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  To my adolescence.


  Thanks for giving me lots of story ideas.


  Prologue


  


  Jessica


  


  My brother, Jason, and Ryan had been best friend since I could remember, and I developed a crush on Ryan not long after that. But being three years younger than both of them meant I was a brat, a nuisance.


  We grew up. The boys became interested in girls, and the girls fell over their feet at every corner. The way they used girls was sickening. The way the girls kept coming was even more sickening.


  Meanwhile, I continued being a brat, a nuisance, and Ryan never noticed me.


  When I was sixteen years old, I spent the summer with my grandma, over six hundred miles from home.


  The moment I set foot back home, Ryan noticed me. It was as if he had never seen me before, and I loved the attention.


  Naively, I thought I could change him, that he could be a one-girl kind of man.


  I was wrong.


  Ryan broke my heart.


  Then my papa broke my soul.


  And I moved away.


  Chapter One


  


  Jessica


  


  I sank in the corner booth, doodling on my sketchpad and wondering what I was doing here.


  My phone dinged and I reached for it.


  Kristin: So, what did he want?


  Me: Still don’t know.


  Kristin: Maybe he’s going to propose LOL


  Me: Don’t joke about that.


  Kristin: Come on, J. He isn’t THAT bad.


  Gavin wasn’t that bad. He wasn’t bad at all. But he wasn’t right either.


  Me: I should just pretend I have a headache and leave.


  Kristin: Don’t be mean. Stay and hear him out.


  Me: Are you on his side?


  Kristin: You know I’m on your side.


  Me: It doesn’t look like it.


  Kristin: Just hang on for now. We can do something fun later. How about we go to the park by the water so you can sketch boats?


  Me: And what’s in it for you?


  Kristin: I’ll gawk at the preppy men handling the boats. Or the sweaty guys running or playing volleyball.


  Maybe I should go with the headache after all and meet Kristin at the park in a few minutes. However, before I could sum up the courage to stand up and leave, Gavin was back, carrying two cups of coffee and a plate with two brownies on a tray.


  “Here you go, babe,” he said, sliding into the booth and pushing the tray in front of me.


  I let go of my pencil and wrapped my hands around my coffee. “Thanks.”


  Gavin took a bite of his brownie and offered me a closed-mouth smile. I let my eyes wandered over his face. He was handsome, with black curls that framed his cute face, fair skin, and big brown eyes that shone every time they were targeted at me. He was hot too, with a tall, worked-out frame. Besides all that, he was also a good student, with straight As and a bright future. He wanted to be a well-known lawyer like his father. He was intelligent, kind, somewhat funny, and he seemed genuinely concerned about me. Like he actually liked me.


  So why didn’t I like him back?


  “You had your last midterm test this morning, didn’t you?” he asked, breaking the silence. “How was it?”


  Of course he knew my schedule by heart. “It was fine.”


  “And how is your project going? Think it’ll be ready by the end of the semester?”


  As an architecture student, I had a Design Studio class every semester, where I had to design an entire project from houses to malls or hospitals. Being in the fourth semester, I had to design an apartment building.


  “Fine too,” I said simply.


  “How about—?”


  “Gavin, why did you invite me here?” I hadn’t meant to cut him off, but I hated when he behaved like a boyfriend when he knew he wasn’t one. “I thought we were supposed to meet only on the weekend.”


  “Because I want to ask you something.” He shifted his weight, pulling one leg over the booth and turning his body to me. “In two weeks, my parents are hosting a big surprise party for my brother. He is going to ask his girlfriend to marry him.”


  “Oh-kay.” I sipped my coffee.


  “I want you to come with me.”


  I chocked on my coffee. “Excuse me?”


  “We’ve been going out for the past eight months, babe, but I still don’t know your family, and you still don’t know mine.”


  “And what’s wrong with that?”


  “I want to meet your family.”


  There wasn’t a family to meet. It was just me and my grandma, but he didn’t know that. Every time he asked me about my family, I changed the subject. And when he picked me up at home or dropped me off, I made sure he didn’t get close to the front door.


  “Don’t—”


  “Come on, babe. I like you. I want us to be serious. I want us to go out on real dates, to hold hands on campus, to have lunch together every day. I want you to meet my family.”


  It wasn’t the first time he had told me this, and it wouldn’t be the last. Maybe our expiration date was closer than I thought.


  I shook my head. “Please, Gavin.”


  “You must like me at least a little, otherwise you wouldn’t have stuck with me for so long. But what are you so afraid of?”


  “Nothing,” I snapped. “I’m fine, and I like the way things are.”


  He took my hand in his. “That’s not true. What girl doesn’t want more?”


  I pulled my hand away. “This girl.”


  “Gavin?”


  Gavin and I snapped our heads to the new voice. A guy holding a tray with cups and muffins stood beside our table, a girl beside him.


  “Hey, Johnny.” Gavin smiled. He shook his friend’s hand in that bumping way guys did it. “Hi, Carla.” Gavin waved at the girl, and then gestured to me. “You two remember Jessica, right?”


  Johnny shifted his blue eyes to me. “We met at the party at the frat house last month, right?”


  “Yes,” I said, forcing a smile.


  Without being invited, Johnny and Carla sat in the booth across the table from us. Immediately, Gavin and the couple launched into a conversation about the latest games, parties, rumors, gossips, and all that. Johnny had been in all of Gavin’s classes since freshman year. For two semesters, they had even been roommates, until Johnny moved to his frat house last semester. Carla was Johnny’s girlfriend of about two years. They were serious; the way Gavin wanted us to be.


