    “I do, and it’s fine for us to do supper too. It will probably be an early one though.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Makayla hugged the girls. “I’ll see you guys later. Be good and obey Sierra. She’s the boss.” 
 
    “What about me?” Dalton asked, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    Makayla gave him a look that was super easy to read. “Sierra knows the rules and knows how to keep the girls in line. Something tells me you’d enjoy encouraging them to have fun.” 
 
    Dalton grinned. “I guess Sierra will have to keep me in line too.” 
 
    “None of you give her any trouble,” Makayla warned, pinning Dalton with a look. “None of you.” 
 
    “We’ll be good, Mom,” Stephanie promised. 
 
    “Alright. Off you go.” 
 
    The three girls ran for the car and climbed in the back while Dalton and Sierra approached more slowly. 
 
    “Do you go to the same nail place all the time?” Dalton asked as Sierra backed out of the driveway. 
 
    “Same place, and I phoned to warn them I was bringing three girls and a guy with me.” 
 
    “Warned them?” Dalton asked. “About me? 
 
    “I think it was more the mixture of you and the girls.” 
 
    I promise I’ll be good,” Dalton said with a smile.  
 
    He was surprised at how much he was anticipating the afternoon with Sierra and the girls. The simplest things gave him pleasure in a way he’d never imagined possible. Of course, nothing replaced his music. That was something he still longed for, but since it remained elusive, he’d take simple pleasures over no pleasures at all. 
 
    Pushing aside thoughts of his music, Dalton listened as the girls chatted in the back seat. It appeared that they all thought some boy named Colton was cute, and that a girl named Maisy was mean. Olivia whined about how her parents had restricted her iPad use, while Ella complained about how loud the twins were and how they wouldn’t leave her things alone. 
 
    Dalton had always been the youngest sibling, so he’d never had someone bugging him like Ella was experiencing. If anything, he’d probably been the one annoying the older kids. But once he’d discovered music, he hadn’t had any interest in hanging out with his older siblings, except for Danica. And that was only because she enjoyed music as much as he did. 
 
    He wasn’t as close to any of them as he was to Danica, and even as an adult, he didn’t see that really changing. Not that he didn’t enjoy hanging out with his siblings, but he was still in a very different place in his life than they were. He had different interests than they had, and his life experiences were definitely different from theirs.  
 
    They really didn’t have a whole lot in common, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t hang around with them. It just meant that most likely, given the choice, he’d still choose to spend his time with Danica, JD, Elliot, and Sierra. Even though Danica appeared to still struggle at times, they seemed to understand him the best, so that made it easier to spend his time with them. 
 
    Maybe if he stuck around long enough, his level of ease around his other siblings would grow.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Sierra led the way into the nail shop where she always got her nails done. The girls were already discussing what colors they wanted to choose. Stephanie and Olivia seemed more interested in going for the wild colors that their moms usually denied them. Ella, however, didn’t care about the lack of restrictions because she always picked the same color, and it was an acceptable color even when the restrictions were in place.  
 
    Once inside, the lady closest to the front counter came over to greet her with a friendly smile. When Sierra had first come to the shop, she’d had some difficulty understanding the Asian women that worked there. But the more often she’d come and made a concentrated effort to speak with them while they worked on her nails, the better she was now able to understand the women.  
 
    The girls scooted right over to the wall where all the bottles of nail polish sat on narrow acrylic shelves. Once they had chosen their colors, they sat down at the small tables and compared their choices while they waited for someone to come work on their nails. 
 
    Dalton had gone to one of the pedicure chairs and already taken his shoes off and put his feet in the warm swirling water. After making sure the girls were okay, Sierra settled into the chair next to his. 
 
    “Do you know how to use that?” Sierra pointed to the controls for the chair.  
 
    “I think so.” When his chair whirred to life, a grin spread across his face, and he leaned back. “Yeah. I think I got it figured out.” 
 
    Sierra smiled as she shook her head at how much he was enjoying the massage aspects of the chair. She had a setting she always enjoyed, so she quickly pushed the buttons to start up her chair. By the time two of the women sat down in front of them, Sierra was comfortable in her chair, relaxing as the rollers worked their way up and down her back. 
 
    She greeted the woman seated on the small stool in front of her and handed over the bottle of polish she’d chosen for her toes. When the woman in front of Dalton said something to him, he looked over at Sierra. Guessing that he was struggling with the accent, Sierra told the woman what he wanted. 
 
    The women quickly got to work, chatting quietly with each other before one of them asked Sierra if Dalton was her boyfriend. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “Just a friend. His sister is married to my brother.” 
 
    She’d discovered that while their accents made it hard to understand sometimes, the women had a good grasp of English and always understood her when she responded.  
 
    “He’s cute,” the woman said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Rather than respond, Sierra just smiled. She had a feeling that Dalton had understood that little statement just fine.  
 
    “No girlfriend?” the woman asked, pushing into territory that Sierra hadn’t entered with him. 
 
    Sierra shrugged and glanced over at Dalton. When his gaze met hers, she said, “She wants to know if you have a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Uh…not at the moment.” 
 
    For some reason, Sierra wanted to ask him if he’d ever had one, but she didn’t. In all the social media stuff and interviews, there had never been any mention of him seriously dating anyone. At any of the events they were photographed attending, it only seemed that one or two of the band members came with dates. The rest were there on their own. She hadn’t recalled ever seeing Dalton with a girlfriend, but of course, that didn’t necessarily mean he hadn’t had one. 
 
    The women chatted with each other in their language, giggling and casting looks at her and Dalton. Sierra could only imagine what they were saying.  
 
    “Are you going to the monthly birthday dinner this weekend?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dalton said, sounding a bit offended that she even asked. “My mom and Danica would have my head if I didn’t show up. I’m bracing myself for a raucous event.” 
 
    “At least you’ll be prepared,” Sierra said with a laugh. “A combination of presents, sugar, and a load of kids leads to a pretty wild time.” 
 
    “How do the kids who aren’t getting presents deal with that?” 
 
    “Considering it’s usually a majority that aren’t, they’re in good company. Bennett also gave them a lecture about how it was preparing them for real life. That went over the heads of most the kids, to be honest.” 
 
    Dalton laughed in a way Sierra hadn’t ever heard him laugh before. It did funny things to her that she didn’t want to dwell on too much.  
 
    “I also got approval for the days off I asked for so I could go with the family to Hecla.”  
 
    She was happy they’d given her the days considering it was a holiday weekend in August, plus she’d just taken off the week before the wedding. The large family gathering at Hecla usually happened over Canada Day in July, but because the wedding had been so close to that time, this year they’d pushed the gathering off until August. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if Dalton would still be there, but if so, it would be the first time in years the whole family had been together. Steve and Emily would likely be thrilled to have all their kids with them again.  
 
    “Where do they put everyone?” Dalton asked. “Now that they’ve all paired up and have kids?” 
 
    “Some of them have bought their own places. Bennett and Grace. Makayla and Ethan. They each have a place not far from your folks’. Maya’s parents also bought a big cabin where she and Gabe stay along with Mitch and Belle and all the kids.” Sierra thought back to the last time they’d been out there, trying to remember where everyone else had stayed. “Tristan and his family stay in an RV as do Hannah and Ryan. Last year, Sammi and Levi stayed at the cabin with us singles and your parents, and I think Kenton and Avery stayed at the hotel.” 
 
    “Hard to imagine how much the family has grown. Are we able to all hang out together when we’re up there?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of crowded, but we do okay.” 
 
    “Maybe I should look into buying a place,” Dalton said. 
 
    Sierra turned to look at him more directly. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “Sure. Why not?” 
 
    “That just seems like a…big commitment.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m committed to the family? To staying around here?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what to think, to be honest. And it’s not my place to have an opinion one way or the other.” 
 
    “You don’t have an opinion?” Dalton asked. “For real?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that I don’t have an opinion, but more that it’s not my place to voice it.” 
 
    “Even if I asked you for it?” 
 
    “If you asked for it, I’d probably tell you my hope.” 
 
    “Your hope?” His brows rose slightly. “Okay then. What’s your hope?” 
 
    “My hope is that regardless of where you go, you stay in touch with your family. That you never lose contact with them again. That’s my hope.” 
 
    Dalton regarded her for a moment before he said, “And do you think that’s going to happen?” 
 
    “I think as long as people give you space and let you reconnect on your own terms, it will.” 
 
    His gaze shifted to a distant point that Sierra figured only he could see, then he nodded. “You’re right. I know they missed out on a bunch of years between age seventeen and where I am now, but they still need to accept that I’m not seventeen anymore. I’ve gone through stuff none of them would understand except for JD, and even he wouldn’t understand some of it.” 
 
    “Your folks were pretty upset with him for not telling them about you and also getting the apartment ready for you without their knowledge.” 
 
    Dalton sighed and ran a hand through his hair, moving it back from his face, but to no avail as the strands slid down again as soon as he looked over at her. “I told them not to blame him. I had stipulations to getting back in touch with the family, and JD had no choice but to abide by them if I was to get to this point.” 
 
    “I think JD saw both sides of the situation, so he didn’t hold any hard feelings against your parents. You did put him in an impossible situation, especially with Danica, but no doubt he figured that the end justified the means.” 
 
    Dalton sat quietly for a couple of minutes. “I owe JD a lot for what he did for me.” 
 
    “I think he probably thinks he owes you a lot because of what happened way back when.” 
 
    “He owed me nothing for that,” Dalton said. “I was going to leave anyway. Did the idea of leaving so that future relationships would be easier for Danica without me around cross my mind? Sure. And maybe that helped me to even further justify my plans to leave, but even if that hadn’t happened, I would have left anyway.” 
 
    “Were you so unhappy here?” Even as she asked the question, Sierra wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.  
 
    “It wasn’t that I was unhappy, I just felt restricted. Like I would never reach my full potential if I stayed here. I didn’t want to go to university like all my siblings had. I didn’t want to work for the family company. I didn’t want a nine-to-five job. Someone promised me something more. Something in line with what I wanted. The only problem was, I knew my folks would say no.” 
 
    “Would you do things differently now?” Sierra asked. 
 
    When his answer was slow in coming, a little of the hope she had for his future with his family dimmed. If he would still do the same things over again, it didn’t bode well for him to stick around. 
 
    “There are some things I’d do differently,” he finally said. “I’d obviously try to steer clear of the substance abuse, but I can’t deny that my need to have my music out there was truly satisfied.” 
 
    “But what you wrote for the band seemed to be a lot different than what you used to write here.” 
 
    “It was, but it still came to me in a way that was fulfilling.” He rested his head back against the chair. “The biggest thing I’d change if I could, is Angel dying. It was such a waste of a life. But I wouldn’t wish the rest away because of Jesse. If it weren’t for him, I’d be broke and dead.” 
 
    “JD seemed very impressed with Jesse.” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “Jesse did so much for me, including making sure my finances were in order.” 
 
    “You should invite him to the weekend up at Hecla. I think your family would like to meet him.” 
 
    “I might, though I’m not sure my family is ready for Jesse. He may be a caring person, but he’s got a mouth on him that would probably make Mom faint.” 
 
    Sierra let out a huff of laughter. “Yeah. That might not be so good.” 
 
    “I’d tell him to watch his language, but somehow I doubt that would work for more than a few hours.” 
 
    “I guess you could just warn everyone,” Sierra suggested. 
 
    “And the kids?” Dalton asked. “If they learn their first swear word from my friend, their parents will kill me.” 
 
    “Makayla will for sure,” Sierra said with a laugh. 
 
    They continued to talk about how Jesse could possibly meet the family without scandalizing a bunch of them. By the time the women had finished with their feet, the girls were sitting with their hands tucked under blowers. Sierra was glad it wasn’t a busy day. It meant that after she and Dalton were transferred to the small tables for their nails, they didn’t have to wait.  
 
    With the girls closer to them, the conversation shifted away from the more serious topics as Dalton engaged in conversation with them. It was interesting watching them all interact together. Sierra could tell that the girls weren’t quite sure what to make of him.  
 
    His long hair was gone, but he still had holes in his ears, though they were devoid of earrings at the moment. And though his clothing currently hid his tattoos, Sierra knew he had them. When he performed, he tended to wear sleeveless vests that showed off his upper arms and chest which is where his tattoos were. 
 
    He’d managed to pull together a more “acceptable” appearance for his family, but when she looked at him, Sierra could still see the man she’d watched from a distance for almost a decade. He looked more like the Dalton of old now, but there was no unseeing what she’d seen of him. 
 
    Sierra wasn’t sure if the girls were aware of Dalton’s career. After Benjie, the girls were the oldest of the grandchildren, but they were being raised by protective parents who wouldn’t want their children to know about the kind of lifestyle their uncle had lived. At least not at this age. 
 
    Benjie was aware of Dalton’s career, but it seemed rock music wasn’t his thing, so he didn’t gush all over him. Instead, he treated Dalton much like he treated his other uncles. He talked with them. He joked with them. He treated them with respect. From the couple of times she’d seen him with Dalton, he interacted just the same with him. Sierra was sure that Dalton appreciated that.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the women to finish with their nails. Dalton was done before her since he hadn’t even gone for clear polish. He’d settled for having them clean his nails up and then buff them. When they were done, they walked to the front counter. 
 
    “I’ll get this,” Dalton said, pulling his wallet out of his pocket.  
 
    “You don’t have to. I planned to cover this for the girls.” 
 
    “Just let me treat you guys. I missed out on being able to do that for my friends and family all these years.” He gave her a quick smile. “I mean, I assume we would have become friends as the years went on.” 
 
    Sierra’s inner teenage-self gasped and then sat in hurt, stunned silence at his words. He hadn’t considered them friends? She’d always thought they’d been friends—not close friends, but still friends—and now to hear that he hadn’t ever viewed her as that momentarily robbed her of words.  
 
    Sierra wasn’t sure what to do with the turmoil within her. And she wasn’t even sure why she was feeling like she was. It shouldn’t matter that they hadn’t been friends back then. It shouldn’t matter that it was becoming pretty clear that he’d barely known she existed when they were teens.  
 
    “You okay?” Dalton asked as they stepped out of the nail place. “I mean, you’re not really upset I treated for that, are you?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Sierra said, forcing a smile. “Are you going to treat for supper too?” 
 
    He arched a brow at her. “Are you going to fight me on it if I want to?” 
 
    “Are you two fighting?” Stephanie asked.  
 
    “No,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Sounds like you are,” Olivia countered. 
 
    Sierra fought the urge to roll her eyes. Dalton, however, didn’t even bother to fight that battle. He rolled his eyes, and in the process looked so much like Makayla that in spite of her mood, Sierra found herself wanting to laugh.  
 
    The eye roll was an action Sierra was well acquainted with from her sister-in-law, and it was usually in response to something her children had said or done. For some reason, they seemed to think they could pull one over on her. Of all the women in the family, Makayla was the least likely to fall for her children’s attempts to get her to change her mind about something. Or better yet, believe them when they were telling a lie—usually blaming a sibling for something they’d done.  
 
    “We are not fighting,” Dalton said. “We’re having a difference of opinion.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the same thing?” Stephanie asked as they walked toward the car. 
 
    “No, it’s not. We can have a difference of opinion and not be fighting.” Dalton pointed a finger at the three girls. “It’s a good lesson to learn early in life.” 
 
    This time it was Stephanie’s turn to roll her eyes. “Now you sound like Uncle Bennett. He’s always trying to teach us lessons.” 
 
    Sierra opened the back door of the car and gestured for them to get in. Thankfully, the interactions with the girls and Dalton had helped to pull her out of the quicksand of emotions she had unexpectedly found herself in. She was determined not to go back there, so she let the “disagreement” go, and if he wanted to pay for their meal, she’d let him do that without argument. 
 
    The girls chimed in with where they wanted to eat supper. All in agreement, which made Sierra think they’d been discussing it while they were getting their nails done. It wasn’t her first choice for a meal out, but since they served ice cream for dessert, she was willing to go along with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    It didn’t take long to get to Dairy Queen from the nail salon, and after Sierra parked, the girls eagerly got out of the car. Once inside, they found a table in the small restaurant then each of the girls told Sierra what they wanted. She and Dalton left them at the table and went up to the counter to place the orders. When Dalton pulled out his wallet, Sierra let him take care of it. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    She shot him a look as the teen behind the cash register moved away to start filling their order. “For what?” 
 
    “For not arguing with me again.” 
 
    Sierra sighed. “I might not have been doing it out loud, but you can bet I was doing it inside.” 
 
    “I’m sure your objection is that you don’t want me to think you’re taking advantage of me.” 
 
    “That’s part of it,” Sierra admitted.  
 
    “Well, first of all, I don’t think that at all, so if I offer, assume that I really want to.” He turned to lean a hip against the counter, crossing his arms and tilting his head. “And what’s the other part?” 
 
    “I’m just used to taking care of myself.” 
 
    His brows rose a bit. “Never had a boyfriend?” 
 
    “First of all, having a boyfriend doesn’t mean a girl can’t take care of herself.” 
 
    “That’s not how us Callaghan boys were raised. We were supposed to take care of the girls we dated.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that most of the ladies your brothers ended up with would have insisted they could take care of themselves.” 
 
    Dalton seemed to consider that for a moment before nodding. He shifted away from the counter when the teen began to put things on their tray. “Especially Maya. Gabe landed himself a sugar mama.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that since I’ve never seen you with a black eye, you must not have told Gabe that when he was dating her.” 
 
    Dalton laughed. “I had no idea what that even meant back then, but I did mention it to him the other day.” 
 
    “And what did he do?” 
 
    “He laughed and said that I should only be so lucky.” Dalton shook his head. “Like I need a rich woman. I’m more likely to be the sugar daddy.” 
 
    “Well, let’s not discuss that around the girls.” Sierra nodded her head in the direction of where the trio sat, their heads close together. “The last thing we need is for Stephanie to ask Makayla what a sugar daddy is.” 
 
    A grin spread across Dalton’s face. “Is that really the last thing we need?” 
 
    Sierra gave him a warning look. “I like hanging out with the girls, and I’m pretty sure that Makayla would forbid that if Stephanie started talking about sugar daddies.” 
 
    “Okay, for your sake, I’ll shut up about ugarsay addiesday.” 
 
    This time Sierra went ahead and rolled her eyes at Dalton’s attempt at Pig Latin then she turned back to the teen. She took one of the trays he slid across the counter to her. “I’m going to take this to the girls.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    At the table, the girls picked through the food to find what they’d asked for. The tables were set up for groups of four, so Sierra let the girls sit by themselves at one table, while she and Dalton took the one next to it. Sierra said a prayer for their meal then focused on the tray of food Dalton had set on their table. 
 
    “Wow,” Dalton said as he looked over what he’d ordered. “It’s been awhile since I was last in a DQ.” 
 
    “You didn’t eat fast food in Toronto?” she asked as she picked up a chicken strip then bit into it.  
 
    “Oh, we ate plenty of fast food, just not much Dairy Queen. We had lots of McDonald's and Burger King. Even Wendy’s.” 
 
    They ate in silence for a bit as Sierra listened to the girls chatter away next to them. It felt like an eternity since she’d been their age, and even then, her life hadn’t been as uncomplicated as theirs were. She’d been dealing with parents who seemed to view her more as an inconvenience than a child they had wanted.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for Ethan, she had no idea where she’d be now. He’d loved her more than her parents had, and he’d done his best to make sure that she was taken care of. The times she’d spent with him had been the highlight of her life, and when the judge had given Ethan custody of her, her life had finally seemed to right itself. 
 
    The fact that she was happy and had a career she loved could be one hundred percent attributed to Ethan and later Makayla when he’d married her. She’d been willing to marry Ethan, even knowing that he and Sierra were a package deal. 
 
    She was so thankful that none of her nieces or their cousins had to deal with a life like hers had been years ago. She was comforted knowing that they were growing up in homes where they knew they were loved and where they experienced the stability that came with that knowledge. 
 
    Ethan had turned out to be a fantastic father, but Sierra had never doubted that he would be. He’d stepped up for her when he didn’t have to, so if he’d do that for her, he’d do even more for his own children. 
 
    “So you’re still on for some driving tomorrow?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “If you are,” Sierra said with a nod. She picked up a fry and took a bite. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him she planned to do a little research on how best to help someone learn to drive. 
 
    “I am. But Danica definitely wasn’t,” Dalton said as he laughed. “It’s good to know that even all these years later, some stuff never changes.” 
 
    “Maybe you can drive with her again after you’ve had a few lessons.” 
 
    “I’d probably have to blindfold her first.” 
 
    “Oh, that would make things infinitely worse.” Sierra could only imagine how things would be if Danica had to be blindfolded. “I’m not sure there’s enough money in the world to pay her to do that.” 
 
    Dalton tilted his head as he regarded her. “And you’re not worried about driving with me?” 
 
    “As long as you aren’t going to goof off while you’re driving, I’m not going to stress out. I’m a little more laid back than Danica, so I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Thanks for being willing to help me,” Dalton said. “I suppose I could have asked JD, but he’s been pretty busy with that volleyball camp.” 
 
    “I thought he and Danica would have had time off during the summer, but they’re as busy as ever.” 
 
    “Kinda makes me feel lazy,” Dalton said after he finished chewing a bite of his burger. 
 
    “Are you finding it difficult not having a lot to do?” 
 
    “Some days are easier than others.” He picked up his drink and took a sip, his gaze not meeting hers. “I do try to keep busy with things like spending time with Mom and Dad and the siblings when they’re available. Life is definitely easier now than it was a couple of months ago. The cravings have lessened, for the most part.” 
 
    “Do you attend meetings?” Sierra asked. She wasn’t sure that was something she were supposed to ask a recovering addict, but she was curious. “You don’t have to answer me if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Dalton nodded, his gaze lifting from his food. “I haven’t gone to a meeting yet, but I’m meeting regularly with a counselor from the rehab center.” 
 
    “Isn’t the center out by Gimli?” 
 
    “Yes, but they have an office here in the city with counselors. Part of what they do is help their clients get back to a normal life. Most of us don’t live out in Gimli, so they have counselors here in the city to come alongside the people who live here.” 
 
    “That’s good that you still have that support after leaving the rehab center.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m dealing with additional pressures that I had not anticipated, so I’ve been glad of the support here. It’s one of the reasons I stayed on so long at the center. I knew I couldn’t go back to my normal life and then try to implement what I’d learned on my own. I wasn’t even sure what a normal life would look like for me sober, to be honest.” He picked up his drink and took a sip through the straw. “Jesse had told me before I left that the band had to be over, so I had no idea what lay ahead for me. Suddenly I had no drugs, no alcohol, and no career.” 
 
    “Your music will always be a career for you. It just might look different than it did before.” 
 
    “You’ve said that twice now,” Dalton remarked with a small smile. 
 
    “Said what?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “That something might look different.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I’ve learned in my life that things change, and even if they end up different from how we thought they would, it doesn’t mean anything is wrong with how things turn out. Sometimes they’re even better.” 
 
    “Things certainly didn’t turn out how I had thought they would,” Dalton said with a wry smile.  
 
    Sierra wasn’t sure what to say. There would be some who would say that Dalton’s fame and fortune, earned doing something he loved, should be enough, but she was aware of the price he’d paid for it.  
 
    “Are you done eating?” Stephanie asked. 
 
    Sierra looked over to where the girls sat. “Almost. Did you girls want to get some ice cream?” 
 
    When all three nodded their heads, Dalton leaned over to pull out his wallet from his back pocket. When he pulled out a fifty and handed it to the girls, their eyes went wide. 
 
    “Bring back the change,” Sierra said. 
 
    Dalton glanced at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to say they could keep it, but instead, he just said, “You can get whatever you want as long as you’ll eat it.” 
 
    The girls rushed toward the counter, moving close together. 
 
    “You’re spoiling them,” Sierra said. 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “I haven’t had much chance to spoil my nieces and nephews, so I’ve got a little bit of lost time to make up.” 
 
    “I suppose they’re not my kids anyway,” Sierra said. “If their parents have a problem with it, I’m sure they’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Do you hope to have kids?” Dalton asked. 
 
    His question caught her off-guard, so she hesitated before answering. “Uh…I suppose. I haven’t really spent much time thinking about it. I mean, I’d need a husband first, and with no prospects around, there’s not much use in dwelling on that thought.” 
 
    Dalton regarded her curiously for a moment then nodded. “I never thought I’d have kids. My music was so much of a focus for me, but after everything that’s happened, it’s made me think I might like to have a couple one day.” 
 
    “I’m just glad that your parents are such good grandparents, especially considering that Ethan and Makayla’s kids only have one set. Actually, Maya’s parents are also really good at playing the role of grandparent to all the kids, not just her and Gabe’s.” 
 
    “Here’s your change,” Stephanie said, as she set the bills and coins down on the table. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Dalton said. 
 
    He shifted in his chair a bit so he could talk to the girls as they ate their ice cream. Sierra was glad he was making an effort to interact with them. All of the siblings and their spouses were good at interacting with each others’ kids. Dalton had always been an absentee uncle, one they hadn’t talked about much, even to the older kids. It was nice to see him making up for lost time. 
 
    Once the girls were done their ice cream, they all left the restaurant and headed back to Makayla’s. Ethan’s truck was in the driveway when they got home, so Sierra pulled in behind it.  
 
    They got out of the car and headed up the steps to the front door. Stephanie opened it for them, and they all trailed inside after her.  
 
    “Hi guys,” Ethan said as they all walked into the kitchen. From the look of things, they were just getting ready to sit down for their dinner. “How was your afternoon?” 
 
    “It was great,” Stephanie said. “But they were fighting.” 
 
    “Who?” Makayla asked as she poured milk into cups on the counter. “Olivia and Ella?” 
 
    “No. Them.” Stephanie pointed at Sierra and Dalton.  
 
    Makayla turned to look at them. “You guys were fighting? What about?” 
 
    “We weren’t fighting,” Sierra said with a pointed look at Stephanie. “We had a bit of a disagreement.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Who was paying the bill,” Dalton volunteered. “And it wouldn’t have even been a disagreement if Sierra had just let me pay.” 
 
    “I assume you won that disagreement?” Ethan said, looking at Sierra. 
 
    “No, I did not.” Sierra went over to give him a hug. “You can lecture him if you want.” 
 
    Ethan chuckled as he wrapped his arms around her for a tight hug. She felt him press a kiss to the top of her head and smiled.  
 
    “If he treated all you girls, I’m not going to get upset about it.” When he released her, he reached into his pocket then held his hand out. In his palm lay her candy. The one he’d started giving her as a young girl and never stopped, even though she was well past childhood now. 
 
    Snatching it from his hand, she went up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to his cheek, the bristles of his five o’clock shadow rough against her lips. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Always, sunshine,” Ethan said with a smile.  
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll leave you to your supper,” Sierra said as she unwrapped her candy and popped it in her mouth, relishing the strawberry taste that she would forever associate with Ethan. 
 
    Makayla gave her and Dalton hugs then said, “Thank you for spoiling the girls for the afternoon. I’m sure they had a great time.” 
 
    “Sorry for the extra sugar they ingested. Hopefully, they won’t be too out of control.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Ethan said then turned to look at the three girls. “Right?” 
 
    They nodded their heads then they hugged her and Dalton and said thanks. Once they disappeared upstairs to Stephanie’s bedroom, she and Dalton left.  
 
    Without the girls’ chatter, the drive back to the apartment building was a bit quieter. They talked about the plan for the driving lesson the next day as well as Sierra’s work schedule for the rest of the week.  
 
    When they reached the apartment block, Sierra thanked him for the afternoon then headed into her apartment. Her time with Dalton had left her with some weird feelings and she couldn’t figure out if she wanted to mull them over or ignore them.  
 
    Instead, she did a bit of both as she put a load of laundry in the washer. The thing she was having the hardest time wrapping her head around and accepting was the fact that Dalton didn’t appear to feel that they had been friends when they were teens. She’d always considered him a friend, the same way she’d thought of Danica and JD, although, admittedly she’d not been as close to him as she’d been with them. 
 
    Still, it made her sad to think that what she’d assumed all those years ago was wrong. Hopefully he viewed her as a friend now, and since she’d always tried to live in the present instead of dwelling on the past, that was what she needed to focus on now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Dalton strummed angrily on the guitar, the chords discordant. Music was still eluding him. He could barely play the songs he’d played for years. Where music had once flowed so smoothly, unstoppable, it now felt like a dam had been built to stop its flow.  
 
    He’d finally read over all his notebooks from Toronto, searching for inspiration, but still, nothing. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A wave of hopelessness swept over him. Without his music, he was nothing. Music was what had defined him for so long that to be without it felt as if he had been stripped of his identity.  
 
    What if the music never came back?  
 
    What if he never wrote another lyric?  
 
    Who would he be if his name was never associated with another song?  
 
    As anger joined the hopelessness he was experiencing, Dalton flopped back against the couch, the guitar clutched in his hands. It had brought him so much joy over the years, but now it was a bitter reminder of what had once been.  
 
    Despair crept in, bringing with it an anxiety that he wanted to soothe the way he once had. He put the guitar on the couch beside him and sat forward, sliding his hands into his hair and gripping it. 
 
    It was a good thing he was in Winnipeg and not Toronto because the temptation to call up old friends might have been more than he could handle. Of course, it was still possible that he could call up an old friend who had connections in Winnipeg.  
 
    Dalton got up from the couch and began to pace the room. This was probably when he should call his counselor, but he wanted to prove to himself that he could handle this. That he could face down the temptation and win. That he didn’t need his hand held every time he was dealing with some anxiety.  
 
    Breathing deeply in and out, he paced the room, bringing to mind all the coping mechanisms they’d taught him at the center. He needed to get this anxiety under control because his driving lesson with Sierra was set to take place in an hour, and he was determined that it would go well.  
 
    He didn’t want to freak Sierra out the way he had Danica. For some reason, it was important that she see that he was trying hard to do his best. She’d said that as long as she could see he was taking the driving lesson seriously, she wasn’t worried. He was taking it seriously. So seriously, in fact, that he planned to buy a car soon. 
 
    It would be something that tied him to Winnipeg, but if he did decide to make the move back to Toronto, he could give it to someone when he left. It wasn’t like there was a shortage of people who could benefit from a new car.  
 
    In the meantime, though, he needed to get his head back into a positive space so that he could focus on his time with Sierra. She deserved that much since she was giving up part of her day off to help him. 
 
    By the time Sierra knocked on his door an hour later, Dalton had showered and managed to put aside his earlier emotional turmoil. For the most part. Agitation mixed with worry still shifted beneath his skin. 
 
    “Ready to go?” Sierra asked, her smile bright when he opened the door. She wore a pair of jean capris and a light purple T-shirt with Pediatrics: our patients are the cutest blocked out on the front of it in a fun font. Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail.  
 
    “I am,” Dalton said, giving her a quick smile. “If you are.” 
 
    “I am, so let’s do this.” She stepped back and waited as he closed the door. 
 
    As they walked side by side down the stairs, her arm brushed against his, and he got a whiff of a soft floral scent mixed with a little vanilla. “I’m surprised you still want to do this. I thought maybe Danica would talk you out of it.” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “She did try, but once I’ve committed to something, I don’t usually back out without a good reason.” 
 
    “And risking your life isn’t a good reason?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “Oh please. They let fifteen-year-olds out on the road to drive. I’m pretty sure you’re more focused than they are.” 
 
    “We can always hope.” 
 
    “You okay?” Sierra asked. 
 
    He glanced over and met her gaze briefly. Her sunny expression from a few minutes earlier had faded into concern, and Dalton found that he didn’t like being the cause of that facial shift. He wanted her to always be happy. In the time since he’d returned, the times she’d been without her smile were few and far between. That was the way it should be.  
 
    “I’m fine, just not exactly confident after my last experience behind the wheel.” 
 
    Her smile returned as she said, “Just put that out of your mind. This time around you’re going to do just fine.” 
 
    “You sound like you have a plan,” Dalton said. 
 
    “I do. I scoped out an area of Transcona that seems quieter. I’ll drive us over there, and then you can take over.” 
 
    Dalton liked that she’d put some thought into what they were going to do. It did fill him with a bit more confidence that this time around would go better. Danica had just tossed him the keys and told him to drive. Clearly not the best plan of action. 
 
    As they drove, Sierra chatted a bit more about where she was taking him and why she’d chosen that area. Dalton was surprised that as she spoke, his agitation was soothed away. He wasn’t sure if it was her voice, what she was saying, or just being with her, but he wasn’t going to question it. The less agitated he was going into the driving lesson, the better. 
 
    As she’d promised, the area where she finally pulled over was devoid of traffic. She moved her seat back then got out of the car. Once they’d swapped seats, Dalton adjusted the seat and mirrors as Sierra directed him to. 
 
    She had him try out the signals and made sure he knew the basics, which he did since he’d had to take the written test again. Still, he let her talk, not wanting to interrupt her when she was taking her role as driving instructor so seriously. It was definitely more seriously than Danica had taken the whole thing. 
 
    Sierra’s car was smaller than Danica’s and obviously not as expensive. The trim showed signs of age and the seat covers were worn thin in spots. He appreciated that she wasn’t making any excuses for it. Clearly, it was what she felt comfortable spending her money on, and she felt no need to defend it. That still didn’t stop Dalton from wanting to take her to the nearest car dealership to buy them both cars.   
 
    Within about ten minutes of making his way up and down the nearly deserted streets, Dalton was feeling a lot more confident. Sierra was giving directions well ahead of time, not waiting until the last minute to tell him to turn right and then screaming when he pretty much took the corner on two wheels. 
 
    Her reassurances gave him confidence, but he knew better than to let himself get over-confident. It was just much more low-key than what he’d been through with Danica. He loved his sister to death, but he should have known better than to think she would be a good person to teach him how to drive. 
 
    “I didn’t ask how long you wanted to spend on this lesson,” Sierra said after about thirty minutes of driving around. 
 
    “Do you have someplace you need to be?” Dalton asked. “I don’t want to keep you from something.” 
 
    “Nope. Just a few things I need to finish up before bed since I work tomorrow.” 
 
    Dalton glanced at the clock on her dashboard then over at her as they sat at a red like. “So another thirty minutes would be okay?” 
 
    She gave him a broad smile. “That would be fine.” 
 
    “Elliot and I were going to order pizza tonight. Are you interested in joining us?” 
 
    “Sure. Pizza is usually my it’s been a bad day, and I need to eat my feelings go to, but it can be for a good day too.” She hesitated then said, “Are you waiting for any particular shade of green?” 
 
    “Huh?” Before she could say anything to clarify, the car behind him honked, and Dalton realized the light had turned green. “Oh. Never mind. I was distracted by the idea of pizza.” 
 
    “What are your favorite toppings?” 
 
    “Just meat, or if I’m feeling in the mood for something healthier, I might throw on some tomatoes and peppers.” 
 
    “Ewww…” Sierra said. 
 
    “Is that for the meat, the tomatoes, peppers, or all three?” 
 
    “Just the peppers. Although I don’t like all meats on my pizza. Usually, just bacon or ham, to be honest.” 
 
    “No pepperoni?” 
 
    “Nah. Not my thing.” 
 
    “I guess you’ll be getting your very own pizza tonight.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” Sierra said. “Now do you want me to drive back to the apartment or do you want to give it a whirl?” 
 
    Dalton considered her question then said, “I’d like to give it a try.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Sierra said, her voice not betraying any lack of confidence in his newly acquired driving abilities. “Take me back, Jack.” 
 
    “Jack? Seriously?” 
 
    “Take me home…hmmm…what guy’s name rhymes with home?” 
 
    “I have no clue, but even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I have a feeling it would be all I’d hear whenever you wanted me to drive you home.” 
 
    “You’re no fun. Doesn’t matter. I’m going to Google that when I get home.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” 
 
    “Google is my friend. Didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “Might be your friend, but it’s certainly not mine,” Dalton muttered. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that Googling his name was a bad, bad move. If it wasn’t the speculations about his private life, it was the fan fiction involving him and his band members. He’d looked at that once and decided never again. 
 
    “Yeah, Google isn’t a good place to search up your name,” Sierra agreed. “We quickly realized we needed to just stick to social media when looking up information on the band. Even that was sketchy at times.” 
 
    “Some people have way too much time on their hands,” Dalton said. “And way too much interest in my life when they should be focusing on their own.” 
 
    “Well, curiosity over entertainers’ lives is nothing new, to be honest. It’s just been made way too easy to speculate and investigate people now with the internet and social media.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate our fans, but sometimes the more rabid ones would go a little too far.” 
 
    “You helped create some of that, to be honest,” Sierra said. “You were so reclusive, revealing so little of your life, that it left people to make up their own ideas about you.” 
 
    “I get that, but I can say now that I’m glad I did. The fact that no one has tracked me down here feels like a minor miracle.” 
 
    “I’m sure it helps that you don’t look a whole lot like you did six months ago?” 
 
    “You mean a skeleton with long hair?” 
 
    “Something like that. A lot of your fans would be happy to see you like this though. They were concerned.” 
 
    “I do appreciate that concern, as long as it doesn’t spill over into other weird and scary ways of showing that concern.” 
 
    “Stalking, for example?” Sierra said. 
 
    “For example.” 
 
    “Did you guys travel with bodyguards?” 
 
    “Yep. We had them around us most of the time. We were pretty recognizable in Toronto, and when we were out on tour, it was pretty crazy.” 
 
    He still had nightmares about the first time a group of fans had surrounded them. He’d had a minor panic attack which had led to Jesse insisting that they needed protection. The management hadn’t balked too much at the extra expenditure of money, and why would they? The band had begun to rake in tons of money, so having anything bad happen to one of their members hadn’t been what they wanted. 
 
    Of course, now they were faced with that exact scenario, and, with it, the likely demise of the band.  
 
    Pushing aside those thoughts for another time, he focused on parking the car without hitting anyone else’s in the parking lot.  
 
    “Well done,” Sierra said, her words laced with excitement. 
 
    He turned to find her holding up her hand, and he couldn’t help but grin as he slapped it. “Thank you for your sane and calm directions.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Anytime. Well, anytime I’m not working.” 
 
    They got out of the car and headed toward the entrance of the apartment building. “So you’re still up for some pizza?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Tell me what you want so I can place the order. I figure we’ll eat around six or so.” 
 
    Sierra thought for a minute then said, “Just cheese. Lots of cheese.” 
 
    “That’s rather boring, but cheese it is.” 
 
    She wagged her finger at him. “No mocking my choice. It’s my fav.” 
 
    Dalton reached out and punched in the code on the back door, then pulled it open, holding it so Sierra could walk into the building ahead of him. 
 
    “Hey, Sierra.” It was a man’s voice who greeted her, but it wasn’t Elliot or JD. 
 
    “Hi, Marc. How’s it going?” she asked. “Haven’t seen you in a while.” 
 
    Dalton looked over the man who stood talking to Sierra. He was tall with dark hair, and it was pretty obvious he spent plenty of time in the gym, although Dalton hadn’t ever run into him there. 
 
    “I know. Now that the Bible study is on hiatus, I don’t see much of you guys.” 
 
    “My weird hours don’t help much either,” she said. “So you’re doing okay?” 
 
    “Doing really well, thanks.” Marc’s gaze moved past Sierra and landed on Dalton. “Hi there.” 
 
    Sierra stepped to the side. “Marc, this is the youngest Callaghan. Dalton.” She tilted her head as her gaze met his. “This is Marc. He works for C&M and lives in the other one-bedroom.” 
 
    “Hi, Marc.” Dalton held out his hand. “I’ve heard about you, so it’s nice to put a face to the name.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    The back door opened again, and this time it was Elliot who joined them. 
 
    “Are we having a tenants’ meeting that I wasn’t aware of?” he asked. He wore casual work clothes and had his messenger bag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, but it was about you, so now we’re going to have to wait until later,” Dalton said. 
 
    “Ha.” Elliot reached out to punch Dalton in the arm. “Don’t give me a complex.” 
 
    They started to laugh, then laughed even harder when Danica and JD walked in. 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” Danica asked with an arched brow. 
 
    “Tenants’ meeting,” Dalton said. 
 
    “So why weren’t we invited?” 
 
    “Because it was about you two and how unfair it is that you have the largest apartment,” Dalton told her. 
 
    As he’d figured, his sister took a breath as if to respond, but JD laid a hand on her arm. “They’re joking.” 
 
    She let her breath back out. “I knew that.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Dalton said. 
 
    “If Sierra had said it, I might have believed her, but not you.” 
 
    “Oh, I can see that you two are definitely siblings,” Marc commented.  
 
    “I’m headed up,” Sierra said. “I need to get a few things done.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you up and let the boys have their fun.” 
 
    The two left them behind, and Dalton was sure Danica was quizzing Sierra on how he’d done driving. Normally that would annoy Dalton, but he wanted her to hear how well he’d done. It would serve her right. 
 
    He talked a few more minutes with the other three guys before excusing himself as well. That seemed to be the sign for the group to disband since Elliot headed for his apartment when Dalton and JD headed for the stairs while Marc walked toward the back door.  
 
    “We’re having some pizza in a bit,” Dalton said. “If you two want to join us.” 
 
    “Thanks,” JD said, “but we’re just going to spend some time together this evening.” 
 
    “I gotcha,” Dalton said with a grin. “If you change your mind, you know where to find us.” 
 
    “We won’t, but thanks.” 
 
    As soon as Dalton was in his apartment, he texted Elliot for his pizza order. Part of him felt a little guilty for not including Marc, but at least it appeared the guy was on his way out. That helped to assuage some of the guilt. Sooner or later, he should probably include him, but Dalton was still leery of any non-family member getting too close to him. 
 
    After he had Elliot’s order and a recommendation for the best pizza place, Dalton called in their order. He took a few minutes to tidy up the apartment, putting away his guitar and notebooks, as well as the load of laundry he’d done earlier.  
 
    That was something he’d had to get used to again. In Toronto, he’d had people who would come in to clean his apartment and do his laundry, so having to do those things for himself now was a good reminder of where he’d come from. 
 
    It had been a few nights since they’d last gotten together to eat, so Dalton found he was looking forward to it. Elliot and Sierra were easy to be around, which was something he appreciated about them. Even his bandmates had driven him batty at times with their many issues, demands, and arguments. Of course, he had had his own issues, demands, and arguments. 
 
    Dalton actually found that the two of them were easier to get along with than his own siblings. He just felt bad that Sierra had to work the next day since it was likely she wouldn’t stay past eight or so. There were times he wished that she didn’t have to work such long hours, but at the same time, he knew she loved what she did, so even though it might exhaust her, he wouldn’t dream of suggesting she should find another job.  
 
    It was just like when his job with the band had exhausted him. He’d never ever considered giving it up. Unfortunately, it appeared he was going to have to give the band up now, whether he wanted to or not. He wasn’t going to fight it though because he might not get a second chance at saving his own life. And he didn’t doubt that if he went back to the band, he’d find his way back to drugs. 
 
    And that would surely be a direct path to his death.  
 
    A week later, death came knocking, only it wasn’t for him that it lingered outside the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Sierra was reading over the chart of one of her patients shortly after lunch when a fellow nurse rushed up to the nursing station. They’d been in the same nursing class, and they had done a few rotations together. She worked in the adult ER now, so they didn’t get to see each other too often. 
 
    “Sierra,” she said, leaning against the raised counter, her breaths coming rapidly, as if she’d run there. “Your brother’s name is Ethan, right?” 
 
    Sierra stared at her for a moment before slowly nodding, a pit forming in her stomach. “Why?” 
 
    “The ambulance arrived just as I was getting ready to go on break, and I recognized the name from when he came to pick you up sometimes when we were in school.” 
 
    “Ethan’s in the ER?” Sierra swallowed hard as nausea rose up within her. “He’s hurt?” 
 
    “It looked pretty bad, sweetie. You’d better come.” 
 
    Her supervisor had come to stand next to them, and when Sierra looked at her, she said, “Go ahead. We’ll take care of things here.” 
 
    Numbly Sierra handed off the chart she’d been reviewing and then went around the counter to reach her friend. Taking her hand, she tugged Sierra forward. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Together, they raced through familiar hallways, slapping the buttons to open doors as they went. When they finally made it to the ER, her friend guided her back into the trauma area. She knew they wouldn’t have done this for most people, but for a fellow nurse, it appeared they would make an exception when warranted. 
 
    “This is his sister. She’s a nurse in pediatrics,” her friend said when the team around the bed looked up.  
 
    Sierra knew better than to get in their way, so she pressed herself against the wall, only managing to just hold back a sob when she got her first glimpse of Ethan.  
 
    The doctor began to rattle off what they could see was wrong with him. The list seemed endless. All of it was life-threatening, and Sierra feared she was going to lose her brother.  
 
    “We’re just waiting for an OR to finish being prepped, and we’ll be taking him in,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Can I…can I pray with him?” Sierra asked. 
 
    The doctor looked at her for a long moment then nodded. “Go up by his head.” 
 
    Sierra moved to where the doctor had indicated then reached out to rest the back of her shaking fingers against Ethan’s cheek. The trauma team continued to work on him as she closed her eyes, trying her best to block out everything around her. 
 
    Please, Heavenly Father, don’t take Ethan from us. I can’t…I can’t be without him. Please guide the surgeons as they operate on him. Help them see clearly what’s wrong with him and give them steady hands to work. Please, God…please, God…please, God… please don’t take him from me. 
 
    She kept repeating it over and over until she felt gentle hands moving her away from her brother. Sierra opened her eyes to look down at Ethan, hoping with all her heart it wouldn’t be for the last time while he still drew breath. As she watched them wheel him away, the pain within her grew, pressing so hard against her chest that she wasn’t sure she could contain it. 
 
    And she knew without a shadow of a doubt that when it broke free, it would shatter her into a million pieces.  
 
    Sierra allowed her friend to move her from the trauma room, knowing they needed to clean it up and prepare it for the next patient. Even without being told, Sierra knew Ethan would be going to the ICU after his surgery. His injuries were so severe that it was questionable whether he’d even survive the surgery.  
 
    All she could do was pray. And pray. And pray. 
 
    Her friend took her up to the waiting room nearest the ICU, but then she had to leave Sierra to return to her work in the ER. Sierra thanked her, so grateful that she’d had a chance to see Ethan and pray with him before he’d been whisked away.  
 
    Sierra slumped down in a chair, burying her face in her hands, wishing this was all a bad dream. Wishing she could go back in time and warn Ethan to avoid whatever it was that had put him on that gurney, his life in peril. And still she prayed. 
 
    After what felt like forever, the pain seemed to finally abate, easing the pressure on her chest. Sierra took a couple of deep breaths, then straightened. As she looked around, her gaze immediately fell on a familiar figure. Sierra got up on shaky legs and made her way to Bennett, dropping down into the chair next to him. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked by way of greeting. She was trembling all over, but she was doing everything she could to hold it together. 
 
    “Sierra,” Bennett said as he turned to look at her. His gaze traveled over her, then met hers. “There was an accident at a site we were touring. A section of the floor above where we were standing collapsed. Ethan and Mitch were underneath it, and Ethan tried to shove Mitch out of the way. Unfortunately, they both got caught under it.” 
 
    “Is Mitch here too?” 
 
    Bennett nodded. “They told me they were bringing them both here.” 
 
    Sierra could see the strain on his face and the dirt that covered his clothes and hands. “I saw Ethan for a couple of minutes before they took him into surgery, but I didn’t know Mitch was here.” 
 
    “How is Ethan?” Bennett asked as he ran a hand through his hair. “They told me they were taking him to surgery but didn’t give me any details. Just sent me up here. To wait.” 
 
    Sierra looked away from him to stare at the floor, unable to watch his emotions while still trying so hard to control her own. “He’s not good. The ER doctor said he wasn’t sure that Ethan would even make it through the surgery.” She heard a strangled gasp but still kept her gaze averted. “And if he does make it through the surgery, it’s going to be a long recovery.” 
 
    “Bennett?” Makayla’s voice broke through Sierra’s resolve, and she looked over to see her sister-in-law standing just a few feet away, a shattered expression on her face. 
 
    Sierra felt tears spill over, and she lifted her shaking hands to brush them away. She didn’t know if Makayla had heard what she said, but it didn’t matter. She’d hear the news soon enough. 
 
    “Is that his blood?” Makayla asked as she stared at Sierra. 
 
    “What?” Sierra didn’t understand at first then looked down at her hands and saw the smears of blood along the backs of them. “I was able to see him for a few minutes before they took him into surgery.” She clenched her hands into fists, trying in vain to stop their trembling. 
 
    “Makayla? Sweetheart?” Steve and Emily reached for their daughter, pulling her into a tight embrace between them. 
 
    The pain in Sierra’s chest expanded once again, and the trembling refused to leave her body. Refused to be calmed. 
 
    Behind Makayla and her parents, more of the family—including Brooke and her sisters—flooded in. Sierra backed away from them as they clustered close together. Waves of hot and cold flowed over her, and she didn’t know how to stop them. It was like pain had taken over her body and refused to yield control. 
 
    Deciding it would be best if she tried to clean herself up, Sierra headed for the nearest bathroom, hoping her legs would hold her up. Once there, she grabbed some paper towels and used them to turn on the faucet, so she wouldn’t get blood on the taps. As she put her hands under the running water, it slowly turned a light shade of pink. She didn’t have a lot of blood on her hands, so it didn’t take long to clean them. 
 
    When she glanced up and saw herself in the mirror, she froze. There were smears of blood across her cheeks. Ethan’s blood. Lowering her gaze, she reached for the paper towels again and wet them then wiped at her cheeks blindly. Then, avoiding her own gaze, Sierra looked in the mirror only long enough to make sure the smears of blood were gone. Once her face was clean, she pulled more paper towels from the dispenser to dry off and then she left. 
 
    Outside the bathroom, Sierra hesitated before turning in the opposite direction of the waiting room. She couldn’t be there right then. Instead, she returned to her ward, requesting permission from her supervisor to stay in the staff lounge.  
 
    “Do you know anyone in ICU?” she asked the woman. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Would you be able to call and ask them if they could call me or you with updates on my brother? I just can’t be over there right now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Sierra nodded, wrapping her arms tightly across her waist.  
 
    “I’ll give her a call. He’s in surgery?” 
 
    “He just went in, so it might be awhile, but he’ll be going to the ICU after the surgery is over.” 
 
    “Okay.” The woman gave her a concerned look as they reached the lounge. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait near the ICU?” 
 
    Sierra shook her head as she sank down on the couch. “It would be too hard for me. I just need some privacy.” 
 
    The woman nodded then rested her hand on Sierra’s shoulder. “We’ve got the rest of your shift today covered as well as the one tomorrow, so don’t worry about a thing.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman left her alone then. Sierra grabbed some tissues from the end table beside the couch and pressed them against her eyes which were beginning to slowly leak tears.  
 
    She understood that Ethan was Makayla’s husband and that facing the prospect of losing the man she loved was devastating, but Grace and Shayla were proof that life could go on after a loss. That love could come again.  
 
    But for Sierra, Ethan’s loss would mean she no longer had any family. She hadn’t had any significant contact with her parents in almost ten years. They’d abandoned her without a second thought. Ethan was the one person who had loved and cared for her when no one else had. Losing him would be losing everything for Sierra. 
 
    She knew it was selfish—wrong even—to be measuring whose loss would be greater, but right then, her world felt like it was on the verge of imploding. And if that happened, nothing would ever be the same for her again.  
 
    Sierra bent forward pressing her forehead to her knees, tucking her arms tight against her torso as she tried to contain the sobs that wanted to break free. She couldn’t lose Ethan. She didn’t know what she’d do if that happened. He was her rock, the one person she could count on to always be in her corner no matter what. 
 
    Losing him was not something she’d ever allowed herself to contemplate and yet here she was, faced with that very prospect. She felt like he was her anchor, her tether to the earth. The person who made her feel like she had a connection to their world. Without him…she would be lost. 
 
    Alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Dalton hurried alongside Danica and JD as they made their way through the hospital to the waiting room where the family was gathering, waiting for news on Ethan. Mitch wasn’t in great shape either, but from what his dad had said when he’d called them, his wounds weren’t life-threatening the way Ethan’s were. 
 
    The last he’d heard, they were prepping Mitch for surgery to stabilize a serious break in his leg, plus he had a concussion from some of the falling debris that had hit him on the head. He and Danica had both been trying to call Sierra, but she hadn’t answered any of their calls. He’d tried texts as well, but still no response. 
 
    When they reached the waiting room, he looked around but didn’t see Sierra anywhere. 
 
    “Where’s Sierra?” Danica demanded.  
 
    The people in the room turned towards them, then began to look around the waiting room.    
 
    “She was here just a bit ago,” Bennett said. “She said she’d been in to see Ethan before they took him for surgery.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone been making sure she was okay?” Danica asked, her voice cracking. “That’s her only family in that operating room. Who is comforting her while she waits to hear if he is going to live or die?” 
 
    Silence fell around the room as Danica turned toward JD. He immediately took her in his arms and held her as she cried. 
 
    Dalton sent Sierra another text, telling her that they were all there at the hospital. Worry ate at him as he waited again for a response that didn’t come. He didn’t think she would have gone back to work. He was pretty confident that they wouldn’t let her work in the mental state she was sure to be in, anyway. 
 
    So where had she gone? 
 
    He paced the room for a bit then settled into a chair next to Gabe. “Has Brooke been able to see Mitch?” 
 
    “Yes. Once they’d stabilized him, they let her see him for a couple of minutes before they took him for surgery.” 
 
    “Was he conscious?” 
 
    “In and out,” Gabe said, dragging a hand down his face, his expression unusually serious. “I just can’t believe this.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Mitch, Bennett, and Ethan were out looking at a property they were considering buying to renovate into lofts downtown. Unfortunately, it was in worse shape than they’d been led to believe, and even though they were wearing safety gear, it wasn’t enough. Ethan tried to push Mitch out of the way, when the second floor began to collapse, so Ethan caught the brunt of it.” 
 
    Dalton swallowed hard. He couldn’t begin to imagine what Sierra was feeling, especially considering she’d seen Ethan before they took him to surgery. From the sound of things, he was in pretty bad shape. 
 
    Dalton was so frustrated and angry with his family right then too, though. How had they not thought about how upset Sierra would be? They’d surrounded Makayla and Brooke with their support—Brooke, who had two of her sisters there with her—but they’d left Sierra out in the cold.  
 
    Sierra, who had been a part of their family for as long as Ethan had. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gabe said, his voice low. “We should have considered Sierra. Makayla got upset when she saw the blood—Ethan’s blood—on Sierra, so I think she left to clean up, and she just never came back.” 
 
    Dalton rubbed his palms on his jeans, trying to rub out the tension that was building inside him. He felt helpless. There was nothing he could do at that moment. If only Sierra would respond. He looked down at his phone. The messages were still unread.  
 
    His leg bounced as he looked around the room. Makayla sat between their parents while Brooke sat with her sisters. Grace was there with Bennett, but Maya, Hannah, and Shayla were absent, so he assumed they were in charge of watching all the kids. Sammi wasn’t there either, but she didn’t live on the family land, so it was harder for people to help her with her kids.  
 
    Dalton pulled up her information and tapped out a message. 
 
    I assume you’ve heard what happened to Ethan and Mitch? 
 
    At least this time he got a response.  
 
    Sammi: Yes! Is there anything new? 
 
    Last we heard, Ethan is in surgery, and so far, he’s still holding his own. Mitch has gone into surgery for his broken leg, but I don’t think we’ve heard anything further. I just got here with Dani and JD. 
 
    Sammi: Praying so hard for them! How are Makayla, Sierra, and Brooke doing? 
 
    Dalton was glad to see that Sammi was concerned about Sierra too. It made him feel a little better about his family. 
 
    Makayla and Brooke are hanging in there. We don’t know where Sierra is. She talked to Bennett and Makayla but then disappeared, and she’s not answering our calls or messages. 
 
    Sammi: I’m so sorry to hear that. I’ll be praying that she joins you guys there. I wish I could be there with you. 
 
    Everyone understands. I’ll do my best to keep you up to date as we hear news. 
 
    Sammi: Thanks, sweetie. Xoxoxo 
 
    Dalton got to his feet and walked out of the room in search of the bathrooms. Maybe Sierra was still in the women’s. Unfortunately, he couldn’t go inside to search himself, so he lingered a little ways away, waiting until a woman went in and then came out again. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said. 
 
    The woman looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Was there a young woman in there? Dark hair? Scrubs?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “As far as I could tell, it was empty.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman nodded then continued on her way. Dalton hoped that if Sierra wasn’t with them, that she was at least with her co-workers. He wondered if Danica knew exactly where she worked. If so, maybe they could go and check to see if she was there if she didn’t show up soon. 
 
    They’d been there about an hour when a nurse came out to give them another update on Ethan. Dalton was glad that they were giving them regular updates because otherwise, the waiting would have been torture. 
 
    After the second report that Ethan was holding his own, Makayla seemed to calm down a bit. Dalton hoped that wherever Sierra was, she was also getting updates. He assumed that the hospital would give them to her since she was family as well as a nurse there.  
 
    Still, it worried him that by hour two, there was still no sign of her. Gabe and Ryan had left to go help their wives, promising to return a little later. Kenton and Avery had shown up, and Elliot came once he was done work for the day.  
 
    “Where’s Sierra?” Elliot asked as he sat down next to Dalton.  
 
    “That’s the question of the hour,” Dalton said, then went on to explain what had happened earlier with her.  
 
    “And she still hasn’t shown up?”  
 
    “No, but I assume she knows he’s in surgery, so I’m thinking that perhaps she’s in a place designated for staff, and she’s getting updates directly.” 
 
    “I hope so, but I feel bad she’s not here with the rest of us.” 
 
    “She would have been if someone had been paying attention to her,” Dalton muttered. “By the time JD, Dani, and I got here, she was already gone.” 
 
    The time between updates seemed to stretch longer and longer, and Dalton wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad sign. Mitch had come out of surgery after a couple of hours, and he was in recovery already.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, it was the surgeon who made an appearance. He didn’t offer any false hope but seemed to be cautiously optimistic. From what Dalton could understand, Ethan wasn’t completely out of the woods, and the next twenty-four hours would be an indicator of where things would go. It sounded like they were going to keep him in a medically induced coma until the swelling in his head decreased, and that he still might need more surgeries. 
 
    When Makayla asked if she could see him, the doctor agreed to allow her to spend a few minutes with him in recovery. After she disappeared beyond the automatic doors leading to the recovery ward beyond, the rest of the family waited yet again. It felt as if they had endured the longest day since the one that had followed his mom’s aneurysm.  
 
    Still, there was no word from Sierra. Dalton was starting to get frustrated with her. Didn’t she think that they might be worried about her? Or was she thinking that they were so wrapped up in Makayla and Brooke that they weren’t concerned about her too? 
 
    What was most concerning was that she wasn’t even reading his texts. They sat unread on his phone screen. He would almost have rather had her read them and not respond because then at least he’d know that she was aware that they were worried about her too.  
 
    When Makayla came back out, she looked absolutely worn out. Her emotions were clear on her face, and she all but collapsed into their parents’ arms.  
 
    “They said I might as well go home because he won’t be waking up anytime soon. They said I need my rest for the coming days after he regains consciousness. Plus, I need to tell the kids what’s happened.” 
 
    Bennett and Grace offered to take her home, and she quickly accepted their offer. About twenty minutes later, Brooke reappeared from another visit with Mitch. Her face, though worn and tired, also held relief. 
 
    “He was able to talk to me a bit more this time,” she told them. “But he’s disoriented and doesn’t remember what happened. The doctor said that’s not uncommon with swelling in the brain like he has. Apparently, it’s not terribly severe, but it’s enough that they want to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Are you going home now?” his dad asked her. 
 
    Brooke nodded. “They said there’s nothing more I can do tonight. I’ll be back first thing in the morning, and they said he can have other visitors tomorrow.” 
 
    Though Dalton saw the relief on his parents’ faces, he knew that the night ahead would be a sleepless one for them. Until they could see for themselves that Ethan and Mitch were going to be okay, they wouldn’t rest easy.  
 
    None of them would. 
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    After spending the first hour as she waited for an update curled up on the couch in the staff lounge, Sierra knew she needed something to keep her busy. While there was no way she could fulfill her duties as a nurse while being so distracted, she managed to convince her supervisor to let her take on some of the tasks of the nurses’ aides and the janitorial staff.  
 
    That meant she could deliver food and drinks to patients. She could clean up bedding, if needed. And she could talk to the patients. That was the part of her job she loved the best anyway. As bedtime came around, she was able to talk quietly with a few. She said prayers with a couple of the kids and their parents who were open to it—people who had, at one time or another, seen the cross necklace she sometimes wore and opened a dialogue about it.  
 
    In the end, she managed to find quite a few things to keep her busy. It soothed her to be able to care for the patients the way others were caring for Ethan. Rather than being glued to her phone while waiting for updates, she left her phone in her locker and relied on her supervisor to pass on the updates each time they came.  
 
    It was past the end of her shift, but Sierra stayed on, and the next shift head nurse had been more than willing to receive the updates from the surgical team. When word finally came that Ethan had made it out of surgery and would be moved to the ICU after being in recovery for a bit, Sierra felt relief wash through her. 
 
    She wasn’t naïve enough to believe that he was out of the woods yet. Being a nurse and understanding the severity of what the doctor had said was wrong with him meant she knew he had a long road of recovery ahead of him, and things could turn bad at any point along that road. 
 
    Still, she clung to the hope that it was God’s will that Ethan live. That his purpose on this earth had not yet been fulfilled. He was involved in the church, leading men’s Bible studies, and taking the kids with him to help at the homeless shelter downtown. Surely God would see that there was still so much good Ethan could do for His glory on earth. 
 
    Even as she thought that, however, the knowledge of all the good people God had taken “before their time” sat heavy in her stomach. Sometimes God called people to Heaven even when it seemed to everyone else that they could still do so much good on earth. 
 
    “Sierra?” The shift supervisor came to where Sierra sat at the desk organizing the files for patients that had been discharged that day. “I just got a call from the ICU that Ethan has been transferred there from recovery. Give them about half an hour to get him settled then you can go see him for a few minutes. Just remember that he’s heavily sedated.” 
 
    “I will.” She set the files aside and got to her feet. “Thank you so much for bearing with me today. I know it was a bit unusual.” 
 
    “It was,” the woman said with a nod. “But you’re always so helpful around here, going above and beyond what you need to do. It was our privilege to help you out when you were dealing with such a difficult situation.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Emotion surged through Sierra, but she didn’t take the time to analyze it. “I’ll just go get my things together.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “And remember that your shift is covered for tomorrow, so you don’t have to worry about coming in.”  
 
    Right then, Sierra was relieved at the thought she didn’t have to come to work the next day, but she wasn’t sure how she would feel when the next twenty-four hours would likely involve a lot more waiting than she wanted to do. 
 
    After she’d retrieved her belongings from her locker, she headed in the direction of the ICU. She wanted to rush, but since they had asked for time to get him settled, she kept her pace slow and steady, relieved that the shaking in her body had calmed, for the most part. 
 
    He was still alive.  
 
    When she finally reached the ICU, one of the nurses guided her to Ethan’s side after she’d washed and gowned up. Sierra felt the pain well up inside her again as she looked at her brother. If they hadn’t told her it was him, she wasn’t sure she would have known. His face was swollen and bruised beyond recognition, and the part of his chest that she could see was also swollen and bruised. A blanket covered the rest of him, but the wires and tubes that poked out from all parts of his body were alarming.  
 
    Moving carefully, she placed her hand against his face, reveling in the warmth that meant that he was still alive. Oh, how she wanted him to open his eyes and look at her. She blinked to clear away the tears that gathered. 
 
    “I’m here, Ethan. Keep fighting. We all need you to keep fighting.” Sierra’s voice wavered, and she had to swallow in order to continue. “Everything is going to be okay. We just need you to keep fighting. We love you and will be praying so hard that your body heals the way it needs to. Just don’t give up.” 
 
    She moved her hand to slide it into his and closed her eyes. “Heavenly Father, please place Your healing hand on Ethan. Knit back together the things that have been broken within him. Give him the strength he needs to continue on this journey. Be also with Makayla and the children as they adjust to not having Ethan in their everyday lives for a time. Give them peace and comfort.” 
 
    Sierra lapsed into silence for a moment, at a loss for words and yet still pleading with God to spare Ethan’s life. When she felt a touch on her arm, she looked up to see the nurse standing beside her.  
 
    “We’ll take good care of him,” she said with a reassuring smile. “You need to go get your rest now, so you’re ready to handle whatever comes in the days ahead.” 
 
    “If anything comes up, I know you’ll call his wife, but could you please call me too? Just to be sure I hear about it?” 
 
    “I think your number is on his file, so I’ll make note that you’re to be called as well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Sierra bent and pressed a kiss to his cheek, then made her way to where she’d left her things earlier.  
 
    It was dark as she walked to her car, and as she drove home, exhaustion began to drag at her. Usually by this time, she was already in bed and had been there for awhile. Unfortunately, she was pretty sure that her mind wasn’t ready to settle into sleep the way her body was.  
 
    At the apartment building, she gathered up her stuff and headed inside. As she reached the second-floor landing, she spotted a bright yellow Post-It on her door. 
 
    Shifting her things around to one arm, she pulled the note off and read it. 
 
    No matter what time you get home, please call me. -D 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Though the D could have stood for Danica, Sierra knew Danica’s handwriting, and that wasn’t it. Clutching the note in her hand, she unlocked the door then let herself into the apartment. She dumped her things onto the couch, then slumped down beside them.  
 
    She dragged in a deep breath then slowly exhaled, willing the tension of the day to leave her body. Unfortunately, that didn’t really work, so she pulled her phone out of the bag where she’d shoved it earlier. In her haste to leave the staff lounge, she hadn’t even stopped to check for texts or messages. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she saw the number of texts she had from Danica and Dalton. It was quickly apparent she’d been wrong to assume that they would all just be focused on Makayla and Brooke. In her highly emotional state, she hadn’t been thinking clearly. She’d just felt so…alone. 
 
    Sierra plopped down on the couch beside her pile of stuff and brought up Dalton’s contact information. After a moment’s hesitation, she tapped the screen to call then put it on speakerphone and leaned back against the couch, resting the phone on her chest. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Dalton demanded when he answered. 
 
    “I was at the hospital,” she told him, a bit wary of the tone of his voice. “I was on my ward.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell anyone that you were leaving the waiting room? Or check your messages?” he asked. “Didn’t you care about how Ethan was doing?” 
 
    Grabbing the phone from her chest, Sierra sat up. She didn’t even bother to try and keep the indignation from her voice when she said, “Of course I did. Just because I wasn’t in the waiting room doesn’t mean I wasn’t getting updates. I just wasn’t going to sit there when there was someplace I could be with things to help keep me busy while I waited for news.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence before Dalton spoke again.  
 
    “Sierra, I’m sorry,” Dalton said, his voice dropping to a softer range, then he sighed. “It’s just…we were worried about you, and when you weren’t responding to our messages, it meant we only worried more.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t reply. I had left my phone in my locker because I was out on the ward. The updates were coming to me from my supervisor.” 
 
    “Did you get a chance to see Ethan before you came home?” 
 
    “Yeah. They let me stop by for a few minutes when he was settled in the ICU.” Sierra got up and moved towards the large window that looked out over the park. The street was quiet and dark except for the circles of illumination from the streetlamps. Most the houses she could see were dark as well, their occupants having already ended their days. “I could hardly recognize him.” 
 
    “Makayla was a mess after she saw him in recovery. Did they give you an idea of how long he’ll be in the hospital?” 
 
    “No, but it’s going to be a long road to recovery,” Sierra said wearily. “Between the concussion, internal injuries, and the broken bones, it’s going to be awhile before he’s back to normal. If he ever gets there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Sometimes severe concussions are difficult to recover from, and even with therapy, the extent of damage to his legs could change his walk.” 
 
    “Like after Gabe’s accident?” 
 
    “Exactly. It took him awhile before he was able to walk without his cane and even now, he still has a limp sometimes.” She hesitated, resting her forehead against the glass. “How’s Mitch?” 
 
    “He’s doing better than Ethan. I’m not sure of all the specifics of his injuries, but they said he was stable and that he wouldn’t have to go to the ICU after he was out of recovery.” 
 
    “That’s good. It would be a lot more difficult for all of us if both of them were in serious condition.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dalton sighed. “It was such a horrible, freak accident. I know Bennett feels guilty that he didn’t get hurt at all.” 
 
    “That’s not his fault though. It’s just how things happened.” Even as she said the words, Sierra couldn’t help but wish that perhaps the injuries could have been spread out over the three of them, so Ethan hadn’t had to bear the brunt of it. Maybe he wouldn’t still be fighting for his life. “Anyway, I need to go to bed. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” Dalton said sympathetically. “Are you going up to the hospital tomorrow?”  
 
    “Probably. They won’t let us in to see him too much though, especially while he’s still heavily sedated. I don’t want to encroach on Makayla’s time with him, so I may wait until later in the day to go in and see him.” 
 
    “I think she understands that you need to see him too,” Dalton said. 
 
    Sierra wasn’t one hundred percent sure of that, but that was only because she knew that Makayla was still facing the possibility of losing her husband and wouldn’t want to give up any time with him. Sierra couldn’t really blame her, but at the same time, she was still at risk of losing her brother, too. 
 
    A wave of grief crashed over her, and she swallowed hard against it. She didn’t want to grieve when Ethan was still alive. The grief would override her hope, and she really wanted—needed—to keep her hope alive.  
 
    Still, emotion tightened her throat as tears slid down her cheeks. But she refused to cry on the phone with Dalton, so she took a deep breath and said, “I need to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    She hung up before he could respond because even the slightest bit of sympathy from him would be too much for her, and she wasn’t ready to share those emotions with him—or anyone—just yet. 
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    Dalton stared at the phone, concerned by Sierra’s abrupt termination of their call. He hated the idea of her being alone when she was so worried about Ethan. He knew his folks were staying with Makayla that night to support her and to help with the kids. Everyone else had someone to support them during this time, except for Sierra. 
 
    But there was nothing he could do about it since he couldn’t exactly stay with her.  
 
    With a sigh, Dalton got up and went into the kitchen to find something to eat for a late-night snack. He’d been thinking of heating up some leftovers when Sierra had called, so he opened the fridge to see what was there. 
 
    In the end, none of it appealed to him, so he just made himself a ham and cheese sandwich then sat down in front of the television to eat it. An entertainment program was playing on the channel he’d left the TV on earlier, so he reached for the remote, but before he could change it, he heard a familiar name and paused. 
 
    Jesse O’Shea declined to comment on the status of his band today when we caught up with him in LA. In the almost six months since his bandmate, Angel, died of an apparent overdose, Jesse and the rest of the band have been flying well below the radar. Rumor has it that the band has disbanded, but there has been no official confirmation of that. Of concern is the disappearance of lead singer, Dalton, who hasn’t been seen since Angel’s funeral. It is believed that he has been in rehab, but this has not been confirmed or denied by his spokesperson. All they will say is that Dalton is doing well and considering his future. 
 
    Dalton’s eyebrows rose at that. He supposed that was true, but he hadn’t expected his representatives to release any sort of statement without at least talking to him. 
 
    Behind the report was video footage of Jesse walking into an office building. Dalton frowned as he watched him disappear inside, wondering what had taken him there. He’d just talked to him two days earlier, and the man hadn’t said anything about heading to LA.  
 
    Though he could call Jesse, since it was two hours earlier on the West Coast, Dalton decided to put that off for another day. If there was something Jesse thought he should know about, he’d tell him. In the meantime, he had a family crisis to get through. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dalton was up early and in the gym, trying to figure out what his role was in everything that was going on. He knew what he wanted it to be.  
 
    He wanted to be at Sierra’s side, helping her in any way she needed. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure she’d accept his help. It was like she thought she needed to deal with this on her own. The fact that she’d left the family the day before reinforced that thought for Dalton.  
 
    Of course, he also felt that his family had played a role in Sierra’s reaction. By turning all their comfort to Makayla, they had, in a sense, turned their backs on Sierra. No wonder she felt she had to deal with this by herself. He wanted to find a way to prove to her that wasn’t the case. 
 
    By the time he’d finished his workout and was in the shower, he still didn’t have any idea of what to do. He wished that he could drive her to the hospital and stay with her there, but he couldn’t drive, and most likely, she’d go back to her ward between visits anyway. Still, he had to try. 
 
    In the kitchen, he set to work making breakfast. French toast, bacon, and scrambled eggs. He’d left his door propped open, so he could hear if she happened to leave her apartment, but when he didn’t hear any movement from her side of the landing, he went to her door and rapped lightly. On the off-chance she was still sleeping, he didn’t want to wake her. 
 
    The door swung open within a few moments of him knocking. Sierra wore a pair of leggings and a large sweatshirt that hung loosely on her slender figure. Her hair was down and looked damp, like she’d taken a shower not too long ago. 
 
    “Come over to my place,” he said with a jerk of his head toward his door. “I’ve got breakfast ready.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed as she regarded him. “I’m not really hungry.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true, but when was the last time you ate?” 
 
    Her hesitation told him it had been far too long.  
 
    “C’mon. You don’t have to talk or anything, just come eat some breakfast.” 
 
    She let out an audible sigh as she stared at him. Her face was devoid of makeup, so the dark circles and puffiness under her eyes were clearly evident. “Alright. Just let me get my phone.” 
 
    Dalton returned to his apartment and dished up two plates, adding some strawberries and blueberries to them. By the time Sierra walked in, he had the plates set on the coffee table in front of the television. He had done a quick scan through the streaming services for a movie she might like, and subsequently, You’ve Got Mail was cued up on the screen. 
 
    In one of the discussions their group had had over which movie to go see, Danica had revealed that Sierra preferred romantic comedies, so he hoped that this was one she enjoyed. The info he’d found online about it had put it as one of the top five romcoms, so he hoped they were right. He hadn’t seen it himself. 
 
    “We’re going to watch a movie?” Sierra asked as she lingered around the end of the couch. 
 
    “Yep,” Dalton said, walking over to put two mugs on the coffee table. “That way we don’t have to talk, and hopefully, you’ll be able to just focus on something else for a little bit before you go up to the hospital.” 
 
    He saw her look down at the food on the table then she glanced up at him. “Thanks. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    “Then let’s eat before it gets cold. I can maybe handle cold bacon, but cold eggs? Nope.” 
 
    With slow movements, Sierra settled down onto the couch in front of the plate closest to her. Dalton sat down as well, then waited as she bowed her head and prayed—silently—for her food before turning on the movie. 
 
    As he ate, his attention was divided between a much younger Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan and Sierra. Thankfully, she began to take a few small bites, her attention on the movie. Though he would have liked to talk with her, he had a feeling that what she needed more was the distraction. And food. 
 
    A smile crossed her face a few times, and he heard her laugh softly once or twice. Even though the movie was clearly dated, he still found himself laughing at times too. All in all, it wasn’t a bad way to spend the morning after a really rough day. 
 
    Dalton knew that it didn’t take away the stress of the events Sierra was currently in the middle of, but he hoped that it gave her a bit of a reprieve. Plus, she’d eaten almost all of what he’d put on her plate. That right there made him feel happy. 
 
    As he took care of her, Dalton realized that there was true joy in the act. Was that how it had felt for Jesse when he’d taken care of Dalton and Angel? Or had that been more an act of desperation?  
 
    Sierra leaned forward and put her plate on the table then picked up her mug, settling back into the couch with her legs pulled up into the position she seemed to favor. Dalton felt a familiar sense of peace as he sat beside her. It was weird that in the midst of trying to make her feel better, her presence was able to make him feel better, too. 
 
    When the credits rolled, she turned to face him with a smile. It wasn’t the big smile that was normally on her face, but a smile was a smile, and he would count it as a win.  
 
    “Thank you. I really love that movie,” she said. 
 
    “That was my first time seeing it.” Dalton held out his hand for her mug, then took it with his into the kitchen to refill them. Once her mug was in the machine, he pressed the button to start it then he looked over at her. 
 
    She had shifted her body to face him. “Meg and Tom always had such a quirky chemistry that worked well for romantic comedies.” 
 
    “That movie is kind of old,” Dalton said as he switched the mugs. “Have they done anything recently?” 
 
    “Not a romantic comedy, I don’t think. Which is a shame.” She reached up to take the mug when he carried hers over to her.  
 
    After his had finished brewing, Dalton went back and sat on his end of the couch, shifting to mirror Sierra’s position with his back to the arm. They continued to discuss movies until Dalton’s phone rang. Seeing Danica’s number on the screen, he tapped to answer it then put it on speakerphone. 
 
    “Do you happen to know where Sierra is?” Danica asked. “Has she contacted you?” 
 
    “Yes, I know where she is,” Dalton said. “She’s sitting right next to me.” 
 
    “Are you at the hospital?” 
 
    “No, she’s here in my apartment. We had breakfast and watched a movie.” 
 
    “You had br…” Danica’s voice trailed off. “What?” 
 
    “I figured she wouldn’t eat if no one forced her to, plus she needed a distraction for a little while.” 
 
    “Are you there, Sierra?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Sierra said, her face losing the relaxed look she’d had just moments earlier. “I’m sorry I didn’t message you back.” 
 
    Danica sighed. “It’s fine. As long as you’re alright, it’s okay. How are you doing?” 
 
    Dalton wanted to hang up the phone as he watched all the positive things he’d achieved in the past couple of hours unravel. The reality he’d hoped to hold at bay for as long as possible was back as Sierra answered Danica’s question.  
 
    “Have you heard how Ethan’s doing this morning?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I called up there before I came to Dalton’s, and they said that he’d had a good night. That his condition had remained stable.”  
 
    “That’s so good to hear. I know Makayla was going up first thing this morning. When are you going up?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I don’t want to take away from Makayla’s time with him,” Sierra said, her mouth turning down in a frown. 
 
    “None of that,” Danica said. “Get yourself ready, and we’re going to go up there. You need to be able to see him too.” 
 
    Dalton could see that Sierra wanted to agree but seemed reluctant. “Give us half an hour. That should be enough time for her to get ready. Is JD going too?” 
 
    “He can’t this morning, but he said he’d stop by this afternoon if we were still there.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll see you in a few minutes.” After he hung up, he met Sierra’s gaze. “Is half an hour enough time?” 
 
    She nodded as she got to her feet. “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    After she set her mug on the counter in the kitchen, she slipped back across the landing to her apartment. Dalton breathed out a sigh then went to get ready himself, hoping that when they got to the hospital, Sierra would be able to see Ethan without having to wait around. 
 
    Just thirty minutes later, they were in Danica’s car headed to the hospital. Dalton was seated behind Sierra so he couldn’t keep an eye on her as Danica drove, but he could tell from the way Danica kept glancing at her that she was still concerned about Sierra. And frankly, so was he.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    When they reached the hospital, Dalton had expected Sierra to race towards the ICU, but as they walked the halls, her steps were slow, making her fall behind Danica. Without thinking, Dalton reached out and grabbed her hand. 
 
    Let me hold your hand.  
 
    He thought the words but didn’t allow them to spill out of his mouth. 
 
    Her slender fingers tightened briefly then jerked against his. Dalton held tight, hoping it was just instinct, but if she tugged again, he’d release her hand. For a moment, her fingers went limp in his then tightened again. More than anything, Dalton wanted her to know that she was not alone. He was there, not just in word, but physically as well. 
 
    They trailed behind Danica as she talked on her phone to someone. Sierra stayed quiet, but as they neared the waiting room, she tugged her hand free from his. He understood why she’d done it, but still, he missed the feel of her smaller hand in his. Though he didn’t have the biggest hands, hers had still felt frail in his, making him want to lend her what strength he had. 
 
    Dalton knew that frailty was just an illusion where Sierra was concerned. Given all she had dealt with in her life, and in the career she’d eventually chosen, Sierra Collins was anything but frail. If she’d been frail, all of that would have broken her long before this. 
 
    His quick glance of the waiting room showed that Makayla wasn’t there, but his parents were. As soon as they spotted Sierra, they got to their feet and approached her. His mom pulled her into a tight hug while his dad hugged them both.  
 
    Dalton wasn’t close enough to hear what they were saying, but he had a good idea. He sat down next to Bennett, his older brother who looked like he hadn’t slept in ages.  
 
    “How’re you doing?” he asked, acknowledging the fact that Bennett and Ethan were as close as brothers—best friends, in fact.  
 
    At one point, Bennett and Kenton had been best friends, but they’d had a falling out at some point. Though they’d worked through that and were now friends again, he knew that Ethan and Bennett had a stronger friendship. They were not just friends and brothers-in-law, but also co-workers whose positions within C&M required them to work closely together. And on top of all that, their wives were best friends.  
 
    Basically, their lives were so closely intertwined that there was no way that Bennett wasn’t impacted by this. All around, the loss would be incredible for them if Ethan didn’t pull through, but after Makayla and Sierra and the kids, Bennett would be the one to feel the loss most keenly. 
 
    Once his parents released Sierra from their hug, she glanced around the room, and when her gaze found Dalton, she moved to sit next to him. Dalton couldn’t quite figure out why that action brought a swell of warmth within him, but it did.  
 
    Bennett leaned past him and spoke to Sierra. “You doing okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay. How are you?” 
 
    Bennett looked away, his gaze going to some distant point. “I can’t stop seeing it.” 
 
    Dalton didn’t ask what it was, and neither did Sierra. They both knew what Bennett was referring to, and he knew it would be difficult for Bennett to get over that memory if the worst happened. 
 
    When Makayla appeared a short time later, she looked worse than Dalton had ever seen her. She immediately went to their parents and sank into their arms. Beside him, he heard Sierra take a deep, trembling breath. 
 
    Let me hold you close. 
 
    He wanted to offer her the comfort of his embrace, but though they were friends, he wasn’t sure that she’d appreciate his family being there to witness something like a hug between them. So for now, he let it be a wish…a thought.  
 
    His mom was speaking to Makayla when she straightened and looked around the waiting room. When she saw Sierra, she got to her feet and came over to where they sat. Sierra got up to meet her, and Makayla immediately wrapped her arms around her.  
 
    Dalton watched them for a moment, but then the emotion on his sister’s face was too much for him. He looked away, swallowing hard against his own rising emotions. He glanced at Bennett and saw that his older brother had tears in his eyes. 
 
    That rattled Dalton because he’d always viewed Bennett as strong and unshakeable. Of all his siblings, Bennett was the dependable one. The one to lean on. But now it appeared that he needed someone to lean on, and Dalton wasn’t sure he was strong enough to be that person. 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t appear that Bennett wanted him to be. 
 
    “The next time they let one of us go in to visit, you go,” Makayla said, placing her hands on Sierra’s shoulders. Though Makayla wasn’t a tall woman, she still stood a couple of inches taller than Sierra.     
 
    “Are you sure?” Sierra asked.  
 
    “Very. Ethan needs to know you’re there too. You’re very important to him.” 
 
    From Sierra’s profile, Dalton could see her lips tighten as she nodded. He was glad that she’d be able to see him, and he knew Makayla was right. Even though Ethan was sedated, it was possible he still heard what was going on around him. Hearing the voices of the two women who were most important to him would be crucial.  
 
    “Are you doing okay?” Makayla asked, and it dawned on Dalton then that in some ways, his sister had been like a mother to Sierra. When she and Ethan had married, Sierra had been in Ethan’s custody, so they’d come as a package deal. “I’m so sorry I didn’t call you. I’ve just been…the kids…” 
 
    “It’s okay. I understand,” Sierra said when Makayla’s voice trailed off. “I’m okay. Just so very worried.” 
 
    “I am too,” Makayla said with a nod. “The doctor said he was holding his own though, so they might consider weaning the sedation in another day or so. The swelling in his head is going down like they had hoped.” 
 
    “That’s good. The first twenty-four hours are important.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look good though,” she said, her tone wavering as emotion took over her expression again.    
 
    “Yeah. He looked really banged up when I saw him,” Sierra said as she reached out to run her hands up and down Makayla’s upper arms. “But the bruises will fade, and he’ll look more like our Ethan in no time.” 
 
    Makayla nodded, but she didn’t try to speak. Instead, she gave Sierra another hug then went back to sit down with their mom and dad. Dalton knew it would be hard to give up her time with Ethan, so he hoped she was able to follow through when the next visiting time came around. 
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    Sierra shifted on her seat, her movements bringing her closer to the side next to Dalton. As she sat there, the minutes moving slowly, each one feeling like an hour, her thoughts drifted back over the years.  
 
    Memories of her time spent with Ethan tumbled through her mind like tumbleweed. There for a moment, then gone, rolling away into the distance. Fading.  
 
    She wanted more memories. The ones she’d had already were not enough. She wanted more memories of him giving her candies a million times. She wanted more memories of picking up her phone to see a text from him telling her that he loved her. She wanted the memory of him one day walking her down the aisle if she ever found a guy who would never leave her. She wanted the memory of him holding her first child—his namesake, if it was a boy. 
 
    This couldn’t be the end of things for them. He had so many more memories to star in, not just for her, but for Makayla and their children too.  
 
    Please, God, don’t let this be the end. 
 
    She felt a hand cover hers and looked down to see Dalton’s there. Sierra stared at it. His hand wasn’t as big as Ethan’s, but she could feel the strength in it. Had felt the strength in it when he’d taken hers earlier.  
 
    She didn’t, for a minute, read anything more into his actions than him being a supportive friend. One who seemed to be tuned in to what she needed, much like Danica had always been. As her friend’s attention had shifted to JD, Dalton had been there to fill some of the gaps the change in Danica’s focus had created for Sierra. 
 
    As she sat there waiting for her turn to see Ethan, surrounded by evidence of their support for her, Sierra had to admit something that she hadn’t allowed herself to dwell on much. She’d thought she had recovered from the whole situation with her parents, but the fact that she’d expected Makayla and her family to desert her when she needed them most spoke loudly to the fact that she hadn’t. 
 
    She hadn’t even given them a chance to be there for her. In her pain and fear, she hadn’t wanted to face their rejection. Her knee jerk reaction told her more than anything else that she still expected to be abandoned by everyone but Ethan.  
 
    “You can go see him now.” 
 
    Sierra lifted her gaze to see a nurse standing in the entrance to the waiting room. She had addressed her words to Makayla, so Sierra looked over to see what her sister-in-law would do. Though she’d offered to let Sierra go next, Sierra wasn’t sure she would follow through when push came to shove. 
 
    Sierra didn’t get to her feet until Makayla glanced her way and said, “Sierra will go in this time. She’s Ethan’s sister.” 
 
    The nurse turned to her and gave her a gentle smile. “Come with me.” 
 
    Dalton moved his hand as she got to her feet. Sierra willed her legs not to give out on her as she walked to the woman. She wasn’t the nurse               who had been there the last time Sierra visited, but she seemed to know about her. 
 
    As they walked, the nurse gave her a report on what had transpired over the hours since Sierra had last been to visit him, though none of her words were the ones Sierra really wanted to hear. He’s awake and aware. He’s going to recover fully. It’s a miracle! 
 
    Instead, she heard words like cautiously optimistic and stable but still serious condition. As a nurse, Sierra knew that they couldn’t—wouldn’t—give her any promises, but she so desperately wanted them. Being on this side of things was definitely eye-opening, and it was giving her another perspective that would only help her be a better nurse. But the price of that knowledge might be way higher than she wanted to pay. 
 
    In the future, when parents looked at her with pleading in their eyes, needing her to do what she could to take away their child’s pain and promise them that everything was going to be okay, she would know exactly how they felt. And it wasn’t a good feeling. It was a helpless—edging on hopeless—feeling.  
 
    A short time later, the nurse led her to Ethan’s bed, and though Sierra knew why he looked worse, it still took her breath away, and once again the pain pressed against her chest. The bruises had deepened in color, and his eyes were swollen so much that she doubted he could open them even if he were awake enough to do so.  
 
    “Hey,” she said as she slipped her fingers under his limp ones and leaned forward to press a light kiss to his forehead.  
 
    To the background noise of beeps and whirs, Sierra began to softly talk to Ethan. She told him about her morning with Dalton and the movie they’d watched. Then she shared some of the memories that had been going through her mind as she’d waited to see him.  
 
    Sierra wasn’t going to speak of the memories she still wanted them to make though, because that would reduce her to tears, and she didn’t want to spend her time with her brother crying. She wanted to be strong for him like he’d been strong for her so many times over the years. 
 
    “Remember that time when we went to the Forks with everyone, and we saw that blown glass chocolate kiss? I wanted you to buy that for Makayla so much. I knew it was too soon, since we hadn’t known them long, but I could see how you looked at her.” 
 
    It was a fun memory—for her, at least. Looking back at that time, though, she could see that things were already beginning to unravel between teenage Danica and Devon—JD. 
 
    She spoke to him up until the time the nurse came to tell her that her time was up. Though she didn’t like the idea of leaving him, she didn’t walk away with the same desperation and loneliness as she had the night before.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said to the nurse as she walked her to the doors leading out of the ICU a few minutes later. 
 
    “We’ll see you later.” 
 
    Sierra nodded then rejoined the others in the waiting room. Makayla wasn’t there and neither were Bennett, Emily, or Steve. When she sat down next to Dalton again, she asked where they’d gone. 
 