  Carla flipped her long yellow-blond hair and pulled out her cell phone from her purse. “Smile,” she said, leaning into her boyfriend to take a selfie. He kissed her cheek, while she made a come-hither face with pouted lips and half-closed eyes. Then she turned her phone to us. “You two look too cute together.”


  Without warning, she snapped a picture, and I froze.


  “Wait. That one didn’t count,” Gavin said. He put his arm around my shoulders and drew me closer. His smile was wide, happy. Meanwhile, my insides revolved and I squirmed. I tried to hide behind my hair. Noticing my evasion, Gavin whispered, “It’s okay, babe, just a quick picture.”


  In eight months with him, I had avoided all kinds of pictures. We wouldn’t start taking them now. In fact, I wouldn’t start taking pictures. Ever.


  I lowered my head as the flash went off.


  “Oh no,” Carla protested. “You’re too beautiful to hide. Come on. Just one more.”


  “Hmm.” I searched my mind for some lie, any lie to rescue me from this situation. I didn’t want to take pictures, and I didn’t want to meet Gavin’s friends, much less his family. My cell phone rang, playing the song I had selected for my home number, and I sighed in relief. I was being saved from pictures, but grandma rarely called me.


  “Grandma?” I answered. “Is everything all right?”


  She exhaled loudly. “Hmm, well … Something happened. Hon, you better come home.”


  


  ***


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to come in?” Gavin asked. He knew my answer. Why did he ask?


  “I’m sure.”


  During the ride to my house, the tension inside his car was palpable. He tried initiating conversation several times, but I didn’t answer. If I weren’t dying to get home and find out what happened to make my grandma call me, I would have taken the bus or walked home, instead of accepting a ride.


  I opened the door and slid a leg out.


  “Wait.” He held my wrist and pulled me back. I glanced at him. “I feel like you’re mad at me and I’m not sure what I did wrong. Anyway, I’m sorry, for whatever.” He made puppy eyes at me. “I just want to know you’re okay.”


  Subdued, I leaned over his seat and he closed the space between us, merging his lips with mine. His kiss was sweeter than usual, slower, more careful.


  “Call me later?” he whispered against my lips.


  I nodded and slipped out of the car. With my keys already in hand, I ran the path from the sidewalk to the yellow front door of my townhouse.


  “Grandma?” I called after I locked the door behind me.


  “In here,” she answered.


  I followed the direction of her voice and found her in the kitchen, preparing tea and a snack.


  “What’s that for?”


  With shaking hands, she placed the mugs, the cracker packet, and the honey bottle on the small wooden table along one of the walls. “Have a seat.”


  Damn, this didn’t look good. She never, ever waited for me to get home with treats—especially not honey. I sat down, wary of her movements and the way she avoided my eyes.


  “Grandma, you’re worrying me.” Sighing, she sat down across from me and took her mug in her hands. Still, she didn’t look into my eyes. “God damn it, say something already.”


  “Your mother called,” she finally said.


  What the hell? I never talked to my mama, but I knew she called my grandma all the time, to know about me, of course.


  I stood. “This isn’t funny.”


  “No, it’s not funny.” She raised her light blue eyes to mine. “Your father is in the hospital.”


  I held my breath for a moment. “That’s not my problem.” I winced at my words. I didn’t mean to sound like a bitch, but whenever he was involved, I couldn’t help it.


  My grandma sighed. “He’s dying.”


  I dropped back into the chair, feeling oddly empty. My feelings for him had been buried for so long that it took me a while to digest the news. “How’s Mama?”


  “Trying to be strong, but desolate. They have been together for twenty-eight years. It’s a long time to be with someone and suddenly find out that soon they won’t be together anymore.”


  Sadness for Mama filled my chest. “How long does he have?”


  “Your mother said five to seven months.”


  A pang ran through my chest. That wasn’t long at all. “What now?”


  “I think you should go home,” she said.


  I shook my head, not liking her reasoning. “Here’s home. It has been for the past four years.”


  “I know, I know. I just … If you don’t go, you’ll regret it later.”


  A long, shaky sigh escaped my lips. Would I regret it later?


  Of course, my grandma was right. I would regret not going, but I wasn’t sure I could say yes just yet.


  “I’m not sure I want to see him,” I blurted before I could stop myself.


  Grandma gasped. “Jessica Grace Hayes! No matter what happened in the past, he’s your father and he’s dying. That should be enough to make you pack and leave.”


  I cringed. Deep down, I knew she was right, but it wasn’t easy. My feelings toward Papa were too repressed, and the words wouldn’t come out. “I need to think. There is still seven weeks before my classes end. Even if I decide to go, I am finishing the semester first.”


  With a heavy sigh, my grandma patted my hand. “I’m sure you’ll choose the right path.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Jessica


  


  After I turned in my Design Studio project in the architecture building, I waited for Gavin outside the science department building. He was taking his last final exam of the semester and should be out soon.


  Seated at one of the benches outside the building, I hugged my books and bit the inside of my cheek, dreading this conversation.


  Though he had asked many times over the last two months, I hadn’t told him why my grandma had called me and asked me to come home that day. He didn’t even know it was my grandma who called. He just knew I was needed at home.


  A sliver of guilt spread through my chest. Gavin had been so good to me, and I treated him like crap. I didn’t mean to. I just couldn’t help it. I wasn’t ready to be in a serious relationship. I wasn’t ready to give in, to trust, to open up. Sometimes I thought I would never be.


  Someone sat down beside me. “Hey, girl.”


  I smiled. “Hey, Kristin.”


  She bumped her elbow on mine. “Are you ready?”


  “For what? Breaking up with Gavin for good, or going back to South Carolina?”


  “Both.”


  “Well, I’m not ready for either.”


  She put her arm around my shoulders. “One, you’ve been practically playing with Gavin for almost ten months. He deserves to be let go.” I knew she was right. Still, it was hard. Even though I didn’t want a boyfriend, it was good to have someone. He satisfied me, and I satisfied him. What else did a guy in college need? “Two, your grandma is right. You’ll regret it if you don’t go. So stop being worried about it. You’re making the right decision.”


  I nodded. “What about you? Ready for your summer internship?”


  She groaned. “Ugh. Yes and no. I mean, the internship sounds great, but it’s in my hometown. I can’t imagine staying three months with my parents and my little sister.”


  “At least you get along with your parents.”


  “Maybe you will now too. Think of this as a second chance.”


  “I don’t need a second chance,” I snapped. She took her arm from around me. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh.”


  “I know. And I also know you technically didn’t do anything wrong, but this might be a second chance for you to forgive them.”


  I sighed. Even if she was right, it wouldn’t be easy to forgive. Three months seemed too little time to right all the wrongs in our past.


  “We’ll see,” I muttered.


  “Here comes the man.” She hugged me. “Try to relax and enjoy your time home. And call me, okay?”


  I hugged her back. “I will. And you too. Kick some ass at your internship.”


  “I will.” She disentangled herself from me, waved to Gavin as he approached us, stood, and then walked away.


  Gavin sat down in Kristin’s empty spot. “Hi, babe.” He kissed my cheek.


  I tried not to flinch. “Hi.”


  His smile was wide and bright. “What a surprise seeing you here. I could get used to this.”


  “Gavin, we need to talk.”


  The smile slipped from his face. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


  I looked around. Students walked in and out of the building, not paying any attention. Still, I didn’t want anyone hearing us.


  “I’m going home for the summer.”


  He frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m from Lexington, South Carolina. My parents and my brother still live there.”


  “But … your house here?”


  “It’s my grandma’s. She lives here, always has. I moved in with her almost four years ago.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s not important.” I paused, searching for the right words. “I’ll be gone all summer and I don’t want to hold you back. It’s not fair.”


  “Wait. Are … no. Are you breaking up with me?”


  “Gavin, we hooked up on the weekends. Do you really think that was a real relationship?”


  “Yes!” He raised his voice, drawing the attention of students walking by. He cleared his throat and continued in his normal voice. “You know I always wanted more. I wanted a real, serious relationship. You’re the one who didn’t.”


  “I don’t know what to say besides I’m sorry.”


  He held my hand in his. “Be my girlfriend. My real girlfriend. Come to my house tonight. Have dinner with me and my family.”


  As gently as I could, I pulled my hand back. “I’m leaving Sunday morning for Lexington and I’ll be gone for three months. I don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything, that we are a thing. So, just to make it clear, you can date other girls, okay?”


  “No, it’s not okay.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We can make this work, babe. Give me a chance. I want to woo you. I know I can.”


  “Even if you can, Gavin, I’ll be gone for three months. That’s not fair.”


  “I can come visit you. Often. I promise.”


  I shook my head. “Please, Gavin, don’t do this.”


  “No, you don’t do this. I really like you, babe. Please, don’t break up with me.”


  His eyes filled with moisture, and I honestly panicked. I didn’t know how to react to that. It made me a bitch, but I had to end this right now.


  I stood. “Have fun this summer, Gavin. Goodbye.”


  Each time he called my name, I hurried my steps, getting farther and farther away from him. My eyes stung with unshed tears. I really was a bitch and I didn’t know how to fix that.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I stopped shoving my pants back on when the girl in the bed moved. I even stopped breathing, lest she wake up and see me there.


  What would I say to her? “Hi, hmm, yeah, I don’t remember your name, or how I ended up in your dorm room.” No, that wouldn’t be nice. Not that I ever tried being nice. Actually, girls loved when I was bad. Nice did no good for Ryan Dawson’s reputation.


  The girl went back to snoring, wrapped only in her flimsy pink sheet.


  I put my T-shirt on and leaned closer. The girl was pretty, but the fact that my head throbbed and I didn’t remember anything about the night told me she was so boring, I had to drink my way to her bed. Not good.


  I looked around. The dorm was simple but with too much pink stuff. Pink pillows, pink notebooks, pink lamp, pink rug, pink slippers. On her desk, beside her pink wallet, I found a bill from one of the bars on Gervais Street, three blocks from the girl’s dorm. Those bars were packed with college students during weekends, packed with girls, most of them easy, which made my life easier. Some days I loved the chase, the hunt, the expectation. Of course, after sleeping with a girl once, I barely ever spoke to her again. But there were days when I just wanted to get in and get out, as simple as that. I loved college girls because they didn’t stay for long. Four years tops. My reputation wouldn’t ever get blemished.


  I left the dorm and headed toward Park Street, where I had left my car.


  I glanced at my wristwatch. It was already eleven in the morning. I sighed, already playing in my head the pep talk my father would commence with if I were late to his company’s annual summer barbecue. It was always the same thing. More responsibility, more studying, less drinking, less playing, less fooling around.


  Like I cared.


  I found my black Mustang on Senate Street. Really, how long had I been drinking the previous night?


  Before starting the car and driving toward Lexington, I fumbled through the glove compartment and the dashboard, but all the ibuprofen was gone, it seemed. The throbbing in my head would be my companion until I got home.


  Halfway down Highway One, my cell phone rang.


  I groaned, suspecting it was my father inquiring about my whereabouts.