    “Mom and Dad took Makayla and Bennett to grab something to eat,” Dalton said. “How was your time with him?” 
 
    “It was hard, but I’m hopeful.” She slid her hands under her thighs, the smoothness of the chair beneath her rubbing against her fingers. She gazed down at the floor. “I have to be strong for him. He has been strong for me so many times in the past, it’s the least I can do now. Be strong, pray, and have hope. So that’s what I’m going to try to do.” 
 
    “And when you do have moments of weakness, just remember that we are still here for you,” Dalton said. “You’re as important to us as Ethan is.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sierra said, touched by his words. She glanced over at him and gave him a small smile—all she could seem to muster up. “And thank you for this morning too. I needed that distraction.” 
 
    “Are you going to go back to work?” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “If I worked anywhere but in this hospital, I might not, but since I am right here, I might as well. I’m already scheduled off for the next two days, but as long as Ethan is stable and continuing to improve, I think I’ll come to work for my next shift. It will keep me busy, and I’ll still be able to visit him on my breaks.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll wake up soon?” 
 
    Sierra shrugged. “It’s so hard to tell with injuries like he has. Things can take a turn for the worse at a moment’s notice. He’s stable, but he’s not out of the woods.” She turned to look at him. “How’s Mitch doing?” 
 
    “He’s doing better, but he’ll still be in the hospital for awhile because of his broken bones, I guess. They said Avery stopped by to talk to Brooke about helping him out when the time comes for him to begin physical therapy.” 
 
    “It’s good we have someone in the family that can help,” Sierra said. “Ethan will probably need therapy too.” 
 
    “And no doubt whoever we need but don’t have in the family, Maya’s dad, with his connections in the medical community locally and abroad, will find for us.” 
 
    Sierra had never been more glad for Maya’s family’s extreme wealth and connections than she was at that moment. At least, if the worst happened, she would know that they had tried everything. 
 
    “Do you want to go and get something to eat?” Dalton asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m still full from breakfast. That was amazing and unexpected.” 
 
    “You needed to eat, and I kinda had the feeling you wouldn’t do it without a little push.” 
 
    Sierra couldn’t argue with him on that point. She hadn’t had much of an appetite, and the effort required to make a meal would have been more than she’d been interested in expending.  
 
    She’d appreciated having Dalton take care of that for her, but she didn’t want to get used to it. The last she’d heard from Danica and from her own conversations with him, he hadn’t yet committed to staying in Winnipeg. One day—whether it was in the near or distant future—he’d return to his life in Toronto. She wanted his departure to have the least amount of impact on her daily life as possible. 
 
    Danica came from where she’d been sitting with Tristan and Ryan. As she sat down next to Sierra, she said, “How are you doing?” 
 
    “A little better now that I’ve been able to see Ethan, but it was a good and bad thing. I was glad to see him, but man, it’s hard to see him like that. His face is bruised beyond recognition and so still.” Sierra sighed. “I mean, he’s not a hyperactive person, but this type of stillness is just unnatural.” 
 
    “Will they let the kids see him eventually?” Danica asked. 
 
    Sierra wrapped her arms across her waist as she imagined what that would be like. “I kind of hope they wait until Ethan at least looks a bit more like himself. It will be hard enough for them to see him in a hospital bed. It will be even worse if he looks like he does now. If they can’t really recognize him. Even I’m having a hard time with that, you know?” 
 
    “Makayla said they’re having a rough time of it, especially Stephanie.” 
 
    Sierra didn’t doubt that was true. Stephanie was close to her dad, probably a bit closer than she was to Makayla. The two of them were so close in personality, which often led to conflicts. Ethan had a steadying effect on them both.  
 
    “Tristan also said that Shayla is struggling a bit, and no doubt Grace is too, as this undoubtedly brings back memories of when they each lost their husbands.” 
 
    “Makayla hasn’t lost Ethan yet,” Sierra said, her words probably more forceful than Danica had expected given the look her friend gave her. 
 
    “Sorry, sweetie,” she said with a regretful look. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that Makayla was going to lose Ethan.” 
 
    Sierra sighed, tightening her arms around herself. “I know. I didn’t mean to overreact. I just don’t want to imagine that eventuality any more than I already do.” 
 
    “Lots of people are praying for Ethan,” Danica said. “Mom and Dad asked for him to be put on the church prayer chain, plus you know everyone who knows Ethan at church will be praying for him.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Sierra said. “I think he’s going to need all the prayer he can get. I don’t want to believe God would take him when so many of us still need him, and when he’s still having such an impact in the world, but I know that doesn’t guarantee anything.” 
 
    Danica’s phone rang, drawing her attention from Sierra. “It’s JD.” 
 
    She got up and moved a few feet away to speak to him.  
 
    “Unlock your phone for me,” Dalton said. 
 
    “Why?” Sierra asked even as she pulled out her phone.  
 
    Dalton took it then shook his head. “Never mind. I forgot you had a messed up screen.” 
 
    “What were you going to do?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “I was going to download a game for us to play to help pass the time while we waited, but you’d need to be able to draw on your screen.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sierra took her phone back, her fingers brushing against Dalton’s as she did. “Yeah, I guess that wouldn’t work.” 
 
    She appreciated the thought, especially as the afternoon dragged on. Makayla returned with her folks and Bennett, and she took the next turn to see Ethan. Sierra didn’t press for another visit with him because she felt that Makayla needed it more.  
 
    Once Ethan was awake, she would want to have the opportunity to spend more time with him. At one point, JD arrived, and the four of them went to get a bite to eat. She wasn’t hungry, but when everyone insisted she go eat, she decided not to argue. Plus getting a break from the waiting room would probably do her some good. 
 
    If only she could get a break from their current reality too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    The cafeteria didn’t have much of a selection, so Sierra ended up just getting a sandwich and a drink. Dalton was definitely unimpressed with the food selection, mumbling about how dry and tasteless his sandwich was and how he could have made it so much better. His disgruntled remarks almost made Sierra smile, and his idea about getting a food delivery to the waiting room was enough to lighten her mood for a few minutes. Sierra wasn’t sure that was allowed, but if anyone could make it happen, it would be him. 
 
    They were back in the waiting room when Maya’s mom and dad showed up. They went to speak to Makayla first then came to her. Sierra wished that there was something their incredible wealth could do to fix Ethan, but there really wasn’t. He had good doctors, and the care he was getting was as good as what he’d get anywhere else. There came a point where money couldn’t buy everything. 
 
    Now when it came to his recovery, once he was out of the woods, that was when having wealthy family and friends who were generous with their money would help. She knew it had helped when Emily had had her aneurysm, and Mr. Zavardi had paid for private medical staff to work with her to get her back on her feet. Steve also had a room outfitted at their house so the staff could come to her instead of her going to them. 
 
    Ethan might object to what he would see as accepting charity from people, but Sierra knew that between her and Makayla, they’d get him to accept the help. With the injuries Ethan had sustained, it was going to take a lot of effort and help to get him back to where he’d been before the accident.  
 
    It was her prayer that maybe the doctors were wrong about how serious things were, but in her heart, she knew that they weren’t. Regardless, she would do what she could to help Makayla and Ethan.  
 
    After supper, Sierra went in to see Ethan one last time before she and Dalton took a taxi home. JD and Danica had left earlier, and though they’d offered to come back and pick them up, Dalton had said it was just a waste of time and gas when they could easily catch a cab. 
 
    “Thanks for everything today,” Sierra said when they reached the landing between their apartments. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Are you planning to go up tomorrow?” Dalton asked.  
 
    Sierra nodded. “I’ll probably go for a couple of hours after lunch.” 
 
    “Do you mind company?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Sierra said. “Plus, it’s your family as well as mine that has been affected by this. You have every right to be there.” 
 
    “I just want to be there to support you and Makayla.” 
 
    “I’m sure she appreciates it as much as I do.” 
 
    “I’m also going to try and visit Mitch again,” Dalton said. “It’s great that he and Ethan are in the same hospital. Makes it much easier for the family to be able to visit them both.” 
 
    They chatted a bit more about Mitch’s prognosis then made plans for going to the hospital the next day. Finally, Sierra bade him goodnight and let herself into the quiet of her apartment. She stood for a moment just inside the door trying to figure out what to do.  
 
    She didn’t have work the next day to prepare for, nor did she have any other plans except to head to the hospital in the afternoon. The silence of the apartment pressed down on her, making her long even more for the days when Danica was still living with her. If it wouldn’t be so unfair to the animal, she might have considered getting a dog. But with her twelve-hour shifts, it would leave the dog alone for far too long. 
 
    Sierra knew that Dalton would probably be happy to hang out with her, but he’d already given up a lot of his day to help her. Not the least of which was the time spent watching a movie that he probably would never have watched on his own.    
 
    Rather than calling him or Danica, she turned on her favorite worship playlist and began to clean. She wanted to wear herself out in hopes that she’d sleep better that night. Her worry was still present, but not to the extent that it had been the night before. 
 
    Ethan was still alive. 
 
    Ethan was in stable—albeit serious—condition.  
 
    She took comfort in those two things as she worked, allowing their positive nature and the encouraging words of the worship songs to buoy her spirits. By the time she took a shower and fell into bed, her body was tired, and her mind was calm.  
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    Dalton headed for the car he’d called for that morning, happy to see that the same driver he’d had before was behind the wheel. When speaking with the person at the company, Dalton had specifically requested him, but they hadn’t been sure if he’d be available or not since he was scheduled tentatively for someone else.  
 
    “Good morning, sir,” the man said as he got out to open the door for Dalton. 
 
    “Good morning.” Dalton gave him a smile and a nod as he slid into the back seat.  
 
    Once the door was closed, and the driver was back in his seat, he said, “Where can I take you this morning.” 
 
    “I need to go to the closest mall with a cell phone store.” 
 
    The man nodded. “That would be Kildonan Place.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Dalton relaxed back in his seat as the man pulled away from the curb.  
 
    It seemed that for the time being, his driving lessons were going to be put on hold temporarily. He understood the need for that of course, but it was frustrating to be reliant on hired drivers to get him around for simple errands like this one.  
 
    It didn’t take much time at all to get to the mall. The driver let him off at the door and told Dalton to call him when he was ready to be picked up.  
 
    With it being early in the day and nowhere near Christmas, the mall only had a smattering of people in it. Several of them looked like they were there to walk the mall rather than shop. He checked for a map of the mall then made his way to the store he’d been looking for. There were a couple of cell phone kiosks along the way, but he bypassed them. 
 
    Once at the store, it didn’t take him long to lay out what he wanted to the salesperson working there. He wasn’t there for himself. No, this trip was for Sierra, whether she liked it or not. There was no need for her to go around with a beat-up phone with a cracked screen when he could afford to get her the latest model. He had no doubt that she was going to protest, but it was ridiculous that she was using a phone with a screen that she could barely read anything on. 
 
    It didn’t take the salesman long to talk him into a few accessories to go along with a cell phone. By the time he left, he had a phone, a sturdy phone case—in hopes of avoiding another cracked screen—and a set of Bluetooth earbuds.  
 
    He knew he had an argument ahead of him, but maybe he’d wait until they were at the hospital to give it to her. She might be less inclined to argue with him if there were other people around. That might be somewhat manipulative, but in this particular instance, Dalton felt that the end justified the means. 
 
    As he left the store, Dalton contacted the driver and then walked back to the entrance where he’d been dropped off. Back in the car, he directed the man to a nearby grocery store where he picked up some things that he needed. Once he was done there, he had the driver take him home to drop off the groceries before taking him to his appointment.  
 
    He was sure the driver had questions about why Dalton needed a chauffeur to run such simple errands, but to his credit, he never asked. It was probably boring for him to just wait around, but at least he had access to his phone while he waited.  
 
    Dalton hadn’t been sure about keeping this appointment, but in the end, he was glad he did. Just talking about everything that was going on felt good. He’d needed to get it all out, and it wouldn’t have been something he’d have felt comfortable discussing with Sierra or his family. 
 
    Sitting in that waiting room had brought back memories of the night he’d ended up in the ER with Angel. The only difference was that he’d also been in the ER being treated for an overdose. Jesse had been the one waiting, and he’d told Dalton how terrible it had been, not knowing if one or both of them had died. 
 
    Dalton had been pushing aside those memories, telling himself that things were completely different this time. However, the counselor had pointed out that while the circumstances were different, what was present in both scenarios was the fear of losing someone.  
 
    Though he hadn’t been completely lucid upon arriving at the ER in Toronto, he’d been aware enough to know that Angel was in rough shape. He’d been trying to distract himself by helping Sierra and the others when he could, but it was clear from his conversation with the counselor that he hadn’t been succeeding entirely.  
 
    Dalton felt better after his session with the counselor. However, it didn’t mean he wasn’t still facing some worry—especially for Ethan—and agitation over the whole situation. He wanted to be there the best way he could for both Sierra and Makayla, but he felt helpless at times to know how to do that.  
 
    He didn’t exactly have skills that lent themselves to helping out, and even though he had money, he didn’t have connections like Max Zavardi did. So here he was, buying a phone and a bunch of accessories for Sierra, hoping that even though she might protest, it was something that would make things easier for her.  
 
    Once the driver dropped him off at home, Dalton thanked him and tipped him generously. He’d toyed with the idea of keeping the car to take them to the hospital, but he knew Sierra was planning to drive, and she probably would want the flexibility that came with having her car close by. 
 
    So he let the driver go and headed up to his apartment to grab a bite to eat before it was time to meet up with Sierra to leave for the hospital. Dalton took the time to send a lengthy email to Jesse, sharing with him everything that had happened over the past couple of days and also asking him about what he’d been doing in LA. 
 
    When one o’clock finally rolled around, he left his apartment and knocked on Sierra’s door. He hoped that she’d been able to sleep a bit better, and from the look of things when she answered the door, she had.  
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked.  
 
    “Yep,” she said as she grabbed her purse and slid the strap over her shoulder. As they walked down the stairs, she told him about the call she’d received from Makayla after the doctor had stopped by on rounds earlier that morning.  
 
    Overall, it was good news, though Ethan still wasn’t out of the woods. Dalton supposed that would be the report for a few more days. He wasn’t sure what state Ethan had to be in when he’d no longer be in the woods, so to speak. 
 
    This time, when they got to the hospital, Sierra’s steps didn’t slow. She seemed almost eager to get to the waiting room. Dalton was glad that she seemed more upbeat than she had been the day before, but at the same time, he kind of missed her needing him, even if it was just a little.  
 
    For a brief period, his life since becoming sober held a bit more meaning. 
 
    But as much as he might have wanted to continue to feel that way, Dalton didn’t want Sierra to be back in that place that had left her feeling vulnerable and alone. He knew how that felt. 
 
    When they got to the waiting room, he spotted his parents and Makayla, but no one else. As they hugged them, his mom told him that Bennett and Gabe had gone to visit Mitch. That sounded like a good idea to Dalton, so when Sierra went in to see Ethan, he headed for Mitch’s room. 
 
    It was hard to see Mitch banged up like he was, but the fact that he was alive and able to interact with them was a huge bonus when his condition could have been so much worse. Dalton was sure that Sierra would have taken that over where her brother currently was. He hoped that her time with Ethan didn’t leave her too upset. He’d be there for her regardless, but he didn’t want her to be overwrought again. 
 
    “Is that a get well present for Mitch?” Gabe asked when Dalton walked into Mitch’s room. 
 
    Dalton looked down at the bag he carried, having forgotten about it until just then. “No. It’s a new phone for Sierra.” 
 
    Gabe arched a brow. “Buying her gifts?” 
 
    “Have you seen her phone?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “I’m sure I have, but why is that getting her a new one? From you?” 
 
    Dalton was used to his older brothers—particularly Gabe—teasing him, so he’d learned over the years that getting overly defensive just got him teased even more. 
 
    “You just wish you were getting a new phone,” Dalton said. “Plus, with half this family being millionaires or married to them, it sucks that it’s taken me to see that her screen was so cracked she can hardly read it. The fact that I have seen it, and I’m doing something about it while you’ve done nothing, says more about you than it does about me.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Mitch mumbled through swollen lips. “He got you, Gabe. Baby boy has grown up.” 
 
    Gabe scowled at him, never one to accept being called out. “If I had known that, I would have gotten her a new phone.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t know, and I did, so I’ve done something about it.” Dalton paused. “Of course, now I’ll need to figure out how to convince her to accept it.” 
 
    Even Bennett laughed at that. “Yeah. Just don’t get it into your head to buy her a car. She’ll definitely fight you on that.” 
 
    “But her car…needs help.” 
 
    “She loves that car, though. The arguments Ethan has had with her over getting a better one are never-ending. To be honest, she probably could afford a new car and a new phone herself, but from what Ethan says, she has some struggles with change. With getting rid of something that has served her well, even if it’s for something better.” 
 
    “Well, great,” Dalton said with a sigh as he slumped down into a nearby chair. “That ups my chances of getting her to accept a new phone to pretty much zero.” 
 
    “What you have on your side is that you haven’t been around to witness the arguments people have had with her over a new car and a new phone.” Bennett gave a shrug. “She might surprise you.” 
 
    “You knew she needed a new phone too?” Gabe asked indignantly. 
 
    Bennett sighed. “We can’t help it that you’re the least observant of us all except for when it comes to Maya.” 
 
    “At least he’s focused on the right person when he does make observations,” Dalton said. “We can give him props for that, but not much else.” 
 
    Dalton was glad to see that Mitch was able to join in on their conversation and would even tease a little. Given he’d had a concussion, Dalton had worried about that a bit. He also knew it was a concern of Sierra’s for Ethan, though, admittedly, the reasons for her concern were more significant than his for Mitch.  
 
    He hung out for a little while with the guys then he and Bennett made their way back to the ICU waiting room. As they walked, Bennett talked a bit about how Makayla’s visits had gone with Ethan earlier that day. Dalton wondered how long Bennett planned to come to the hospital each day. With Ethan out of commission at the company, he didn’t think that Bennett could stay away indefinitely. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Upon returning to the waiting room, Dalton saw that Sierra was back from her visit. She was sitting next to Makayla, the two of them engaged in quiet conversation. 
 
    While Bennett went to sit next to their dad, Dalton settled on the seat beside Sierra, setting the bag on the chair next to him. There were a few more people in the waiting room that day, so it was probably good there were fewer of their family present. 
 
    “How was Ethan?” Dalton asked when Sierra looked over at him.   
 
    She gave a bit of a shrug. “Same as yesterday, basically. He’s still stable, but they’re keeping him sedated for at least another day.” 
 
    “Did they say why?”  
 
    “The swelling in his brain hasn’t gone down to a level they’re comfortable with yet.” 
 
    “But it has gone down?” 
 
    “Yes, it has. And he is getting better, but he’s just not at that point yet where he’s better off not sedated.”  
 
    Sierra went on to explain some other things about Ethan’s injuries, but it all went way over Dalton’s head. Short of having some sort of medical degree, he most likely wouldn’t understand the majority of what she said. 
 
    No doubt, Makayla was going to have a much better understanding of the medical jargon by the time Ethan was fully recovered from his accident. Dalton remembered that even though he’d been a young teen when his mom had had her aneurysm, they had all learned more about brain injuries than they would have otherwise as non-medical professionals, especially his dad.  
 
    Some of what he’d heard was coming back to him now since it seemed that Ethan also had a brain injury. He hadn’t paid that much attention when his mom was sick though, so he was still at a loss when it came to understanding the medical details that were being shared with them. He needed to pay more attention this time around.  
 
    When Sierra fell silent, Dalton reached for the small paper bag with the twined handles. He braced himself for her reaction, realizing now that maybe he’d made a mistake in picking up the phone as a surprise.  
 
    “Hey, I got you a little something this morning,” he said as he handed her the bag.  
 
    Sierra’s brow drew together as her gaze went to the bag and then back to his face. “What is it?” 
 
    “Probably something you’re not actually going to be happy about, but I think that maybe you could still use both.” 
 
    “Both?” Sierra asked. “Both what?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to look inside to see for yourself.” Dalton held out the bag. “And maybe I’ll just move over a little bit.” 
 
    “Well now I’m curious,” Sierra said with a laugh as she took the bag. 
 
    Dalton shifted over a seat and stared out at the waiting room entrance.  
 
    “Dalton Callaghan. You did not.” 
 
    He swung around to face her again. “You’re absolutely right. I didn’t. It was Gabe.” 
 
    What were brothers for, if not to throw under the bus? And besides, Gabe deserved it for trying to come for him. 
 
    Of course, Sierra was no dummy. 
 
    “Sure he did. Maya already offered to buy me a phone, and I turned her down, so I doubt Gabe went ahead and did it.” She angled a look at him. “You…on the other hand…” 
 
    “Okay. Fine.” Dalton held up his hands. “But in my defense, I didn’t realize that your phone was practically a member of your family.” 
 
    “Not practically,” Sierra said, pulling her phone out. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Well, think about it this way. When a family member gets older, sometimes they need to retire—like Dad did—and then another member of the family can take over—like Bennett did. Your old phone doesn’t have to be thrown away, just retired. And the new phone can take over the responsibilities while the old phone enjoys its new life of luxury.” 
 
    Sierra sat staring at him, her eyes wide. Dalton wasn’t sure if she was seriously considering his idea or not. 
 
    When she opened her mouth to say something, Dalton, figuring she had come up with her polite way to tell him no, quickly said, “And if Old Phone doesn’t want to completely retire—kinda like Dad—he can still be useful for things like playing music. See, maybe only semi-retired Old Phone.” 
 
    Sierra started laughing, and for a moment, Dalton thought he was out of the woods, but then, much to his horror, she began to cry. And not the laugh-til-you-cry type of cry. 
 
    “Sierra,” Dalton said, reaching out to take the phone and bag from her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    But when she tugged the phone away from his hand and held it to her chest, Dalton could only stare at her warily. He looked at Makayla, hoping for some help, but she was focused on Sierra, her arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t know what I did,” he said when Makayla glanced up at him. “I just bought her a new phone. I didn’t know it would upset her like this.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that.” Sierra said the words between quick breaths. “It’s just, as I listened to you talk about how I could justify accepting a new phone without getting rid of my other one, I realized that I wanted to accept the new phone.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” Dalton said then frowned. “Or not?” 
 
    “It’s good.” She glanced at him then, her eyes still watery with tears. “It’s just that my first instinct was to tell…” She swallowed as her voice broke. “To tell Ethan that someone had finally succeeded in getting me to accept a new phone.” 
 
    “Ah, sweetie,” Makayla said, leaning her head against Sierra’s. “You can tell him the next time you go in to see him, and then you can tell him again when he wakes up.” 
 
    “But what if he doesn’t remember?” Sierra asked, her expression as distraught as her words. “Or what if he doesn’t think it’s funny because he’s changed?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to pray that he’s our Ethan when he wakes up,” Makayla said, and Dalton could see that she was trying to hold it together for Sierra’s sake. His admiration for his sister went up several degrees as he watched her with Sierra. 
 
    It was then that he realized that while he’d always known her as sister Makayla, right then, he was seeing mom Makayla in a way he never had before. She’d probably had a lot of practice keeping it together over the past couple of days as she dealt with her children. 
 
    He knew that Sierra, with her medical knowledge, probably wanted to argue, but instead, she just sat, staring down at the phone box in her hands. Dalton realized that Sierra, Makayla, and his mom were the strongest women he’d ever known. Granted, he hadn’t had a lot of close relationships or friendships with women over the past several years, but still, he could see the strength in each of them. They stood tall, bending when storms buffeted them but never breaking. 
 
    Dalton reached over to a tissue box on a nearby table, pulled out a few, then held them out to Sierra. 
 
    Let me wipe your tears. 
 
    Sierra took them and wiped her cheeks. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m okay.” 
 
    Dalton doubted that was true, but he understood her desire to have those around her think she was. He wouldn’t call her on those words, and he was pretty sure that Makayla wouldn’t either. Instead, they’d just try to care for her through it all. 
 
    He was glad that she was letting him see her vulnerability. He knew it wasn’t something she likely showed many people, so that made him even more grateful.   
 
    “I will keep New Phone,” Sierra said with a glance at him. “And partially retire Old Phone.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re both relieved to hear that,” Dalton said, trying to keep his voice and expression serious. “New Phone rarely gets rejected, so that might have been difficult to accept. It might have needed counseling after that.” 
 
    “iTalk?” she said with a small smile. 
 
    Dalton didn’t even have a chance to hold back the bark of laughter that erupted from him. Glancing over, he could see Makayla was smiling a bit too.  
 
    Let me share your laughter. 
 
    Though he knew they hadn’t magically turned a corner that meant there would be no more tears, Dalton was grateful for the momentary levity. 
 
    “I’m probably going to need help setting this up,” Sierra said as she opened the box and looked at the phone itself. “This is a lot bigger than Old Phone.” 
 
    “Pretty sure most phones are bigger than Old Phone,” Dalton said. “But he served you well, so we’ll not disparage his size.” 
 
    “Her size,” Sierra corrected. “Old Phone is actually a she.” 
 
    “And she hasn’t objected to being called Old?” 
 
    “Okay, now you’re just carrying this too far,” Makayla said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Anyway,” Dalton said with a sideways glance at Makayla. “I can help you set it up. I think. I mean, it seemed pretty straight forward when Jesse set mine up.” 
 
    Makayla rolled her eyes. “Come to me if you need help. Even I know how to set up a phone.” 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” Dalton said with a lift of his chin. He was happy to see the spark of humor still in his sister’s eyes. 
 
    In reality, he was pretty sure he’d be able to help Sierra. Jesse had helped him with one of his phones, but he’d handled it himself for the most recent one. Still, if it made Sierra and Makayla smile even just a little, he was willing to look the fool. 
 
    “I like the color,” Sierra said. “I’ve never had a gold phone before. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Dalton said. “And I got you a case as well. In hopes of preserving New Phone’s face from suffering the same injury as Old Phone.” 
 
    “Well, not sure a case would have helped since it was a freak accident. She fell on her face, directly on a concrete corner.” Sierra pulled her old phone out and showed him the spot where it had hit on the glass. “But this was the only one I’ve ever broken like that. I’m usually very careful with my phones.” 
 
    Dalton showed her the case and the earbuds he’d bought her. “But I’m not to blame for the extra stuff.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Sierra asked with an arched brow when he shook his head. “Who is?” 
 
    “Well, the kid that waited on me seemed really nervous, so I just couldn’t say no when he suggested them.” 
 
    “You’ve become a softie for the underdog, Dal,” Makayla said with a laugh. “Bet he saw you coming a mile away.” 
 
    “It’s better to be a softie, though,” Sierra said as she reached out to pat his hand. “And I’m sure you made the kid’s day with the phone purchase as well as the accessories.” 
 
    Dalton felt a sense of relief flow through him at the realization that Sierra was accepting all the gifts. He wished they hadn’t triggered an emotional breakdown for her, but at least she’d already been willing to accept the gifts before that had happened.  
 
    Sierra was still focused on the phone when suddenly she looked up at him. “Did you get me this phone because you couldn’t load that game onto my phone yesterday?” 
 
    “Um…no?” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “Nice try. I’m sure your mom taught you not to lie.” 
 
    “She did,” Makayla confirmed. “So ‘fess up.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, it might have inspired the purchase, but I’d already noticed your cracked screen, remember?” 
 
    She seemed to consider that before saying, “I suppose I should just accept it without needing to know your motivation.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dalton said. “You should.” 
 
    “When Ethan wakes up and sees you have a new phone—especially that new phone—he’s going to think he’s in an alternate universe,” Makayla said.  
 
    “I can’t wait,” Sierra replied. 
 
    “Me neither, sweetie. Me neither.” 
 
    When they left for home a couple hours later, it was with the knowledge that the doctors would begin weaning Ethan off the sedation the next day. He’d have thought the news would have thrilled Sierra, but instead, she just seemed worried about it. 
 
    “I thought it was a good thing,” he said as she drove them home. “What you guys have been waiting for.” 
 
    “It is a good thing, but also scary because then we’ll know the full extent of his injuries.” 
 
    “Is it possible he’ll come out of this without any issues? Brain-wise?” 
 
    It took Sierra longer than he would have liked to shake her head. It was like she had been trying to work up the ability to say yes when she knew she couldn’t. 
 
    “How long until you’ll know the extent of it?” 
 
    “It could take awhile.” Sierra sighed. “Initially, they’ll wean him off the sedation, but even then, he might not wake up right away, and when he does, it might take some time for him to be alert enough to answer questions that would help us gauge what he remembers.” She paused. “At least I think that’s how the process will go. I didn’t specialize in brain injuries.” 
 
    “At least you kind of understand what’s going on,” Dalton said. “Makayla probably doesn’t have a clue.” 
 
    “That won’t be the case for long,” Sierra said. “She’s already asking lots of questions, and I have a feeling she’s searching up even more information on brain injuries on the internet when she goes home at night.” 
 
    “I hear that’s the worst thing to do.” 
 
    Sierra sighed again. “It can be, but only if the person isn’t also willing to listen to the doctors. I’m praying that Makayla will ask her questions but also listen to the medical professionals. Otherwise, it’s going to be a very frustrating process for all involved.” 
 
    “Makayla can be very stubborn, but I’m hoping that with what’s at risk, she’ll do what’s best for Ethan, which would include listening to the doctors.” 
 
    “Everyone wants what’s best for Ethan, even the doctors and nurses who don’t love him as much as we do.” 
 
    Dalton figured that Makayla knew that, but she’d probably need to be reminded of it a time or two. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Weaning Ethan off sedation ended up being rather anticlimactic since nothing changed. He remained in serious but stable condition, but he didn’t regain consciousness. Sierra had been cautiously optimistic, but she knew Makayla had been putting a whole lot of hope on the sedation wearing off and Ethan waking up. When nothing changed, she’d seen the devastation on her sister-in-law’s face. 
 
    Sierra had stayed by Makayla’s side while she’d talked to the doctor once they’d finished weaning Ethan off the sedation. Her sister-in-law had managed to hold herself together, but Sierra could tell it was a battle for her. 
 
    It was hard for her, too, and it was made even more challenging by her medical knowledge. She knew just enough about head injuries to make the doctor’s words more significant. She understood what he was saying…and what he wasn’t.  
 
    There were no words of promise coming from the man. Just a statement of facts. 
 
    Ethan was stable but still in serious condition. 
 
    They wouldn’t know the extent of his brain injury until he woke up enough to interact with them. 
 
    If he woke up.  
 
    The doctor hadn’t actually said that last bit, but Sierra heard the statement as loudly as if he had. 
 
    By the time she left the hospital that day, she was beyond exhausted. She knew from working with children and their parents that the mental exhaustion was almost worse than the physical, but this was the first time she’d experienced it for herself. 
 
    And her pillar, the person she had always turned to when things were at their worst, wasn’t available this time. She had never imagined that her source of strength would one day be the reason she needed extra strength.  
 
    Dalton offered to make her some supper, but for the first time, she turned him down.  
 
    “I just need some time to unwind, plus I have to go to bed early tonight for work tomorrow.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “Are you going to be okay on your own?” 
 
    “I have to be.” She tried to smile, but she was pretty sure she failed when the worry didn’t clear from his face. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “So do you plan to visit Ethan during the day?” 
 
    “I hope to,” Sierra said. “Whenever I can get a break, I’ll see if I can pop in and check on him and Makayla.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll see you there,” Dalton said. 
 
    The smile she managed that time felt a little steadier. “And maybe you could help me with my phone later tomorrow. Depending on how Ethan is.” 
 
    “I’d say leave them both with me, but I know you don’t want to be without your phone.” 
 
    “Yeah. Very true.” 
 
    “I hope you have a good rest.” He gave her a smile, the skin at his eyes crinkling just a bit as he did so. Reaching out, he took her hand for just a moment and gave it a squeeze. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Sierra was aware of him waiting until she went into her apartment before returning to his own. She leaned back against her door and let out a long breath. As she tucked her hands close to her chest, she could still feel the warmth and strength of his hand as it had held hers. 
 
    The fear and worry were still so strong within her, further exhausting her with their weight and she longed for someone to lean on. Someone who could prop her up when she no longer had the strength to hold herself upright. The emotions she’d worked so hard to contain finally escaped, sliding down her cheeks in silent tears. Feeling the last of her strength slip away, Sierra slid to the floor. 
 
    She had no idea how long she sat there, waiting for the weakness to pass so she could trust her legs to hold her up once again. Pulling her legs toward her, Sierra wrapped her arms around them and rested her forehead on her knees.  
 
    Tears dampened her pants as they fell unchecked. She had tried so hard to keep her emotions under control all day—not just in the waiting room or with Ethan but also on the ward as she worked—but there was no need for it anymore. The torrent of emotion flowed out in deep gasping sobs that seemed to tear at her very soul. 
 
    When the tears finally stopped, Sierra dug deep and found the strength to push to her feet and wearily make her way to the bathroom attached to her bedroom. She started the water and dumped some of her favorite bath salts into the tub, then, after twisting her hair up onto the top of her head, she began to peel out of her clothes.  
 
    She was used to her scrubs carrying the scents of the hospital home, but it felt wrong to have those familiar scents on her everyday clothes. After dropping them into the hamper, Sierra turned on her favorite worship playlist—one that had been getting a lot of use since Ethan’s accident—then slipped into the tub, sinking down until the water reached her shoulders. 
 
    With a sigh, she leaned her head back against the bath pillow and finally relaxed. As she soaked in the aromatic water, Sierra alternated between praying, just listening to the music, and murmuring verses, seeking peace…craving it amid the tumultuousness of the situation around her.  
 
    By the time she crawled into bed, Sierra felt more relaxed and at peace. She knew she needed those moments at both ends of the emotional spectrum. Though it felt like a roller coaster ride with the ups and downs, she couldn’t keep her emotions inside forever. She needed their cathartic release so that she could keep moving forward.  
 
      
 
    When her shift was over, Sierra quickly made her way to the ICU. Though she’d taken her breaks in the waiting room, she hadn’t been able to see Ethan, but the update each time had been the same.  
 
    He still hadn’t woken up. 
 
    The doctor assured them that was okay since his overall condition was improving and not declining. However, Sierra struggled to keep her thoughts positive. To not think it was a bad sign that he hadn’t regained consciousness yet.   
 
    Thankfully, Makayla let her go in to see Ethan when she stopped by the waiting room after clocking out. She sat down on the stool next to him and reached out to take his hand between hers. For a moment, Sierra just sat there, grateful for the warmth in his hand. It helped her to feel that there was still life in him.  
 
    The swelling on his face had gone down some, but the bruises were looking worse, as she knew bruises were inclined to do. Unfortunately, his eyes were still closed, and his body lay motionless on the bed. She was beginning to think that Ethan would never wake up.  
 
    After a few minutes, she began to talk, keeping her voice soft and low.  
 
    “It feels like forever since I last had a strawberry candy,” she said, her fingers drifting lightly over the back of his hand. “And boy, could I use some. You’re going to owe me big time.” 
 
    Emotion clogged her throat, so she stopped talking until it eased up.  
 
    “We’re worried about you, E. If you can hear me, please listen.” Sierra took a deep breath. “I know you might be in pain already, and you might feel even more when you wake up, but we’re here to help you. Your body is already starting to repair itself, but you need to wake up so we can talk to you. We haven’t been able to bring the kids to see you yet because we’re waiting for you to wake up. They don’t need to see their dad like this, so please wake up. We need you.” 
 
    She prayed for a few minutes with him, then, when the nurse told her the time was up, Sierra got to her feet and leaned over to press a light kiss to his cheek once again. For just a moment, she hovered near him, wishing for a whiff of the scent of his favorite shampoo and body wash. But it had long since faded, leaving only the antiseptic scent of the hospital.  
 
    “Please come back to us, Ethan.” 
 
    Before leaving, Sierra thanked the nurses for their care of Ethan, knowing how much she appreciated it when parents thanked her for what she did for their loved one. She didn’t do what she did for thanks, but it was always encouraging when people acknowledged what the nurses were doing for their loved ones. 
 
    Out in the waiting room, Dalton got to his feet when he saw her. She was sure her expression was perpetually sad these days, but Dalton had ended up with a default expression himself. His was a worried one, though it didn’t appear to be as much for Ethan as it was for her and Makayla. Sierra was okay with that since there were enough people worrying about Ethan, and maybe it was selfish, but she kind of liked having someone worry over her. Especially since the one person who usually did, was lying unconscious in the ICU. 
 
    “I’m going to stay for one more visit,” Makayla said when Sierra rejoined her in the waiting room. “Then I’ll head home.” 
 
    Sierra had noticed that Danica had brought Makayla that day and had waited with her. When she’d asked about it, Danica had said that their parents were taking care of the kids and had actually moved into Ethan and Makayla’s house to help with them. Sierra was sure that even when Makayla was at home, her energy levels were low. Having her parents there would be helpful beyond just the kids, since she had no doubt but that Emily was cooking and cleaning for her as well.  
 
    Sierra struggled to find words to encourage her, since she didn’t want to give her false hope. Finally, she just said, “I’ll be back tomorrow on my break. Love you.” 
 
    Makayla gave her a tight hug. “Love you too, sweetie.”  
 
    “Is it okay if I ride with you?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “Sure.” She gathered up her things then asked, “Do you want to drive?” 
 
    “I think it’s better if you do,” Dalton said as they walked away from the waiting room. “Unless you really want me to.” 
 
    “No. I just thought I’d offer since it’s been a while since you’ve driven.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. There are more important things you need to focus on right now.” 
 
    They found their way to where Sierra had parked her car, then headed out.  
 
    “Do you mind if we stop for something to eat?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “What are you in the mood for?” 
 
    “I was thinking Tim’s.” 
 
    Sierra nodded, suddenly finding the idea of food appealing. She hadn’t been able to eat all day, and she knew that wasn’t good. Keeping her strength up was important, and she wasn’t going to do that by not eating.  
 
    Though there was a Tim Hortons near the hospital, she preferred the one closer to the apartment building. It was bigger and would probably be a little less busy.  
 
    It was a quiet drive, and Sierra was kind of glad that Dalton didn’t feel the need to press for conversation. She was tired. Worn out. Not just physically, but mentally as well. She was grateful that she didn’t need to come up with responses to questions she’d probably have no answers for.  
 
    Once at the restaurant, Sierra stood in line with Dalton, wishing she could lean against him. That wasn’t how their relationship was though, so she managed to keep a distance between them. After they ordered, she didn’t even bother to argue with him when he wouldn’t let her pay. And when he told her to go sit down while he waited for their food, she went without hesitation. 
 
    She sank down onto the seat with a sigh. It was a relief to be out of the hospital, though she almost felt guilty for thinking that. Thankfully, she’d changed her clothes after her shift was over so she could just relax. She hadn’t wanted to sit in the waiting room in her scrubs, and she was even more relieved to not be wearing them in the restaurant.  
 
    When Dalton put the tray down, the aroma of the food made her stomach rumble. Dalton shot her a grin as he put the soup she’d ordered in front of her. She’d also gotten a ham and cheese sandwich. All of it looked appetizing, but she struggled to find the energy to pick up her spoon. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Dalton asked after she’d said a prayer for the food. 
 
    She picked up her spoon but didn’t use it. “I’m tired.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take some time off work.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I just can’t see myself sitting in the waiting room for hours on end, either.” She scooped up a spoonful of soup. “You can see how that’s wearing on Makayla, plus I wouldn’t want her to feel like she had to give up her visiting time to me if I was just sitting there with her.” 
 
    “True,” Dalton said with a nod as he picked up his sandwich. “But it’s hard to see you so tired. Are you sleeping okay?” 
 
    Sierra shrugged as she lifted her spoon. She took a sip of the soup as she considered his question. “I seem to sleep okay once I get there, but it’s hard to fall asleep. Too much goes through my mind when I don’t have anything to keep me busy.” 
 
    “I know that feeling. Just don’t do like I did and turn to things you shouldn’t in order to help you fall asleep…and then wake up…” Dalton gave a shake of his head, a rueful look on his face. “Then you’d have a whole other set of problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the last thing I need. I do try other methods to induce sleep. Lavender oils in my diffuser. White noise on my machine. But honestly, the only thing that seems to help me even a little, is reading until I can’t keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Do you have to read something boring for that to work?” 
 
    “You’d think so, right?” Sierra stirred her spoon in her soup. “But no, I can read anything. Sometimes I read the Bible. Sometimes I read a devotional or non-fiction book. Sometimes I read fiction. All of it puts me to sleep eventually, just depends on the night what works.” 
 
    “I haven’t done much reading over the past few years.” 
 
    “What did you do in your downtime?” 
 
    “If we were on buses for a tour, the guys liked to play video games, so I did that sometimes.” 
 
    “You used to hate video games,” Sierra said, remembering how cool she’d thought it was that he hadn’t been caught up in video games like other boys his age had been. Of course, he’d been caught up in his music, so it wasn’t like he’d paid her any more attention just because he hadn’t been playing video games. 
 
    Dalton shrugged as he chewed the bite of sandwich he’d taken. “You do strange things when your mind is warped on drugs and you’re bored.” 
 
    As they continued to talk, Sierra realized that to people looking at them, it probably appeared as if they were on a date. Exhaustion must have been doing weird things to her because she found she didn’t mind presenting that perception to those around them. With his care and concern for her, Dalton made it easy for her mind to morph it into something more if she wasn’t careful.  
 
    Truthfully, the way their friendship had grown and deepened, for the first time ever, as an adult, Sierra could see the path she wanted a potential relationship to take. But it wouldn’t be with Dalton. It couldn’t be with Dalton. Ever present in the back of her mind was that his life was not there in Winnipeg. He might become a regular visitor, but she doubted he’d ever make his home there.  
 
    For that reason—among so many others—it was important that she not read anything into his actions. It was enough that he was a good friend for her, supporting her through the difficult time she was facing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE   
 
    Dalton wasn’t sure which thing he realized first—that he was writing lyrics without even knowing it or that he was falling in love with Sierra. He had been on his way to the bedroom when the thoughts—one on the heels of the other—brought him to a halt. 
 
    Turning on his heel, he went back to the living room and grabbed his guitar from the corner where he’d left it several days earlier. He hadn’t touched it since they’d received news of the accident, but now he couldn’t resist the urge. 
 
    After grabbing his notebook and pen, Dalton sat down at the table, angling himself so he could both write in his notebook and play the guitar. Strumming through a few chords, he found the one that seemed to resonate with him. 
 
    He knew that he was focusing on the music rather than his feelings because it was a little scary to think about them just yet. Music he knew. Feelings…not so much. 
 
    Let me hold your hand. 
 
    Let me pull you close. 
 
    Let me hear your laughter. 
 
    Let me dry your tears. 
 
    Let me be your man. 
 
    Dalton took a moment to jot down the lyrics that had been circling in the back of his mind in one fashion or another over the past few days. He tried to tell himself the words were about an unknown woman like a lot of his romantic-toned songs had been. However, there was no denying that these words had come to life because of Sierra. 
 
    He didn’t want to think about what that meant, but in order to keep the words flowing, he allowed his thoughts to center on their interactions. Her smile. Her laugh. The look she gave him right before she started to smile. Her smile right before she started to laugh. Her beautiful eyes. The softness of her skin.  
 
    All of it had drawn Dalton in without him even being aware of it until he found himself in a place he’d never been before. In all his time in Toronto, he’d never felt about someone the way he now felt about Sierra. No woman had ever gotten close enough to capture his heart the way she had. His music had been his one and only love. 
 
    Was the loss of his music the reason someone—Sierra—had finally been able to get close to him?  
 
    He hummed as he plucked the strings of his guitar, trying out the words with a melody. Why he was bothering to flesh it all out, Dalton really didn’t know. After all, it was unlikely the words would ever be heard by anyone. 
 
    But still, after being without his music for so long, he refused to ignore it. If this was what flowed for now, then he was going to go with it. He was afraid if he refused to work with what had come to him, perhaps nothing else ever would.  
 
    So he focused on it, jotting down more words, strumming more chords. All of it coming more quickly than his songs usually did—especially in the past couple of years as his drug use had spiraled out of control.   
 
    It was as if his heart knew that his music was the only way to give voice to his feelings right then. Sierra had given no indication that she viewed him as anything but a friend. From what he’d seen, she treated him much the same way she did Elliot.  
 
    Still, it didn’t appear that lack of feeling on her side was going to stem the emotions and music from him. 
 
    By the time the flow of music and words slowed to a trickle, Dalton was left with a satisfying exhaustion and an overwhelming urge to go to Sierra and play the song for her. But he wouldn’t. He wasn’t at the point yet where he was willing to risk what they had—the friendship that had grown between them. She was too important in his life for him to chance losing her. 
 