  “Yeah?” I answered without looking at the screen. Damn, my voice didn’t disguise my hangover.


  “Ryan, it’s me,” Luke answered.


  I let out a relieved breath. “Hey, man. Tell me, did you stay at the bar until after I was gone?”


  “No. I left when you started to woo a blond girl. Why?”


  “Nothing. Just wondering if I did anything stupid.”


  Luke’s amused chuckle rang clear through the line. “Everything you do is stupid.”


  “If you called just to kid, then call me later. My head hurts too much right now.”


  The chuckle died on the other side. “I have something to tell you.”


  “Shoot,” I said, not too interested. Luke and his cousin, Jason, had been my best friends since we were little kids, and Luke always had stuff to tell.


  “I’m at my aunt’s house, you know, for Saturday family lunch.”


  I stiffened, gripping the wheel with too much force. “Yes.”


  What had he called for? To tell me old Paul had finally died? I would be happy if he did. I hated the man.


  “Jessica is coming back.”


  I buried my foot on the break. The tires screeched loudly and horns honked behind me. I had stopped the car in the middle of the road and almost caused an accident, but I didn’t care.


  “What?”


  “Aunt Corinne convinced her to come back. At least for a few days. Sorry, man, I thought you would like to know.” I maneuvered my car out of the road and into the driveway of a store, where I could catch my breath and process the info. “Ryan? Are you there?”


  “Yeah, I’m here.”


  “Are you okay?”


  I cleared my throat, pushing the painful lump down. “Yeah. I’m okay. When is she coming?”


  “Tomorrow. She’ll be here tomorrow.”


  “And Jason? Is he coming home too?”


  “Yes. He arrives next weekend, I think.” Luke waited a few seconds. When I didn’t say anything else, he asked, “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Yeah, man.” I forced a chuckle, even though my chest hurt. “Thanks for letting me know.”


  “No problem. Uh, if you need to talk about it, you know where to find me.”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  I turned off the phone and bumped my forehead on the wheel.


  All right, Jessica was coming back. I could deal with it.


  All I had to do was stay away from her. Stay the hell away from wherever she would be. It couldn’t be that difficult, could it?


  Chapter Three


  


  Jessica


  


  The flight was only three hours long, though it could have been thirty. I wouldn’t have noticed the difference.


  I tried reading my book again, but couldn’t finish the first sentence, even after ten or twenty tries. The only thing that seemed to pass the time was my pencil and my sketchpad. I let my mind wander and drew whatever it wanted.


  After a few minutes, I realized the landscape taking place on the paper—the center of Lexington Main Square. A memory played inside my mind and my heart beat faster.


  In the dark, I had snuck out after dinner and raced to the Main Square. From behind a tree, he stepped into the light of a lamppost, taking my breath away.


  “You came,” he said, his usually rough voice laced with a hint of pleasure.


  “You asked me to.”


  One corner of his lips turned up as he marched to me, his eyes on mine. His presence, his power, his smile, the intensity of his gaze—it was all too much for me. I could have melted in a puddle at his feet. Before I could visibly swoon, he halted half a foot from me and cupped my cheek with his warm hand. His gaze flickered to my lips and I stopped breathing again.


  When his lips brushed mine, I closed my eyes and leaned against his strong frame.


  The sound of the seat belt sign turning on brought me back to the present. I let out a deep breath, a whispered curse, and wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. I blinked fast, willing my thoughts to push those memories back to the dark hole in the back of my mind where they had crawled off.


  It didn’t work.


  The airplane started descending, and I gripped the arms of my chair, my breathing shallow. I wasn’t afraid of flying, never had been, but I was afraid of what I would find once the plane touched the ground and I was forced to leave it.


  Who was I kidding? Why had I come? I wasn’t ready for this.


  If I could, I would have yelled for the pilot to turn around and drop me back in Cleveland.


  It was too late now.


  I grabbed my pencil and sketchpad, picked up my purse from the overhead compartment, and marched to the baggage claim area with the other passengers. I breathed through my mouth as if it could slow my racing heart and avoid a nervous breakdown.


  The wait for my luggage seemed even longer than the flight. I paced before the carousel, knowing that, if I looked through the glass windows behind me, I would see my ride waiting for me. Jesus, why had I come? Why?


  The carousel started moving and I jumped back, startled, my hand flying over my heart. A few strangers glanced at me with wary eyes. Self-conscious, I straightened, cleared my throat, and smoothed my tank top.


  I could do this. I could.


  Closing my eyes for a quick second, I drew in a long, deep breath.


  Nobody had forced me to come. It had been my decision. Not an easy one, not a quiet one, but, in the end, the last word had been mine. If anything happened, if it became too hard to endure it, too complicated, too emotional, I could leave. I could go back to my real home any time.


  My heart was almost at its normal speed.


  I reached for my luggage on the carousel, and placed it at my feet before taking another deep breath.


  Then, I turned toward the glass doors, ready to face the demons of my past.


  


  ***


  Mama waited for me outside the airport terminal, leaning against the same old, dusty green truck I remembered.


  I swallowed the sudden tears when she saw me approaching.


  “My goodness, honey, you’re so thin!” Typical. Four years without seeing or speaking to her and the first thing she mentioned was the lack of food in my system. Nevertheless, emotion took hold of me and, like a child, I dropped my purse and my luggage and ran to her. She embraced me with her strong arms. A sob shook my chest. “Honey, I missed you so darn much,” she whispered in my ear.


  “I missed you too,” I whispered back. Jesus, I had even missed her light Southern drawl. It intensified whenever she was angry or too excited.


  “Let me look at you.” She pushed me at arm’s length and turned me around. The wrinkle on her forehead deepened. “Isn’t your hair too long? For goodness sake.” She tugged a dark blond strand. “It’s almost at your butt, honey.”


  With a small smile, I shook my head, not believing she had chosen to complain about my looks.


  Then I looked at her. Really looked at her. She had been a beauty once. She still was, though age and stress were playing their part. Her round face had new wrinkles, and her smile didn’t touch her blue eyes. Her amber hair was cut shorter than I remember, and she was thinner too.


  “Hasn’t your grandmother fed you?” she asked, taking my bags from the sidewalk and placing them in the truck.


  “Don’t blame her. I like being thin.”


  We slid inside the truck. With a loud and strange roar, the engine came to life, and Mama drove us out of the airport.


  “It ain’t healthy to be too thin.”


  “Well, I could say the same about you. You lost weight too.”


  She sighed, her eyes on the road. “Things haven’t been easy,” she muttered.


  My heart wilted. The joy of seeing Mama again had erased the reason I had come from my mind.


  “How is he?” I asked, my head low.


  “Enduring.”


  We reached Highway One, and among the many new buildings and constructions, I recognized a few old ones.


  I turned toward her, as much as the seat belt around my torso allowed me. This question had been bothering me since she first called two months ago. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”


  “Your father didn’t want you to know. Not yet. You know how hardheaded he can be. He was too proud to admit he wasn’t well.” Around the wheel, her knuckles turned white. “But he has been in the hospital for three months now. The doctors don’t think he’ll make it much longer. And, since he is unconscious most of the time, I thought it was safe to let you know.” She glanced at me, her eyes shining with tears. “To let you come home.”


  I averted my eyes and pretended to take notice of the familiar streets.


  Home.


  Lexington hadn’t been my home for four years. I didn’t think it would ever be again. I didn’t want it to be.


  I opened my mouth to let her know my mind on the subject, but reconsidered. My poor mama was already under too much stress. I didn’t need to add one more layer and risk having her collapsing too. It was summer. I had three months until I needed to return to Cleveland and to my classes. I didn’t want to stay that long, but I wouldn’t worry her with that right now.


  “Is Jason home?”


  A small smile took over her lips. “Jason went to North Carolina for a bike show. He should be back next weekend.” If my brother was at a motorcycle show, my cousin would be too. There was someone else who would probably be with them, but I tried not to think about him. “He’s attending college, you know.”


  “Really? What’s his major?”


  “Biology, for now. He’s gonna apply to med school next semester.”


  Wow, my brother in med school. That was shocking. Or maybe not that much. It all depended on how long my father had been sick, something I still didn’t know and wasn’t sure I wanted to know.


  Just then, Mama drove past the hospital.


  “Aren’t we going to the hospital?”


  “Not today. Your father will spend the afternoon on exams. We could stop by, but I doubt we’ll be able to spend much time with him.” She offered me a cheerful smile I almost believed. “Besides, it’s almost lunchtime.”


  She drove us to the outskirts of town, and entered the subdivision I remembered so well. Ninety percent of the houses here were white with brown doors and windows. On a corner lot, my parents’ house was a soft yellow with white doors and windows. A wide porch snaked around the two-story house, along with many flowers and shrubs. A large tree in the back provided a nice shadow to lurk in during the hot summer.


  Everything was the same. Except for the care. The house was still small and lovely and cozy, and could probably still win the most beautiful yard award, but I could see, here and there, that it wasn’t one of the priorities anymore.


  There were weeds in some spots in the grass, some shrubs in need of pruning, some flowers in need of watering, and the porch in need of a good broom.


  An old blue Honda was parked in the driveway.


  “Cadence is here,” Mama announced as she parked the truck beside the Honda. Mama got out of the truck and picked up my bags from the back. She halted at my door when she realized I had not moved. “Aren’t you coming?”


  Jason was out of state, so my cousin should be with him. Still, I had to ask. “Is Luke here?”


  “I don’t think so. He must be at work. Though I think Lindsey is.”


  So, he hadn’t gone to the show. Interesting. At least he had to work, and I didn’t need to worry about him just now.


  The breath I was holding escaped my lips. Okay, I could work with Aunt Cadence and my cousin, Lindsey. However, I couldn’t, I wouldn’t, put up with Luke.


  I stepped in the house and was caught and squeezed by Aunt Cadence’s heavy arms. If Mama had lost weight, Cadence had gained some.


  “I can’t believe you’re here!” she squealed, twisting me around.


  She let go of me. I was about to make a joke and complain about her warm and happy demeanor when I saw Lindsey at her side.


  “You’ve grown,” I muttered, staring her up and down. She looked so pretty, so sweet. I did the math in my mind and gasped, realizing she was now seventeen. A beautiful young lady. Her hair was long and fell in waves down her back. It was a couple of shades lighter than mine. Her round hazel eyes mirrored the smile on her lips. She was tall, a little taller than I was, but not as tall as her brother. “Wow, girl, you’re beautiful.”


  “So are you,” she said as she hugged me.


  Aunt Cadence snatched me from Lindsey, and pulled me to the kitchen where many pots and pans seemed alive on the range and in the oven. I inhaled deeply. Sweet and spicy scents from my favorite dishes swirled around me. Jesus, I had missed their fine cooking. Nobody could cook like Mama and her sister.


  And this setting, this kitchen, with its rustic cabinets and wooden table and chairs, was where they cooked the best food. I had spent a good part of my life in this kitchen with them.