    Being in her presence was soothing for Dalton. Even if other things were rattling him, causing him to feel that familiar restlessness, being with Sierra calmed him. It was something no one else could do for him. And wasn’t that how it should be? Shouldn’t the person he loved be the one that brought peace and joy to his life rather than stress and upset?  
 
    Resting his hands on the strings of the guitar, Dalton thought about the relationships he’d witnessed in his life. The volatile ones of his bandmates when they had allowed themselves to be drawn too hastily into relationships, compared to the calmer more emotionally deep relationships of his parents and siblings. Not that there weren’t fights between them, but at the end of the day, neither his parents or siblings were looking for a way to escape each other’s presence or flinging accusations that came from a place of jealousy or mistrust.  
 
    That’s what he’d seen a lot of from his bandmates. More often than not, there had been rejected calls and unanswered pages from the lobbies of their apartment buildings. They’d been more interested in the convenient sex, not the complexities of a relationship. Even though he’d had the same opportunities and no restrictions on what he could do, Dalton hadn’t been as interested in what was being freely offered by the women who followed them around.  
 
    Which was kind of why he didn’t know what to do about what he’d just discovered regarding his feelings for Sierra. He couldn’t talk to Danica or JD since Sierra was close to them. He thought maybe he’d try Jesse, but his friend hadn’t responded to the email or the texts he’d sent over the past few days.  
 
    Now that he knew that the song had substance, Dalton had something more he wanted to talk to Jesse about. Though he supposed it didn’t really matter that he was writing music again, since the band didn’t need songs anymore. Not that the song he’d just finished would have been suitable for the band, even if they’d still been planning to release a new album anytime soon. 
 
    With the basic outline of the song completed, Dalton got to his feet and put his guitar back where he’d picked it up from earlier. It was after midnight by that time, and he was exhausted. Moving slowly, he picked up his notebook and pen and took them with him to his bedroom. He dropped them on his nightstand, then went to get ready for bed.  
 
    All through his nighttime routine, Dalton found that without the music as a distraction, he had nothing to keep his thoughts from constantly going to Sierra. How was he going to face her with this new knowledge? Would he be able to act naturally the next time he saw her?  
 
    Once done with his toothbrush, he put it back in the holder by the sink then braced his hands on the vanity’s smooth surface. His thumbs beat out a nervous rhythm as he stared at himself in the mirror.  
 
    There were times when he was still caught off-guard by his reflection. After seeing a man with long hair and a gaunt face staring back at him in the mirror for so many years, he still wasn’t really used to his new appearance. 
 
    New appearance, but still all his same old issues.  
 
    Sure, he wasn’t using drugs anymore, but he was just one bad day away from an attempt to find some. He would always be an addict. A recovering one, sure, but an addict, nonetheless.  
 
    Sierra deserved better than that.  
 
    She deserved a man like Ethan or Dalton’s brothers. Men that had no history of substance abuse or chronically bad decisions. Men who were settled in their careers. Men who shared her strong faith. 
 
    Definitely not a messed up, former addict, unemployed rock star. 
 
    Dalton shoved himself back from the vanity and turned away from the mirror. Though he was grateful that it appeared he still had music within him, Dalton wished it hadn’t shown itself because of his feelings for Sierra.  
 
    Ignoring the notebook, Dalton crawled into bed then snapped off the lamp on the nightstand. He flopped over on his back and stared up at the ceiling. Small patches of light from the lamp posts on the street outside snuck past the edges of his curtains. He blinked slowly, wishing that somehow, everything that was wrong and confusing in his world would right itself and become clear. 
 
    Fingers of anxiety crept up his spine toward his neck.  
 
    He didn’t know how to deal with stuff like this. Even being happy that his music had returned wasn’t enough to offset the anxiety that the realization of his feelings for Sierra had brought to life. He wanted to do something about those feelings, but he didn’t know what.  
 
    Was he supposed to just tell her? 
 
    But what if she rejected him? Which, if she were smart, she would. For all his money and talent, he definitely wasn’t a catch. Not for someone like Sierra. 
 
    With a sigh, Dalton turned over and punched his pillow. He wished he had something that would calm his mind and blur the thoughts that wouldn’t leave him alone. 
 
    In the end, he forced himself to focus on the song he’d written that day, fleshing out the harmonies in his mind. He managed to separate his feelings for Sierra from the music enough that sleep drew nearer and nearer until it finally claimed him. 
 
      
 
    Though Dalton’s plan for the next day had been to take a taxi to the hospital closer to the time Sierra’s shift ended, he decided to go with Danica when she took Makayla up. He figured it was better to be around people than to be on his own in the apartment with nothing but his own thoughts and doubts for company. 
 
    “Are you just planning to sit around the hospital all day?” Makayla asked when she climbed into Danica’s car.  
 
    “That’s the plan for now,” he said with a shrug, even though she couldn’t see him from her spot in the front seat. 
 
    “It will probably be boring for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. That’s the nice thing about phones nowadays. You can use them to help alleviate boredom and actually accomplish things even in a hospital waiting room.” 
 
    Makayla was silent for a moment before she said, “I sure hope Ethan wakes up today.” 
 
    “We’re all hoping and praying for that,” Danica said. “It’s so hard waiting.” 
 
    “And there’s nothing they can give him to wake him up?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “No,” Makayla said with a weary sigh. “The medicine is out of his system, so there’s nothing on that end that’s preventing him from waking up. There might be something physical though. That’s what we don’t know.” 
 
    When they got to the hospital, Makayla went in to see Ethan right away while Danica and Dalton settled themselves in the waiting room. There were a couple other people in the room, their faces showing the same strain that Dalton was getting used to seeing on Makayla and Sierra’s faces.  
 
    “Did you eat breakfast this morning?” Danica asked. 
 
    Dalton glanced up from his phone then shook his head. He hadn’t been hungry after his restless night.  
 
    “I’m going to get us some coffee and breakfast from Tim’s. Are you okay to say here with Makayla?” 
 
    “As long as nothing catastrophic happens, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Danica gave him a skeptical look then said, “If it does, just call me, and I’ll come right back.” 
 
    Dalton watched her walk away before looking back down at his phone. He pulled his earbuds from his pocket and put them in his ears then opened the composer app on his phone. It wasn’t an ideal way to compose his music, but when he had no other options, it worked.  
 
    He was able to enter the melody he’d come up with the night before then he began to play with chords, slowly working through the song. He was so caught up in the music that he didn’t know Danica had returned until she bumped his shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked as she held out a tray that held three cups.  
 
    He pulled his earbuds out and set his phone aside before taking the drink tray. “Just some music.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose as she looked up from the bag she held. “New music?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She frowned as her shoulders slumped. “Are you going to be putting out a new album with the band?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he told her. “Still trying to sort things out with management.” 
 
    Which was why he wished that Jesse would get back to him. It had been about a week since he’d last been in contact with him for an update.  
 
    “If you’re taking opinions,” Danica began, but Dalton cut her off. 
 
    “I’m not, but even without you voicing it, I’m pretty sure I know what yours is.” 
 
    Her frown remained in place as she reached over to work one of the cups free from the tray. After she set it on the small table beside her chair, she worked another one free. 
 
    “That one is yours.” She put the other cup down then reached into the bag and pulled out something and handed it to him. “Toasted blueberry bagel with cream cheese.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dalton said, surprised that she still wanted to give him anything.  
 
    He welcomed his first sip of coffee, hoping that it would wake him up. After a couple more sips, he unwrapped the bagel and took a bite. Though he hadn’t thought he was hungry, it tasted good enough that he managed to finish it quickly. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was short with you,” he said once he was done. “It’s just that I know how you all feel about it. You want me to quit the band and come back to Winnipeg to live. Hearing it from you again when I already know it won’t make it any more or less likely to happen. I have things I need to consider that are beyond just me.” 
 
    Danica sighed. “I know. It’s just hard to even contemplate you leaving after having just gotten you back.” 
 
    “Even if I did leave again, it would be different this time,” Dalton said, confident he was telling her the truth. “I wouldn’t cut off contact like I did last time.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” she asked, her skepticism clear. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m an adult now, and I have obligations I might not be able to fulfill from here. I built a whole other life in Toronto.” 
 
    “One that almost killed you,” Danica muttered. 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her there, but he’d like to think he’d be able to keep himself from sliding back into that part of the lifestyle. The addiction center had told him they had contacts available in Toronto to support him if he made the decision to return there.  
 
    Over the next several hours, Dalton watched Makayla come and go from the waiting room. Each time she returned with the news that Ethan was still unconscious, he could see the anticipation she’d had as they’d weaned Ethan off the sedation medication, slowly slipping away. He was pretty sure the only thing that was keeping her from completely melting down was the fact that the scans still showed that he had brain activity.  
 
    As long as he had that, they had hope. 
 
    Shortly after six, Sierra showed up. She’d changed out of her scrubs and wore a pair of denim capris and a dark green T-shirt. Though she looked tired, she managed a smile for them.  
 
    Sierra took a turn to go in and see Ethan, but when she returned a short time later, her expression looked as discouraged as Makayla’s had. As he watched her talk with Makayla and Danica, the words of his song played in his head.  
 
    He wished he had the right to hold her hand. To pull her close. To wipe her tears. To share her joys. But he didn’t have that right, and he might never have it if she didn’t feel for him the way he felt for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Afraid of what his expression might reveal if he looked at Sierra, Dalton lowered his head to stare at his phone. When he felt movement at his side, he glanced over, not surprised to see Sierra had taken the seat next to him. 
 
    “How was your day?” he asked as he straightened, turning his phone over in his hand. Unable to keep from looking at her, he turned, immediately noticing the smudges beneath her eyes that meant she was still struggling with getting enough sleep.  
 
    “Super busy, but it was also good.” She gave him a small smile. “No matter what might go wrong, as long as no one dies, it’s a good day.” 
 
    “I would guess that some of your good days are still more challenging than other people’s bad ones.” 
 
    “True, but it’s the nature of the job, and I knew that when I took it on.” 
 
    He heard an alert and watched as Sierra pulled her phone out of her pocket. She read something on her screen, her brows drawing together and a frown pulling down the corners of her mouth the longer she focused on it. He was glad to see she was using her new phone, but clearly whatever she was reading wasn’t making her happy. 
 
    “Have you talked to Jesse lately?” she asked without taking her gaze off the screen. 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I’ve actually been trying to get hold of him, but he’s not responding.” 
 
    Sierra glanced at him and seemed to be trying to make a decision of some sort. Finally, she held out her phone to him. 
 
    Warily, he took it, and after giving her another glance, he looked at the screen.  
 
    Is Dalton’s Cross Done?  
 
    The headline of the article caused a knot to form in his stomach. Bracing himself, he began to read further.  
 
    With one band member dead and lead singer, Dalton, out of the picture, it appears some of the other members are looking at moving on. Anonymous sources shared with us that Jesse O’Shea has been in talks with LA-based heavy metal band, Warfare. Though there has been no official announcement, it seems the writing is on the wall for Dalton’s Cross. 
 
    Shock burned through Dalton. Jesse was talking to another band?  
 
    Without reading any further, Dalton shoved the phone back at Sierra and got to his feet. He pulled out his own phone and headed toward the exit from the waiting room. 
 
    “Dalton, wait,” Sierra said, grabbing his hand as he passed her.  
 
    He looked down at her, taking in the concern on her face. Giving her fingers a light squeeze, he said, “I’ll be back. I just need to make a phone call.” 
 
    She seemed reluctant to release him, but finally, she did, and he turned away, not wanting her to see what he was feeling.   
 
    As he made his way to the exit of the hospital, a tsunami of betrayal swept over him, filling every space inside him, threatening to suffocate him. It wasn’t that he expected Jesse to stick with him for the rest of their lives, but he should have been hearing about this from him, not from an article with a quote from an anonymous source. 
 
    If he hadn’t seen the footage of Jesse in LA, he wouldn’t have given any credence to a quote by an “anonymous source.” But having seen the proof that Jesse had been in LA, plus the fact that he wasn’t returning any of his calls made him think that the source knew what they were talking about. 
 
    The tide of betrayal began to pull back, leaving anger and hurt in its wake. Clutching his phone tightly in his hand, Dalton strode from the hospital, looking around for a place to stand while he made the phone call. He wished that there was a park nearby where he could go, but this particular hospital was in the heart of the city, surrounded by lots of buildings and not much green space.  
 
    Spotting some benches across the street in front of the parkade, Dalton crossed at the crosswalk then settled on the far end of one. He sat for a moment, head bent, trying to figure out how best to approach this. His insides were shaking, and it felt like a hundred million ants were moving beneath his skin, all with a single destination in mind: that place in his brain that was already telling him that this would be much easier to deal with if he had a hit of something. 
 
    He rubbed the palm of his hand up and down his thigh, the denim rough against his skin. His leg bounced as he tried to formulate his thoughts. He’d never had to confront Jesse about anything. That’s not how their friendship had been. Jesse had always been the one to deal with the tough stuff.  
 
    Maybe the guy had just wanted out of a band where all he had were problematic bandmates. Maybe he’d just wanted to play music without having to run interference all the time. Maybe he wanted friendships and professional relationships that weren’t stressful like the ones he had had with Dalton and Angel.  
 
    Dalton lifted his head to stare into the distance, not even seeing the buildings across the street. The noise of the cars and conversation receded, leaving just his thoughts to yell loudly in his head.  
 
    I’m too much trouble. 
 
    He could hardly blame Jesse for wanting to be free of him and the other guys in the band. They’d been a train wreck from day one. It was a miracle they’d been able to actually produce music and perform. The only thing they’d had going for them was their incredible talent. It was the only reason they’d been able to keep going for as long as they had. 
 
    Jesse deserved a chance to enjoy performing without having to worry that one or more of them would be high when they finally made it onto the stage. Dalton had heard about the band that Jesse was supposedly in talks with and knew that they had a better image overall even if they were a heavy metal band. At least none of them had had to go into rehab that he was aware of. 
 
    Dalton let out a long sigh, his head dropping forward, his gaze focusing in on his phone. Maybe it wasn’t necessary for him to phone Jesse for an explanation. Maybe all he needed to do was congratulate him and wish him luck for his future.  
 
    The ants continued to crawl beneath his skin, and his fingers trembled slightly as he tapped out a message to his friend.  
 
    Heard about the possibility of you going with Warfare! Hope it works out for you. Best of luck! 
 
    Dalton stared at the message for a moment before he tapped to send it. The air rushed out of his lungs, and the ants marching under his skin picked up their pace, each one shouting their message.  
 
    You’re not strong enough to deal with this. You need something to help you. 
 
    A big part of him wanted to give in. Just this once. He just needed something to help get past this rough patch. The sense of betrayal was still there, and he didn’t know how to get rid of it, and he didn’t know how to live with it without the help of the drugs he’d used for so long.  
 
    But he wasn’t going to give in. He couldn’t. 
 
    He had to prove to himself that he was strong enough to face this on his own without turning to drugs to dull the hurt and anxiety he was feeling over the situation. The reality was that he hated confrontation. People like Gabe seemed to thrive on it, while others, like Bennett and Mitch, seemed to be able to handle it when they had to.  
 
    But Dalton? He ran rather than face it. When presented with the opportunity to go to Toronto for his music, rather than talking to his parents about it, he’d just left, well aware that it would have meant fighting with them in order to get them to agree. Which they probably never would have, anyway. 
 
    Then once in Toronto, he hadn’t argued or confronted the management about anything. As long as they let him play his music, he’d done as he was told. If there had been anything that had come up with the management after Jesse had been signed, he’d been the one to deal with them in Dalton’s stead. 
 
    He’d become so used to Jesse taking care of things that he had no confidence in his own ability to make the tough decisions. It was laughable how he’d managed to get past twenty-five and still had to rely on other people to fight his battles. 
 
    Well, it appeared that was going to change whether he liked it or not. 
 
    That thought did nothing to ease the anxiety and cravings in his body. If anything, it was making things worse, but that didn’t matter. He was going to be strong enough to get past it. He had to. The other option was to fail and relapse, but he couldn’t allow himself to even consider that, despite the anxiety and voices in his mind telling him that just one hit would make this all so much easier to deal with. 
 
    A light touch on his arm dragged him from his thoughts. Without lifting his head, he glanced over, immediately recognizing Sierra’s hand. Her touch was gentle as her fingers moved back and forth on his arm.  
 
    He took a breath and let it out as the ants seemed to scatter beneath her fingertips, and the message they were yelling became muted. The trembling within him lessened with each stroke of her hand on his arm.  
 
    He had no doubt that she was putting her nursing skills to use in calming him. Still, he couldn’t find it in himself to be annoyed, particularly when her presence and touch were soothing him in a way nothing else ever had. His music had been an escape, but it had never given him hope that he could deal with whatever was causing him anxiety. 
 
    The calm that came from Sierra’s presence helped to clear his mind so that he could focus on the situation at hand. It didn’t offer him an escape from the problem, and he knew that was for the best. His life could no longer be about escaping situations that he didn’t want to face. And he knew that if he were to have any hope of being a man worthy of Sierra, he had to find the strength to face any and all situations that came his way—on his own, without the help of drugs. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sierra’s heart went out to Dalton, and she questioned whether she’d made the right decision in letting him know what had been posted about Jesse. Given how he’d always avoided social media, she had suspected that he wouldn’t have seen the article. He also hadn’t said anything about Jesse’s plans, which had made her think that he hadn’t known. 
 
    And maybe she shouldn’t have told him, but at the same time, she’d felt he had a right to know.  
 
    “Were you able to get hold of him?” she asked, keeping her voice low out of deference to the people around them.  
 
    “I didn’t call,” Dalton muttered. “Just sent him a text.” 
 
    She continued to rub his arm, figuring that as long as he didn’t pull away from her, it wasn’t bothering him. The dejected set of his shoulders told her that he was struggling with the news, and she needed him to know he wasn’t alone. 
 
    She’d been a little concerned about how he might react if he heard the news when he was by himself. And from the look of things, it was probably good someone was with him.  
 
    “Has he gotten back to you?” 
 
    Dalton turned his phone over and stared at the display. “No.” 
 
    “Had he not talked to you about this yet?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I saw some video of him in LA, but he never got back to me when I texted him. I just assumed he was busy.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s likely he’ll end up with that other band?” Sierra wondered if she should be more subtle, or even avoid the subject altogether, but he was answering her, so she took that as a positive sign.  
 
    Dalton gave a huff of laughter. “If he’s smart, he will. It’s not like our band has a future.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    “If it was just Angel’s death, we could eventually recover and go forward. It’s what he would have wanted us to do, but for me and the other guys—except for Jesse—going back into that environment would probably be a death sentence.” Dalton sighed. “That other band will be good for Jesse.” 
 
    “What are your other band members doing?” 
 
    “No clue. Jesse has kind of been running interference for me with the management and the other guys. He’s probably scared I’ll relapse if things get too complicated.” He turned to meet her gaze. “Are you taking my pulse?” 
 
    “What?” Sierra looked down at where her hand rested on his wrist, her fingers pressed to his pulse point. She gave a laugh. “Yeah. Occupational hazard, I guess.” 
 
    “So am I still alive?” 
 
    “Definitely, though your pulse rate is a little elevated.” 
 
    His brows rose slightly at that. “Guess I might have a bit of a reason for that.” 
 
    “You do,” Sierra agreed. She went to move her hand away, but his landed on top of it.  
 
    When she looked at him, he said, “Your touch calms me.” 
 
    Sierra’s heart skipped a beat at his words. “It does?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked away. “For some reason, when I’m agitated, being near you settles me.” 
 
    “I guess maybe that’s a by-product of my job,” Sierra said, though there was some small part of her that wanted it to be something more. “I’m often called on to help calm a child if they’ve gotten upset from a blood draw or something.” 
 
    “I can see that. You have a very soothing presence.” 
 
    “Hopefully that doesn’t mean I put people to sleep,” Sierra said with a grin. 
 
    “Well, so far you haven’t put me to sleep.” 
 
    She was happy to see him begin to relax. It was hard to see him upset because she knew that he was more sensitive than most of the men in their lives—always had been. Others might not appreciate that about him, but she did. Probably more than she should. 
 
    Before she could respond, Dalton’s phone rang, and she felt his arm tense beneath her hand when he looked at the display. She thought he’d get up and move away, but he stayed sitting next to her as he stared at his phone for a second before answering it.  
 
    Sierra considered moving her hand, but given what he’d said earlier, she decided to keep her connection with him until he indicated otherwise. 
 
    “Hey, Jesse,” he said as he lifted the phone to his ear once he’d tapped the screen. 
 
    Sierra wished she could hear both sides of the conversation, but instead, she just began to pray. As far as she knew, Dalton hadn’t returned to his faith, which meant he probably wasn’t praying for wisdom for himself or for his future. And if he couldn’t do that for himself, she would join his family—who she knew without a doubt were still praying for him—in doing that. 
 
    “No, I understand, dude. It’s only right that you think about your own future. Goodness knows you’ve had to think about the rest of us often enough since joining the band. You deserve a chance to just make music instead of having to babysit.” 
 
    Though his voice was steady, Sierra could feel the tension in his body and read it on his face. It felt like she was watching the life drain out of him. Any hope he may still have had for his group—and though he’d said otherwise, it was clear he’d still had some—slipped away.  
 
    She wanted to wrap her arms around him and assure him that even without his band, he still had a lot to offer the world musically. Maybe not as a part of a rock band, but there were so many other ways he could use his talent. If only he was willing to consider them.  
 
    But maybe it was too soon. The band had been an important part of his life for the better part of a decade, so maybe it was too soon for him to consider moving on already. He hadn’t closed out his life in Toronto, so it was possible that he was still considering returning there at some point. It was a bit scary for Sierra to think about him going back to Toronto and Jesse not being there for him. 
 
    “No worries, bro,” Dalton said. “I’ll talk to you again soon.” 
 
    After Dalton said goodbye, he lowered the phone from his ear and let out a long breath. “I guess that’s it then.” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, Sierra leaned over and rested her cheek against his shoulder. “It’s a for sure thing with Jesse?” 
 
    “It seems to be, although he didn’t come right out and say that. I think he didn’t want to say it was for certain just yet.” 
 
    They sat in silence amidst the noise of the street in front of them. Sierra felt that this was a significant moment for Dalton, and she didn’t want him to feel that he was alone to face it. She didn’t doubt that deep within himself, he was strong enough to face this on his own, but she wasn’t sure that he knew that.  
 
    “We’d better get back inside,” Dalton said. “Did you get a chance to see Ethan yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I was going to go in after you left, but then the doctor came out to talk to Makayla. Apparently, Ethan was beginning to move around.” 
 
    Dalton shifted toward her so quickly that Sierra almost pitched forward as she lost the support of his shoulder.  
 
    “So he’s waking up?” 
 
    “We hope so, but it will likely be a process. I doubt he’d be alert right away, but I could see Makayla wanted to be back with him, so I decided to come find you instead.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, I appreciate your company,” he said as he leaned over to touch his head to hers. “But maybe we should get back to the waiting room in case there’s more news.” 
 
    As they got to their feet, Sierra was overcome with the urge to slip her hand in his, but this time she managed to resist it. Touching his arm was something she’d do with a friend. Holding hands? Not so much.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Side by side, they walked back into the hospital. The shift in the air was noticeable to Sierra as it always was when she entered the building. It was more than just a shift in temperature from warm to cool. There was an emotional energy in the air that didn’t exist outside. Sometimes happy…sometimes sad…the hospital was never devoid of emotion. 
 
    The entrance and hallways of the hospital were busy with people coming to spend the evening visiting hours with their loved ones. Even the ICU waiting room held a few more people than when she’d left earlier.  
 
    “Has she come back out yet?” Dalton asked as they sat down beside Bennett and Grace. 
 
    Bennett shook his head. “I’m hoping they won’t limit her time with him if it seems like he’s regaining consciousness.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the movements can precede full wakefulness by several hours at a minimum or up to a day or more,” Sierra said. 
 
    “Really?” Bennett frowned. “I was hoping that after waiting so long already, things would happen more quickly.” 
 
    Sierra shook her head. “I think you’ll find—barring a miracle—that everything with Ethan is going to involve waiting. Remember what it was like with your mom following her aneurysm. Ethan has had a brain injury that is going to leave him with a long journey ahead of him. His regaining consciousness is just the start of the journey, not the end.” 
 
    Bennett’s head bent forward as Grace lifted a hand to rub his back. Sierra was grateful that Ethan had so many people in his corner because she had a feeling that he was going to need every single one of them in the days to come. 
 
    When the doctor had come out to tell them about Ethan’s movements, Sierra had been more than willing to let Makayla go back in, even if it had meant giving up her own visiting time with him. She was sure that Makayla—like Bennett—was hoping that Ethan would wake up immediately.  
 
    That wasn’t to say that she wasn’t hoping for exactly the same thing, but she had the benefit—if that’s what she could call it in this situation—of medical knowledge. And that knowledge told her not to get her hopes up.  
 
    Instead, she just prayed for God to give them all peace and patience as they waited for His timing in Ethan’s recovery. More than anything right then, she wanted to look into her brother’s eyes and have him recognize her. Everything else could come later as long as his brain was healed enough to remember her, Makayla, and the kids, and even better would be if he could recall the events immediately preceding the building’s collapse. 
 
    Danica and JD showed up a few minutes later, and both were excited as Bennett filled them in on the latest with Ethan. They distributed the coffee they’d brought and then passed around the box of donuts they’d picked up. 
 
    Not long after they’d showed up, Bennett shot to his feet and headed to the entrance of the waiting room. He was immediately caught up in a hug by a large black man while the slender woman at his side hurried to greet Grace. The arrival of Keenan Miller and his wife, Tami, just went to prove that there were many people there for Ethan.  
 
    “Hey, little girl,” Keenan said as he approached her. Sierra allowed herself to be engulfed in a hug, sandwiched between Keenan and Tami. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Sierra stepped back. “Hanging in there.” 
 
    “Ah, sweetie,” Tami said as she leaned close to Sierra again. “We came as soon as we could after hearing the news. Is Kayla around?” 
 
    “She’s in with Ethan. He was starting to move around, so she wanted to be there in case he woke up.” 
 
    Since Tami was a nurse as well, Sierra took the time to give her a more detailed recounting of Ethan’s injuries. Keenan had greeted Dalton with a hug and now stood talking to him, JD, and Bennett. Grace and Danica joined her and Tami as they waited for Makayla to come back out. 
 
    Sierra knew that Makayla would be glad to see Tami who, along with Grace, was one of her best friends. Keenan had played for the Canadian Football League as part of the Winnipeg Blue Bombers, and he and Tami had married after he’d retired. They’d been living in Chicago most recently in order to be closer to his mother who had been struggling with her health. 
 
    It seemed no one was inclined to leave until they had heard an update on Ethan. Sierra hoped she could see Ethan before she went home, but she understood if that wasn’t possible. Thankfully, she didn’t have a shift the next day, since her supervisor had lessened the number of shifts she gave her. 
 
    Initially, Sierra had wanted to keep up with her normal shift schedule, but her supervisor had told her that it was better if she worked less. And it turned out that the woman was right. While physically, it wasn’t taxing dealing with the situation with Ethan, emotionally, it left her drained.  
 
    Her shifts did distract her but not enough. Every hour of every day was a constant reminder that things with Ethan were still on the edge. Even if other things had distracted her, the moment she walked into the waiting room, they all disappeared.  
 
    She let out a sigh and leaned back in her chair, resting her head against the wall, and closed her eyes. It had already been a long day, and now it was going to be even longer. The sounds of conversation dropped to a hum as she fought back a yawn. 
 
    “Sierra?” Dalton’s voice broke through the hum.  
 
    She opened her eyes and blinked a couple of times. Dalton was right next to her, his expression a weird mix of concern and affection. The latter made her heart skip a beat even as she reminded herself friends only. 
 
    “Did I fall asleep?” she asked as she pushed herself upright. 
 
    “Yep. Landed on my shoulder and snored.” 
 
    “I did not,” Sierra said with a bump of her arm against his. “Video or it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” Dalton said. “But I didn’t wake you up because of that. Makayla came out and said Ethan appears to be regaining consciousness.” 
 
    “Really?” Though she’d been braced for it to take awhile, she had hoped it would be sooner. “That’s terrific news.” 
 
    “Makayla seemed very excited about it.” 
 
    Sierra looked around the waiting room and saw that Bennett and Grace along with Keenan and Tami had left, but Danica and JD were still there. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “About an hour,” Dalton told her. 
 
    She stretched her arms above her head, trying to ease the tightness in her back. “Did Makayla say if I’d be able to see him?” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “She’s just gone to the bathroom. She said when they next allow a visitor, you can go in.” 
 
    “Is that soon?” 
 
    “Should be. She came out about half an hour ago.” 
 
    Sierra rubbed her hands on her thighs, her stomach a mass of nerves at the thought of Ethan waking up. The true effects of the trauma to his brain would start to be revealed as he became conscious. She tried not to think of worst case scenarios, but it was hard not to. 
 
    “Do you want a cup of coffee?” Dalton asked. 
 
    Since she’d just finished one before falling asleep, she said, “I’m not sure I should.” 
 
    “Hot chocolate? Tea?” 
 
    “Hot chocolate sounds good,” Sierra said, even though she knew she probably shouldn’t be drinking anything with caffeine in it after already having had a cup of coffee. 
 
    “I’ll go get it and another coffee for myself,” Dalton said as he got to his feet. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    She watched as he stopped to talk to Danica and JD, then JD stood up, and the two of them walked out of the waiting room. Danica came over and sat down next to Sierra. 
 
    “How’re you holding up?” she asked. “I’m guessing you’re a bit tired since you conked out on Dalton the way you did.” 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t been sleeping really well, plus it was an early morning for me,” Sierra said as she stretched her legs out.  
 
    “What’s going on with you and Dalton?”  
 
    Sierra pulled her legs in and turned to face her friend. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Danica’s brows rose. “What do I mean?” 
 
    “There’s nothing going on with Dalton and me except we’ve become friends.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” 
 
    “Well, sure, because that’s what it is.” 
 
    “Huh,” Danica said with a skeptical look. “It kind of appears as more than that.” 
 
    It’s not, though,” Sierra told her then gave a half-hearted shrug. “In some ways, he’s stepped into the vacancy you left in my life.” 
 
    Danica frowned. “What vacancy?” 
 
    “What vacancy?” Sierra gave a laugh. “Seriously, you can’t be blind to the fact that things have changed for us.” She paused. “Or maybe you don’t see it because you have JD now.” 
 
    Danica was quiet for a few moments, then she crossed her arms and hunched forward in her chair. “You’re right. I guess I didn’t really consider how it would be for you after I married and moved out. That was selfish of me, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Sierra assured her. “I understood that JD would hold a more important place in your life than I do now. It just kind of left a friend-shaped hole in my life. And I think Dalton had a similarly shaped one in his life since he left Jesse behind in Toronto, and JD had you. So even when you two aren’t around, he, Elliot, and I have been spending time together.” 
 
    “So there’s really nothing between you and Dalton?” 
 
    Sierra shook her head. “I’m not denying it to be difficult. There really isn’t anything between us but friendship.” 
 
    Danica looked like she was going to say something more, but Makayla came back into the waiting room, ending their conversation.  
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” Makayla said as she came to sit down next to Sierra. “Did they tell you what’s been happening with Ethan?” 
 
    “Just that he was starting to wake up,” Sierra said. “Did he talk to you?” 
 
    Makayla nodded. “He opened his eyes and said my name when he saw me, but that was it.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign though,” Sierra said. “At least he knows who you are.” 
 
    “The doctor wanted to run a few tests with him, so they asked me to leave. Maybe you can get more information when you go in to see him.” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me spend a little time with him.” 
 
    “Of course,” Makayla said with a weary smile. “He needs to see your face too, and I suspect you need to see him as well.” 
 
    “I do,” Sierra agreed. “But I’ll just go in the once and then head for home. I’m pretty beat. Will you stay longer?” 
 
    “I’d like to see him at least one more time before I go home, but I’ll be back early tomorrow.” 
 
    As Makayla shared how it had been with Ethan so far, Sierra found herself hopeful. She was eager to see for herself how he was doing, so when the nurse came out to get her, she leaped to her feet right away and followed her. 
 
    “He’s gone back to sleep,” the nurse said as she led the way to where she could prepare herself to see Ethan. “And unfortunately, it’s somewhat unlikely he’ll wake again tonight.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Sierra told her. “I just want to see him.” 
 
    “We’re all so happy that he has regained consciousness.” The nurse took her to Ethan’s bed, then began to check the machines attached to him. “I know it’s been hard on your sister-in-law as well as you.” 
 
    Sierra nodded, but her attention was on Ethan. The bruising on his face hadn’t gotten any worse, but the bruises had begun yellowing around the edges. Thankfully, the swelling around his eyes had gone down significantly since that first day. As each day passed, he looked more like their Ethan. 
 
    As the nurse had predicted, Ethan didn’t wake up while she was there, but at least he wasn’t lying as still as he had been on her previous visits. Whereas before, he’d laid there almost deathly still, he now had subtle movements as he slept.  
 
    When she took his hand to pray with him before she left, Sierra could feel the tiniest bit of tightening from his fingers, and it brought tears to her eyes. She stared down at his hand, a bit banged up from the building collapse, and thought of all the times she’d relied on it. As a little girl, she could remember reaching for his hand when he would pick her up from school. He might have been a teenager for part of that time, but he’d never once brushed her away.  
 
    He’d held her hand when she’d needed the reassurance that she wasn’t alone, that he was always there for her. Now it was her turn to be there for him in a way she’d never had to be before. She just hoped she was strong enough. 
 
    After she’d finished praying, Sierra kissed the back of his hand then gently touched his cheek. His face turned slightly into her touch, and Sierra held her breath for a moment, hoping he’d open his eyes. 
 
    When it became apparent that that wasn’t going to happen right then, Sierra let out a sigh and got to her feet. She said goodnight to the nurses then went back to the waiting room.  
 
    Her gaze sought and found Dalton where he was sitting between Danica and Makayla. He held two cups in his hands, and when he saw her, he got up and held out one of them.  
 
    “Hot chocolate as requested,” he said with a smile.  
 
    Sierra took it from him with both hands and inhaled the rich chocolatey aroma that escaped through the small hole in the lid. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Dalton said as he stepped aside and motioned for her to take the seat he’d vacated. 
 
    “Was he awake for you?” Makayla asked. 
 
    Sierra shook her head then took a sip of her drink. “But he was moving around which was nice to see. Not a lot, but compared to how still he’s been, it was encouraging.” 
 
    When Makayla slipped her arm around Sierra’s shoulders, Sierra leaned into her. The others around her continued to talk as she took small sips of her hot chocolate. She happened to glance up at Dalton and found him watching her, concern and…something else on his face. Something that made her feel warm inside and yet also somewhat alarmed her. 
 
    Maybe Danica had been asking about her and Dalton earlier because she’d also seen something on her brother’s face. Sierra couldn’t allow herself to consider it though because then she’d be torn. There was no way that getting involved was a good idea for them.  
 
    Shoving those thoughts aside, Sierra looked away from Dalton as she tried not to yawn. Now that she’d seen Ethan, whatever adrenalin she’d been running on was fading away quickly. Unfortunately, she still had to drive home. 
 
    As if reading her mind, Makayla said, “Why don’t you head for home? If anything more develops tonight, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “I hope you’re able to get some rest,” Sierra said. 
 
    “I’ve been doing okay. Once I’m asleep, I’m sleeping for several hours. It’s just the falling asleep part that I’m having some trouble with.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Sierra said as she got to her feet. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    They talked a bit more, and then she and Dalton left. Since Danica had picked Makayla up, she and JD stayed with her.  
 
    As she and Dalton walked through the hallways to the exit closest to where she’d parked earlier, Sierra knew she should be thinking through what she’d seen on Dalton’s face, but she didn’t have the energy. For now, she wasn’t going to make this friendship any more complicated than it had to be.  
 
    Until Dalton actually said something to her that backed up what she thought she’d seen in his expression, she wasn’t going to waste energy on it. For now, her thoughts, emotions and energy needed to be focused on Ethan and Makayla, and she was sure that Dalton understood that. At least she hoped he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Dalton felt bad that he couldn’t offer to drive Sierra home from the hospital because he could see how tired she was. He wanted to take care of her, but in this regard, he couldn’t. Maybe it was time to look at getting his driving lessons a different way. He wanted his license, but he also knew that Sierra had better things to focus on than his need to drive.  
 
    After they got to the apartment block, Sierra was slow to climb the stairs, but he didn’t comment on his observation. He could see her unwinding with each step, and when they reached the landing between their apartments, she turned to him with a tired smile. 
 
    “Thanks for everything you did for me today,” she said. “And I’m sorry if I was out of line showing you that article about Jesse.” 
 
    “No. You weren’t at all. How did you find it so quickly though?” He’d been wondering that, since it appeared that the article had just gone live an hour or so before she’d shown it to him.  
 
    “Oh. Well, uh, when we discovered that you were part of Dalton’s Cross, we figured that the only way to keep track of you was through social media. Not your social media, of course,” she said with a small smile. “So instead, we followed all the other guys, and I also set up alerts so that anytime you or any member of the band was mentioned online, I’d get a message.” 
 
    “So you got an alert that an article about Jesse had gone live?” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “This was the first I’d seen about him going to another band though. There hasn’t been a lot on the internet about the band after the initial flurry of stuff written after Angel’s death.” She paused then said, “Are you really okay with Jesse going to another band?” 
 
    Dalton sighed, once again feeling the crawl of ants under his skin. “I’m not sure how I feel, to be honest. I’ve kind of avoided thinking about it all, but it seems like maybe that’s not an option anymore.” 
 
    Sierra looked like she was going to say something but then hesitated before saying, “Maybe Jesse moving forward will help you as well.” 
 
    He knew she was right, but still, his inability to deal with what lay ahead was one of the reasons he’d ended up staying in rehab so long. This was definitely something he’d be talking to his counselor about at his next appointment. Which, if he remembered correctly, was the next morning. Thankfully, he’d already made arrangements for a ride. 
 
    “What time were you thinking of going to the hospital tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. As long as there’s no negative update on Ethan, I’ll probably go later in the morning. I need to get a few things done around the apartment.” 
 
    “I have some stuff to do in the morning as well, but if you’re going up closer to lunch, I’d like to go with you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sierra asked. “It can’t be much fun for you to just sit around at the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s not fun for any of us, I would think, but I want to be there to support you and Makayla.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just wait to go up until after lunch because if we go late morning, we’ll just end up looking for lunch not long after we get there.”   
 
     “Okay, so noon-ish?” Dalton asked. 
 
    Sierra nodded. “I’ll text when I have a better idea of what time.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause before Sierra gave him another tired smile and said good night before disappearing into her apartment. Dalton stood there for a moment before opening his door and stepping into his empty, quiet home. 
 
    Without anything else to occupy his thoughts, his brief conversation with Jesse came back to the forefront. Now that he’d had a bit of distance from the initial shock of finding out Jesse’s plans, Dalton could say that he was honestly pleased for his friend.  
 
    Whether he’d wanted to admit it or not, deep down, he’d known that Dalton’s Cross was done. He wished they could have ended on a high note. That they’d be remembered for the music they made. But when people looked at Wikipedia or other sites to find information about the band, it wouldn’t be the awards the band had won, or the awards he’d won as a songwriter that they’d focus on. No, what they’d find would be the death of Angel and the disappearance of Dalton that led to the demise of the band.  
 
    All the hard work that they’d put into their band would be for nothing. And they had worked hard. Sure, they’d partied hard too, but they’d definitely worked hard when they had to. None of that mattered anymore though. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Dalton dropped down on his couch and leaned back, his gaze going up to the ceiling. It was over…so now what? 
 
    He knew that he didn’t have to work. He didn’t need to find another job, but the idea of just doing nothing, of having nothing to work towards, didn’t sit well with him. Even as a teen he’d found a way to make music and to even earn money from it. Maybe he needed to look back to that time and learn from the person he’d been back then. 
 
    Somewhere along the line, he’d lost himself. He’d once been focused and determined. He’d enjoyed spending time with his family, joking and being a smart aleck sometimes. He’d been confident in their love for him.  
 
    Dalton had no clue what had happened to that part of himself, but he hoped that maybe he could find it again. 
 
    As he lay back on the couch, lyrics once again began to drift through his mind.  
 
    In the darkness, she’s my light. 
 
    In the storm, she’s my anchor. 
 
    In the desert, she’s my oasis. 
 
    They weren’t polished lyrics, but as he let them float around in his brain, he knew they were true. In the past, he’d written songs about love and women, but they’d been abstract. What he imagined it would be like to have someone who set his heart singing. Now he was finding that the lyrics came to him easily when they were about Sierra. 
 
    Not wanting the thoughts to slip away, Dalton pushed himself up off the couch and went to grab his notebook and guitar. He’d been tired when he’d first come home, but now he felt energized.  
 
    Ready to work.  
 
    Ready to pour out his emotions into his music since he wasn’t sure Sierra was ready to hear about them.       
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dalton climbed into the car he’d rented and greeted the driver who, by now, was familiar to him.  
 
    “Good morning, sir,” the man said before closing the door.  
 
    Wearily, Dalton relaxed back in the seat. He’d been up far too late the night before, and if he hadn’t set his alarm to go off at eight-thirty, he probably would have still been sleeping. However, he’d lost sleep for a good cause as more lyrics and music had flowed out of him.  
 
    So, while he was tired, he felt good overall. If he’d still been struggling with his music, he might have reacted differently to Jesse’s news. He might have spent the night in a much different state of mind. So while he still didn’t know what lay ahead for him, the music that was coming to him gave him hope. 
 
    The session with the counselor that day was exhausting for him. Going over the cravings that had hit him so hard had been difficult. In some ways, it had felt like a failure to have to admit to how he’d reacted to Jesse’s news.  
 
    The good thing was that he hadn’t let the cravings win. On the not-so-good side was the fact that he hadn’t really even tried to utilize the coping skills they’d taught him. Next time, Sierra might not be there for him. And it wasn’t good to rely strictly on a person to get him over the cravings anyway. People could be part of the coping process, sure, but should not be the only thing he relied on.  
 
    After dissecting everything that had happened, and also how he felt about what was going on with Jesse, his late night had caught up with him, and all he wanted was a nap. But he didn’t want to bail on his plans with Sierra even though he probably should. 
 
    Back home, he thanked the driver and gave him a generous tip. He climbed the stairs to his apartment, and once inside, he texted Sierra to let her know he was home and just grabbing a bite to eat.  
 
    Sierra: Sounds good. I’ll be ready to go in about an hour. Will that work? 
 
    That will be fine. See you then. 
 
    Putting his phone aside, he pulled out some bread and quickly made himself a sandwich. He wasn’t really hungry, but he didn’t want to have to leave the waiting room to find something if he got hungry once they were at the hospital, although it was a given that he’d be making at least one trip to get coffee and donuts at some point. 
 
    Once he was done eating the sandwich, Dalton went to the couch and, after setting a timer for forty-five minutes, he laid back, covering his eyes with his arm. Hopefully, a power nap would at least make him able to function without seeming like he was out of it. Or high. 
 
    His timer went off way too soon, and before he even had a chance to fully wake up, there was a knock on his door. Stretching, he made his way over to open it. 
 
    “Hey. Are you ready to…go?” Sierra tilted her head to the side. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    “Nah. My alarm did that,” Dalton assured her. “But I need a minute to freshen up.” 
 
    “Sure. Just knock on my door when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise it’ll be five minutes max.” 
 
    Her brow was furrowed as she nodded then went back to her apartment. Dalton knew she was probably wondering why he was sleeping in the middle of the day, and he’d give her an explanation, although it was probably not going to be I was up late writing songs about how I feel about you.  
 
    He quickly splashed some water on his face then grabbed a soda from the fridge. Hopefully the caffeine would help to wake him up and keep him from falling asleep again. Or maybe it would just wake him up, and he’d have to get an extra large coffee from Tim’s to keep him awake. 
 
    Five minutes later, feeling slightly more alert, he rapped on Sierra’s door. She opened it right away and stepped out onto the landing with him.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to go?” she asked as they headed down the stairs. “If you’re not feeling up to it…” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just stayed up a little later than I should have last night.” He gave her a quick smile. “Nothing a little caffeine can’t fix.” 
 
    “I know all about that,” Sierra said. “I slept okay last night and still needed a large coffee to get me going this morning.” 
 
    “Are we making a stop at Tim’s on the way?” he asked as she started up her car. 
 
    “If you’d like. I’m sure I could be convinced.” 
 