  “Tell me the truth. My mother didn’t feed you, did she? You look so thin,” Aunt Cadence said as she pushed me into a chair.


  “That’s what I said,” Mama commented. She opened the cabinets and picked plates and glasses from them. “I’ll have to call Mom and complain about it.”


  “As if you didn’t already,” I said. Mama gaped at me. “Do you think I don’t know you call at least once every two weeks and ask Grandma how I am? I’m not stupid.”


  A slight blush took over her cheeks. “Well, you’re my daughter. I have the right to know how you’re doing.” She placed the plates and glasses on the table while Aunt Cadence stirred a boiling pot. “Things might not have parted well between us, but that was many years ago. Plenty of time to put it all behind and start over.” Her tone was firm. She was hoping I wouldn’t argue. I decided I wouldn’t, so as not to upset her.


  Aunt Cadence was quick to change subjects. “How is college?”


  That I could talk about. “Great. I really like it.”


  “Architecture, right?”


  “Yes, at Kent State University.”


  “Fancy.” Aunt Cadence made an impressed face as she put a bowl with homemade bread before me. My mouth watered. “You’re on vacation now?”


  “Yes.” I took one slice off the bread. “The spring semester ended two days ago. I was going to take two classes during the summer, but I realized I can take them later.” I bit my lip. I had almost confessed that Grandma had convinced me I could take those classes later, that being here with Mama was more important. If it weren’t for Grandma’s wise words, I probably wouldn’t have come.


  “’Nough talking,” Mama said. “Let’s eat.”


  They brought the pots to the table, and I had to restrain myself not to jump over them and yell, “My precious.” How could I have forgotten how much I loved Mama’s food?


  During lunch we talked some more. About Grandma, Cleveland, college. Lindsey told me about high school. She was going to start her senior year in the fall and was nervous about it. She was also nervous she wouldn’t get a good date for prom, which was still a year away!


  “Did you go to prom?” Lindsey asked. “With whom?”


  “With some guy from my school. After graduation, I never saw him again.”


  Her face fell. I could feel she liked a guy, and she was daydreaming about being with him forever. I had been seventeen. I knew the feeling.


  “Do you have a boyfriend?” she asked.


  “Nope.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk about Gavin. Besides, he wasn’t my boyfriend, and whatever we had, it was over now.


  Aunt Cadence stood. “All right.” She pushed us toward the back door. “I don’t like extra hands in the kitchen, especially ones that don’t work my way. Shoo.”


  Well, if she didn’t want help, I wouldn’t be the one complaining. Lindsey and I walked out the door, and Luna, our Golden Retriever, came running to me.


  “Gosh, Luna,” I whispered, kneeling in front of her. Jeez, how could I have forgotten about her? I made the calculations in my head. She was probably six or seven years old already. “You look so pretty, girl.”


  And she did. Her golden coat shone against the early afternoon sun, her honey-colored eyes sparkled, and her tail twitched as if she had drank coffee.


  She licked my cheek and I laughed. “I missed you too.”


  With Luna at our feet, Lindsey and I sat on the swing on the porch. I took off my shoes and caressed Luna’s ears with my toes.


  It was a hot Sunday afternoon, reminding me of Cleveland too much.


  After a few quiet minutes, Lindsey asked, “Did you miss it here?”


  I could lie. I could pretend I never cared. I wanted to. “I missed it.”


  “How did you cope with it?”


  I sighed. “I was hurt. I was enraged. My pride had been squashed. I guess that forgetting wasn’t so difficult.”


  “If you could go back in time, would you do things differently?”


  “For a long time, I wished I could. I wished I could do everything differently. Now, I’m glad I live in Cleveland. Grandma is an awesome roommate. I love college. I have Kristin, my best friend. I wouldn’t change a thing.”


  Again, we fell into silence.


  I let my head hang backward while Lindsey moved the swing. I could fall asleep like this. The surrounding was familiar, the cooking scents were welcoming, the day looked nice, Luna was great company, and being with Lindsey was almost like old times. Suddenly, I didn’t feel nervous anymore.


  But that all went down the drain when Luke showed up on the back porch.


  “Hey, cousin,” he said with a tentative smile.


  My heart froze, and I felt like my life was being sucked away through my bare skin.


  He still looked the same—tall, golden hair like Lindsey’s, round, dark brown eyes—but he was wider, like he had been working out, and now he had stubble over his chin as if he was growing a goatee.


  He came closer. “Won’t you say hi?”


  I shot up, pumping adrenaline into my veins. “How dare you come here?”


  He raised his palms. “I came to say hi.”


  Luna barked at him.


  “And I want you out of here.” My cheeks were on fire. Pure anger. “While I’m in town, you’re not welcomed here.” I ran into the house and he came after me. “Mama!” I found her in the living room with Aunt Cadence. “Tell him he is not welcomed here. Not while I’m here.”


  “Son,” Aunt Cadence started, disappointment washing over her words. “We’ve talked about this.”


  “I had to try,” he said.


  I pointed to the door. “Out!”


  “Please, Luke,” Mama said, low but firm.


  For a couple of tense seconds, Luke stood his ground, and Luna, who had followed us inside, growled at him. Then, his wide shoulders slumped, and he dragged his feet out of my house.


  “I don’t want him here,” I said, my breathing loud and rapid.


  “He’s family, honey. You won’t be able to avoid him,” Mama said.


  “If you want me to stay here, he has to stay away.”


  “Jess,” Aunt Cadence called me, her voice gentle and careful. I was already shaking my head. “Luke is sorry about the past. I wish you two could talk about it. I wish you could forgive him.”