    “Let me text and see if anyone at the hospital needs food or drink,” Dalton said. 
 
    Sierra backed out of her parking spot. “I think it’s just Danica and Makayla there.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll text Dani.” 
 
    By the time Sierra pulled up at the drive-thru at the nearby Tim Hortons, he had a coffee and donut order from Danica. As Dalton leaned toward Sierra to pull his wallet from his back pocket, he got a whiff of her scent. He was pretty sure she didn’t wear perfume since she worked in the hospital where scents could be a problem, but there was a light scent around her that must have come from her shampoo or body wash. 
 
    “Here.” He held out his debit card. “Use this.” 
 
    Though she gave him a look, she took the card without argument, and when they reached the window, she used it to pay for their order. After handing the card back to him, she reached for the tray of coffee cups the person at the window held out for her. 
 
    It took a minute to get the food situated, but soon enough, they were on their way to the hospital again. The drive was quiet except for the music playing softly from the radio. Normally, Dalton tried to make conversation, but he’d talked himself out at the session with his counselor that morning. Sierra didn’t seem inclined to talk either, but thankfully, the silence between them didn’t feel strained or awkward. 
 
    After she’d parked, Sierra took the donuts from him and got out while he carefully balanced the tray of coffee cups as he climbed from the passenger side. It didn’t take them long to get to the waiting room where they found Danica, Tami, and Makayla sitting together.  
 
    The day dragged for Dalton. Now that the worry had abated somewhat for Ethan—his memory was coming back, and there didn’t appear to be any major issues with his brain—Dalton found himself needing a distraction beyond Danica and Sierra talking about people he didn’t know.  
 
    He was tired, but more than that, he was confused. Though he’d spoken at length with the counselor about everything else, talking about his feelings for Sierra felt too…new. And there was a part of him that was worried that the counselor would discourage him from considering any sort of relationship this soon out of rehab. 
 
    And yet another part of him was worried that they’d see it as a good thing. Because if they did, then he’d have to figure out how to talk to Sierra about his feelings for her. As a teen, he’d had no problem sharing his feelings—especially with his family. In fact, most of them would have said he tended to overshare.  
 
    However, in the years since he’d left home, he’d learned that most people didn’t really care about other people’s feelings. Or at least they hadn’t with the ones he’d come in contact with. Very quickly, he’d figured out that he might as well just keep his feelings to himself. 
 
    He’d done more talking about how he was feeling in the past six months than he had in all those years he’d been away combined. Sometimes he’d talk with Jesse, but he had been rather closed-mouthed about his feelings too. Although with him, it seemed more like that was his personality rather than the way he’d become over time, like Dalton. 
 
    The only place he’d ever spilled any of his feelings were in his notebooks and sometimes, his songs.  
 
    “I’m going to go get some coffee,” Dalton said, pushing to his feet. He was done trying to think through his feelings.  
 
    “More?” Danica asked, a frown on her face. “You’ve had a lot of coffee today.” 
 
    “I was up late last night and early this morning, so it’s kind of what’s keeping me going.” He arched a brow at her. “Do you want some too or not?” 
 
    Danica sighed. “Fine. But just a medium one this time.” 
 
    “How about you?” Dalton asked as he turned to Sierra. “Coffee? Hot chocolate?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, lifting the bottle of water she held. “But Makayla might like another one.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    His phone chirped a text alert as he walked away from the waiting room. He pulled it out and saw a message from Jesse on the screen.  
 
    Jesse: Call me when u have a min. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Dalton let out a breath as he followed the now well-known path to the closest Tim’s in the hospital. He had a minute, but did he really want to talk to Jesse? His counselor would have said that he needed to. After all, he’d been upset that Jesse hadn’t talked to him before now, so if he wanted to keep lines of communication between them open, he had to talk if Jesse wanted to. 
 
    After tapping his contact information, Dalton lifted the phone to his ear and waited for his friend to answer.  
 
    “Yo, dude,” Jesse said. “Thanks for calling me back so quickly.” 
 
    “No problem. I was just on my way to grab some coffee. What’s up?” 
 
    “I uh, just wanted to check back in after our convo yesterday.” 
 
    Dalton could tell that that was actually probably the last thing Jesse wanted to do. “It’s all good, man. No worries.” 
 
    Jesse let out a heavy sigh. “No, it’s not all good. Like, I knew I shoulda talked with you about it, but I just wasn’t sure how it was going to go down.” He uttered an expletive. “Shoulda known the paps would break it before I was ready.” 
 
    “They always did have the worst timing.” 
 
    “You know it,” Jesse agreed. “But still, I shoulda been talking to you about it all along.” 
 
    “So have you heard back from the band?”  
 
    “Last we chatted, they said the job was basically mine. They’re desperate for someone because their tour starts in a month.” 
 
    Dalton could imagine the stress the band must have been under to have to replace a member so close to a major tour. They would be lucky to have Jesse because he was a whiz at picking up music. 
 
    “I want to come see you before I leave.” 
 
    Dalton stopped walking then moved over to the side, so he wasn’t in anyone’s way. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. It’s been forever, and I need to see for myself that you’re okay before I head off around the world for a few months.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dalton told him. “But if you insist on coming, I’m not going to stop you. On one condition.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence before Jesse said, “What’s the condition?” 
 
    “You gotta lose the swear words, buddy. I can’t introduce you to my family with you swearing like you do.” 
 
    Jesse laughed. “Fine. I’ll try my best to kill the swearing, but you know it slips out.” 
 
    Dalton did know. He’d learned to tune it out over the years, and thankfully, it wasn’t a habit he’d picked up except for the occasional slip. Maybe it was because he’d made it through his teen years without swearing that he just hadn’t felt the need to add those words to his vocabulary as an adult. 
 
    “You gotta try super hard,” Dalton said as he started walking again. “You remember what I’ve told you about my family.” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember. It’s fine. I’ll be charming and keep my swearing in check.” 
 
    Dalton was sure he’d try, but the man’s language had always been colorful, and he doubted he’d be able to completely rein it in. He’d just have to make sure that he limited Jesse’s time with the women in the family. The men—especially the ones who worked with the construction side of the business—likely heard more swearing, but he’d be the first to admit that they, as a family, had led a rather sheltered existence. From Christian schools to a family business, most of them hadn’t been immersed in the secular world the way he had. 
 
    “So when do you plan to come?” Dalton asked as he joined the line at the counter of the Tim Hortons. 
 
    “My flight arrives tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “What?” Though really, it shouldn’t surprise him. When Jesse made up his mind about something, he didn’t sit around. 
 
    “I don’t have much time before I have to meet up with the band in LA, so I figured I’d better come sooner rather than later. You have room for me? Or should I book a hotel?” 
 
    “No need for that. I have a spare bedroom.” He didn’t have a bed in it, but hopefully, he could get one of his brothers who owned a truck to take him out to grab some bedroom furniture that evening or the next morning.  
 
    By the time it was Dalton’s turn to order, he’d finished his conversation with Jesse. His text alert went as he paid for the coffee and donuts, but he didn’t check it right away as he knew it was Jesse sending his flight information.  
 
    Strangely enough, the conversation with Jesse had acted like a shot of adrenalin. As he walked back to the waiting room, Dalton felt more energized than when he’d left, and he hadn’t even had a sip of his coffee yet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Makayla said when he handed her the coffee he’d gotten for her. “I’m not sure I’ve ever felt this tired in my life, and that includes the baby years.” 
 
    “Are you just not sleeping well?” Danica asked. 
 
    Makayla shrugged as she lifted her cup to take a drink. “The thing is, Ethan is my stabilizer, if you will. Just having him near me calms me down and helps me to relax. He’s had that effect on me from the very beginning of our relationship. Being without him…” 
 
    Her gaze dropped as her words trailed off. Danica and Sierra pressed close to Makayla, each wrapping an arm around her. Dalton understood completely how Makayla felt. It was how he was starting to feel about Sierra.  
 
    “I find it hard to sleep without him next to me, and that’s not even including how worried I am about him. So yeah, I’m uptight and can’t relax, which isn’t conducive to getting a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “We’ll keep praying for you about that,” Danica said. “Hopefully now that he’s awake and can talk to you, you’ll be able to relax more.” 
 
    “If only they had double hospital beds,” Sierra said with a soft laugh. 
 
    “If only,” Makayla agreed.  
 
    Dalton continued to consider Makayla’s words about her and Ethan’s relationship. They’d been married for over a decade and yet still had such a strong, close relationship. Each of his siblings seemed to have that. He was now the lone single person in the family.  
 
    Thankfully, no one was asking him when he was going to settle down. He had no answer for that, though part of him felt more settled now than he had so far in his adult life. Of course, he was also unemployed, so he wasn’t as settled as he felt. 
 
    They stayed at the hospital until late afternoon then, after Sierra had one more visit with Ethan, they left Danica and Makayla there and headed home.  
 
    “I feel like I should stay longer,” Sierra said as they walked toward the automatic doors leading out of the hospital. 
 
    “Do you want to stay?” Dalton asked. “You don’t need to leave on my behalf. I can always just grab a cab.” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. I wish that my staying would alleviate the stress Makayla is under, but it wouldn’t. All it means is that she’d feel like she had to give up some of her time with Ethan so I could see him too.” 
 
    “I’m sure she doesn’t mind,” Dalton told her. 
 
    “I don’t know. If it were my husband, I’d have a hard time leaving his side when my time was up, let alone giving up a visit entirely.” 
 
    The thought of Sierra with a husband did funny things to Dalton. It was odd because getting married and having a family had never been high on his list of things to do. Girls had been so far off his radar in high school, they might as well have been on a different planet.  
 
    He hadn’t had a relationship as an adult, but he had been with a few women. It wasn’t something he was proud of, especially now that he was out from under the fog of drugs and back in the environment where he’d grown up. 
 
    “Did your visit with him go okay?” Dalton asked once they were in the car headed home. 
 
    “Well, it was the best visit yet,” she said. “But it’s still hard to see him like that. I’m not sure when Makayla plans to bring the kids to visit him, but I hope it’s not until the bruising on his face has faded a bit more. I think that’s the hardest part. I know he has injuries over the rest of his body but seeing his face so bruised and swollen is rough.”   
 
    “It is getting better though, right?” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “The swelling has gone down a lot, so that’s good, but the bruises still look kind of yucky. You know the stages they go through.” 
 
    “And he’s communicating well?” 
 
    “Pretty well,” Sierra said. “All things considered. He is searching for words sometimes and still doesn’t have a clear memory of what happened or even the day leading up to the roof collapsing. His last memory so far was a couple of days before the accident. Considering it could have been much worse, losing a couple of days from his memory isn’t that bad.” 
 
    “And yet you and Makayla still seemed worried.” 
 
    Sierra sighed. “Yeah. The reality is that he’s still in rough shape. His brain is not completely healed, so things could still go wrong, plus he has a lot of internal injuries that still need to heal. I’m sure Makayla’s like me. You want to be hopeful, but reality is always right there, too.” 
 
    Dalton could hear the weariness in Sierra’s voice and wished there was something more he could do to help her. To support her. “Do you want to stop for supper?” 
 
    She glanced over at him. “To be honest, I’d rather not, but maybe we could get take-out and eat at home?” 
 
    Dalton found he liked that suggestion even better. He didn’t know if she would want to eat with him or not, but he hoped she would.  
 
    “Oh, I need to see if one of my truck-owning brothers is available to help me out tonight.” 
 
    “Decided you want to learn to drive a truck?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Ha. I’m barely able to drive a car. I think a truck would just be asking for trouble,” Dalton said with a laugh. “No, I need a truck because I have a guest arriving tomorrow, and my guest room has no bed. I’m hoping someone can help me get one.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, normally I would have suggested starting with Mitch, but obviously, he’s still in no shape to drive. Gabe would probably take you if you don’t mind a million questions and just as many opinions.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think I’ll probably have to go with Gabe.” 
 
    “You could try Marc. He has a truck.” 
 
    Dalton still wasn’t one hundred percent comfortable with their one non-family neighbor. “I’ll see what Gabe’s up to then go from there.” 
 
    “So who’s your company?” Sierra asked then quickly added. “Not that you have to tell me.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I talked to Jesse earlier, and he informed me he was arriving tomorrow afternoon for a visit.” 
 
    “Wow. Well, that’s nice.” She looked over at him. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s nice.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I look forward to meeting him.” 
 
    “Just remember that he can be a little…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ve read his social media posts for years. I know he loves his swear words.” 
 
    “I told him to tone it down, and he said he would, so we’ll see.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. We all know that he comes from a different way of life, one where language like that isn’t unusual.” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “I know. I just want people to like him. He’s the only reason I survived those years with the band.” 
 
    “Your parents know that, and I think they’ll be nothing but grateful and appreciative of all he did for you.” 
 
    Dalton hoped she was right, but he still worried. He wanted his family to think well of the man who had been his best friend for so many years. For all his rough edges, he had a good heart. 
 
    After a brief discussion, they decided to grab some pizza and wings. Dalton wasn’t sure it was a good idea to input the number for the place in his phone, but it made it easier right then to place their order.  
 
    It wasn’t quite ready by the time they got to the restaurant, so they sat in the car for a few minutes while they waited.  
 
    “How long is Jesse staying?”  
 
    Dalton frowned. “I didn’t actually ask him, to be honest. I assume probably a day or two.” 
 
    “At least he knows more people than just you. I’m sure JD will be happy to see him again.” 
 
    Dalton sometimes forgot that his band life had intersected with his family life months ago. He had no idea if JD and Jesse still kept in contact. He wouldn’t put it past Jesse to ask JD for updates on him. Though the idea annoyed him, he couldn’t really blame him.  
 
    “Should I have an apartment block dinner while he’s here?”  
 
    “What? You don’t want to have the whole clan over?” 
 
    “Haha. No. You and Danica would have to both open up your apartments to contain the overflow. Plus, that would just be overwhelming.” 
 
    “True. Are you going to invite Marc?” 
 
    “Also, no.” 
 
    Sierra shot him a look. “You haven’t warmed up to him yet, have you?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy for me,” Dalton said because he knew she wasn’t really expecting a yes or no response. “And even if I’ve become a little less recognizable because of the changes to my appearance, Jesse is still…Jesse. Between that and my name, the odds of Marc recognizing us, if he’s a rock fan, are fairly high. I don’t know him well enough to trust him. Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize. I understand.” 
 
    Dalton did feel a bit bad on those days when he invited everyone else in the apartment block over, except Marc. Of course, that hadn’t happened in the last several days. “I know the family trusts him because he works with them, but right now, I have a feeling you could make some pretty good money on revealing where I am.” 
 
    Sierra frowned at him. “I would never do that.” 
 
    “I know that,” Dalton said with a laugh. “I meant you in the general sense.” 
 
    It was one of the things he loved about Sierra—one of a long list. Her sense of loyalty was something he truly appreciated. He also liked that she didn’t treat him any differently than anyone else in the family. It seemed that he was just Dalton Callaghan to her, not Dalton of Dalton’s Cross. Right then, he needed that more than anything. For sure, he didn’t want to hang around with someone who expected him to always pay for everything and who never called him on his attitude or mistakes. He needed that reality check in a big way after spending ten years in a world that wasn’t normal. 
 
    “Well, I just want to make sure that you know that I trust you,” Dalton said. “Seriously. It never crossed my mind that you would ever sell me out.” 
 
    “I’m glad, because that is something I’d never do, and I’d kick the butt of anyone who did.” 
 
    That made Dalton laugh. “Just make sure that I’m around to see that happen.” 
 
    “You can count on that,” Sierra said with a nod. “Someone needs to take pictures because you know…” 
 
    “Pictures or it didn’t happen,” they said together and then broke into laughter. 
 
    Dalton was glad to see a smile on Sierra’s face, and it was great that she was laughing. Sure, she’d been smiling over the past few days, but it hadn’t seemed that those smiles came easy or were natural. 
 
    When the timer he’d set went off, indicating their order was ready, Dalton hated to end the lighthearted conversation they were having, but still, he got out of the car and hurried into the restaurant. By the time he made it back to the car, Sierra’s mood hadn’t turned completely, but it had definitely mellowed as she sat with her head bent over her phone, her shoulders pulled forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    “Everything okay?” Dalton asked as he slid into the passenger seat, carefully balancing the boxes of pizza and wings.  
 
    “Yeah.” Sierra put her phone into the cupholder and gave him a weary smile. “Just reading Makayla’s update for the day on Facebook.” 
 
    “She posted it already?” Dalton asked. “Usually it comes later in the evening. Is everything still okay?” 
 
    They’d only just left the hospital, so he hoped things hadn’t gone south with Ethan in the short time since they’d been gone.  
 
    “Everything is still okay.” Sierra started up the car. “I think Makayla is just super tired, and my best guess is that she’s writing the post early so she has one less thing to do when she gets home.” 
 
    “I hope that’s all it is.” 
 
    “I’m glad your folks have been able to step in to help her the way they have. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before Makayla crashes, and it’s good to know she’ll have people there to help her when that happens.” 
 
    Dalton knew that what Sierra was saying was likely true, but it was hard for him to imagine his strong older sister breaking down like that. Melt down, yes, but a breakdown? He could never have imagined that happening.  
 
    When they got to the apartment building, Dalton could see the tiredness in Sierra’s features as much as he’d seen it in his sister’s. So, before they got out of the car, he said, “Listen, I’d love to have your company for supper, but feel free to tell me if you’d rather just be on your own.” 
 
    She looked at him, surprise on her face. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. Of course. I would never expect you to spend time with me if you need time alone.” He gave her a smile. “I’m not that needy.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re needy.” She reached over the back of the seat and grabbed her purse. “You’ve been the opposite of needy with your support for Makayla and me.” 
 
    “I’m glad that I’ve been able to be here for both of you.” They got out of the car and walked to the back door of the apartment block. Dalton waited as Sierra punched in the code to unlock the door, then held it open for him. 
 
    “I think I’ll be okay, plus I still need to supervise your furniture purchase.” 
 
    “Oh right. I’d kind of forgotten about that,” Dalton said.  
 
    “Did Gabe get back to you?” Sierra asked as they walked into his apartment. 
 
    “I’ll have to check.” He’d just set the pizza boxes on the counter when there was a knock on the door. “That’ll be Elliot.” 
 
    Sierra pulled the door open and greeted him as Dalton checked his phone. 
 
    Gabe: Sure. You can use me and my truck, but it’ll cost ya.  
 
    If Dalton had been sure he was just talking about money, he wouldn’t have hesitated to agree, but since this was Gabe…who knew what he’d demand as payment. 
 
    What’s that going to be? 
 
    Gabe: Babysitting for a couple of hours while Maya and I go out.  
 
    Dalton laughed as he replied. By myself? I’m the one that had to be babysat, not me babysitting. Seriously, I have no idea how to deal with kids. 
 
    Gabe: I would just throw you in with them, but Maya probably wouldn’t leave the house if I did that, so if you can convince Sierra to come with you, that would probably be best.  
 
    Then let’s go with that plan. You might have to wait a bit to collect since I’m not sure how much Sierra is up for babysitting at the moment. 
 
    Gabe: No problemo, bro. I can be there at six-thirty. Too early? 
 
    Nope. That’s perfect. 
 
    “Got us the truck,” Dalton said as he set his phone on the counter.  
 
    Sierra and Elliot already had the pizza boxes open, and Elliot was pulling down some plates from the cupboard.  
 
    “What do you need a truck for?” Elliot asked as he handed them each a plate.  
 
    Dalton took the plate and moved to stand next to the pizza. “I need a bed for my guest room.”  
 
    “Company’s coming?” 
 
    “Yeah. Jesse.” 
 
    “Wow. Really? That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Dalton said. “Jesse is amazing, but what am I? Chopped liver?” 
 
    “Eh,” Elliot said with a shrug. “You’re family.” 
 
     That he was, and he was grateful that Elliot and others treated him like that. It normalized his life in a way it hadn’t been normal in years.  
 
    They ate supper at the table, talking a little bit about everything as they devoured the pizza and the wings. They were just cleaning up when Gabe texted to say he was there.  
 
    When they got downstairs, they discovered that Bennett had come along with Gabe. 
 
    “I figured I was going to need someone with actual muscles to help me out,” Gabe said with a grin. “So I asked Bennett to come along.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Dalton said with a playful punch to Gabe’s shoulder. 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Gabe asked as they climbed into the truck.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Dalton said. “I figured you guys might know.” 
 
    Bennett and Gabe tossed a few ideas back and forth, clearly having purchased beds more recently than Dalton had. JD might have had an idea where to go since he’d picked out the bed that was currently in Dalton’s apartment, but he’d had some sort of volleyball practice that he’d had to be at, and Dalton didn’t want to bother him with questions about beds. 
 
    With the decision settled, Gabe started the truck up and pulled away from the apartment building. As he drove, Bennett asked Sierra about Ethan since he hadn’t been able to make it to the hospital that day.  
 
    “I almost hate to ask Makayla for information beyond her updates,” Bennett said. “I don’t like to ask her to relive it all. Not that I want to ask that of you either, Sierra, but you seem to be dealing with this a little better than Makayla.” 
 
    Sierra sighed. “I have my moments, but Makayla definitely has had to shoulder more of the responsibility for it all. Though she’s asked me about things, at the end of the day, as Ethan’s wife she’s had to be prepared to make the tough decisions. I’m sure that weighs heavily on her.” 
 
    “It’s a tough time for all of us,” Bennett said. “Even Mitch has been struggling with the fact that he’s up and moving around, and yet Ethan is still just regaining consciousness.” 
 
    Dalton looked over to see that Sierra’s face was tense with emotion and he felt bad. He’d wanted her to have a break from Ethan’s situation while they were out shopping.  
 
    She didn’t say anything more, and even Bennett fell quiet. Dalton wanted to reach over and take Sierra’s hand, to let her know that she wasn’t alone, but he held back. He didn’t know when it would be the right time to talk to her about how he felt, but for sure it wasn’t when two of his older brothers were sitting in the front seat of the truck they were in.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sierra shifted on her seat, feeling the seatbelt tighten against her shoulder. Maybe she should have stayed home instead of heading out to look at beds. It wasn’t like she was an expert on them.  
 
    When Gabe pulled into the parking lot of the store he and Bennett had recommended, Sierra pulled herself together and climbed out of the truck. The four of them crossed the parking lot—which, thankfully, wasn’t all that full—and walked into the store.  
 
    They’d barely taken a handful of steps inside when they were approached by a tall, slender young woman with her blonde hair pulled back in a high ponytail on her head, makeup artfully applied to accent her eyes and lips.  
 
    “Hi there,” she said with a broad smile as she welcomed them to the store. “What can I help you with today?” 
 
    “Well, my brother is in need of a bed,” Gabe said as he slung his arm around Dalton’s shoulders. 
 
    She turned her smile to Dalton, interest sparking in her expression. “A bed, eh? Well, do you have something particular in mind, or do you just want to see what we have available?” 
 
    Dalton returned her smile as he stepped away from Gabe. “Basically, what I need is a queen size bed that we can take with us tonight. I need it for a guest I have arriving tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, that does limit your options a bit, but we do have some that you could take tonight.” 
 
    Sierra and Bennett fell into step behind Gabe, Dalton, and the saleswoman. Listening to her and Dalton talk and laugh as they wound their way through the store made Sierra’s stomach twist. It was clear that the woman was determined to use all her wiles to connect with Dalton and make a sale.  
 
    Of course, the sale was pretty much a given. Dalton was desperate for a bed, so he’d be walking out of there with one regardless of how well or how badly the woman did her job.  
 
    As they approached the bed section of the store, the woman began showing them which ones were available to take that day. Dalton appeared to be listening closely while Gabe had taken to bouncing on the ends of the beds. 
 
    “Is that how you choose your beds, Gabe?” Sierra asked. “By seeing how well you can bounce on them?” 
 
    “Definitely. Don’t tell Maya, but it’s important to know how well they’ll react to the kids jumping on them.” 
 
    “Oh my word,” Bennett said with a shake of his head. “I don’t know how Maya puts up with you.” 
 
    “She loves me,” Gabe said with a smile.  
 
    “And you’re lucky she does,” Bennett told him. 
 
    “I certainly am.” He patted the bed beside him. “C’mon, Sierra, try it out.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment trying to decide if he was being serious. When it appeared from the expectant look on his face that he was, she considered it for a moment then decided, why not… With a smile, she went to sit on the bed beside him and gave a gentle bounce.  
 
    “No, no, no,” Gabe said. “I know you’re a girl, but forget those dainty little bounces. I mean, even Aika knows how to bounce better than that, and she’s not even in school yet.” 
 
    Sierra laughed and bounced a little more firmly as Gabe flopped back on the bed. 
 
    “And then you have to try laying down on it, too, because well, you are going to sleep on it.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Sierra pointed out, but she laid back on it and stared up at the ceiling. “That being said, this one is a little firm for my liking.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it,” Gabe said. “How about you, Benn? What do you think?” 
 
    “I think there’s not enough room for me on that bed too. Plus, I’m not the one who should be trying these out.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that one isn’t even available to be taken home tonight,” the saleswoman said, her perfectly plucked brows pulling together. Clearly, she wasn’t enamored with Gabe’s antics. 
 
    Sierra sat back up and glanced at Dalton where he stood next to the woman. When their gazes met, he smiled at her, obviously not having a problem with what her and Gabe were doing. It wasn’t that they were trying to be rude, but people might take Gabe’s attitude that way. He was just always trying to lighten up the situation, and after what had happened in the truck on the way there, Sierra was glad for that.  
 
    “Don’t mind my brother,” Dalton said with an indulgent smile at Gabe. “He’s just a big kid and finds a way to have fun wherever he goes.” 
 
    The saleswoman gave a sniff as she turned her attention back to Dalton. Immediately her expression morphed into the friendly, flirty one of earlier. “So those are the three options you have that you can take with you tonight.” 
 
    She and Dalton wandered off a bit, their conversation now about the warranties on the mattresses. 
 
    “Well, she was a bit of a party pooper,” Gabe said as he popped up off the mattress. “If I were Dalton, I’d be going somewhere else to buy my bed.” 
 
    Bennett shook his head. “You can be a lot to handle, bro.” 
 
    “I don’t think she should get bent out of shape because we were actually trying out the mattresses.” 
 
    “Except we’re not the ones buying, and you were trying out mattresses that we couldn’t even take home tonight.” 
 
    Gabe waved his hand at Bennett dismissively. “Hey, if I’d found a better mattress than the one we have, I might have bought one tonight. She might have made two sales instead of one.” 
 
    Bennett looped his arm around Gabe’s shoulders. “Let’s be real here, dude. You wouldn’t dare buy a mattress without Maya’s approval.” 
 
    Sierra laughed softly when Gabe didn’t bother to refute his brother’s statement. 
 
    This was one of the reasons she loved this family so much. Even in the midst of a stressful time, they seemed to find a way to smile and laugh. And though the family had experienced many blessings over the years, they had not been immune to heartache and trials.  
 
    Gabe himself had experienced the trial of having to recover after being hit by a truck and sustaining extensive damage to his leg. She knew that he’d struggled during that time, but he’d pushed through and looking at him now, one would never know what he’d gone through. It was rare that she saw him limping anymore.  
 
    Then, of course, there had been Emily’s aneurysm which had been a scary time for them all. The prospect of losing their mom had been real, and her recovery had taken a long time, but the family had remained strong, their faith never seeming to waver. 
 
    She wished that Dalton still claimed that faith. It would connect him to the family in a way he wasn’t connected at the moment. And maybe it would help him in his own struggles with addiction and the uncertainty of his future. 
 
    Not that faith would cure everything. He would still have to face the consequences of the decisions he’d made, but maybe the physical cravings for the drugs when he faced difficult situations would be more bearable if he turned to God for strength in dealing with the temptation. 
 
    “Do you want to help me make a decision on the rest of the bedroom furniture?” Dalton’s question drew her thoughts back to the mission at hand. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “Are they all available for taking tonight?” 
 
    Before Dalton could say anything, the saleswoman stepped close again and began to tell them which ones they could take with them. Her response was still focused on Dalton even though Sierra had been the one to ask the question.  
 
    Feeling more than a little annoyed at the woman for dismissing her, Sierra touched Dalton’s arm and pointed out a set she thought would work. It was a dark wood that wouldn’t be too feminine, but also had a contemporary look to it.  
 
    Dalton immediately shifted his attention to her, and together they walked closer to where it was set up. They spent a couple of minutes trying out the drawers on the dresser and the nightstand.  
 
    “I like this one too,” Dalton said. “What do you guys think?” 
 
    “I give it two thumbs up,” Gabe said as he did just that with his hands.  
 
    Bennett shrugged. “I leave the home décor decisions to Gracie, but if I walked into our bedroom and saw that, I wouldn’t be mad.” 
 
    “You hardly get mad at anything,” Dalton said. “So that’s not much help.” 
 
    “Well, majority rules even without Benn’s vote,” Gabe pointed out. “You, me, and Sierra all like it, so even if Benn didn’t, he’d be outvoted.”  
 
    “How very democratic of you,” Bennett said drolly.  
 
    “That’s decided then,” Dalton said. “I’ll take that bed we talked about and this set.” 
 
    As Dalton went with the woman to arrange payment, Gabe and Bennett went out to bring the truck around to their delivery door where they’d load up the furniture. Sierra continued to walk around the store, keeping an eye on Dalton so she’d know when it was time to go. She hadn’t bought anything for her apartment in a long time, and there were definitely some bedroom sets there that appealed to her.  
 
    She couldn’t justify the cost though, so she just enjoyed looking, and when it appeared that Dalton was done, she made her way back to where he stood with the saleswoman. Together, they walked out to the truck where Sierra watched as the three guys supervised loading all the pieces into the back of the truck.  
 
    The ride back to the apartment building was lively as Gabe teased Dalton about how the woman had been flirting with him. Sierra didn’t join in—couldn’t join in—because the teasing only tightened the knot in her stomach. Even without his rock star status, Dalton was an attractive man. It wasn’t a surprise that the woman had flirted with him. 
 
    Put a guitar in his hands, or sit him at a piano, however, and that appeal skyrocketed. There were fan sites devoted to Dalton. Women swooned over him. The fact that he didn’t appear to date only heightened his appeal as women around the globe all fantasized that they could be the one to capture his heart. 
 
    Since his return, Sierra had been doing a good job of keeping her focus on Dalton as a friend and nothing more. However, over the past few days, as she’d leaned on him for support while dealing with everything going on with Ethan, her heart was becoming…attached.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Back at the apartment building, the guys managed to get the stuff from the truck up to Dalton’s place even though Gabe moaned and groaned about it the whole time. Sierra had to laugh when Dalton told him that if he’d wanted to listen to someone complain that much, he would have asked Danica for help.  
 
    Once all the pieces were in his apartment, then came the fun part of putting it all together. When the three of them began to argue about the best way to do that, Sierra decided to call it a night.  
 
    “I’m going to head home,” Sierra said once she had their attention.  
 
    Bennett pushed up to his feet and came to where she stood. Without hesitating, he pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    “I know Ethan gives you hugs whenever you leave, so this is from him,” Bennett said softly. 
 
    Sierra felt a rush of emotion clog her throat, and she tightened her arms around him like she would have done to Ethan. She blinked back tears as she whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
    Bennett held her until she loosened her hold on him and stepped back. He looked down at her with a smile that held more sadness than joy. “Anytime. If you need anything, you just give Grace or me a call, okay?” 
 
    Though Sierra knew she’d never take him up on that offer, she nodded because it was what he needed to see. She turned to say goodnight to Gabe and Dalton, noting that for the first time that night, Gabe’s expression was somber. Dalton’s was also serious, but that wasn’t an unusual occurrence these days.  
 
    “I won’t be going up to the hospital tomorrow,” Dalton said as he came to where she and Bennett stood. “But give me a call if anything changes.” 
 
    “I will. I’m going to go up in the afternoon unless Makayla needs me sooner.” She fought the urge to ask Dalton for a hug, finding it was his strength and support she wanted more than anyone else’s. “I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    As she stepped into her apartment a couple minutes later, she was greeted by quiet, dark emptiness. She closed the door and leaned back against it, hating the silence, but knowing nothing would break it except the television or her phone. It was so quiet she could hear the ticking of the clock in the kitchen. 
 
    Before she knew what she was doing, she’d turned around and reached for the doorknob. But before she could turn it, she let her head fall forward, her forehead meeting the wood surface with a soft thud.  
 
    Living on her own sucked.  
 
    When Danica moved out, it had been the first time in her life that Sierra had lived on her own. She didn’t like it, but there weren’t many options unless she was willing to advertise for a roommate and that didn’t sit well with her either. Having a stranger in her space wasn’t the answer, but then, what was?  
 
    Learning to live on her own. That was the answer.   
 
    Maybe it was time to invest in some timers so she didn’t come home to a dark apartment. She’d also have to figure out how to set up something to play music or turn the television on so it wasn’t quiet when she walked through the door. 
 
    But that wouldn’t happen for a few days, and she might need help setting it up. Normally, she would have asked Ethan to help her, but with him out of the picture for the time being, she might have to go to Dalton or Elliot.  
 
    Probably Elliot. She wasn’t sure she wanted Dalton to know that she was struggling with loneliness. For some reason, she wanted him to see her as strong, not so weak that she couldn’t deal with a quiet, dark apartment.  
 
    She stood there for a bit before pushing away from the door and hitting the switch to turn the light on in the small foyer area. Now that the darkness had been dispelled, she went into the kitchen and made herself a cup of hot chocolate.  
 
    Carrying it in one hand, she went into the living room. She snapped on the lamp on an end table and settled into a corner of the comfy plush couch she and Danica had inherited with the apartment. Sitting in the small pool of light cast by the lamp, she reached for the remote for the television and searched the shows she’d PVR’d for something that appealed to her. 
 
    She had an eclectic taste in shows because what she wanted to watch depended a lot on her mood. That meant she had cooking shows, reality shows, true crime shows, and a handful of documentaries all available to watch. After looking through her options, Sierra decided she was kind of in the mood for something light, so she cued up one of the cooking shows. 
 
    By the time she’d watched two episodes, she decided to call it a night. Even though she didn’t have to be up early the next morning for work, she didn’t want to end up spending all morning in bed. She’d heard Bennett and Gabe leave midway through the second show, so she imagined Dalton was getting ready for Jesse’s arrival the next day.  
 
    Wondering if Emily would plan a dinner for the family while Jesse was there, Sierra turned off the television and headed into the kitchen to rinse out her mug. She was sure Emily would probably want to have some sort of get-together, but who knew if that was what Dalton wanted. Somehow she thought it probably wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    That proved true the next morning when she got a text from Dalton. 
 
    Dalton: Mom wants to plan some big family thing for everyone to meet Jesse. How do I tell her that’s probably not something he’d want? 
 
    Sierra put her phone down and continued to blow dry her hair as she contemplated how to respond. From the years she’d known Emily, it was hard to dissuade her from something like that once she set her mind to it. And in this case, she probably thought it was particularly important for them all to meet Jesse since he meant so much to Dalton.  
 
    Maybe just tell her that. Be honest about it. Were you going to have him meet your folks at least? 
 
    Dalton: Well, yes. I had planned that. I just don’t really want a whole big deal made of it, and I don’t think Jesse will either.  
 
    I think she’ll understand, especially if you’ll still let her meet him. 
 
    Dalton: I was just going to have dinner with them, you, JD, Danica, and maybe Elliot since he seemed interested in meeting him. 
 
    Sierra felt a rush of warmth at being included in the gathering. I think she’d be okay with that. I really can’t believe she’d want a big get-together when they’re still helping M out with the kids. 
 
    Dalton: That’s what I thought, but apparently I was wrong. 
 
    First time for everything. 
 
    Dalton: HAHA 
 
    Sierra grinned as she set her phone back down and finished her hair. After applying a little makeup, she left her room and took her empty coffee cup to the kitchen. She wasn’t going to the hospital for a couple of hours, but she wanted to get a few errands done, including picking up some groceries for her very bare cupboards and fridge. 
 
    I’m heading to the grocery store. Did you need anything? 
 
    Dalton: Actually can I come with? I need a few things.  
 
    Sure. I was planning to leave in about fifteen minutes. Do you need more time? 
 
    Dalton: Nope. I’ll be ready.  
 
    Knock on my door when you’re ready. 
 
    Sierra finished getting her stuff together, rearranging her schedule since she’d planned to do her grocery shopping last. It wasn’t a big deal, but she’d have to come back to drop off Dalton and the groceries since she doubted that he’d want to ride along while she ran her other errands.  
 
    When the knock came a few minutes later, she pulled open the door and greeted Dalton. He wore a pair of fitted blue jeans that reminded her a lot of the skinny jeans he’d worn as a teen, and a white collared, button up, short sleeve shirt that he’d left untucked. She gathered up her things then stepped out of the apartment. 
 
    “Did you want to drive?” Sierra asked, dangling her keys from a finger as they walked down the stairs. 
 
    “Uh…” Dalton hesitated then took the keys. “Why not? It shouldn’t be too busy, right?” 
 
    Sierra had no clue, but logic seemed to say that traffic at ten o’clock on a weekday morning shouldn’t be too bad. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    He slanted her a look as he held the back door open for her. “That’s not a no.” 
 
    “If it’s busy, it will be good practice for you. Just get in the lanes you need well ahead of time, and then it doesn’t matter if it’s busy.” 
 
    Once they got to the car, he had to push the seat back before he could get behind the wheel. Sierra was glad to see that his movements were confident as he put the key in the ignition and turned on the car. He took a minute to buckle his seatbelt and adjust the mirrors. 
 
    “You ready to roll?” he said with a glance at her, his hands on the wheel.  
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s hit the road.” 
 
    Normally she drove with music playing, but she didn’t want any distractions for Dalton, so she left it off. Their conversation was also limited, but she wasn’t sure if that was because he had other things on his mind or if he just wanted to focus on his driving. Thankfully, the parking lot of the grocery store wasn’t that full when Dalton turned into it, so he was able to find a spot not too far from the entrance that wasn’t surrounded by cars. 
 
    Unlike the previous times they’d come together, he got a cart when she did, and when they talked into the store, he said, “How long do you need?” 
 
    She thought through her list, mentally shifting gears from her expectation of spending some time with him. “Maybe forty-five minutes?” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “Sounds good. If you need longer, just text me.” 
 
    And with that, he pushed his cart toward the fruits and vegetables. Sierra stood there for a moment, a weird feeling in her stomach. Finally, moving slower than he had, she also went to the fresh fruit and vegetable section. She kept her focus on the produce and her list, resisting the urge to look around to see where Dalton was. Clearly, he was a man on a mission and wasn’t looking to be held back while he completed it. 
 
    Sierra had enjoyed their previous times together since it had made her feel less alone as she shopped for her groceries. Maybe she should have just placed an order online and picked them up. Usually she enjoyed coming to the store, but right then, being on her own filled her with a melancholy feeling that she didn’t like. 
 
    She made her way through the aisles, having to backtrack a couple of times after passing items on her list that she was supposed to have picked up. It wouldn’t have mattered, really, since it was only food for herself, and she could have adapted to not having it for the week or made another trip to the store later in the week.  
 
    At one point, she found herself standing in front of the ice cream, trying to decide which six of the many flavors in front of her she wanted. Yes, for some reason she felt like buying all the flavors that day. They had to have strawberry in them though. That was her go-to when she wasn’t feeling great. And these days, she definitely wasn’t feeling great.  
 
    “Excuse me.” Sierra looked up to see an older man with a basket standing beside her. “I just need to get some ice cream.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” She moved her cart so the man could get into the freezer case then once he was gone, she reached in and grabbed two different kinds. That would have to be enough. 
 
    She checked her phone and saw that her time was just about up. Thankfully, she had gotten pretty much everything on her list. After a brief hesitation, she headed for the bulk aisle where she picked up all the ingredients she didn’t already have for chocolate chip cookies. Between the ice cream and the cookies, maybe she’d feel a little better. 
 
    Though she’d felt a lift to her spirits initially when she’d seen Dalton, the loneliness from the night before had once again risen to the surface. So yeah, she was feeling down, but Sierra figured she was allowed to wallow in self-pity once in a while. It wasn’t something she did often. Usually, it was only when she had a really bad day at work. Thankfully, this wasn’t caused by a death, but instead, Ethan’s accident on top of her need to adjust to living on her own seemed to just be the perfect storm to take her usually buoyant spirits down.  
 
    It was no wonder she was gravitating toward Dalton. He might not fill all the parts of her life that were empty with Danica having married JD, but he filled enough of them to help her feel not so…abandoned. As soon as the word came to mind, Sierra immediately pushed it away. It was a word she refused to entertain. She just didn’t want to allow herself to consider it. 
 
    Without thinking, she got into line and was already putting her stuff on the conveyor belt when she remembered she was to have met Dalton first. Pausing, she looked around to see if he’d come to the front of the store. Not seeing him, she took a minute to type him a message that she was already in line and would meet him by the door. 
 
    She finished unloading her cart then spoke a bit with the cashier as she rang her purchases through. After paying for everything, she loaded her bags into her cart then pushed it off to the side to wait for Dalton.  
 
    Pulling her phone out again, she noticed that Dalton had texted her back. 
 
    Dalton: I’m already done and out at the car. 
 
    Sierra had absolutely no idea why she was bothered by that. It was just that, all of a sudden, he was doing things differently, and it unsettled her even though she had a pretty good reason for why he was doing it that way.  
 
    Pushing her cart outside, Sierra realized that was part of what was bothering her. Dalton’s best friend was coming to town, and suddenly she was being set aside. Just like Danica had set her aside when she and JD had gotten married. Too many people in her life had been willing to set her aside when someone more important came along. Or just because she hadn’t been important enough to them. 
 
    Even Ethan had done it to some degree when he’d married Makayla, although that had been less obvious because she’d still been living with him. The two of them had made sure she knew that she was still an important part of their lives. 
 
    Maybe, for once, she wanted someone who put her above everyone else. She understood why Danica had done that with JD—they were married after all—and she even understood why Dalton was doing it with Jesse since they’d been best friends for years, and he felt he owed the man his life. She didn't want them to give up what they had, she just wanted the same for herself too.  
 
    But was it wrong to want someone to do that for her? Maybe not wrong, but frankly, it was probably going to be unlikely since she’d kept her circle of friends so small and had never tried to date. 
 
    Hating that she was quickly sliding in the direction of a pity party, Sierra took a deep breath and blew it out as she looked around for her car. Once she spotted it, she began to push her cart in that direction. The back hatch popped open as she approached, and Dalton got out to meet her.     
 
    “Sorry I didn’t text you right away that I was out here,” he said as he helped load her bags into the back. “I thought I’d have enough time to load my groceries, and I didn’t want you to feel too rushed if you knew I was done already.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Sierra said. “I just hope you weren’t waiting too long.” 
 
    “Nope. Not at all.” He closed the back hatch then went to climb behind the wheel. 
 
    Sierra settled into the passenger seat and put her seatbelt on. She was glad to see that Dalton still appeared confident behind the wheel even though they hadn’t been out driving since Ethan’s accident. 
 
    Once again, their conversation was minimal as Dalton drove, and that was just fine with Sierra. After parking in the back lot, they managed to gather all the bags up so they only had to make one trip up the stairs.  
 
    “Thanks for taking me along to the store,” Dalton said, smiling at her. “It really helped me out.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Sierra told him. “I hope the rest of your day goes smoothly.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will.” Dalton seemed excited about Jesse’s visit if his smile and upbeat mood were anything to go by. “I’ll let you know when we decide on the dinner.” 
 
    Sierra nodded. “Let me know if I can bring anything.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    They each went into their apartments, and once again, Sierra was faced with the silence. She should have left the television on.  
 
    Before she did anything else, she put on some music through her Bluetooth speakers then set to work putting away her groceries. That didn’t take too long since she hadn’t bought a ton of things, and her kitchen was fairly small. 
 
    Once that was done, she sat down on her couch and decided to just put off the rest of her errands for another day. There was nothing that time-sensitive, so she’d just take care of them when she felt more up to it.  
 
    As she lay back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling with her phone resting on her chest, a thought came to mind that had her picking her phone back up and tapping the app she used for tracking her cycles. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved to discover a possible reason for her mood when she saw that her period was due to arrive in a couple of days, but at least it gave her hope that she wasn’t sinking down into some sort of depression. 
 
    She knew from experience that during the week or so before her period, she was much more emotional and sensitive to things that might not normally bother her. If that was the case, then in a few days, she should feel more like her usual self.  
 
    As it turned out, it was a good thing she decided to put off her errands since Makayla called to let her know that Ethan was asking to see her. That was great news, so she didn’t delay at all getting herself out of the apartment and into her car.  
 