  Blood pumped through my veins. I would explode at any second. “He helped that … that jerk.” My knees gave out, and I leaned against the wall. Mama darted toward me, but I raised my hand to keep her from touching me. I didn’t want her pity. I didn’t want anyone’s pity. “Luke was there. Luke helped him.”


  “Honey.” Mama tried holding me, but I slapped her hands away. “Ryan is not—”


  “Don’t say his name!” I interrupted her. “Don’t ever say his name again.”


  Aunt Cadence held Mama’s hand. “Give the girl some time, Corrine,” she said, pulling Mama back. She gestured to me. “Let her be. It’s her problem. It’s her way of solving things.”


  Solving things? Was she really talking about solving things? I wanted everything to explode. Jesus, I shouldn’t have come. I really shouldn’t. How the hell was I supposed to support Mama if everything around me was messed up?


  I ran upstairs and entered my room. Without meaning to, I slammed the door on Luna’s face, and she whined.


  My heart squeezed and I fell on my knees.


  While trying to run away from the problems downstairs, I had encountered another. My bedroom.


  The white and lilac wallpaper, the purple comforter and pillows, the notebooks, the sketches on the corkboards on the wall, the photos in the picture frames. Everything was filled with memories, a few good ones, a lot of bad ones.


  I crawled to the bookshelf, picked up all the portraits, and shoved them inside a drawer. Then I took down all the sketches of people and friends, balled them in my fist, and threw them in the trash can beside my desk. Next, I ripped down the photos without frames. I hated portraits. I hated pictures. I hated photo albums.


  Exhausted, I inched to my bed and lay down, hugging my pillow.


  Impossible. It still smelled of him. I buried my nose in it and took a deep breath. Very faint, but it was still there. His scent on my bed.


  His scent …


  I remembered him opening the window in the middle of the night and crawling in bed with me. The first time he did it, I screamed, thinking it was a burglar or something. He had to hide under my bed when Papa and Jason barged in my bedroom. I lied I had a nightmare, but it was all okay now. As soon as they closed the door behind them, he slipped under my covers and pressed his warm body against mine.


  “Sorry,” I whispered, burying my face in his neck and savoring his intoxicating scent.


  “That’s okay.” He chuckled. “At least I had time to hide before they got here.”


  I laughed, a hand pressed over my mouth to contain the sound. “Sorry.”


  He rolled over me, positioning his wonderfully heavy body over mine, pressing against me in the right places. I gasped. “Stop apologizing and kiss me.”


  Somehow, I found the strength to pull myself out of that memory. Like I had done on the plane, I pushed it to the back of my mind, but I knew, I just knew, it was going to be harder and harder to keep them away.


  I threw the pillow to the floor, hugged my knees to my chest, and cried.


  Chapter Four


  


  Jessica


  


  My eyelids would need surgery of some kind to shrink back to their normal size. After crying in the afternoon, I cried again before sleeping.


  I washed my face several times with cold water, hoping it would do the trick. Then I put on gray yoga pants, a white tank top, white running shoes, pulled my hair into a tight ponytail, and descended the stairs.


  Mama was in the kitchen, baking two cakes and some butter cookies, Luna at her feet.


  I leaned in the doorway. “Did you open a bakery again?”


  Luna ran to me and circled my legs.


  “Hi, honey.” Mama turned, wearing a sweet smile, with her hand filled with dough. “Good morning. I hope you don’t mind preparing your own breakfast. I’m busy.”


  I caressed Luna’s ears and walked in.


  “I can see that.” I grabbed milk from the fridge and a slice of the sweet homemade bread, then sat on the chair at the table in the center of the kitchen. “You didn’t answer. Did you open a bakery again?”


  Mama had sold her bakery when I was twelve because she was stressing over it more than enjoying cooking, which was her primary purpose. But Mama never stopped cooking or baking cakes for close friends and family. It was what she liked to do and what she was good at.


  “No, but I’ve been accepting more orders than usual.” She pushed hard against the dough. Cakes didn’t need that kind of beating. Perhaps Mama was making more bread. “It helps keep me busy.” I thought I heard a sob coming from her direction. “And I need to do something. I’ll have too much time on my own after …”


  She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.


  I stood, approached Mama, turned her around, and embraced her tightly.


  Mama resisted crying at first, and then she let it go and sobbed like a child on my shoulder. Luna whined beside us.


  “I’m not ready for this,” she whispered. “I’m not ready to say goodbye to your father.” Gently, I pulled away. I empathized with Mama, but not with my father. Not anymore. Not for the last four years. “I’m sorry. I know you resent him, but I honestly hope you can forgive him.” She put her hand over her mouth. “You can’t let him die without forgiving him.”


  “Mama,” I started. I didn’t really know what to say. “I can’t forgive someone who doesn’t want to be forgiven.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “Did he ever tell you otherwise?”


  “No—”


  “See.”


  “But you know your father. He never says too much.”


  “Oh, he does. He said a lot that night.”


  Mama washed her hands under the sink faucet. “Oh, honey. If we could go back in time, things would have been different.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think they would.” Because I knew I wouldn’t have acted differently. And one thing led to another, ending with me moving away to live with my grandma in Cleveland and never speaking to my family again. Until now.


  “Well.” Mama wiped the tears from her eyes. “We have time. Your classes start again in three months. Until then, you can stay here. I won’t give up hope.”


  That made one of us.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I was late for my community service. Again.


  At this rate, I would end up before the judge much earlier than expected. Damn it.