    Hopefully seeing Ethan would lift her out of the self-pitying hole she’d been sliding into because even though she knew the reason for her feeling, that didn’t stop it from happening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    It was nearly eight o’clock that evening when Dalton finally got back to the apartment with Jesse. Thanks to some storms out east that had left flights in a snarl getting in and out of Toronto, his three o’clock flight had been two hours late. Once he’d deplaned, and they’d collected his luggage, it was nearly six o’clock.  
 
    Jesse had been starving by the time he’d arrived since whatever he’d been served on the plane hadn’t been very substantial. Dalton had planned to just order in once they were back at the apartment, but Jesse had wanted to go to a restaurant. Dalton had reserved a car for the evening, so they were able to make their way to a nearby restaurant to grab a bite. He’d tried to get the driver to come in for a meal of his own, but he’d politely refused.   
 
    They had lots of serious stuff to talk about, but for the duration of the meal, they’d focused on catching up on less heavy things. Dalton found himself relaxing, not even having realized how anxious he’d been over seeing Jesse again until the moment he felt the tension unravel in his shoulders.  
 
    As they walked through the front door of the apartment building, Jesse said, “Hmm. That smells…good?” 
 
    Dalton paused on the steps and inhaled. The scent of burnt something lingered in the air, but behind that, there was also the aroma of something good.  
 
    “Smells a bit like cookies?” Jesse said then thumped Dalton on the back. “Did you try making me cookies, man? You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Ha. If I made you cookies, they wouldn’t be burnt.” He wondered if Danica had done some baking, but if she had, it was unlikely that she would have burnt anything…unless JD had distracted her.  
 
    The burnt scent grew stronger as they arrived on the second floor, and Dalton glanced at Sierra’s door. It was possible she had attempted to make cookies. He knew she liked cooking and baking, but that she struggled with her attempts failing sometimes. 
 
    Dalton felt drawn to her place, needing to see her, but he resisted and led the way to his own door instead. Once inside, he showed Jesse to his room, grateful that he, Gabe, and Bennett had managed to get all the furniture put together the evening before. Thankfully, he’d had an extra set of bedding that he’d ordered but never used, preferring the set he had on his bed. 
 
    “So do you got any sexy neighbors in this building?” Jesse asked after he came out of his room a few minutes later, having changed into a pair of basketball shorts and a t-shirt.  
 
    Dalton’s thoughts immediately went to Sierra since she was the only one in the building he’d say was sexy considering he was a straight man and Danica was his sister. And even though he was attracted to Sierra on a physical level as much as he was on an emotional one, she wasn’t the sort of woman Jesse typically went for—not that he would have said anything even if she had been. 
 
    Suddenly he wasn’t all that keen to introduce her to Jesse. The last thing he wanted was to see his best friend hitting on her, just because he could be a flirt sometimes.  
 
    “Haven’t I mentioned that this is a family apartment building? Like as in my family owns the building and all the neighbors are connected to me in one way or another.” 
 
    “So in other words, no?” At Dalton’s nod, he said, “But I’m not related to any of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re a womanizer I’d never let anywhere near my family members.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “Okay. Hands off Dalton’s family members.” 
 
    “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Jesse lifted a file folder he held in his hand. “Want to go over this tonight and get it out of the way?” 
 
    Dalton didn’t, really, but maybe getting it out of the way was a good thing. “Sure. Let’s sit at the table.” 
 
    He grabbed them each a drink then settled down with Jesse as he pulled the papers out of the folder. Over the next hour, Dalton ceased to be Dalton Callaghan and was once again Dalton, lead singer of Dalton’s Cross. It was a painful switch, particularly since it dealt with the official dissolution of the band.  
 
    He’d known it was coming, and on some level, he welcomed the end of it, but no longer being part of the band left him without a career. Panic shot through him, and he gripped the pen he was holding so tightly he was surprised it didn’t snap. 
 
    “You okay with all this, bud?” Jesse asked. 
 
    Dalton sighed. “I know it’s the right thing to do, but at the same time, the band is all I’ve known for the past ten plus years.” 
 
    “You’re going to be fine. All of us are.” 
 
    “Well, you are, for sure.” Dalton tried to keep the bitterness out of his tone, but from the look on Jesse’s face, he hadn’t succeeded entirely. “And I don’t blame you for that. I just wish I had some clear direction for myself.” 
 
    “Have you written anything recently?” 
 
    Dalton thought about the song he’d been working on about Sierra, but he wasn’t ready to share that with Jesse—or anyone else—just yet. “The music has been silent, for the most part. I’ve had the odd lyric or melody come to me, but the songs aren’t flowing out as easily as they did in the past.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jesse said, his voice holding more confidence than Dalton felt. “Once it does start flowing again, you’ll have people lining up to sing your songs. I know that touring and performing wasn’t your favorite part of being in the group. You liked the writing and recording part of the process more than anything else.” 
 
    Jesse wasn’t wrong, but it had been impossible to be part of a band and not tour, so he’d put up with it the best he could. Which hadn’t been all that good considering it had left him with a drug habit that still ate at him even after going through rehab and being clean for almost six months. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Dalton muttered as he pulled the papers toward him.  
 
    Part of the emotions that were coming to the surface with all of this had to do with the way the band had ended. Not on a high note, but on a tragic and very sad one.  
 
    “If you’re in the market for a new management team, let me know. I’m working with a group now that are doing a great job. Super professional and eager to work with me. I know they’d be happy to work with you too.” 
 
    “Even if I want to just write music and not tour like you?” 
 
    “Even if,” Jesse said with a nod.  
 
    “I’ll think about it.” Dalton wasn’t about to make any promises or plans until he knew if his music was really coming back to him. Right now, it was just one song, spurred on by his feelings for Sierra, and for all he knew, that might be the only song he was able to write.  
 
    Once they’d finished going over the papers, Jesse put them away and then they settled on the couch to talk. It was the first time they’d been together outside the rehab center since the day Jesse had sent him off with JD. He felt more freedom to talk than he had previously, and for the first time, they talked at length about Angel.  
 
    It was late when they finally called it a night. As Dalton got ready for bed, his thoughts went to Sierra, and he wondered how her visit with Ethan had gone. He wanted to text her and ask, but it was too late for that. Hopefully he’d see her the next day because even though he’d seen her that morning, he hadn’t been able to enjoy his time with her because he’d been in a rush to get the groceries and get back home. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dalton sent a text to Sierra, asking if she’d be available for the dinner the next night. 
 
    Sierra: I’m so sorry, but my supervisor needed some help on the night shift, so I’m working the next couple nights. 6 pm – 6 am 
 
    Dalton frowned as he read the message. Well, that meant he’d have one less person at the dinner, but he wasn’t happy about it. He’d really wanted her to be there since she had such a calming influence on him, and no matter what Sierra had said to him, he was still anxious about Jesse meeting his parents. He needed her there, but apparently, that wasn’t going to be a possibility.  
 
    Sorry to hear that. He tried to formulate what else to say, finally settling on You’ll be missed! 
 
    Of course, the reality was that the person missing her the most would be him. 
 
    “What’s the problem, bro?” Jesse asked as he walked into the kitchen.  
 
    Dalton looked up as he slid his phone into his pocket. “Just trying to firm up plans for a dinner with the folks and a couple of other people while you’re here.” 
 
    Jesse paused in mid-step. “You want me to meet your parents?” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “It’s not so much that I want you to meet them but that they want to meet you.” 
 
    “Uh…why?” Jesse pushed up to sit on the counter, his hands gripping the edge as his feet swung. 
 
    “Because they think you saved my life,” he said. “And, of course, they’re right.” 
 
    “I know you mentioned me watching my language around your family, but I was thinking that with my trip being so quick, there wouldn’t be time to meet them.” 
 
    “Sorry, dude. If my folks found out you were in town, and I didn’t introduce you, they’d be very disappointed in me.” He pulled open the fridge and grabbed a carton of eggs and a pack of bacon. “And after the disappointment I’ve already been to them, I’m not looking for another reason for them to feel disappointed in me.” 
 
    When Jesse didn’t reply, Dalton glanced over and found his friend watching him with a curious look on his face. He stopped what he was doing and said, “What?” 
 
    “You’re a grown man, Dalton. You can’t live your life for other people. I mean, we can never please everyone. We’ve just got to do our best to make wise decisions, but we can’t constantly be trying to make everyone happy.” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “We grew up in very different environments, Jess.” He turned his attention back to his breakfast preparations. Pulling out a large cookie sheet and tin foil, he said, “I was raised to be aware that certain things weren’t glorifying to God, and that we should make decisions with that in mind. Let’s just say that pretty much every decision I made, following the one I made to run away to Toronto, didn’t fall in line with that.” 
 
    “You know, if you’d asked me about your background back before Angel passed away, I would have said you came from a bad home, or that you’d possibly been kicked out of your house. I never would have guessed you had a loving and supportive family you left behind. You never would talk to me about your family.” 
 
    “I preferred not to think about them much, to be honest. I knew that my folks would have said no if I’d asked to go to Toronto to meet Bernie, and I knew why, but I went anyway.” Dalton opened the package of bacon and began to lay it out on the tinfoil on the cookie sheet. “When I told you I ran away, I was telling the truth. It was just the situation I was running from that I wasn’t upfront about.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jesse slide off the counter and swung around to watch as he went to the oven and turned it on. 
 
    “I want to eat breakfast sooner rather than later,” he said with a grin.  
 
    Dalton rolled his eyes at his friend before going back to the bacon. “If it takes too long, we can just have BLTs instead of bacon and eggs.” 
 
    “I’m starving, dude.” Jesse returned to his spot on the counter. “Is this how you treat your guests?” 
 
    “No, but then, you’re not a guest,” Dalton said as he washed his hands. “I mean, I never considered you a guest in my apartment in Toronto.” 
 
    “True.”  
 
    After he dried his hands, he moved to where his coffee machine sat. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that coming to Winnipeg has given you coffee-term memory loss.” 
 
    “Coffee it is,” Dalton said as he pulled down two large mugs and went about filling them with coffee.  
 
    He handed one to Jesse then took a sip of his own. “So anyway, we’re having dinner with my folks, my sister and JD, and Elliot.” 
 
    “Who the…” Jesse cut himself off. “Who is Elliot?” 
 
    “I see what you did there. Thank you.” Dalton took another sip. “Elliot is my… Oh, I have no idea his relation to me. His sister is married to my brother. He lives here in the building and has become a friend.” 
 
    “Who else lives here?” Jesse asked as Dalton set his mug down and moved to put the baking pan into the oven and set the timer. 
 
    “Marc, who isn’t related to anyone in the family, but he works for the family business. And Sierra lives across the hall. Her brother is married to my sister, and she’s also Danica’s best friend. They were living together before she and JD got married.” 
 
    “Is she nice?” Jesse asked, which was kind of a strange question from him. It was rare he looked for nice as a quality in the women he hung around with. 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” Dalton figured that downplaying the type of person Sierra was would only make Jesse suspicious, and he wasn’t ready to share what he was feeling for her with anyone just yet.  
 
    “So why isn’t she coming to the dinner? Or Marc?” 
 
    “Marc’s not coming because he doesn’t know who I am. I look different enough that he hasn’t put two and two together, but you would definitely be recognizable if he was even a passing fan of the band.” 
 
    “So he works for the family business and lives in the family building but doesn’t know who you are?”  
 
    “That’s one good thing about my family not approving of my career. They didn’t make a practice of telling many people about what I was up to.” 
 
    “And why isn’t whats-her-name coming?” 
 
    “Sierra,” Dalton supplied. “She’s not coming because she’s a nurse and is working the night shift. She said her shift starts at six pm.” 
 
    “And the rest of your family isn’t invited?” 
 
    As Dalton began to work on the eggs, he relayed the events of the past week. “So it’s best to just keep things small.” 
 
    “What are we having for this dinner?” Jesse asked as he continued to drink his coffee. “Should we get it catered?” 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I have really upped my cooking game. I have several options you can choose from.” 
 
    As they discussed menu ideas, Dalton finished up the eggs while Jesse pulled the bacon from the oven when the timer went. It was close to ten by the time breakfast was finally ready. Jesse was at the table with the food while Dalton freshened their coffee when he heard the muffled thud of a door closing. 
 
    Without thinking, Dalton found himself heading for his door.  
 
    He jerked it open and went out on the landing in time to see Sierra disappear down the stairs. He leaned over the railing to peer down to the main floor. 
 
    “Hey,” he called out. 
 
    She came to a stop and looked up at him, her hair falling back from her face. “Hey.” 
 
    “Are you headed to the hospital?” 
 
    “Not yet. I have a couple of errands to run, and then I’m going to sleep for a few hours before heading up.” She looked tired, like she hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before.  
 
    “Is everything okay? How was your visit with Ethan yesterday?” 
 
    Stepping back to lean against the front entrance, she said, “It was okay. He is doing better physically, so that’s good. Mentally, he’s still a bit confused about the accident and asks about it frequently. I know it’s wearing on Makayla.” 
 
    Dalton felt movement at his side and looked over to see Jesse had joined him at the railing. With a sigh, he said, “By the way, this is Jesse. Jesse, this is Sierra. She was just telling me about her visit with her brother yesterday.” 
 
    “Hey, Sierra. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You too,” she said with a smile and a little wave.  
 
    “Well, I won’t keep you from your errands,” Dalton said. “But I wanted to see how you were doing.” 
 
    She transferred her smile to him. “I’ll talk to you later. Nice to meet you, Jesse.” 
 
    The two of them stood at the railing as she walked toward the back door, disappearing from sight.  
 
    “She looks like a cutie,” Jesse said once they heard the back door shut. 
 
    “She’s not your type,” Dalton said over his shoulder as he headed back into the apartment. 
 
    “I have a type?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you do, and you know it, and you know she’s not it.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. But she might be your type.” 
 
    “I don’t have a type.” 
 
    “True, which means she’s a possibility.” 
 
    “Let’s eat,” Dalton said, not wanting to admit she was more than a possibility for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Over breakfast, Dalton shared that he was trying to learn to drive which Jesse found endlessly hilarious. He’d learned as a teen since he’d been eager to claim that rite of passage and the independence that came with it, unlike Dalton who had relied on everyone else to chauffeur him around. Kind of like what he was doing now.  
 
    Jesse laughed even harder when Dalton told him about the first—and last—lesson he’d had with Danica.  
 
    “So what are you going to do now?” 
 
    Dalton didn’t bother to mention that Sierra had been helping him out. Besides, in the past day or so, he’d made the decision to take lessons from a driving school since he didn’t want Sierra to feel pressured to help him. He really wanted to get his license, so that was the best solution he could come up with given the current situation. 
 
    “I’m going to take lessons from some professional place. I just need to find one whose instructors won’t know who I am. I really don’t want to wake up one morning to see tabloid stories about me learning to drive.” 
 
    “I guess this is where a management company would come in handy,” Jesse said as he pushed his empty plate away from him. “They could arrange lessons for you and make sure they were carried out without any chance of leaks.” 
 
    “I need to take the time to figure out my next move with regards to representation.” Dalton picked up his mug and drained the last of his coffee. “I just don’t want to have to deal with it all, to be honest.” 
 
    “I told you that my team is incredible, and they’d be willing to take you on.” 
 
    Dalton knew he should jump at the opportunity, because if Jesse said they were good, then they were good. But when he still didn’t know what direction he was moving in, he wasn’t sure it was the right time to hire a new team. 
 
    “That’s exactly when you should hire a team,” Jesse said when Dalton voiced that concern. “They can help you sort through your options.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t want to go back into the music business? Then it seems a waste for me to have taken up their time.” 
 
    “It would be a shame if you completely stepped away,” Jesse said, a frown on his face. “You have too much talent to do that.” 
 
    “Except that being a part of that world, with my talent, just about got me killed.” 
 
    “You don’t need to be in it in the same way.” Jesse leaned his arms on the table, his expression serious. “Just write your songs.” 
 
    “If only I was actually writing songs.” Unease swirled within Dalton, and he felt the ants begin a quiet, slow march to his brain yet again.  
 
    “It will come back to you, bro.” Jesse spoke with more confidence than Dalton felt, but that was nothing new.  
 
    Over the years, the only thing he’d ever really had confidence in was his music, so not having that made him feel adrift. His music had been an anchor for him. Even in the worst of his drug use, he’d found solace in the flow of words and chords. But the music, for all that it had been his anchor, hadn’t been strong enough to keep him from turning to drugs. 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I’m not sure what else to do with my life if I don’t have my music.” 
 
    “You don’t actually need to work,” Jesse reminded him. 
 
    “Neither do you, and yet you’ve run off to join another band.” Dalton pinned him with a hard look. “So obviously you need music the same way I do.” 
 
    Jesse met his look and held it for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Okay. Fine. You’re right. So get yourself a management team and figure out what avenues are available to you now.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Dalton said as he got to his feet and started to clear away the dishes.  
 
    Jesse helped him then plopped down on the couch. “So what are we going to do now?” 
 
    “I have a car available for today if you want to go somewhere.” 
 
    “Like where?” Jesse asked. “You’re the Winnipeg boy. Where should we go?” 
 
    “I haven’t lived here in more than a decade, and even when I did live here, I didn’t go around the city much. School. Church. A few hockey games. Really, I didn’t have much of a life outside of my music.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar. Minus the church, of course. Oh, and the hockey games.” Jesse turned to look at him. “And hockey? Really?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about hockey?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “Sure. It’s the national sport. I watched a lot of it growing up, but you never struck me as being a hockey fan.” 
 
    “I’m not really. I’m more of a Kenton Callaghan fan.” Dalton stretched his legs out to rest his feet on the coffee table. “I only went to games when his team was in town.” 
 
    “Your brother?” When Dalton nodded, Jesse said, “And he played in the NHL?” 
 
    “Yep. He’s the one married to Elliot’s sister.” 
 
    “Wow. So you’re not the only famous one in your family.” 
 
    “Nope, but Kenton’s career ended on a high note, not the crash and burn conclusion of mine.”  
 
    A knock on the door kept Jesse from responding as Dalton got up to answer it. 
 
    “Hey, JD,” he said when he saw his brother-in-law at the door. “C’mon in.” 
 
    The conversation shifted away from serious topics as JD and Jesse engaged in conversation. Though the lowest part of his life was what had brought the two men together, they seemed to have forged a friendship apart from that.  
 
    While they talked about JD and Danica’s wedding and honeymoon, Dalton went to the kitchen to look over what he had to make sure he didn’t need to go to the grocery store again now that he and Jesse had settled on the menu. He’d bought the ingredients for several different meals, figuring whatever he didn’t use for this dinner, he’d use in the weeks ahead for the meals with Sierra and the others. 
 
    He was glad that Bennett and Grace had volunteered to stay with Makayla and the kids so his folks could come to the dinner, but he was still disappointed that Sierra couldn’t make it. His feelings for her were starting to eclipse everything in his life. He was already missing her at the dinner, and the day wasn’t even there yet.  
 
    It was possible that he might see very little of her while Jesse was visiting because of her night shifts, and that didn’t sit well with him at all. It seemed like a piece of him was missing, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. In a few short weeks, she’d come to mean so much to him—more than he’d ever thought someone outside his family could.  
 
    The guys in the band had been important to him, but he’d never felt as if a part of him was missing if he didn’t see them for a few days, or even a week or more. But Sierra? He wanted—needed—to see her on a daily basis. 
 
    At JD’s urging, Dalton canceled the car he’d reserved for the day, then JD took them to a few spots he liked around the city. The Forks. The Human Rights Museum. After that, they stopped for a late lunch/early dinner at the revolving restaurant on top of the Fort Garry Hotel before JD took them back to the apartment. 
 
    Dalton noticed right away that Sierra’s car was gone from the parking lot. He was disappointed to have not been able to see her but tried not to let his disappointment show. The last thing he needed was questions from Jesse, or worse, from JD.  
 
    As they spent the evening in the apartment, Jesse once again pushed the idea of him meeting with his management team. Dalton wasn’t any closer to making that decision than he’d been that morning, but he agreed to at least think about it. After all, he didn’t have much else to do these days. 
 
      
 
    “I know you said not to bring anything, but I couldn’t come empty-handed, sweetie,” his mom said as she walked into his apartment the next night with a container in her hands. 
 
    “Hey, son.” His dad gave him a quick hug. “It smells delicious.” 
 
    “Hope it tastes as good.” Dalton took the container from his mom then led the way into the kitchen where Jesse was working on a salad. 
 
    “Mom and Dad, I’d like you to meet Jesse,” Dalton said as he put his mom’s contribution on the counter. “Jesse, these are my parents, Emily and Steve.” 
 
    Jesse was nothing if not charismatic, and he turned on the charm as he shook hands with Dalton’s parents. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.” 
 
    “The pleasure is ours,” his dad said. “We’re so glad to meet the person who played such a big role in getting Dalton help when he badly needed it.” 
 
    Jesse just smiled and nodded. Dalton knew that Jesse was reticent to take any credit for getting him into rehab, because of Angel’s death. He was well aware that Jesse felt guilt over what all had happened around that time. Never mind that both Dalton and Angel had been grown men, responsible for their own actions.  
 
    Jesse had tried to get them into rehab countless times. He’d even succeeded a few months before Angel’s death, but neither of them had stayed beyond a couple of days. That was on him and Angel, not Jesse. Just the fact that he’d tried to get help for them was enough. 
 
    But just like Jesse couldn’t force them to get help, Dalton couldn’t force him to not feel guilty over everything that had happened in the days leading up to and including Angel’s death. In the end, he’d gotten Dalton the help he’d needed. In his parents’ eyes—and Dalton’s too—that was all that mattered. Not all the times he’d failed to get them help. 
 
    Danica came to greet their parents, giving them hugs. She and JD had arrived a short time before their parents. Elliot was the last to arrive, offering apologies for his tardiness. He was excited to meet Jesse, and Jesse happily signed a few pictures of the band he’d brought with him.  
 
    “You never asked me to sign anything,” Dalton pointed out as they sat down at the table.  
 
    “True, but you’re always around. Plus, you’re Dalton of Dalton’s Cross. Dude, I need to work up to asking you for an autograph.” 
 
    The laughter around the table set the tone for the meal, and after his dad had said a prayer for the food at Dalton’s request, they dug into the meal Dalton and Jesse had prepared for them. 
 
    For all Dalton’s worrying about how his family would accept Jesse, the dinner went off without a hitch. It was a good reminder that his family had always been welcoming of people, no matter their walk of life.  
 
    “Dude, your family loved me,” Jesse said once they’d all left. “I mean, really, what’s not to love, but you were worried for some reason.” 
 
    Dalton rolled his eyes at Jesse. For all that they’d been through together, including some really low periods of his life, they had also had a lot of fun. That was definitely something he would miss as Jesse moved on with his new band.  
 
    “Not sure why. You’re going to head off with your new band, and we’ll probably never see you again.” 
 
    When Jesse didn’t reply right away, Dalton glanced over at him as he finished putting the last of the dishes into the dishwasher. Danica and his mom had loaded a good portion of it before they’d left, so he hadn’t had to do much. 
 
    “What?” he said when Jesse continued to stare at him, his brows pulled together.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mean that.” Jesse slid off the counter to lean against it, his arms crossed. “Because if you do, that’s messed up.” 
 
    “What’s messed up about it, really?” Dalton shut the door of the dishwasher and turned around. “You’re going to get super busy.” 
 
    “Yes, for the duration of the tour, but we’re not going to be on tour all the time.” 
 
    “Are you moving to LA?” It was the one question Dalton hadn’t asked so far. The one he didn’t really want to know the answer to. 
 
    He had his answer when Jesse hesitated before saying, “I can’t really practice with the band if I’m in Toronto and they’re in LA.” 
 
    Dalton nodded because it made sense for Jesse to move to LA if that’s where the band was based. After all, Jesse had moved to Toronto from Vancouver when he joined Dalton’s Cross since that’s where the rest of them were. 
 
    “It’s not like you can’t fly to LA as easily as you would have flown to Toronto.” 
 
    “My home is in Toronto,” Dalton said. 
 
    “Is it, though?” Jesse asked with an arched brow.  
 
    Weirdly enough, Dalton was torn on that answer. His mind said yes because the apartment he’d lived in as an adult was there, and he’d always considered that home. However, his heart seemed to have another response.  
 
    “This apartment doesn’t hold a candle expense-wise to your place in Toronto, but you are more relaxed here than you ever were there.” Jesse paused before adding, “That should tell you something.” 
 
    “Are you selling your place?” 
 
    Jesse nodded. “The real estate market is favorable for it right now. I’ll make more than I paid for it. Plus, there’s nothing for me in Toronto, especially with you putting roots down here.” 
 
    Dalton wasn’t sure he was putting down roots, but maybe he was. He hadn’t made definite plans to stay in Winnipeg. His main objective in coming there had been to reconnect with his family, not to establish a home. 
 
    Jesse lowered his arms then reached out to thump his shoulder. “Let’s make some music. We haven’t done that yet since I’ve been here.” 
 
    In the past, it was a rarity for them to be together and not jam, particularly if Dalton was sober. As long as Jesse wasn’t asking him to play anything new, he could jam with him.  
 
    “I only have my acoustic,” Dalton told him as they left the kitchen. “Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “Dude, please.” 
 
    They went to the living room where Dalton handed him the guitar before sitting down at the piano. He was glad that his dad’s company had built a solid building with excellent soundproofing between apartments. It meant that they didn’t have to worry about annoying the neighbors—namely Danica—with their music this late in the evening. 
 
    He waited for Jesse to begin to strum something familiar before he joined in. In the past, it had been common for them to write new songs during jam sessions, but Dalton was too afraid to test that.  
 
    They played and talked late into the night, reminiscing about the good times and a few of the bad. The next day, they did it all over again after spending a couple of hours Facetiming with their two former band members. They were both considering other options now that they were free of both the band and their management.  
 
    It seemed it was just Dalton who had no direction in his life.  
 
    By late afternoon, they were back at the airport where Dalton said goodbye to Jesse and tried not to get emotional about it.  
 
    “Facetime me when you can,” Dalton said as they stood just outside security. “And message me too. I want to know how it’s going with you and your new best friends.” 
 
    Jesse reached out and pulled him into a tight hug. “Take care of yourself. I expect you to keep me up to date on your life too. No holding anything back. I need to know you’re okay.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    As Dalton watched Jesse move through security, he couldn’t help but feel that he was getting left behind. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he headed back out to the waiting car.  
 
    The apartment was strangely quiet when he got home, and there was no one there to help alleviate the intensity of the quietness. With Sierra at work, and Elliot, Danica, and JD at their Bible study, that left him in the building with Marc—unless he was at the study too—and he wasn’t desperate enough to spend time with a virtual stranger.  
 
    He hadn’t been home long when a text came through from Jesse. 
 
    Jesse: Just getting ready to take off. My attendant for first class is HAWT! 
 
    Dalton laughed. Good grief, man. Be sure you let her do her job. 
 
    Jesse: If she’s not doing her job, it’s not my fault. The napkin she gave me with my drink had her number on it. 
 
    Only you, dude. Only you. 
 
    After Jesse told him the flight was getting ready to pull away from the terminal, he fell silent. As Dalton sat on the couch, his feet propped up on the coffee table, he hoped he’d be able to see Sierra the next day. He hadn’t seen her since that brief time on the landing with Jesse, and that felt like ages ago. 
 
    He was glad for Jesse’s visit, but now that he was gone, Dalton knew he needed to figure out what he was going to do with his future. Maybe it was time to meet with Jesse’s new management team to see what they could do for him. They would probably come to Winnipeg, but he didn’t want anyone knowing where he was just yet. Jesse knowing was one thing, strangers having that information was completely another. 
 
    All Dalton knew was that he needed some direction, and it was time to start figuring out what that was going to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    Sierra headed into the apartment building, grateful that her final night shift was over. She now had four days off before her next shift, and at that precise moment, she felt like she was going to spend all of that time sleeping. Of course, she always felt that way coming off a night shift.  
 
    As she came to the second floor landing, her steps slowed as she took in the sight in front of her. Dalton sat on the carpeted floor outside her door, dressed in flannel sleep pants and a loose T-shirt. His head was leaned back against the wall, and his eyes were closed. 
 
    Stepping up next to him, she bent over to place a hand on his shoulder and said, “Dalton?” 
 
    His eyes fluttered open and drowsily focused on her. “Sierra.” 
 
    The way he said her name in that sleep rough voice reached deep inside her, and the affection in his gaze and the way he smiled at her suffused her with warmth. She was close enough to see the dark blue flecks in the light blue of his irises, and when she found herself wanting to be even closer to him, she dropped her hand from his shoulder and straightened.  
 
    “Hey. What exactly are you doing sitting out here? Bed bugs in your place?” 
 
    “Nah. I just wanted to bring you some breakfast.” He patted the basket sitting next to him.   
 
    “The last time you did that, you just left it outside my door.” Sierra stepped over his legs and settled on the floor on the other side of the basket.  
 
    “True, but I hadn’t seen you in awhile, so I thought I’d wait with the food.” 
 
    “You’re going to be tired,” Sierra said, trying her best not to read anything more into his words, but it was hard. 
 
    “Maybe,” Dalton said with a shrug. “But I can go back to bed, too.” 
 
    “Did Jesse leave?” she asked as Dalton opened the basket and pulled out a foil wrapped item. 
 
    “Yeah. Last night.” He handed it to her and said, “Breakfast burrito.” 
 
    It was still warm in her hand, so she didn’t think he’d been sitting there too long. He took one out for himself, so she was glad to not be eating alone.  
 
    “Did you have a good visit?” 
 
    “We did,” he said with a nod. “Not sure when I’ll see him again as he’s relocated to LA, and he’ll be going on tour soon.” 
 
    “Thankfully, we live in a great age where we can video chat with anyone at any time.” 
 
    “Yep. That’s true.” 
 
    “How did the dinner go?” 
 
    As she listened to Dalton talk about how it had gone with his parents and Jesse, Sierra allowed herself to consider for just a moment how much she’d missed him. Some of that had been her own fault because she’d allowed her emotions to get the better of her.  
 
    Most of it had been her agreeing to help her supervisor out when she’d been in a pinch after one of the nurses had broken her arm. After how good they’d been to her during those early days following Ethan’s accident, she’d kind of felt like she owed them. She knew that the supervisor wouldn’t have asked her to help out if she’d had any other options, so Sierra had agreed to help her out of a tough spot. 
 
    Finished with her breakfast, Sierra leaned her head back against the wall, tipping it to the side so she could watch him as he talked. With his hair mussed from sleep and hanging in his face, he reminded her of teen Dalton. There had been plenty of times when she’d spent the night with Danica or when they’d all been up at the family cabin at Hecla where she’d seen him when he first woke up. 
 
    “How was your night?” Dalton asked, pulling her thoughts from the past. 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing though, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely. It does make the night shift feel longer though, but given the alternative, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Do you get attached to the kids on your unit?” 
 
    “It’s hard not to, to be honest. And their families too,” Sierra said between bites of her food. “But it makes it really hard if things don’t turn out well.” 
 
    “You’re stronger than me. I don’t think I could ever do a job like that.” 
 
    Sierra didn’t feel particularly strong when she was dealing with the loss of a patient, but she always knew that no matter how hard it was for her, it was way worse for the patient’s family. 
 
    “Did you always know you wanted to be a nurse?” 
 
    The simple answer was no, but for some reason, she didn’t want to give that answer. She wanted to share with him what had led to her deciding to become a nurse. Though she didn’t like thinking back on that time, the event had played a pivotal role in the direction of her life. 
 
    Looking away from Dalton, she stared at his door across the landing. “You probably don’t remember, but not long after Ethan and I moved here to Winnipeg, I was attacked.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I do remember something happening to you.” He paused, then said, “Not any specifics though. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sierra glanced at him again and, seeing the regret on his face, she gave him a small smile. “No need to apologize. I don’t really think much about it anymore either.” 
 
    “Who was it that attacked you?” 
 
    A knot formed in Sierra’s stomach as the memory fleshed out in her mind in a way that it hadn’t in years. She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “My dad.” 
 
    There was silence for far too long before Dalton said, “Your dad?” 
 
    She could understand his incredulity because he had Steve for a dad, and Steve would never raise a hand to any of his children the way her dad had to her. “Anyway, it was a horrible experience that ended up changing my life for the better.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Dalton asked, his tone still unbelieving.  
 
    “As a result of my dad’s attack, Ethan was given full custody of me. That was the best thing that ever happened to me. Along with that, after spending time in the hospital with Tami as my nurse, I decided that nursing was what I wanted to do too. I wanted to be there for children the way she had been there for me.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized all that you’d been through.” When she looked at him, he had a rather chagrined look on his face. “It’s become clear that I was fairly self-centered as a teen.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say self-centered, per se,” Sierra said. “Just focused on music to the distraction of everything else.” 
 
    Dalton let out a sigh. “Still, I should have paid better attention to the world around me.” 
 
    “I think you’re making up for it now,” Sierra said, feeling like he was definitely making up for the lack of attention he’d paid her as a teen.  
 
    “Only because I don’t have music to distract me the way it did back then.” 
 
    Sierra struggled to control the yawn that threatened to take over. The breakfast had hit the spot for her. She’d been hungry, but as was her habit after night shifts, she had planned to just fall into bed when she got home. That would have meant she wouldn’t sleep super well as her hunger would wake her earlier than she’d want to be up. Thanks to Dalton, however, that wouldn’t be the case that day. 
 
    Dalton’s care touched her and made her feel special. He didn’t have to do any of this for her, and yet he did. She’d gotten so used to taking care of herself, that having someone else step up to do it, like Dalton, had filled her with gratitude…and so much more.  
 
    After they finished eating, Dalton began to clean up the remnants of their meal. 
 
    “Thank you so much for this,” Sierra said. “I’m going to sleep a whole lot better with a full stomach than I would have otherwise.” 
 
    Dalton gave her a pleased smile, as if that was all that mattered to him. “Are you going back to the hospital later?” 
 
    “Probably. Did you want to go too? Ethan’s in a private room now, in the new wing that Maya’s dad helped fund.” 
 
    “I’d like to go, if you don’t mind the company.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    Dalton jumped to his feet then held out his hand to her. After the briefest of hesitations, Sierra placed her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. The movement brought them close together, and Sierra held her breath as her gaze met Dalton’s. Her heart pounded at how close he was.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what she expected to happen, but disappointment swept through her when he released her hand and stepped back.    
 
    With a quick smile at him, she said. “I’ll text you when I get up, and we can arrange a time to head up to the hospital. It will probably be around three or after.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Dalton was looking at her with an expression on his face that she couldn’t decipher as he picked up the basket and said goodbye. She heard his door close just before hers did, and as she got ready for bed, she replayed the events of the morning. No doubt, in Dalton’s mind, his actions were just those of a friend, but to Sierra, it was hard not to imagine they were something more. 
 
    If she’d had feelings for Dalton as a teen when he’d barely paid her any attention, her heart was sure to latch onto his attentive actions now. And that wouldn’t be good at all. Friendship was one thing, partly because it was easier to maintain long distance than any sort of romantic relationship. 
 
    Thankfully, she was tired enough that she didn’t dwell on those thoughts once she’d fallen into bed. She immediately slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep and only woke when her alarm went at two. Groggy, she lay there for a moment, trying to remember why she’d set her alarm since she didn’t tend to do that after her last night shift. 
 
    When it finally came to her, she stretched, her hands hitting the headboard of the bed, then she slid out from under the covers and headed for the bathroom. She shot off a short text to Dalton to see if he was available to leave around three, then took a quick shower. 
 
    It didn’t escape her notice that she was taking more time than she usually did on her hair and makeup and then deciding what to wear. There was a part of her that really wanted to throw caution to the wind and just see where things would go with Dalton if he had a similar interest in trying a relationship, but she knew she couldn’t. She shouldn’t. 
 
    For one thing, she needed a friend more than she needed a boyfriend. For another, if things should progress to something more serious than a friendship but then fell apart, it would make things awkward with the family. Not to mention, their lives were fairly incompatible on several levels. 
 
    Sierra put back the pretty floral blouse she’d pulled out of her closet and exchanged it for a simple mint green T-shirt that still looked nice with her black capris but was more in keeping with her usual style. She wasn’t super hungry since she’d eaten the breakfast with Dalton before sleeping, and it usually took her a couple of hours after waking up to want to eat normally. However, she didn’t want to be starving as soon as she got to the hospital, so she ate a banana and then stuck a granola bar in her purse. 
 
    Dalton’s knock came right at three, and when Sierra opened the door, she almost reneged on her decision to not view him as anything but a friend. The smile he gave her seemed warmer than usual, more than just friendly. Or was she reading more into it than was there? 
 
    “Ready to hit the road?” 
 
    Sierra nodded as she grabbed her purse and stepped out onto the landing with him. After making sure her door was locked, they walked down the stairs and out to the car, making small talk as they went.  
 
    Dalton wore a pair of jean shorts and a button up shirt that was open over a T-shirt. Even casually dressed, he still looked well put together and absolutely nothing like his rock star persona. Which, given his desire to fly beneath the radar, was a good thing. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get to the hospital, and Sierra was glad that instead of having to go to the ICU, they could go to the new wing of the hospital where Ethan was now in a private room. It felt like forever since the accident, and even longer since she’d been able to hug Ethan the way she wanted to. 
 
    He was still suffering from some pretty serious injuries that were going to require additional surgeries followed by physio. It was going to be a long road for him and those who loved him, particularly Makayla. She had told Sierra she hoped to bring the kids up to visit Ethan now that he was fully conscious and in a room of his own. Sierra knew it was going to be hard for them, but it was important that they see their dad.  
 
    When they got to the nursing station outside Ethan’s room, Sierra greeted the nurses working there. She only knew one of them from having been in the same nursing class. They hadn’t become friends, but they’d been friendly. The nurses greeted her with smiles and curious looks as they took in Dalton standing beside her.  
 
    “The doctor is in there with your brother and sister-in-law at the moment,” one of the nurses said. 
 
    Sierra frowned since Ethan’s doctor usually made his rounds earlier in the day. “Is there something going on?” 
 
    Obviously sensing her concern, the nurse shook her head. “The doctor ended up with an emergency surgery this morning, so he’s a bit later than usual with his rounds. Plus, he wanted to make sure your sister-in-law was here so they could discuss the next plan of action.” 
 
    Relief filled Sierra at the nurse’s words. “Okay. We’ll just sit in the waiting room until the doctor is finished.” 
 
    The rest of their time at the hospital went smoothly, though Sierra hadn’t really thought about the fact that Dalton hadn’t seen Ethan since his accident. While Ethan looked better to her and Makayla, his appearance was still shocking to someone who hadn’t seen him on the first day. Parts of his head were shaved, and though the swelling had gone down, for the most part, the bruises were still clear on his face, their edges yellowing.  
 
    Thankfully, Dalton had taken it all in stride, and he’d spoken with Ethan for a little while before they’d gone to get Makayla some food and coffee. It was nearly five by the time they left the hospital, and at Dalton’s insistence, they went for dinner at an Italian restaurant that wasn’t too far from the apartment building. It was fairly busy, and there was a bit of a wait, but Sierra didn’t mind since she loved the food, and waiting gave her more time with Dalton.  
 
    Once they were seated in a booth near the back of the restaurant, the waitress came by to tell them about the specials and take their drink orders. As she sat across from Dalton, Sierra kept one thing at the forefront of her thoughts. 
 
    This is not a date. This is not a date. 
 
    But it really did feel like one, unfortunately. Even if she hadn’t had a crush on Dalton as a teen, the way they’d been hanging out together would have prompted those thoughts anyway.  
 
    As they ate, they talked more about Jesse’s visit and what the other band members were doing. The one thing they didn’t talk about was Dalton’s plans for his future. It hadn’t escaped Sierra’s notice that it was something he seemed reluctant to discuss. 
 
    Selfishly, Sierra wanted him to discuss it with her. She wanted to know if she was going to be losing the close friendship they’d ended up forming over the weeks he’d been there or if he was going to be sticking around. But she wasn’t going to force him into the discussion.  
 
    After they were done, Dalton paid for their meal, and they left the restaurant, stepping out into the cooling evening air. With September just days away, the evenings were starting to cool down a bit. It amazed her how quickly the summer had passed by. It seemed like just a week or so ago that Danica and JD had gotten married, but they would soon be celebrating their two month anniversary. 
 
    Once she’d parked back at the apartment, she went to get out of the car, but Dalton’s hand on her arm stopped her. It was still light enough that she could see him as she settled back in her seat. The expression on his face was similar to the one he’d had earlier, after their breakfast.  
 
    “I want to talk to you,” Dalton said then hesitated. 
 
    “You’ve been talking to me all evening,” Sierra pointed out. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve been spending a lot of time together.” Sierra nodded because they really had. “And the more time I’ve spent with you, the more I’ve gotten to know you, and the more I’ve realized how much I enjoyed spending time with you. You’ve become a really good friend.” 
 
    Sierra dared not guess where he was going with this, so all she did was nod again because she felt the same way.  
 
    His gaze moved away from hers as his brows drew together. Sierra felt his fingers tighten briefly on her arm where his hand still rested. She wasn’t sure if he was expecting her to respond, but she didn’t want to distract from whatever he was trying to say to her. 
 
    Finally, his expression relaxed, and his gaze met hers again, direct and warm. “The thing is, I’ve come to realize that how I feel about you isn’t strictly as a friend. I mean…I really…care about you. A lot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    The mass of nerves in Dalton’s stomach tightened as he watched Sierra’s face. He had a hard time reading her reaction to what he’d said, and he was regretting big-time having broached the subject with her. It was just that their dinner had gone so well, reinforcing how much he enjoyed being around her. And she seemed to have enjoyed being with him as well. 
 
    But given her lack of immediate response, he clearly wasn’t very good at interpreting a woman’s interest. It was entirely possible she didn’t view him as anything other than Danica’s brother. A friend. 
 
    She seemed to struggle for words, her brows drawing together as her mouth opened and closed a couple of times. Finally, she let out a sigh as she covered his hand with hers where it rested on her arm. 
 
    “If this had been ten years ago, I would have been jumping for joy at the idea that you liked me.” 
 
    Dalton wasn’t sure what to respond to first, so he decided to avoid the tough question about why she wasn’t jumping for joy now and delved into the past instead. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” she said with a rueful grin. “I had a major crush on you back then.” 
 
    “Wow.” Dalton tried to think back to his interactions with her as a teen. “I had no idea.” 
 
    Sierra gave a huff of laughter. “Well, you hardly noticed that I existed, so it’s no surprise you were clueless about my crush.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say about that except I’m sorry that my teenage self was so focused on music that I didn’t notice you.” 
 
    Instead of agreeing with him, she just shrugged and said, “It was probably for the best.” 
 
    “And now?” Dalton asked, curious if any of that teenage crush still lingered. 
 
    “It’s definitely more complicated,” Sierra said, her gaze moving from him. “Have you decided what you’re doing for your future? Are you returning to Toronto?” 
 
    Dalton wished he could tell her that he’d made those decisions, but he couldn’t. “I don’t know.” 
 
    With his reply, he felt her hand slip off his. 
 
    “My life is here, Dalton. I have no desire to leave Winnipeg.” She hesitated for a moment then continued. “I’ve always planned to follow what we were taught in youth group and by your parents.” 
 
    “And that was?” Dalton asked because they’d been taught a lot of stuff, not all of which had sunk in for him. 
 
    “That I’d never date a man I couldn’t see myself marrying. I don’t just date for fun.” 
 
    Marriage. Dalton hadn’t thought that far ahead, but he could himself exchanging vows with Sierra. However, at the same time, he could see why he wouldn’t be someone she would want to marry.  
 
    He moved his hand from her arm and reached for the door handle. “I’m sorry. I should never have broached this with you.” 
 
    “Dalton, please wait.” This time it was her stopping him from leaving the car. “I don’t want this to affect our friendship.” 
 
    He turned toward her and gave her a smile he didn’t really feel. “It won’t. You’re important enough of a friend that I can’t imagine not having a friendship with you.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment before saying, “Promise?” 
 
    Her gaze was so earnest that Dalton had no choice but to agree. He couldn’t deny her anything, it seemed. “I promise.” 
 
    “Seriously,” she said again, obviously not believing him. “I’m sorry this didn’t go the way you wanted, but you’ll thank me some day.” 
 
    “Maybe.” No, he wasn’t sure he’d ever thank her for this, but he wouldn’t hold it against her either. He patted her hand. “I promise we’ll still be friends.” 
 
    Dalton hoped he wasn’t lying because right then he was feeling a mess of stuff that he needed to sort through. Rejection wasn’t something he’d faced often in his life. His musical talent had guaranteed that it was rare for him to put something in front of someone and have them reject it. His fame had made it easy to surround himself with friends and, to some degree, women. 
 
    And wasn’t it just a kicker that neither his fame nor his fortune drew Sierra to him. In fact, he had a feeling that those things actually repelled her.  
 
    Hiding the turmoil within him, Dalton got out of the car and unlocked the back door of the apartment building, then held it for Sierra. As they walked upstairs, the conversation between them centered on their plans for the next day.  
 
    “I have a couple of appointments tomorrow that might mean I won’t be able to make it up to the hospital.” Dalton had finally booked a driving lesson in the morning then an appointment with his counselor in the afternoon, but he didn’t give her any of the details. She already knew about his counseling appointments, and he didn’t want her to feel bad about not being able to give him any more driving lessons. 
 
    “I think Makayla plans to bring the kids to the hospital at some point, so I’d like to be there whenever that happens.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re ready for that?” Dalton asked as they reached the landing. 
 
    Sierra sighed then said, “I’m not sure. I do think they need to see each other, but I hope Makayla prepares them for it. I suggested that maybe she should take a couple of pictures of Ethan to show the kids tonight so that they can react before they actually see him.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Dalton said. “I hope she takes your advice.” 
 
    “Well, with all my work with kids, I’ve found that for most, preparing them ahead of time can be helpful.” 
 
    “I’ll be curious to hear how it goes.” 
 
    After Sierra promised to let him know, she hesitated for a moment then said, “I’m sorry…about tonight.” 
 
    Dalton gave her a small smile. “Don’t be sorry. You can’t help the way you feel.” 
 
    “I know, but—”  
 
    He held up his hand. “No buts. It’s fine.” 
 
    Unfortunately, as soon as he’d said goodnight and stepped into his apartment, he realized it wasn’t fine, not really. But he also realized that he’d made a huge mistake in thinking that Sierra would ever consider a relationship with him.  
 
    First of all, he’d ignored her as a teen when she’d had a crush on him. It was a wonder that she’d even talked to him when he came back for the wedding. And it was no surprise that she was looking long term while he was stuck with short term vision. 
 
    What had he been thinking? 
 
    Dalton sighed as he walked into the kitchen and grabbed a drink from the fridge. He’d been thinking that Sierra made him feel better when his cravings were at their worst. She made him feel strong when his brain told him he was weak.  
 
    Too late, he realized that it was all about what she did for him. Definitely selfish on his part. Even from only really getting to know her over the past couple of months, he knew that what he had to offer her—namely his fame and fortune—were things she didn’t care about. He’d been a complete and total idiot to not think more about what he could do for her than what she did for him. 
 
    But it was done now.  
 
    All that was left was for him to try and uphold his promise to her. 
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    Sierra helped Ethan get more comfortable in the bed once they’d elevated it a bit.  
 
    “I really hate this,” he said slowly. He was definitely improving physically, but his speech was still slow, and he struggled with words sometimes. 
 
    She wasn’t entirely sure if he was referring to something specific or just everything in general. He was looking better, although the kids would probably be shocked at his bald head. As soon as he’d realized part of his head was shaved, he’d told Makayla he wanted all of his hair gone.  
 
    “Seeing the kids will make you feel better,” Sierra said, knowing for a fact that that would be the case. Ethan lived for his family. 
 
    “Maybe, but how will seeing me make them feel?” 
 
    “You’re their dad, and it’s been awhile since they’ve last seen you. They have asked to come visit you, so I think they’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Hope you’re right,” Ethan muttered as she adjusted the pillow behind his shoulders.  
 
    Sierra dropped a kiss on his head, grateful that he was distracted by the kids’ visit so he didn’t pay too much attention to her. She’d spent a restless night questioning if she’d done the right thing with Dalton.  
 
    Which was ridiculous because she knew she had. There was no way it would have been a good decision to shift their relationship from friends to something more. And it wasn’t just because of where Dalton was in his life.  
 
    “Do you want me to do anything else before they come?” 
 
    Ethan sighed. “Do you have any…makeup in your…uh…purse?” 
 
    His hesitation over certain words wasn’t as upsetting as it had been in the beginning when he’d struggled with a lot more words. He sometimes said the wrong words too, which she was sure was the case in this situation. 
 
    “Makeup?” Sierra asked as she moved around so she could see him directly.  
 
    “Yeah. To cover this,” he said, waving a hand at his face.  
 
    “Oh. To cover your bruises.” 
 
    He tilted his head as his brows pulled together. “Well, I don’t want to use stuff on my lashes.” 
 
    Sierra couldn’t help but laugh, happy to see that under everything, her brother’s sense of humor still lingered. “I’m sorry, E. You know I don’t wear a lot of makeup. You’d do better diving into Makayla’s purse.” 
 
    “Not if I want to keep my hand.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile. 
 
    Sierra laughed again then said, “If you want, I’ll bring you some concealer and a wig tomorrow. Would you like to try being a blond?” 
 
    “I hear they have more fun,” Ethan responded. 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Sierra gasped out in between a fit of giggles. She knew it wasn’t that funny, but she was so glad to be sharing humorous moments with Ethan when she hadn’t been sure they’d ever get to that point again. Now it was such a relief to see his sense of humor was still intact, even in the midst of a serious moment. 
 
    She pressed her cheek against the sandpaper roughness of his head and let out a long exhale. “I love you, Ethan.” 
 
    He managed to lift his hand to touch her cheek. “I love you, too.” 
 
    “Don’t scare me like this ever again,” she whispered. “You’re not allowed.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” he said, his voice gruff.  
 
    They stayed that way for a couple of minutes before voices outside the door had Sierra straightening even as she felt the tension increase in Ethan’s shoulders. The door swung open to let Makayla and the kids into the room.  
 
    Sierra stepped back to allow them to greet Ethan, relieved that there didn’t seem to be any hesitation from them as they approached his bed. Watching the kids eagerly talk over each other, she wasn’t sure if she should stay or go. She and Makayla hadn’t discussed that ahead of time, but Sierra felt that maybe this was a time for their family to be reunited. She’d had her time with Ethan, and she’d have more in the days ahead. If Makayla needed her, she was just a text away. 
 
    In the meantime, Sierra headed for the waiting room just down the hallway from Ethan’s room. It was the nicest of the waiting rooms they’d spent time in since the accident. The paint was a nice soft peach with dark green accents. There was a flat screen TV along one wall and along another were large windows. Of course, they didn’t look out over anything spectacular. Just the street and some buildings. 
 
    It was currently empty, so Sierra had her pick of seats. She chose one near the window that allowed her to see the street. It was busy, with plenty of cars moving in both directions. There were also plenty of people walking on the sidewalks.  
 
    She slipped her shoes off and settled sideways in the chair, drawing her legs up so she could wrap her arms around them. Resting her chin on her knees, she stared out the window. Though she wanted to think about Ethan and Makayla and the kids, she couldn’t seem to keep her thoughts on them. 
 
    Instead, they kept going to Dalton and what had gone on the previous evening between them. Though he’d brushed it off, she was sure that it hadn’t been easy for him to hear her rejection of his attempt to take their friendship to a deeper level. He hadn’t texted her yet that day, but he had said he had appointments, which wasn’t unusual for him.  
 
    If the events of the night before hadn’t occurred, she would have been texting him about Ethan’s humor that morning and letting him know that the kids were with Ethan right then. She’d all but demanded that he not let what had happened between them impact their friendship, but here she was the one doing just that.  
 
    If she would have texted him before last night, she couldn’t let those events stop her from texting him now. It was going to take effort on the part of each of them to keep their friendship going despite what had happened. 
 
    Sierra pulled her phone out and stared at it, remembering the moment Dalton had given it to her. She’d already shared how he’d done it with Ethan when he’d noticed she had a new phone and had asked exactly how long he’d been unconscious. She lifted the phone and pressed the rounded corner against her lips, trying to figure out why she felt she had to work up the nerve to text him.  
 
    After a couple of minutes, she lowered the phone and unlocked it with her thumb—another neat feature her old phone hadn’t had. After another brief hesitation, during which she continued to lecture herself about not being the one to make their friendship awkward, she tapped out a message for him.  
 
    Sitting in the waiting room while the kids and Makayla spend time with Ethan. 
 
    She pressed send then waited. Minutes passed without a response, but given he had appointments scheduled, it was possible he wasn’t able to reply right away.  
 
    Had a good laugh with Ethan a little bit ago. I was so worried that he’d lose his sense of humor or forget the things that we laughed over, but it doesn’t appear to be the case. So very grateful for that answer to prayer. 
 
    There was still no response, so Sierra didn’t send another text. She didn’t want him to be getting a slew of texts while he was in his appointment. He’d respond when he could—she hoped. 
 
    She remembered Dalton’s words of the night before, but not the ones where he’d essentially asked her out on a date. No, what her mind kept focusing in on was his promise that things wouldn’t change. Though she was sure that he’d meant what he said, the very fact that Sierra herself was struggling with keeping things the way they had been told her that most likely, Dalton was struggling even more.  
 
     If he couldn’t follow through on his promise, would her efforts alone be enough to keep their friendship going? And if he did slip up on his promise to maintain their friendship, would she be strong enough to call him on it? Or would she just let what they’d built over the last couple of months fade away? 
 
    Sierra closed her eyes as she let out a long sigh. She didn’t want to lose Dalton as a friend. At first, she’d welcomed his presence because of Danica’s distraction with JD, but now he held a place in her life all of his own. She didn’t want to imagine a life without him. Unfortunately, she had a feeling that if they couldn’t hold a friendship together, he wouldn’t be much a part of her life at all. 
 
    So she’d give him some space to accept that things between them wouldn’t be changing the way he’d hoped, but she didn’t think she’d be able to give him that space indefinitely unless he specifically asked her to. 
 
    Sierra just prayed he didn’t do that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    Pounding at his door dragged Dalton from sleep. Groaning, he pushed himself to an upright position, his muscles protesting the awkward position he’d been sleeping in. He wasn’t surprised to see that he’d fallen asleep on the couch yet again. His guitar lay on the floor with the television remote beside it. His notebook lay open on the coffee table, words scrawled across the pages in dark ink. Also on the coffee table were empty soda cans and bags of chips. 
 
    All of it evidence of how he’d spent the last few days.  
 
    When the pounding came again, Dalton got to his feet and made his way to the door. He moved his head in a circle a few times to work out the kinks in his neck that had developed as a result of being bent over his guitar and notebook for hours, followed by a couple of nights sleeping on the couch.  
 
    “Hang on,” he muttered as yet a third round of knocking came. He braced himself for a lecture from Danica and jerked the door open. Only it wasn’t her standing there. “Sierra?” 
 
    “You promised,” Sierra said, a frown marring her usually serene expression. The frown deepened as her gaze moved from his face all the way down to his feet then back up again. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Dalton reached a hand up to run it through his hair, only to encounter the headband he’d dug out of his stuff from the rehab center. He was in bad need of a haircut, but that was low on his priority list. So instead of going out to get one, he’d resorted to an old habit from when he’d had long hair, to keep the strands out of his face while he worked on his music. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dalton said as he turned away from the door. “Just been working on music again.” 
 
    Funny how love and heartache had opened the floodgate of words and music for him.  
 
    Dalton ran a hand down his face, pausing briefly at a familiar sensation against his palm. He never grew his beard beyond some scruff. The only time it had been longer was when he was too high or drunk to care enough to maintain it. This was way beyond scruff. This wasn’t far from full on beard status. Had it really been that long since he’d taken the time to care for his beard? 
 
    Glancing down at his rumpled T-shirt and cotton sleep pants, Dalton could only guess that it had been.  
 
    “You promised me, Dalton,” Sierra said again. 
 
    He turned to face her, seeing she’d come into his apartment, though his door still stood open. “What day is it?” 
 
    “What day is it?” Sierra’s expression morphed into worry. “Why don’t you know what day it is?” 
 
    Because he’d been busy writing songs about her and the heartache of her rejection. Of course, he wasn’t going to say that to her. “I’ve been a bit immersed in my music.” 
 
    He turned back to his mess and went over to begin cleaning up the empty chip bags and soda cans. It wasn’t unusual for him to let the world slide into chaos around him when the music drew him in. The only reason he hadn’t lived in a complete pit in Toronto was because he’d had a housekeeping service which came in every couple of days to clean up his mess. And of course, there had been Jesse who’d prod him into showering and getting out of the apartment if his reclusive episodes began to stretch out too long. 
 
    The reality was that he hadn’t been just busy with his music. He’d been nursing a bruised heart, after all. So there had been lots of sleeping along with TV watching. And he may, or may not, have watched You’ve Got Mail a time or two, along with a few other romantic movies. When he’d tired of watching people fall in love, he’d binge-watched true crime shows. From love to murder and mayhem then back to music again.  
 
    Basically he had just avoided the world using methods that were better than the drugs and alcohol he would have turned to at one point. But still, avoidance was avoidance. Not that he hadn’t been dealing with those cravings that week along with everything else, but at least he’d managed to resist the temptation to give in. 
 
    “Time got away from me,” Dalton said as he dumped his garbage into the can under the sink. 
 
    “A whole week?” 
 
    He straightened and turned to face her. “A week, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, a week.” Sierra crossed her arms and frowned at him. “Is it common for you to lose a week’s time?” 
 
    “Not without the help of drugs.” He sent a look her way as he returned to the living room and stacked up the couple of notebooks he’d been using. “And no, I haven’t been using drugs.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about that,” Sierra said. “I’m just worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Seriously. This is how the music takes over sometimes.” 
 
    “That can’t be healthy,” Sierra said. “Have you had a decent meal this week?” 
 
    Dalton was glad that she hadn’t said healthy because then he’d have to say no. But decent? Canned chicken noodle soup counted as decent, didn’t it? Oh, he’d also gotten a rotisserie chicken with the groceries he’d had delivered early in the week.  
 
    “I have.” He put his guitar over by the piano. “But you’re right, it isn’t healthy for me to let the music take over the way it does.” 
 
    “So you’re really okay?”  
 
    Dalton paused at the concern in Sierra’s voice. “I am.” 
 
    Looking at Sierra standing there, looking like a breath of fresh air in a pair of fitted jeans and a light pink shirt, in contrast to his rumpled, dirty appearance, Dalton knew that he needed to straighten up. He had to find a different way of dealing with the tensions when his music and emotions wanted to take over. 
 
    He was a grown man. It was time to start acting like one. 
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    Sierra hadn’t been sure what to make of Dalton the day she’d finally caved and gone to his apartment after having not seen or heard from him in almost a week. He’d texted her back that first day in response to her texts about Ethan, and things had seemed normal enough. But then he hadn’t initiated any texts after that, nor had he replied to any she’d sent after the first day with anything but one or two word responses. 
 
    Between work and time with Makayla and Ethan, she’d put off contacting him even though she’d been concerned as the week had progressed. Danica had been busy with preparations for the new school year, so Sierra hadn’t had a chance to talk to her yet about what had happened between her and Dalton. 
 
    The moment she’d seen Dalton’s rumpled appearance, Sierra had worried that he’d relapsed. However, his eyes had been clear, and his speech had been coherent. Though the air had smelled a little stale, there was no telltale smell of smoke or alcohol. So, she took him at his word, and when he texted to say he was making dinner for their group a couple of nights later, she breathed a sigh of relief and agreed to show up. 
 
    Given how well Ethan was doing, Sierra was back on her normal shift schedule which meant she was glad to enjoy a meal she didn’t have to cook at the end of the day. There had been no breakfasts on the landing, however. 
 
    The first thing she noticed when she arrived in Dalton’s apartment that evening was that it smelled good, and it was all cleaned up. He’d also gotten a hair cut, and his facial hair was back to stubble length instead of the beard he’d been sporting earlier that week. 
 
    He greeted her with a smile—the kind he would have given her prior to that fateful evening—and soon they were all seated at the table in their regular seats. While she had expected Dalton to be awkward about things, Sierra was the one who struggled to act normally.  
 
    Though she managed to hold up her end of the conversation, Sierra found herself pleading tiredness almost as soon as they were finished their dessert. No one questioned her because she was usually the first one to bail on their evenings together anyway, especially on a day she had worked a shift with another one the following day.  
 
    The next evening, when she heard a knock on her door, Sierra was slow to answer it, not sure what to do if it was Dalton. To her surprise, it was Danica who stood outside her door.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, stepping back to let her friend into the apartment.  
 
    Danica walked into the living room and plopped down on the couch. Wondering if maybe she and JD had had a disagreement or misunderstanding, Sierra detoured into the kitchen and got them each a can of soda from the fridge. Back in the living room, she handed one to Danica then sat down on the opposite corner of the couch, pulling her legs up as she opened the soda in her hand.  
 
    “What’s up?” Sierra asked after she took a sip. 
 
    “I was going to ask you that,” Danica said, arching a brow at her. 
 
    “Well, I’m back to work full-time, and Ethan’s doing pretty well. That’s about all that’s up in my world.” 
 
    “Really?” Danica managed to pack a whole lot of skepticism into that one word. “Things seemed a bit…tense between you and Dalton last night.” 
 
    Sierra had gotten used to Danica not being very observant now that her time and attention were pretty focused on JD. It looked like maybe that had changed. She took another sip of her soda, trying to decide how much—if anything—to tell Danica, keeping in mind that she was Dalton’s sister.  
 
    “You know you can tell me anything, right?” Danica said, her tone gentle. 
 
    “I know,” Sierra said as she gave her a tired smile. “I just wasn’t sure what to say about it.” 
 
    “What happened? Did Dalton say something to upset you?” 
 
    Sierra shrugged. “He didn’t intend for that to happen, but I guess it kind of did anyway.” 
 
    Danica sighed. “What did that brother of mine say?” 
 
    “He asked me out on a date.” 
 
    “He…what?” Danica asked, her tone perplexed. “And that upset you?” 
 
    Sierra rested her soda on one of her knees, moving it around in small movements. She stared at the damp circle the condensation left on her pants. “Only because I had to turn him down, and I knew that would change things between us.” 
 
    “You turned him down?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sierra said as she looked up at Danica. “I didn’t really have a choice.” 
 
    Danica didn’t respond as she continued to take sips of her soda. 
 
    Knowing that Danica was just waiting for her to spill her guts, Sierra decided it was useless to try and wait her out. “He said he didn’t know where he was going to end up. If he was going to stay here or go back to Toronto. My life is here. Particularly after what happened with Ethan. I wasn’t going to move away.” 
 
    Danica nodded. “I can understand that. Plus, you’re scared.” 
 
    “Scared?” Sierra had felt a few different emotions that night, but fear hadn’t been one of them. 
 
    “I think you’re scared of getting into a relationship.” 
 
    Sierra frowned at Danica as her thumb rubbed back and forth along the smooth edge of her can of soda. “What do you mean? It’s not like I’ve had many opportunities.” 
 
    Danica laughed. “Well, you’ve had opportunities, you’ve just made sure that no one could get close enough to even ask you out on a date, let alone get into a relationship.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sierra told her.  
 
    “Don’t I?” Danica began to name guys that had been in their church groups over the years. “I think any of them would have not only asked you out on a date but also perhaps would have pursued something more serious, if not for the arm’s length you kept everyone at.” 
 
    “How does Dalton factor into your theory?” Sierra asked. “I would have accepted a date with him if he’d asked me out when we were teens.” 
 
    “Except I think you knew he never would, so he was safe.” Danica hesitated, her gaze dropping to her soda. “I’ve thought about this a lot since he came back, and the two of you struck up a friendship.” 
 
    Sierra wasn’t sure what to say. Hearing this from Danica made her wonder how her friend had come up with her theory. Was it a theory if it was founded in truth? Because whether she wanted to admit it or not, there was some truth to what Danica was saying.  
 
    Plenty of times over the years, she’d made sure to keep a distance between herself and most guys. She’d been friendly to all of the guys in their church groups, but if she sensed that any of them seemed to be thinking of making a move, she’d begin to avoid them. Sooner or later, they’d get the message.  
 
    There had been a couple of guys who had persevered and asked her out, but she’d let them down as gently as she could. She hadn’t told Danica about those ones though, because she had no explanation for why she’d turned them down. 
 
    “I was surprised to come back from our honeymoon to see you had struck up a friendship with Dalton, but maybe, you thought he’d be as disinterested in you as an adult as he had been as a teen.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s just say you’re right, why on earth would I be avoiding a relationship like you say I am?” 
 
    “Your parents.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. When all else fails, blame the parents.” Sierra couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice. Mainly because she hated talking about them, and Danica knew that. 
 
    “Except in your case, it’s rather accurate.” Danica leaned forward to put her soda on the coffee table. “How likely are you to believe that someone will love you when your own parents didn’t?” 
 
    Sierra gaped at Danica. Her parents were a subject that they didn’t talk about. In fact, she refused to talk about them with anyone. Even Ethan. The closest she’d come to discussing them recently was when she’d told Dalton about why she’d become a nurse.  But even then, she hadn’t delved into her messed up relationship with them.  
 
    “I believe that Ethan loves me,” Sierra said. 
 
    “And he does. As do I.” Danica met her gaze head-on. “Our whole family loves you, but when it comes to believing that a man could love you enough to not reject you, I don’t think you do.” 
 
    Was she right? 
 
    Sierra wasn’t about to let Danica know how much she didn’t like her theory, especially because it felt like maybe she was at least partially right. “I had my reasons for not wanting to pursue a relationship with Dalton. Do you really think he’s in a good place for a relationship right now? Plus, the last time I checked, he still had no interest in rekindling his faith. How would that work for me?” 
 
    Danica sighed. “I’m not saying you were wrong to turn him down, but I think that if he was planning to settle in Winnipeg and was attending church regularly, you never would have struck up as close a friendship with him as you did. You would have kept him at arm’s length. He’s safe because you can use other reasons for not getting involved with him.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have gone into psychiatry instead of teaching,” Sierra said with a frown.  
 
    “I’m not going to force you to say I’m right, but at least consider it.” Danica smiled, her expression softening. “Now that I’m married to JD, I see how wonderful truly loving someone can be. Yes, it means being vulnerable and risking rejection, but when it’s someone who’s willing to be vulnerable and risk rejection as well, it brings a level of trust that is truly amazing. JD is trusting me with his vulnerabilities just like I’m trusting him with mine. 
 
    “Consider it. If not for Dalton, for another man in your future. It’s one thing if you want to stay single by choice or if you feel that’s God’s will for you.” She hesitated, her gaze focusing in on Sierra once again. “It’s something else entirely if you’re choosing that option because of fear.” 
 
    Danica was making more sense than Sierra wanted her to. But it stood to reason that if anyone would see this weakness about her, it would be the person who’d been her closest friend for more than a decade. 
 
    “I’d better go,” Danica said as she got to her feet. She picked up her soda and headed for the kitchen. “Will you talk to me more about this?” 
 
    Sierra followed her. “Probably. I mean, who else would I talk to about this kind of stuff?” 
 
    Danica came and gave her a tight hug then stepped back. “You know I just want you to be happy. Whatever that means. I’m not saying you need to be in a relationship with Dalton or anyone else. I just want you to make your decisions from a position of confidence. Not fear.” 
 
    Sierra nodded because she knew that was how it should be for her as a Christian. “Now take yourself off to your husband and enjoy the rest of your evening. I need to read Makayla’s update and then go to bed.” 
 
    Once Danica had left, Sierra locked the door and shut off the lights before going into her bedroom. She put away the laundry she’d been ignoring for a few days then went to take a shower. All the while, Danica’s words played in her mind. 
 
    While she may have been right about why she kept her distance from men, for the most part, Sierra still knew she’d made the right decision when it came to Dalton. He wasn’t in a good place for a relationship, and she knew that she couldn’t be a girlfriend to him when he needed a friend more. 
 
    Now if they could just get past the awkwardness and back to the friendship she’d been enjoying so much.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    Dalton strode through the hallways of the hospital, making his way to Ethan’s room. For reasons known only to her, Makayla had called him the night before and asked if he could spend some time with Ethan since she had to run errands with the kids in preparation for school starting soon.  
 
    It seemed that a lot of things had been set aside because of Ethan and Mitch’s accident, including the annual family trip to Hecla. Now they were facing the start of a new school year, not just for the kids but for Danica and JD too.  
 
    Dalton was glad that it wasn’t him having to go shopping for school supplies and clothes. He had never enjoyed the start of a new school year. Not because of any particular reason other than it meant curtailing the time he could spend on his music and the videos he made for his YouTube channel. The only upside of school starting had been being part of the worship team once again. 
 
    “Morning,” Dalton said as he walked into Ethan’s room. 
 
    His brother-in-law lifted his head and stared at him for a moment. “Hey, Dalton. You on invalid duty this morning?” 
 
    Dalton lifted the tray he carried. “I thought I was on coffee duty, but hey, if you’d prefer invalid duty, I can do that too. Just point me in the right direction.” 
 
    Ethan gave a huff of laughter. “Nice one. Fine, let’s go with coffee for now.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Dalton said as he neared the bed. “Didn’t Makayla tell you I was coming?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Ethan’s gaze was on his hands as Dalton worked one of the cups free from the tray. “I would have told her not to bother you.” 
 
    “Well, it’s absolutely not a bother. In case you haven’t heard, I’m unemployed, so I have nothing else to occupy my time. I’m happy to help out.” 
 
    Ethan took the cup Dalton set on the bedside table and slowly lifted it to take a sip. “Ahhhh… So much better than what they offer here.” 
 
    Dalton dropped the tray in the garbage then took his cup and went to the chair near the window on the other side of the bed. “Have they said how much longer you need to stay in this place that serves bad coffee?” 
 
    “Longer than I want to, that’s for sure.” Ethan grimaced and took another sip of his coffee. “No one is giving me a definite discharge date. There are things they want me to be able to do before they’ll allow me to go home. Stuff that is impossible at the moment given the casts I’m wearing.” 
 
    “At least you’re in a position to be doing those things, if not now, at least in the coming days or weeks. It was touch and go there for a bit.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right of, course. I need to remember that, but it’s hard. I want to be home, dealing with the kids, or at work, handling my job. I feel like I’m inconveniencing everyone by not pulling my weight.” 
 
    “Definitely not an inconvenience, dude,” Dalton said as he leaned back in the chair. “It’s not like you were injured doing something reckless. Pretty sure this was all out of your control.” Dalton hesitated. “But I do know how it feels to not want to burden those who love and care about you, with your struggles.” 
 
    “How are you doing these days?” Ethan said, apparently all too happy to shift the focus off his own situation.  
 
    “I’m doing okay. Still a bit uncertain about what my future holds now that the band has disbanded.” 
 
    “So it’s official?” 
 
    “Yeah. The other members have already moved on. Not that they shouldn’t have since it’s been six months now since Angel died. They couldn’t just wait around for me to get my act together. Plus, we had major management issues that needed to be addressed. It just seems like maybe it was time for the band to end.” 
 
    “Are you home to stay?” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “Not sure just yet. I’m exploring some options.” 
 
    “Think outside the box, Dalton,” Ethan said. “You’re talented enough that you should be able to do anything in the music industry. I’m sure you’d be sought after regardless of which direction you decide to take.” 
 
    “Only if people believe that I’m truly clean. A few will have to take a chance on me in order for word to spread so that others will do the same.” 
 
    “Then you do that. I have no doubt that if you put your mind to something, you will work it out. I can still remember you as a teenager working on those videos with JD and Danica. You were very determined in what you were doing, and from what Makayla and others said, you were successful at it.” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “I’ve wondered what happened to change me over the years. I need to find that teen Dalton again so he can point me in the right direction.” 
 
    Ethan chuckled. “It’s not often we look to our past selves to inspire us. Too often we’re looking at who we used to be to try not to repeat the mistakes we’ve made.” 
 
    In the past week, Dalton had become determined to learn from his mistakes. He didn’t want to stem the flow of words and music, but he couldn’t allow it to dictate his life the way it had in the past. To that end, he’d set a few alarms on his phone. One was for ten o’clock each night. When that alarm went off, he had half an hour before his next alarm to jot down any notes or music before he had to call it quits.  
 
    He was determined to be in bed by eleven o’clock each night and up by seven the next morning, so he had time to exercise before starting his day. Some days, he’d been able to stay home and work on his music all day. Other days, he’d had driving lessons or appointments with his counselor. And on a couple of days, he’d made dinner for the apartment gang again. 
 
    Dalton never would have thought that he’d want to live his life so structured, but he’d discovered that he felt better. He was getting good rest and exercise. He was eating better since he’d make sure to have breakfast before diving into whatever he had planned for the day. If he missed lunch, it wasn’t a big deal because he was determined to make supper each night whether he was cooking just for himself or for the others too. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, he truly felt in control of his life. No one else was making him do these things, though when he’d shared them with the counselor, he’d agreed that they were all good things. Maybe he was finally making some good decisions without other people forcing him to. He was closer to thirty than twenty. It shouldn’t have taken him this long to get his act together.  
 
    “I don’t know where you are spiritually,” Ethan began, “but if you’re struggling with direction in your life, maybe you should consider praying about it. If you aren’t already.” 
 
    Dalton was a bit surprised that out of all his family, Ethan was the one who broached this with him so straightforwardly. Many of the family had told him that they were praying for him, specifically for wisdom as he made decisions about his future. No one had outright challenged him to take on the responsibility of praying about his future himself. 
 
    As Dalton met Ethan’s gaze, for a moment, he felt like he was looking into Sierra’s eyes. They both had such a serious, direct way of looking at him that made him feel like they were completely focused on him. Which, to be fair, they usually were. But there was something more there too. Concern. It was something he’d seen in Sierra’s gaze frequently. 
 
    “I haven’t, to be honest,” Dalton confessed.  
 
    For some reason, he didn’t even hesitate to share that with Ethan. There was no judgment on the man’s face which made Dalton feel like sharing more stuff that he hadn’t divulged to anyone else. Not even Sierra.  
 
    “I think I’m a bit scared to ask for God’s wisdom for my future.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I may not want that future. What if it has nothing to do with music? I’m not sure I want that future.” 
 
    Ethan seemed to consider that for a moment before he nodded. “I think you’re not alone in that fear. I mean, if I’d known this was what lay ahead of me, I would probably have prayed for a different path. I certainly wouldn’t have welcomed it.” Ethan let out a sigh. “As you can probably tell, I’m having trouble accepting my current predicament.” 
 
    “No one blames you for feeling like that,” Dalton said. 
 
    “In my weaker moments, I spend a lot of time asking God why He allowed this to happen.” 
 
    “And in your stronger ones?” 
 
    “I trust that God knows what He’s doing and that He’ll see us through this.” 
 
    Dalton leaned forward to drop his empty cup into the garbage. “I wish I could be that strong.” 
 
    “You can be,” Ethan said. “But really, more than anything, it’s a step of faith to trust Him. We can spend all our time questioning why God allows certain things to happen, or we can continue to live our lives in the most glorifying way we can.” A look crossed Ethan’s face that Dalton couldn’t read. “Actually, this is a timely reminder for me. I mean, clearly I know this, but I haven’t been putting it into practice recently.” 
 
    “I think you could be excused,” Dalton offered. 
 
    “But that’s the thing,” Ethan said with a shake of his head. “I don’t want to be excused. I want to be reminded that God has been faithful in the past, and He’ll be faithful now. I don’t need to be grumpy with the people around me because I’m frustrated with my current lot in life.” 
 
    Dalton found it interesting that while Ethan could be lecturing him on reclaiming his faith, instead, he was looking at it as a challenge for him to do better in his own faith. He hadn’t spent a lot of time around Ethan before. In fact, he’d spent more time with him since coming back to Winnipeg than he had as a teen before he’d left for Toronto. He appreciated that since returning the man had treated him as an adult, as something more than just the sum of his mistakes. 
 
    Later that afternoon, after contemplating the time he’d spent with Ethan, Dalton settled on his couch with his phone. He’d come to the conclusion that he needed to do more meaningful things with his life, and after spending the morning with Ethan, he thought maybe he’d found a starting place. 
 
    Hey, sis. Really enjoyed being with E this morning. I’d love to spend more time with him if you need some mornings outside the hospital to get things done. 
 
    He’d barely sent the text when his phone rang, Makayla’s name popping up on the display. 
 
    “Would you really want to do that? You’re not just making the offer and hoping I won’t take you up on it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Dalton said. “You spend a lot of time at the hospital, so I figured maybe you could use a break to tend to other things.” 
 
    “I know that Ethan doesn’t need someone there with him all the time, and he’s constantly encouraging me to take time for myself and the kids. It’s just that there are some days where no one but Sierra and I are able to spend time with him. I’m not complaining about that because I know that people have jobs and other responsibilities, especially the guys at the company who are trying to cover for both Ethan and Mitch.” 
 
    “Let me help you out then. Just tell me what time would suit you and Ethan, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dalton. I really appreciate how you’ve been there for Sierra and me during all of this,” Makayla said, emotion heavy in her voice. “Ethan said how much he enjoyed your visit today, so if you don’t mind, I’ll be taking you up on your offer.” 
 
    “Please do, because I was serious.” 
 
    They talked a bit more about when it might work for him to go up to the hospital again. Once that was done, Dalton got up and went into the kitchen to check the steaks he’d put on to marinate earlier. He had a few hours left before the gang showed up, so he set his alarm to make sure he had enough time to finish the meal, then he picked up his guitar. 
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    When Sierra reached the second floor, she saw that Dalton’s door was open. They were all going to have supper together again, but first, she had to clean up and change. It had been a rough day on the ward, and though she was tempted to curl up in her apartment and eat ice cream, she did what she needed to do then went over to Dalton’s. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Dalton asked as soon as he saw her.  
 
    “Not a great day,” she told him, resisting the urge to ask for a hug.  
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” Danica said from behind her brother. She moved past him and pulled Sierra close. “Was it a bad day or just a not great one?” 
 
    She’d figured out Sierra’s code early on so that Sierra didn’t have to go into details until she was ready. “A not great one.” 
 
    Danica stepped back and cupped Sierra’s cheeks in her hands. “We’re here for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sierra said. It had been tough to see the young girl they’d thought was in remission, reappear on the ward because her cancer had returned. Being with her friends, even without the ice cream, was a balm to the sadness Sierra had been feeling for most of the day. 
 
    The only downside to spending time with them was that even though Danica didn’t say a thing, Sierra couldn’t get her words out of her mind. She still had no doubt that she’d made the right decision regarding a relationship with Dalton. But after hearing how Danica had described her relationship with JD, Sierra found herself wondering if the risk might be worth taking with the right person.  
 
    She didn’t have work the next day, so even though she was tired, Sierra settled onto the loveseat after dinner and drew comfort from the presence of her friends. Danica and Dalton went into the kitchen to get their dessert while Elliot and JD debated something from a television series they’d both been watching. 
 
    “Here you go.”  
 
    Sierra looked up at Dalton then took the bowl he held out to her, their fingers brushing briefly. Seeing the heaping scoops of strawberry shortcake ice cream and the brownie she was sure he’d made himself, Sierra gripped the bowl tightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anytime,” he said, and from the look on his face, he truly meant it. 
 
    When he returned to sit next to her a few minutes later with a bowl of his own, Sierra felt a moment’s regret that she hadn’t agreed to something more than just a friendship with him. If she had, she could be curling up next to him and taking comfort from his embrace. Instead, they were just friends, which meant there would be none of that. 
 
    Still, she appreciated his nearness. The scent around him that she’d forever associate with him. The way his arm pressed against her as he moved his hand in response to something JD had said. The sound of his laughter and the smile that crinkled the skin at the corner of his eyes and deepened the smile lines beside his mouth.   
 
    Dragging her attention from Dalton and the feelings that were stirring within her, Sierra focused on her ice cream. Things had gone back to normal—sort of. It was what she’d wanted—what she’d demanded of Dalton—so why did it leave her feeling like something was missing?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    At one time, Dalton would have never dreamed of arriving late for a church service. Especially not on purpose. During his churchgoing years, he’d always been on time or early. Mostly that was because he was usually involved in the service as part of the worship team. But for the past couple of weeks, he’d been arriving late to the service and leaving early.  
 
    After spending more time with Ethan, Dalton had decided that perhaps it was time to address his faith—or lack thereof—and part of that included returning to church. It was a place he’d spent a lot of time as a teen, but his heart had always been centered on the music, not necessarily on God.  
 
    As with every other time he’d decided to try to make a change for the better, he did it without telling anyone. He needed to make this reconnection without the input of everyone else. What faith he’d claimed as a child had come from his family. He’d never embraced it for himself, and he felt like it was important now to own his faith.  
 
    So here he was, sneaking into the church, knowing that his folks and anyone else in the family who attended the first service were already seated in the sanctuary. Thankfully, the balcony was open, so he was able to go up there and find a seat that wasn’t surrounded by a lot of people.  
 
    As a teen, he’d always attended the second service because the first one had a more traditional style with just a piano as an accompaniment to the worship leader. Now, he’d chosen to attend the more traditional first service because he hadn’t wanted to be distracted by the instruments used in the second service, instruments he’d once played up on that stage. 
 
    From his seat in the balcony, Dalton could see the first several rows, and as he’d discovered the first Sunday he’d been there, his parents still sat near the front. He knew that JD and Danica came to the second service as did Elliot. Sierra attended that one as well when she wasn’t working, which she was that day.  
 
    Throughout the service, Dalton found himself remembering more and more of the past. The words of the hymns and worship songs they sang came back to him easily. He’d sung them so many times as a teen, but for the first time, he found himself dwelling on the words and their meaning in a way he never had before. 
 
    Even the forty minutes the pastor took to preach his sermon didn’t drag like they once had. It was yet another revelation about himself that was hard to swallow. He may have been involved in the church, but it hadn’t been for the right reasons. He may have stood up on that stage and shared his talent, but it hadn’t been because he’d wanted to honor God with it.  
 
    No, he’d worshipped his talent instead of God. It was what had absorbed his time and energies. It had meant more to him than anything else.  
 
    The pastor’s sermon that day touched on that subject as he talked about the Israelites and the way they’d begun to worship a golden calf. He challenged the congregation to look for those golden calves in their own lives. Those things that they gave precedence to, above everything else. He cautioned that the talent should never be elevated above the talent-giver. The gift should never become more important the gift-giver. 
 
    Dalton knew that’s what he had done. His talent had become his god. Everything he’d done had been done in honor of his talent. The desire to bring glory to his talent instead of glory to God had led him into a spiritual wasteland.  
 
    As the pastor closed his sermon with prayer, Dalton realized that he may have been afraid of what God might have in store for him, but if he wanted to experience any sort of peace regarding his future, he needed to submit his talent to God. He needed to give his talent back to the One who’d given it to him in the first place.  
 
    The chords of a familiar hymn filled the air as the pastor finished his prayer. Dalton stood with his head bent. Knowing how distinctive his voice was, he sang softly, meaning the words for the first time in all the many times he’d sung them. 
 
    All to Jesus I surrender,
All to Him I freely give;
I will ever love and trust Him,
In His presence daily live. 
 
    I surrender all, 
 
    I surrender all.
All to Thee, my blessed Savior, 
 
    I surrender all. 
 
    All to Jesus I surrender,
Humbly at His feet I bow,
Worldly pleasures all forsaken;
Take me, Jesus, take me now. 
 
    As he gave everything over to God for the first time in his life, Dalton thought maybe that he’d suddenly find some clarity for his future, but instead, what he felt was peace. A peace that came from knowing that no matter what lay ahead, he would be okay because God was in control. 
 
    Dalton left the service and took a cab to the hospital to see Ethan and to share what had just happened. For some reason, sharing with Ethan felt necessary because of his encouragement over the past few weeks. Plus, Dalton knew the man would have no expectations of him and right then, that was what he needed. 
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    Sierra got out of her car, pulling her jacket more tightly around her as the chill in the evening air greeted her. The closer they got to October, the chillier the evenings and mornings were becoming. Daytime could still be warm, but she’d had to start wearing a jacket or sweater going to and from work.  
 
    As she glanced around the apartment’s parking lot, her gaze landed on a car she didn’t recognize. A very expensive car. It looked to be a smaller luxury SUV. As far as she knew, the only person in the building who could afford a car like that was Dalton. She felt badly that she hadn’t been able to continue to go with him to practice driving, but between her work schedule and spending time with Ethan, her help with driving lessons had fallen by the wayside. 
 
    When she mentioned her unavailability to him, he’d assured her that he had some other options and that she didn’t need to worry about it. Sierra hated that she’d not been able to spend that time with him, but it appeared that he’d been able to get the practice he needed. She didn’t think he’d be buying a car if he wasn’t able to drive it. 
 
    She wondered if it was too much to hope that he wouldn’t buy a car if he planned to leave Winnipeg. 
 
    Apparently, it was, because a week later, Dalton announced at one of their dinners that he was going to be returning to Toronto. 
 
    “For good?” Danica asked, her furrowed brow showing how much she didn’t like the news. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I’m exploring some different options for my future at the moment.” 
 
    “So why do you have to go to Toronto?” 
 
    Sierra had the same question, so she was glad that Danica had asked it since Sierra wasn’t sure it was a question she had the right to ask.  
 
    “I have some meetings lined up there,” Dalton said as he handed out mugs of coffee. “And I might have to go to LA as well. I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “But you’re coming back?” 
 
    Dalton didn’t answer her until he was seated with his own cup of coffee. “Dani, I’m not going to cut ties again. I promise. But I have responsibilities that I need to take care of, plus I need to follow up on some issues pertaining to my future. I need to see where God might be leading me.” 
 
    As grateful as she was for Dalton’s strengthening faith, Sierra felt sick to her stomach at the thought of him leaving for good, even though he was promising to not cut ties with the family again. She’d gotten used to having him in her life, and she didn’t want to imagine having only sporadic contact with him.  
 
    It wasn’t until she found herself shedding a few tears in her bed later that night that Sierra realized that she’d been lying to herself about her true feelings for Dalton. She didn’t think she’d be that upset over a friend moving. Especially a friend who had the financial ability to fly back to Winnipeg as often as he wanted. She might not have seen him daily, but they could have texted and video chatted in between visits. That should have been enough for a friendship, but clearly it wasn’t enough for how she truly felt about him.  
 
    Having Dalton close by all the time, Sierra hadn’t been forced to face the truth of how she felt about him. She could have his friendship without having to make herself truly vulnerable to him. But now it looked like she was going to lose that, and Sierra didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    The night before Dalton was to leave, they all went up to Danica and JD’s place for dinner. Sierra wished she could have begged off because she didn’t really want to be part of a farewell dinner. She didn’t want to say goodbye to him. 
 
    Dalton seemed upbeat and excited about his trip which made Sierra feel even worse. Selfishly, she didn’t want him to be excited about a life away from Winnipeg. 
 
    “Sierra?” 
 
    Pulled from her thoughts, Sierra looked over at Danica. “Sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “I asked if you’d ever wanted to go to Toronto. Elliot said he’d been there already, but neither JD nor I have.” 
 
    “Are we planning a road trip?” Sierra asked as she glanced around the table. 
 
    “We could,” Danica said with a grin. “Of course, we’d have to wait for a school break in order to be able to go.” 
 
    “Let me know if you’re serious,” Dalton said. “I can make some arrangements for you.” 
 
    “Well, once you’ve sorted your plans out, maybe we can figure something out,” Danica told him.  
 
    Sierra continued to sip her coffee but didn’t contribute to the ideas being tossed out for a trip to Toronto. She wasn’t a big fan of traveling to begin with, and the idea of having to travel to Toronto to see Dalton was hard for her to accept.  
 
    When the evening finally wound down, Sierra was eager to leave because her emotions were shimmering just beneath the surface and she didn’t want to start crying. Thankfully, she had the excuse of work the next day to not linger too long. 
 
    After saying goodnight to their hosts, Sierra, Elliot, and Dalton walked down to the second floor. 
 
    “Have a good trip, bro,” Elliot said as he clapped Dalton on the shoulder. “Look forward to hearing how it goes.” He turned to Sierra. “I guess I’ll see you around. Let me know if you need help with anything.” 
 
    “I will,” Sierra told him then watched as Elliot headed for the stairs that would take him to the main floor and his apartment. When she turned back to Dalton, he was regarding her with an unreadable expression. “I hope your trip goes well.” 
 
     Dalton shrugged. “I’m sure it will. I don’t have super high expectations of it, but I do have some things I need to accomplish.” 
 
    Sierra struggled for something more to say that wasn’t don’t go. “We’ll be missing your cooking.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I’ll be missed for something.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him he’d be missed for so much more than just his cooking, but she didn’t trust herself. Instead, she tried to give him a teasing smile. “It’s better to be missed for something than nothing.” 
 
    “True, true.” Dalton hesitated for a moment then said, “I’ll be missing you all too, but it is necessary for me to leave.” 
 
    Sierra didn’t think that anything that required him leaving was necessary, but what did she know? She crossed her arms and hugged them tight to her waist. “I guess I’d better go since I have work tomorrow.” 
 
    As she turned, Dalton gently grasped her arm. When she faced him again, he pulled her into a hug, and Sierra closed her eyes for a brief moment when he pressed a kiss to her forehead, trying hard to commit the feeling of his closeness to memory.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” he said when she looked up into his eyes. “I promise.” 
 
    Sierra nodded even though she wanted to tell him that coming back for a visit now and then just wasn’t enough. “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “I will. I’ve finally gotten to the point where I feel like I’m actually capable of doing that.” He gave her a smile as he stepped back. “And you need to take care of yourself too.” 
 
    “Definitely.” Sierra was still trying to calm her heartbeat from the kiss Dalton had given her, so any longer response was beyond her. Instead, she just gave him a smile then said, “I, uh, better go. Have a good night.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” Dalton said, though he didn’t make a move to go into his apartment.  
 
    Sierra opened her door and slipped inside, and when she turned to shut it, her gaze met his one last time. After she’d closed the door, she leaned her head against it for a moment. Though there was a part of her that wanted to tell Dalton she had changed her mind about a relationship, she didn’t dare open the door again. 
 
    She still knew that she’d made the right decision to say no initially. Things had changed with Dalton since then—he was going to church and was open to discussions of a spiritual nature. All of that was making his family very happy. Sierra was, of course, happy for him as well. But even with those changes, she knew that their lives were still moving in different directions since it seemed he wasn’t putting down roots in Winnipeg. 
 
    Pushing away from the door, Sierra resolved to appreciate any time she had with him as a friend. But at the same time, she knew she needed to consider more seriously what Danica had said to her. If she wanted to have a relationship in the future, she had to figure out if what Danica had said was actually true.  
 
    The next night, Sierra was already in bed doing some reading when her text alert went off. Since no one tended to text her past nine at night, she leaned over and snatched her phone from where it sat on her nightstand. 
 
    Dalton: Man, I flew first class and still didn’t get much more than a bag of pretzels. I got spoiled flying private jets. 
 
    Sierra stared at the message for a moment before a huff of laughter escaped. Yes, I have no doubt you were spoiled. I thought you at least got better service in first class. 
 
    Dalton: Maybe if I was still drinking. There were definitely some people in first-class taking advantage of that. One guy was a real piece of work the more he drank. 
 
    They texted for a few more minutes before Dalton said he needed to sleep since he was trying to keep to his schedule, plus he had an appointment the next day. 
 
    Once the conversation had ended, Sierra sat and stared at the texts. She wondered if they’d have more conversations like that. At least it would be contact.  
 
    She set her phone back on the nightstand and turned off the light, abandoning her book for the night. Though she’d spent the day trying not to think about the fact that Dalton wasn’t in Winnipeg anymore, after his texts, it was hard not to keep those thoughts from dominating her mind.  
 
    The texts had left her with mixed feelings. On the one hand, she was happy to have been able to communicate with him a bit, but the reminder that he wasn’t just across the landing anymore was difficult to accept. 
 
    But accept it she must. And she would. Eventually.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    Dalton let out a sigh of relief as he settled into the first-class seat he’d booked for his flight to Toronto. He was close to finally being on his way back to Winnipeg. A few more days in Toronto and he would catch another flight. Hopefully the last one for awhile. 
 
    His plan had originally been to be gone a week. Two at the most. But best-laid plans and all that meant it would be over a month later before he could even contemplate booking a ticket back to Winnipeg. He still had a handful of meetings in Toronto to get through and then he’d finally be free to return. 
 
    But since everything Dalton had done had resulted in his best-case scenario being realized, he couldn’t find it in him to complain…too much. The traveling had been ridiculous though.  
 
    He’d earned plenty of air miles in the days since he left Winnipeg. His stop in Toronto had led to a flight to LA, which had prompted one to Nashville, then back to Toronto and yet another one to LA. He’d never minded traveling with the band, but that had usually been in private planes. Flying commercial, even first-class, was completely different. Crowded. Noisy. Often delayed.  
 
    Like he’d told Sierra, he really had been spoiled. 
 
    Speaking of…Dalton pulled out his phone and opened up his text messages. Over the past month, he’d made sure that the last thing he did before bed each night was to text Sierra. While he’d been on the west coast, that had meant that Sierra was usually asleep when he sent his text. There had also been several times when she’d been working a night shift and hadn’t responded until her break or the next morning. Regardless of that, he’d made an effort to keep in touch with her, and that was a good reminder of why he’d been doing it all.  
 
    Dalton let out a sigh as the plane jerked into motion, slowly moving away from the terminal. He was eager to get going, to get out of LA. Given that Jesse had usually taken care of meetings for the band, the past month had been challenging for Dalton, but the end was in sight.  
 
    More than once he’d wanted to just toss it all aside and be done with it. After all, he didn’t have to work. He didn’t need to be attending meetings with a new management team and potential collaborators. He didn’t need to be doing anything he was doing to secure his future. More than once he’d felt that familiar crawl beneath his skin as his stress had climbed. But each time, he’d managed to utilize the skills he’d been taught in rehab to keep control.  
 
    He’d continued to meet with his counselor via video chat once a week which had helped a lot. His video chat app had gotten lots of use while he’d been on the move since he’d also spoken with his folks every couple of days. He’d used it with Danica and Ethan as well, and, although it had been a bit awkward the first time, he’d also used it with Sierra.  
 
    It had been important for him to maintain those contacts. He knew everyone was certain he was going to fall out of communication with them again, so he was doing his best to prove them all wrong. 
 
    He was just so grateful that the time away had turned out to be worth every ounce of stamina this trip had required. If he’d spent all that time and energy for nothing, it might be a lot harder to accept. Though he had no idea if things would actually work out exactly the way he wanted, just having a plan in place to follow made him feel good. It was a plan that he’d prayed about. One he’d talked over with JD and Ethan. One he’d even shared with Jesse, even though his friend didn’t quite understand the direction he was moving in. But that was okay because it was a plan that gave Dalton peace.  
 
    Thankfully, the flight was non-stop, so five hours after leaving LA, Dalton was back on the ground in Toronto. He quickly found the car he’d hired, but unfortunately, it was rush hour, so getting to the apartment took longer than he would have liked.  
 
    His relief was palpable when he finally walked through the door of the apartment. But though he was relieved to be there, he didn’t feel like he was home. He supposed that was a good thing since this apartment wouldn’t be his for much longer.  
 
    After meeting with Jesse’s management team and hearing that they believed they could help him with the plan he had in mind, Dalton decided it was time to officially move out of Toronto. So following in Jesse’s footsteps, Dalton had made the decision to sell his apartment. What he wanted to focus on now could be done just as well in Winnipeg, and an added bonus was that it would be cheaper to live and carry out his new plans there. 
 
    Since he hadn’t eaten much that day, Dalton was starving, but there was nothing edible in his apartment. He ordered some food through a delivery service then sent a text to let his management team know he was back in Toronto. After messaging back and forth with them about what had gone on in LA, he decided he wanted—needed—to talk to Sierra.  
 
    Unfortunately, she was still working, so he killed time by eating his supper and then taking a shower. By the time he was done, it was seven o’clock Winnipeg time, so Sierra should have been home.  
 
    He sat down at his bar height table with a cup of coffee and propped his iPad up in front of him. As he sipped his coffee, he messaged Sierra. 
 
    Up for a chat? 
 
    She didn’t reply right away, so Dalton perused his emails and his social media. He was thankful that his new management team would be dealing with all his business emails, only forwarding on the ones he’d told them he was interested in seeing. That, in itself, made having a management team worthwhile. 
 
    Sierra still hadn’t responded by the time he finished his coffee, so he got himself a refill and sat down with his notebook. He went through the list he’d made of what he needed to accomplish before he left Toronto. One of his meetings the next day was with Maya’s father, Max Zevardi, which was rather ironic since they were probably both going to be back in Winnipeg within the week. But when he’d contacted Max, the man had said he was available to meet while they were both in Toronto, so Dalton had jumped at the opportunity. 
 
    When the text alert finally sounded, Dalton grabbed his phone right away. 
 
    Sierra: Sure. Just heading home from the hospital. I’ll call when I get there. 
 
    Sounds good. Drive safe. 
 
    With nothing to do for about twenty minutes, Dalton decided that it was time to cross off one thing on the list he’d been ignoring: deciding what he wanted to take from the apartment. Why he’d put it off, he didn’t know because it was going to be the easiest thing on his list so far. Maybe it was because he didn’t want to admit that he’d lived for almost eight years in a place that he really couldn’t have cared less about.  
 
    The apartment had never been a home, not really. He’d bought the place a year after the band had hit it big. Jesse had bought a place in the same building, and at the time, Dalton had thought it was cool to have a friend close by. Now, looking back, he realized that Jesse had probably done that so he’d be better able to keep track of him.  
 
    Other than his personal stuff which could be packed up quite easily, Dalton wasn’t interested in keeping anything else in the apartment. He’d leave it to the real estate agent to get rid of things however she wanted. He just didn’t want the hassle of having to dispose of anything himself.  
 
    He was done with Toronto as a place to call home, so he sent a quick email to his realtor to tell her what he’d decided and then crossed that item off his to-do list. 
 
    As the sound of an incoming call blared from his tablet, Dalton quickly returned to the table and tapped the screen to accept it as he settled into his seat. 
 
    When Sierra’s face filled the screen, Dalton smiled. He couldn’t help it. She looked tired though, and he knew that was because she was just at the end of a stretch of four shifts, plus she’d been spending time with Ethan. He was in the midst of physio as they worked with him to reach specific goals that would allow him to go home.  
 
    “How was your day?” he asked as he picked up his mug. 
 
    “Good, but I’m ready for a few days off.” The camera jostled as she settled back against her couch. “How was yours?” 
 
    “Good as well. I’m back in Toronto and should be home in Winnipeg next week.” 
 
    The way Sierra’s face lit up made his heart skip a beat. She might not have wanted a relationship with him, but she was still important to him, and it seemed like maybe—just maybe—he was important to her. 
 
    “How long are you staying?” she asked. 
 
    “For good.” Dalton watched as a stunned look crossed Sierra’s face. 
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” 
 
    “I am,” he told her. “I’ve sold my apartment here, and I just need to tie up a few loose ends this week, and I’ll be home.” 
 
    The phone shifted away from Sierra’s face for a moment, though he could still hear her when she said, “I thought you were back in Toronto for good.” 
 
    “I know. I wasn’t entirely sure if my plan was going to work the way I hoped it would, which would have meant I’d need to spend a good chunk of my time here. Thankfully, things have fallen into place in such a way that should I need to come back to Toronto, it won’t be for long.” 
 
    The phone righted itself, so Sierra’s face filled the screen again. The emotion on her face tugged at his heart. Maybe he should have been more forthcoming about his plan, but the only person he’d talked to in detail about it before he left had been Ethan. As things had begun to fall into place, he’d confided in JD and Elliot as well. It was only now that he was done in LA, that he was ready to share it with everyone. 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t say anything. Does Danica know?” 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “The only ones that know are Ethan and JD. Elliot knows a little. I just didn’t want to get people’s hopes up before I had a better idea of how everything was going to work out.” 
 
    “Can you tell me how it’s going to work with you living here?” 
 
    “Certainly.” He picked up his tablet and moved from the table, abandoning his now lukewarm coffee. After a look at the couch that he knew from experience was more decorative than comfortable, he headed for his bedroom where he settled in the recliner that he’d put next to the window at some point over the past eight years. “I’m going to focus on writing and producing music now.” 
 
    Sierra’s brow furrowed. “Not recording or touring?” 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “I’m done with touring. I have no interest in that anymore.” 
 
    “But you have such a beautiful voice,” Sierra said. 
 
    Her compliment warmed him from the inside out. “I’m not going to stop performing. I’m just going to be more selective of where I sing.” 
 
    “So who are you writing music for?” 
 
    “I have a couple of people I’ve been in contact with about writing songs for them. Nothing is official yet, but there is interest there.” 
 
    “Huh.” Sierra’s expression was contemplative as she said, “And producing?” 
 
    “Same thing, though I’ll be more particular about what type of music I produce, and I’m going to be setting up a studio in Winnipeg where people would come to me for that.” He hesitated for a moment before sharing the next bit because it carried the weight of expectation with it, but at the same time, it was a conviction that had grown within him over the past month. “I realize that I’m in a unique position to shine a light. My past gives me a way to connect with people in an industry not known for having a lot of Christians in it that I wouldn’t have had otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s so amazing, Dalton,” Sierra said, her expression soft. “I’m so happy things are working out for you.” 
 
    “Me too, because it’s super important to me that I be in Winnipeg now.” 
 
    “I know that your family will be happy to hear that.” 
 
    They continued to talk for a bit, but then Sierra’s yawns became contagious. “Listen, I’m going to send you a link in a few days. I’d really like for you to visit it as soon as you get it.” 
 
    “A link?” 
 
    “Yeah. I did an interview while I was in LA. I thought you might be interested in listening to it. A shortened version is being shown on an entertainment show on television, but the full interview will be available on their site.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely check it out.” 
 
    “Thank you. And now I’ll let you get to bed.” Dalton watched her image on the screen, reluctant to end the call but knowing it was what she needed. “Have a good night.” 
 
    Once the screen went black, Dalton sat for a moment, his stomach suddenly a nervous mess. What would she think of the things he’d told the interviewer? It had been nothing but the truth, but she might not be ready to hear it yet.  
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sierra clicked on the link in the text Dalton had just sent her. They’d been texting as he sat in the Toronto airport waiting for his flight back to Winnipeg. Finally! She didn’t even try to deny being excited at the prospect of seeing him again.  
 
    The link took a minute to load, and she turned her phone sideways, so the video filled the screen.  
 
    “Since the death of his bandmate six months ago, Dalton of Dalton’s Cross has kept a low profile, but today we are happy to have him in our studio to share with us where he’s been for the past seven months.” 
 
    The camera panned out to show Dalton sitting on a stool across from the interviewer. He wore a pair of black pants and a long-sleeved, light blue button-up shirt, rolled up to his elbows, that contrasted well with his dark hair and no doubt accented his blue eyes. As he smiled at the woman—the very beautiful woman—Sierra had to fight back a wave of jealousy. It wasn’t her place to be jealous of her. Or any woman, for that matter. 
 
    “Thank you for having me here today,” Dalton said.  
 
    “First off, let me say that you don’t look anything like the Dalton we all know and love,” the woman said with a light laugh.  
 
    “Yeah. I decided to lose the hair and the gaunt look. It was time.” 
 
    The woman laughed again, and Sierra rolled her eyes. “The changes look good on you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Sierra managed to contain her reactions to the woman and listened as she asked Dalton about what he’d been doing since Angel’s death. None of what Dalton said was new to Sierra, but she enjoyed listening to him share it with the people who were undoubtedly watching the interview. 
 
    “So, Dalton’s Cross is no more?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Sadly, that is true. Angel’s death forced us to re-evaluate a lot of things, and that meant I had to decide what was healthy for me and what wasn’t. Going back into the band environment wouldn’t have been good for me on several levels. Thankfully, the other band members have all managed to move on to new opportunities. I can’t wait to see where life leads them now.” 
 
    “And where is life leading you?” 
 
    Sierra was glad that Dalton had shared his plans with her the night before. It had been a shock, for sure, but she was glad she’d heard about them directly from him and not through this interview. 
 
    Seeing this new confidence from Dalton was somewhat amazing and, if Sierra was being honest, attractive. She’d already been attracted to the man he was when he’d returned home, so to her, the changes that had taken place in Dalton just added a new level to his attractiveness. Sadly, she didn’t need yet another reason to be attracted to the man.  
 
    “And since you’re actually talking during an interview for a change, I have to ask this question, as I’ll be targeted on social media if I don’t. For all the women out there who have always wondered…is there someone special in your life?” 
 
    Dalton’s smile grew. “I went to a lot of trouble to keep my personal life under wraps when I was with the band.” 
 
    “You did keep things pretty close to the vest.” The woman laughed yet again, making Sierra shake her head. “Getting more than a handful of words out of you during an interview was pretty near impossible. Because of that, there was always a ton of speculation about not just who you were dating but also your sexuality. Are you planning to be more open about those things now?” 
 
    Dalton shrugged. “Sure. First of all, I am straight, and to answer your question, yes, there is someone special in my life.” 
 
    Sierra’s heart thumped hard in her chest, almost painful with its intensity.  
 
    “Really? Is she someone in the industry?” 
 
    “No, definitely not. She’s actually someone I’ve known since I was a teenager.” 
 
    “So, a high school sweetheart?” 
 
    Dalton sighed. “I kind of wish that was the case, but no. My only interest as a teen was my music. So while she noticed me, I didn’t notice her. Which was my loss, let me tell you.” 
 
    “So now you’ve noticed her?” 
 
    “I have, but it’s a little bit of an unrequited love scenario, at the moment.” 
 
    The woman gasped and pressed a hand to her chest. “Seriously? I’m sure there are women the world over who would jump at the chance to be loved by you. It’s hard to believe there’s someone out there who wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh but see, that’s exactly why I love her.” 
 
    Sierra felt the air rush out of her lungs. Dalton loved her?  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Most of the women you alluded to would love me because of my fame and fortune. I’m pretty sure this woman—if she ever did come to love me—would love me without them.” Dalton let out a sigh. “She turned me down when I asked her out, and she was right to do that. She has done so much for me, offering me friendship and support when I needed them without asking for anything in exchange. I didn’t realize until recently that I needed to be more concerned with what I could do for her instead of what she could do for me.” 
 
    “I just find it so fascinating that you were rejected by a woman, but from the sounds of things, you haven’t given up.” 
 
    “You’re quite right, I haven’t, but only because I hope to show her that my goal in life is to become a man worthy of her.” 
 
    The woman gave a shake of her head, as if she couldn’t quite believe what Dalton was saying. “Do you think she might change her mind?” 
 
    “That’s certainly my prayer.” 
 
    “Your prayer?” the woman asked. “Has religion become part of your life?” 
 
    Sierra was still focused on his words about praying she’d change her mind, but she listened as Dalton shared a bit about his faith journey and what it meant in his life and for his future. She was amazed that he was sharing his faith so easily, especially when he had only embraced that part of his life again not that long ago. 
 
    “So a little birdie told me that you might be willing to sing us a song before you go.” 
 
    Dalton smiled again and nodded. “I lost my music for several months following Angel’s death. Nothing new would come to me until…well, her.” 
 
    “Your special lady?” 
 
    “Yes. I have never written songs that mean as much to me as the ones I’ve written since falling in love with her. The one I want to sing for you today is the very first song that came to me. I wrote it before I even told her how I felt. It was the song that broke my dam and brought my music back to me. Not the same music as what I wrote as part of Dalton’s Cross, but definitely music that was more meaningful for me.” 
 
    Sierra hadn’t had any idea that he’d been writing songs for her. She watched as someone handed him his guitar. Dalton painted a familiar picture as he held the guitar and began to strum it.  
 
    She closed her eyes as he began to sing, soaking up the sound of his voice and the words he sang…about her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    After Dalton sang his song, Sierra listened in a state of shock as the interview wound down. She wasn’t sure what to do. Her mind kept replaying Dalton’s words—not just the ones from the interview but also what he’d told her about coming back to Winnipeg. It was obvious he had wanted her to hear what he had to say as well as the song he’d written about her. But what was she supposed to do with all of that? 
 
    He had put it all out there for everyone to hear. Everyone would know how he felt about her and that she’d rejected him. People in the world at large wouldn’t know it was her, but their circle of family and friends certainly would. Would they be upset with her for rejecting him? He’d said he understood why she’d done it, so hopefully, they would understand too. 
 
    But that still left her wondering what to do now. The changes in Dalton over the past six weeks or so had been nothing short of amazing. The things she’d seen as walls, keeping them apart, were all gone. 
 
    Well, all except one.  
 
    And it was the one she hadn’t even realized was there until her conversation with Danica. However, it now loomed before her, the biggest wall of them all. 
 
    Sierra pushed off the couch and began to pace around the apartment. Everything Dalton had said resonated so strongly with her, but was it enough for her to take a chance? She hadn’t even been praying about the situation between the two of them. She’d prayed every day while he was gone that he’d have wisdom for his future. She’d prayed every day that his faith would remain strong and continue to grow. She’d even prayed that somehow he’d come back to Winnipeg to stay.  
 
    But what she’d never prayed for was for things to work out between them. 
 
    If Dalton had been brave enough to be vulnerable before her and everyone else, surely she could find the strength to be vulnerable to just him. He had been vulnerable with her from the very start of their friendship, talking about Angel, his time in the band, and even his stint in rehab.  
 
    Her thoughts went to the time on the bench outside the hospital after he’d heard about Jesse’s decision to move on with another band. Dalton had been willing to turn to her for support, not afraid to show that he was struggling. In return, however, when she’d been hurting after Ethan’s accident, Dalton had tried his best to be there for her, but she’d only allowed him to get so close and then no closer. 
 
    A knock on her door had Sierra spinning around to stare at it. Surely that wasn’t Dalton. He had still been in Toronto when they’d last texted and that hadn’t been that long ago.  
 
    As she slowly moved toward the door, the knock came again. 
 
    “C’mon, Sierra. I know you’re in there.” 
 
    Danica’s voice was muffled but recognizable. Unfortunately, knowing it was her didn’t necessarily make Sierra want to open the door, but there was no chance that Danica was going to leave. 
 
    Sierra opened the door then turned to walk back into the living room. She’d been folding her laundry when Dalton had texted her with the link earlier, so she moved the piles of clothes off the couch onto the coffee table to make room for Danica. 
 
    “I take it you saw the interview?” Sierra asked as she sank back down on the couch.  
 
    “I did,” Danica said from the direction of the kitchen. She appeared a moment later with a tub of ice cream, two sodas, and two spoons. “I think you need to talk.” 
 
    Frowning, Sierra said, “Shouldn’t you be with JD or something?”  
 
    “He doesn’t need to talk at the moment. He’s busy making teenage boys cry like little kids as he puts them through volleyball conditioning.” Danica set the sodas on the coffee table then dropped down onto the couch. She peeled the lid off the ice cream then jabbed a spoon into it and handed it to Sierra. 
 
     After eyeing the container for a moment, Sierra took it from her. “I really don’t think this is a strawberry shortcake type of crisis.” Still, it didn’t stop her from digging out a spoonful and handing the container back to Danica. 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, I think it is.” Danica tucked herself into the corner of the couch facing Sierra and crossed her legs. “Seriously, talk to me. Forget I’m Dalton’s sister, and just use me in the role of best friend.” 
 
    “You were right,” Sierra finally said after a couple more bites of ice cream.  
 
    “Normally I’d love to hear those words, especially from you or JD, but in this case, I kind of wish I wasn’t hearing them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it took having all the other stuff resolved to see that I was still reluctant to allow our friendship to become anything more.” She hesitated and let out a long sigh. “Not just reluctant. Scared.” 
 
    “Do you love him?” Danica asked.  
 
    “If I did, wouldn’t it be easier to accept what he said in that interview?” 
 
    Danica shook her head. “Not when there are other things holding you back. If it really had just been where he was spiritually and what direction his life was going, then yes, it would be easier for you.” 
 
    “I think I do love him,” Sierra whispered, gripping her spoon so tightly her fingers hurt. “But then that means he could hurt me.” 
 
    “Yes, he could, and truthfully, he probably will. That’s how it goes with love sometimes. You’ll disagree, maybe say things that hurt one another, but then you apologize and forgive and move forward.” Danica used her foot to bump Sierra on the knee, waiting until she met her gaze to say, “But I don’t think that Dalton would ever reject you. He loves you. Did your parents ever tell you that they loved you?” 
 
    Sierra shook her head, pain lancing through her at the admission.  
 
    “So it wasn’t like they lavished you with love then rejected you. For whatever reason, I don’t think they were capable of love. Dalton is capable of love, and he’s chosen to love you. Trust him. Trust his love. Trust in your love for him.” 
 
    “He says I calm him when he’s feeling anxious,” Sierra said, voicing a thought that had just risen to the surface of her mind. “What happens when he learns how to deal with that on his own? When he doesn’t need me for that anymore?” 
 
    Danica stared at her for a moment before she said, “What do you need him for?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do you need him for in your life?” She paused. “Like, do you need him for money? Moral support? A new car? What?” 
 
    “I don’t need any of that from him, really.” 
 
    “So why do you want him in your life then?” 
 
    “Because I love him?” 
 
    “So why can’t that be the reason he wants you in his life too? Maybe you do calm him, but that isn’t the reason he loves you. Even in his interview, he talked about how he realized he needed to focus on what he could do for you instead of what you could do for him. I mean, how do you think he feels knowing that the things he has the most of—his fame and his fortune—don’t matter to you? He wants you to need him, to want him in your life, but as long as you love him, he’ll be happy.” 
 
    Sierra took another spoonful of ice cream as she considered Danica’s words. It was true she didn’t want his money, nor did she need to stand beside him on the red carpet at an awards show. All she wanted from him…was his love.  
 
    Danica took the ice cream container from her and set it, along with their spoons, on the coffee table. She scooted closer and wrapped an arm around Sierra’s shoulders, leaning her head against Sierra’s.  
 
    “Give him a chance, Sierra. You’ve gotten to know him since the wedding. What is your heart telling you about him?” 
 
    “That I can trust him.” 
 
    “You can. I feel it in my heart, and I’m not just saying that as his sister but as your best friend. Believe me, if I didn’t think you were good for each other, I’d be the first to object to a relationship between you.” 
 
    Sierra gave a little huff of laughter. “That’s true. You aren’t one to hold back on your opinion.” 
 
    “And you gave me good advice with JD, advice I needed to hear from someone outside the situation. Now it’s my turn to return the favor. Give your love a chance.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sierra said as she reached up to squeeze Danica’s hand where it rested on her shoulder. “I did need someone to talk to after hearing what Dalton had to say.” 
 
    “So do you want to be the one to pick him up at the airport? JD had planned to go, but I have a feeling that Dalton would be beyond thrilled to see you waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs in the arrivals area.” 
 
    “If I’m going to go, I’m going to need to get changed,” Sierra said, motioning at herself. “I’ve spent all day in my comfy clothes.” 
 
    “Then I’ll go and let you get ready.” Danica got to her feet and gathered up the stuff from the coffee table and headed for the kitchen. “And I’ll let JD know he can come straight home after practice.” 
 
    After Danica had left, Sierra took a quick shower then tried not to linger too long over deciding what to wear. She didn’t have a lot of time since Dalton’s flight was due to arrive in around an hour and a half, and she still needed to dry her hair and put on some makeup. Plus, it would take her almost forty minutes to drive from her place to the airport. 
 
    She settled on a pair of fitted black jeans and a soft, light pink sweater, before using the blow dryer to start work on her hair. Thankfully, her hairstyle wasn’t fussy so she could move on to her makeup without too much delay. 
 
    When she finally checked herself out in the mirror, she decided she looked as good as she could without professional help. She had to remind herself that Dalton had been attracted to her even without all the extras so he wouldn’t care how she looked when he saw her.  
 
    Sierra tugged on a pair of black ankle boots with two-inch heels that added a little to her height. It had been snowing off and on throughout the day, so she found a warm jacket in the closet and pulled it on. With just minutes to spare, she pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the airport to meet Dalton. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    As soon as the plane touched down, Dalton had his phone out, checking his text messages while the pilot taxied to the gate. The flight felt like it had dragged on forever even though they’d left Toronto on time and hadn’t encountered anything to slow them down. 
 
    He stared at his screen as a handful of messages popped up.  
 
    Danica: Awesome interview! XOXO 
 
    Mom: The interview was great! So glad you’re coming home. Will be praying for you and Sierra. Love you so much! 
 
    Ethan: Enjoyed watching your interview. You know that you have my blessing with Sierra, even though I won’t try to influence her one way or the other unless she asks my opinion. Hang in there! Praying for you, bro.  
 
    Gabe: Well, aren’t you the sly one! Sierra? Really? I can put in a word for you with her, a good one even…if you bribe me just right. LOL 
 
    There were a few more messages, but none from the person he really wanted to hear from. He’d spent the whole flight wondering if he’d made the right decision in sharing about Sierra. He was happy with the rest of the interview. It had been satisfying to tell the world what his up and coming plans were.  
 
    Before agreeing to the interview, he’d met with his new management team to discuss what he’d be interested in talking about and what he wouldn’t. In the end, he realized that he was willing to talk about pretty much anything, but they’d narrowed it down so he could focus on the things he really wanted to share about his life. 
 
    But maybe he should have thought twice before sharing about the situation with Sierra. He didn’t care much that strangers knew, but now the family was aware, and he didn’t want Sierra to feel uncomfortable because of that.  
 
    Clearly he was still capable of making bad decisions, even though he thought he was doing better at that.  
 
    Dalton lowered his phone to his lap and watched as the airport came into view. It was snowing which reminded him of just how long he’d been away. He’d even missed Thanksgiving at the beginning of October, which had been disappointing. Unfortunately, one of the people he’d wanted to speak to had only been available Thanksgiving weekend, before heading to Europe for some tour dates. 
 
    The lights of the terminal looked warm and inviting as they pulled up to the gate, and despite not having heard from Sierra, Dalton was glad to be home. So very glad. 
 
    As soon as the plane lurched to a stop, people around him surged to their feet and began to gather their things. He only had his laptop bag which he’d put under the seat in front of him. He also had two suitcases to collect from the baggage carousel while the rest of his personal items would arrive from Toronto later that week.  
 
    Once the door was open and people began to deplane, Dalton exited his row and followed behind them. He headed for the escalator that led down to the baggage claim area. As he stepped on the escalator, he focused on his phone again, willing a message from Sierra to appear. 
 
    But there was nothing.  
 
    When he reached the bottom of the escalator, Dalton stepped off and looked up, searching for JD among the people waiting there.  
 
    Instead, he saw Sierra. 
 
    He slowed to a stop, forcing people to go around him as he stared at her. She didn’t look upset with him, but he couldn’t tell for sure. All he knew was that she looked beautiful. She might not have been the sort of women others would have expected him to be attracted to, but she was perfect for him.  
 
    The question of the hour, however, was whether he was perfect for her? 
 
    “Sierra?” 
 
    “Welcome home,” she said with a smile as she was walking toward him.  
 
    Dalton opened his arms, and without hesitation, she moved into his embrace. As he hugged her, he was reminded of the last time he’d seen her before he’d left. Uncertain of what lay ahead, he’d wanted to memorize everything about that moment when he’d held her in his arms. That time had felt like goodbye. This time, however, felt like a glimpse of what their future could be. 
 
    When they finally stepped apart, he looked down at her and said, “Not mad at me?” 
 
    “Never,” she said as she lifted her hand and caressed his cheek with her fingertips. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you too,” Dalton said as he reached up to cover her hand with his, pressing it against his cheek. “The only thing that got me through my time away was knowing that when I came back, I was coming back for good.” 
 
    “Then let’s get your luggage and go home.” She took his hand and tugged him toward the carousels that had turned on but had yet to spit out any bags. 
 
    They stood hand in hand as they waited, her head resting against his shoulder. There was so much that needed to be said, but it would have to wait just a few more minutes. Still, just having her there, waiting for him with a smile and hug, gave Dalton peace.  
 
    Once he’d collected his bags, they walked out into the snowy cold evening air and headed for the parkade.  
 
    “You should have brought my car,” Dalton said as they approached her vehicle. 
 
    She gave his arm a tight squeeze and laughed. “No disparaging my little car.” 
 
    “I wonder what it will take to get you to accept a new one,” he said as he lifted his bags into her trunk. 
 
    “More than just you rolling up with one and trying to get me to semi-retire this one,” Sierra said with a laugh as she patted the hatch once she’d closed it. 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to get more creative.” 
 
    They climbed into the car, and Dalton shivered when Sierra started it, and freezing air flowed out of the vents. “This is like the reverse of when we picked JD and Danica up from their honeymoon.” 
 
    “Just give my car a few minutes, and you’ll be warm.” 
 
    Dalton had no choice but to take her word for it, but he trusted her. “Do you mind stopping for food on the way home? I’m starving.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” she said as she pulled out of her spot. “Tim’s okay?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” Of course, anywhere would have been fine as long as they were eating together.  
 
    As she drove, she asked him a bit more about his trip. He answered her questions, though more than anything, he wanted to ask what she was thinking. What she was feeling. But he was going to let her lead that conversation. He’d already laid out his feelings for her—and the world—to see. He wasn’t going to pressure her to reveal hers.   
 
    It didn’t take them long to get their food and find at an empty table in the restaurant. She chose the seat kitty-corner to his, and after he’d said a prayer for the food, she took his hand.  
 
    Her expression was serious as she gripped his fingers. “I want you to know that my reason for turning you down before had nothing to do with how I actually felt about you.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I already knew then that you were important to me. So very important. But I was scared.” 
 
    “Of me?” The very thought made him feel a little sick. That was the last thing he’d ever want.  
 
    “I told you a bit about my dad and what happened with him,” she said, her gaze dropping. “But even before that incident, he and my mother never took very good care of me. If it weren’t for Ethan, I would have been in a lot of trouble.” She looked back up and gave him an emotional smile. “Danica and I had a couple of good talks, and she helped me see that not being loved by my own parents had left me wondering if I could trust anyone else to truly love me.” 
 
    “I do love you,” Dalton said. 
 
    “I know, but that was scary for me.” She hesitated then said, “Scarier still was admitting I loved you, too, because then I had to risk getting hurt. To risk being rejected once again.” 
 
    Dalton covered their joined hands with his other one. “I would never want to hurt you.” 
 
    “I know that. Just like I would never want to hurt you…even though I kind of did already, by turning you down.” 
 
    “If you’re willing to trust in our love, and trust that God wants us together, then that hurt is inconsequential.” 
 
    “I do want to trust in our love and I do believe God wants us together,” Sierra said, her smile gaining strength. “I want to have a future with you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that because that’s what I want too.” Dalton leaned closer to her and, mindful of where they were, brushed a light kiss across her lips. “I’m so excited to see where God leads us. Together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    After a cloudy morning, the sun had finally decided to show itself just after noon. Though rain had been threatening, it had held off, so none of their plans had to be changed. Sierra was grateful because even though their plans had been simple, she’d really wanted their wedding day to unfold a certain way. 
 
    She peered out the window of the upper floor of the home she and Dalton had designed together, and which C&M Builders had built on land north of the city. It was a heavily treed acreage that held not just the house where they would make their home together, but also Dalton’s recording studio along with a couple of apartments he’d had built to house musicians who came to use the studio.  
 
    In a clearing amongst the trees at the back of the house sat a collection of white chairs forming a half circle facing a delicate wooden arch woven with flowers. Already people were gathering, all familiar faces because the only people who had been invited to witness their vows, were those who were closest to them. 
 
    She spotted Dalton standing near the arch talking with JD and Jesse. She pressed her hand to the glass, willing him to look up even though she knew people said it was bad luck for him to see her before the wedding. Of course, even if he had looked up, he still wouldn’t have been able to see her since the glass on the windows was reflective. 
 
    “Are you almost ready?” 
 
    Sierra turned away from the window to see Danica standing in the doorway of the master suite. “I am more than ready.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you wouldn’t agree to get married on our anniversary,” she said as she approached Sierra. “Then we could have celebrated together every year.” 
 
    Sierra laughed. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t really want that. Plus, I think you’ll enjoy celebrating with just JD, the same as I’ll enjoy celebrating with just Dalton.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re probably right,” Danica said. 
 
    “And this way, when we have kids, you can babysit while we go out, and then we can return the favor.” 
 
    Danica nodded as she reached out to touch the light spray of baby’s breath the hairdresser had woven into Sierra’s hair. “Speaking of kids, I wanted to share something with you that I haven’t told anyone else yet. Well, except for JD.” 
 
    Sierra gasped as she stared at her friend. “No. Are you pregnant?” 
 
    The smile that blossomed across her best friend’s face said everything. “We’re going to wait until I’m past the three-month mark to tell anyone else, but JD and I both agreed that we wanted you and Dalton to know now.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy for you,” Sierra exclaimed as she hugged her friend. 
 
    Danica and JD had just celebrated their first anniversary the previous month, and now they’d have a baby before their second anniversary. What a difference a year could make. 
 
    And that applied to Sierra and Dalton as well. When she’d caught the bouquet at Danica’s wedding, Sierra never would have imagined she’d actually be getting married anytime soon. Yet here she was, ready to exchange wedding vows with Dalton.  
 
    From the day Dalton had arrived back from Toronto, and they’d pledged their love to one another, Sierra had been confident that this was where they would end up. She never would have confessed her love for him if she hadn’t been able to envision getting to this point with him.  
 
    “You look so beautiful,” Danica said as she stepped back, her gaze traveling from the top of Sierra’s head to the hem of her dress. “I wasn’t sure about that dress when Brooke suggested it, but it turns out she was right.” 
 
    The dress definitely didn’t fit the traditional style, but it suited Sierra just fine. It was made of satin with an empire waist and a sweetheart neckline. The bodice had a lace overlay, and that same lace went over her shoulders, creating a small cap sleeve.  
 
    Around her neck was the white gold necklace that Dalton had given her when he’d proposed. It matched the bracelet, earrings, and ring he’d also given her that night. She’d told him it was too much, but as usual, he’d pointed out that he could have gotten her a car instead. That had become a running joke with them any time he’d bought her something even the slightest bit pricey. However, Sierra had a feeling that the joke was about to end. She didn’t doubt that a new car was in her not-so-distant future. 
 
    Taking the single rose that Dalton had requested she carry from Danica, Sierra wandered back to the window to see who was there. The chairs were nearly all filled, and there were almost more children than adults present. And now the family was going to grow by one more—or two if Danica had twins like Sammi had. 
 
    Filled with a sudden eagerness, Sierra turned from the window. “Let’s go. I want to get married.” 
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    “Nervous?” 
 
    Dalton grinned and shook his head at Jesse’s query. “Not a chance. Excited would be the word I’d use.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Jesse said. “Because this is not something I ever plan to do.” 
 
    “Never say never, my man. That was my tune a year ago.” 
 
    “Hey,” JD said as he approached them. “Danica said Sierra wants to get this show on the road. Are you ready?” 
 
    “More than,” Dalton said with a nod.  
 
    “I’ll let them know.” 
 
    Dalton walked over to where he’d set his guitar earlier. Picking it up, he looped the strap over his head and adjusted it. As he walked back to the arch, he let his gaze sweep over the people gathered there. It was pretty much only family with the few exceptions being his counselor, a couple of people from his management team, and Jesse. He’d invited the other guys from the band, but their schedules had conflicted with their date. 
 
    Keenan Miller walked to where Dalton and his groomsman stood. After Ethan’s accident, he and Tami had moved back to Winnipeg to help out with C&M Builders since Keenan had a business degree and also had spent time as part of the company in the past. Since returning, he’d become another spiritual mentor for Dalton, and he had agreed to become licensed in order to marry them.  
 
    Dalton glanced over at JD and Jesse as they waited for things to start. He’d chosen to have the two men stand up with him as they were still his closest friends. Makayla and Danica were standing up with Sierra. They’d debated flower girls and ring bearers, but there were so many children in the family, they wouldn’t have been able to choose just two or three.  
 
    Instead, he’d arranged something to give each of the children a role, and once Sammi saw them taking their places at the front, she, Maya, and Grace worked to get the children into position. Arranged from oldest to youngest, Dalton had to smile as the one nearest him—Tristan and Shayla’s young daughter—tried to eat the flower she held. 
 
    It was amazing to see the next generation lined up like that. Some had come into the family through marriage, but most had been born into it. He knew from conversations he’d heard that there were a few children not there. Ones who had been born too soon. They may not have been present in body, but their memory lived on in the hearts of the parents whose love had conceived them.  
 
    Dalton imaged another child or two—his and Sierra’s—being added to the mix along with the child now growing within Danica, a secret shared with him by JD just moments before they’d come outside for the wedding. Another life to welcome. Another life to love.  
 
    Once everyone was in place, JD texted Makayla to let her know. Soon, she walked through the opening that had been created by pulling open the large glass doors at the back of the house. Danica followed shortly after, the smile on her face revealing how happy she was to celebrate with them that day. Dalton watched them for a minute, but then Sierra moved into position with Ethan by her side, and Dalton’s attention was captured and held by his bride. 
 
    As Makayla and Danica took up their positions near the arch, the strains of the string quartet faded away. Dalton could see Sierra’s gaze taking in the sight before her, and she smiled as he began to pluck the strings of his guitar. 
 
    This is our day.
The day our forever begins.  
 
    Slowly, Sierra and Ethan walked across the wide deck to the stairs that led to the grass. On the first step, Benjie—Kenton and Avery’s eldest son and the oldest of the grandchildren—waited with a flower in his hand. He held it out to Sierra as she stepped down beside him. Transferring the single rose she carried to the hand that was hooked through Ethan’s arm, she took the flower from Benjie.  
 
    As Dalton continued to sing, Sierra made her way with Ethan between the two lines of children, each one handing her a flower as she approached them. Slowly, the bouquet she held, grew. 
 
    When she and Ethan reached the front row, Dalton’s parents were waiting for them. Taking the bouquet of flowers from Sierra, his dad held them while his mom tied the stems with a ribbon that matched the light lavender dresses that Makayla and Danica wore.  When they were done, they each gave her a hug before his mom returned the bouquet to her. 
 
    Then she was standing just feet from Dalton, her expression full of emotion as her gaze met his. But even though her eyes were glistening with unshed tears, she beamed at him.  
 
    My love is yours.
Your love is mine.
Our love is His.
Forever begins today. 
 
    Grinning broadly, Keenan looked at Ethan and Sierra as he said, “Having been assured that the love you share and your choice of one another as lifelong partners is God’s will and that you have the blessing of your families, I now ask: Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”      
 
    “I…” Ethan stopped and cleared his throat. “I do.” 
 
    Given how touch and go things had been with Ethan the previous year, seeing him walk Sierra down the aisle brought a lot of emotion with it for Dalton. Ethan had been a strong supporter of his and Sierra’s relationship even as he’d mentored Dalton over the past several months.  
 
    Though he still struggled physically with the effects of the accident, Ethan had been determined to walk Sierra down the aisle, and now he’d done it.  
 
    Dalton lifted the guitar strap over his head and handed the instrument to Jesse. With eyes for only Sierra, he walked to where she waited. After giving Ethan a quick hug, Dalton grasped Sierra’s hand in his and led her to stand in front of Keenan. Sierra gave Danica her bouquet then turned to face Dalton, taking his hands tightly in hers. 
 
    He could barely contain the emotion that rose up within him as he gazed down at her. When he’d been living his drugged out life, he had never dreamed of a day when he’d stand before his family, preparing to exchange vows with anyone, let alone Sierra. Once she’d made the decision to love him, she’d shown him her love on a daily basis, and he’d done his best to do the same for her.  
 
    Saying the vows they’d written for each other was emotional, but Keenan managed to keep things light-hearted as he guided them through the service. Lots of people might have said that the wedding didn’t live up to the expectation of the rock star he’d once been, but it was perfect for them. Being presented as man and wife to the family and close friends who were gathered there was something Dalton would never forget.  
 
    As they all cheered, Dalton cupped Sierra’s face in his hands and pressed soft kisses to her lips. She wrapped her arms around him and returned his kisses, giving him a promise of the physical intimacy they would finally achieve later that night. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. “Thank you for trusting me enough to love me in return.” 
 
    “Forever,” she replied softly. “I’ll love you forever.” 
 
    He kissed her again then said, “By the way, your wedding present is in the garage.” 
 
    Sierra laughed, her eyes sparkling as she gazed up at him. “Somehow I knew that was going to happen.” 
 
    “Figured I was finally going to get an opportunity to give it to you when you wouldn’t turn it down. Plus, as your husband, I need to know you’re safe, and that car of yours isn’t offering me that peace of mind.” 
 
    “Husband,” Sierra said and grinned. “Just this time, I’ll take it. Because you’re my husband.” 
 
    As they walked up the aisle to the cheers and claps of the family, Dalton spied his parents, his dad with his arms around his mom as she dabbed at her eyes. They’d seen their family through so much over the years and had done their best to blend two families into one.  
 
    Dalton was grateful that they’d never given up on him. Had prayed him through to this point in his life. He had no doubt their prayers had brought him through those years he’d been gone. Returning had been difficult, but all of it had been worth it to have his life now. To have the love of God, the love of his family, and the love of the woman who held his heart. 
 
    It was only just the beginning.   
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