  I accelerated my Mustang through the streets, careful with the spots I knew cops could be hiding, just waiting for the opportunity to jump on careless drivers. When I was younger, I had been caught once or twice … or ten times. Jason and Luke had been with me most of those times. Then later Ethan joined the gang.


  Thinking of them, I remembered Luke’s call yesterday morning.


  “She’s here,” Luke told me.


  The first thing on my mind was if she was still beautiful, but I pushed her image away. “And?”


  Luke tsked. “She kicked me out of her house. Said I should stay away while she’s in town.”


  “Sorry, man.” It was the only thing I could say.


  Furious with myself, I punched the wheel. I entered West Main Street and slowed down considerably. This place was the cops preferred hangout.


  From a distance, I saw someone running on the shoulder of the road, a golden dog alongside her. What an odd thing. I had lived here for twenty-three years and had never seen anyone running along this road in the middle of the morning. The girl looked hot, wearing low-rise pants, a cropped white top, and her long hair in a ponytail. As I drove closer, a band tightened in my chest. I knew that dog and I knew that girl. She looked not only hot, but also incredibly beautiful.


  The sun filtered through the trees over her head, and her hair shone. The natural golden highlights glittered among her dark blond mane, the same ones everyone had teased weren’t natural. But I knew they were.


  I sucked in air, too warm on my lungs, and, almost without thinking, reduced my speed even more. Swallowing hard, I turned my gaze back to the traffic. That didn’t last three seconds. My eyes went back to her, and I could do nothing to stop staring at her.


  Holy shit, she had grown. She had gone from hot girl to gorgeous woman. Something old, something dormant stirred in me.


  Oh no, no.


  A horn sounded, and I snapped out of it, pulling my car back into my lane. Shit. I had been so into her, I almost drove off the road and onto the sidewalk.


  Jessica’s head snapped toward the sound, but Luna tugged on the leash, pulling her to the side and into a subdivision.


  I pulled over and watched as she ran away from me. A fight against the will to go after her ensued in me, and I had to say, I was almost losing. She looked too beautiful in that bra top and those tight pants. I could tell my mind she was dead to me, but my body was reacting in a whole different way.


  I inhaled deeply and let my head rest on my seat. When I grabbed the steering wheel, I saw my hands shaking. Damn it.


  Besides being now super late for work, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get Jessica out of my head. Her presence here, and inside my mind, would mess with everything, with all my progress.


  I punched the wheel again, as if the action would calm me down.


  So much for staying out of her way.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  Mama’s hand slid into my own, holding tight, as we walked down the corridor. The white walls, the white furniture, the white dressed doctors, it made me dizzy, more than the antiseptic smell that clouded the air.


  “Relax, honey.” Mama squeezed my hand. “It’s going to be okay.”


  Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who held a locked steel box inside her heart with all the rage and frustration and disappointment Papa was part of.


  As soon as we entered his room, I knew that box would explode, and I didn’t want it to. I didn’t want to deal with those feelings yet. I didn’t want to deal with those feelings at all.


  I closed my eyes for a second and reminded myself why I was here. For Mama. It was because of Mama.


  At the door, we stopped briefly.


  Mama turned to me. “Ready?”


  I took a deep breath and nodded.


  She opened the door and I stepped inside. My father was sleeping in the bed in the center of the room, wires and IVs hooked up to his arms and chest. He looked vulnerable and thin. His black hair was almost gone, and his skin was pale.


  My eyes filled with tears. I knew cancer patients practically faded away in the terminal stages, but I didn’t expect to see him so weak. Not yet. He had never, ever been weak. Exactly the opposite. He had raised my brother and me with a firm hand and lots of discipline.


  Though I knew he loved me growing up, it wasn’t easy.


  “Where do you think you’re going dressed like that, young lady?” he asked each time I wore what I had considered normal clothes: fitted jeans or short skirts or V-neck tops. To him, my clothes should be loose and the skirts had to cover my knees.


  At some point, it became a game. I dressed the way he wanted me to, until I was out the door. I always had a change of clothes inside my purse or in the tree house or in my locker. I ditched the baggy shirts and dressed like other girls my age.


  Another issue was boys. Oh, gosh, if Papa caught a boy staring at me, poor guy. He would hear it for the next century, which was part of the reason Jason’s friends were wary of coming into the same room as me. When we were younger, it was okay. We were innocent kids, just playing around. But once we grew up, once I was a teenager, it all changed. Papa gave them all a hard time.


  With Jason, Papa complained about the bikes, the races, the leather jackets, the bandanas, and the parties.


  “Don’t you think it’s time you sold that motorcycle and grew up?” he asked Jason almost every day. It didn’t matter if he was only seventeen and still a boy. To Papa, he should already be a responsible man, like he was at his age.


  Deep down, I knew Papa meant well. He wanted the best for us, even if his views and values were a little outdated. However, his views and values had gotten us in the situation we were now.


  Mama put her hand on my shoulder, making me focus on the helpless man in the bed, the weak man hooked up to machines to keep him alive.


  It was sad how the life of someone so energetic could change so suddenly and radically.


  “He’s been sleeping more and more,” Mama said.


  I opened my mouth to ask her something when a nurse stepped into the room. “Good afternoon.”


  “Hi, Debbie,” Mama greeted her. Of course, she probably knew the name of every nurse and doctor and employee in the hospital. “How’s he doing?”


  “Sleeping most of the time,” the nurse said, walking to my father’s bed. “He woke up only a couple of times, complained about pain and the food, and slept again.”


  Mama chuckled. Even when dying, Papa complained about the food. The only food he ever ate without complaint was Mama’s. In fact, he even complimented her cooking a couple of times, which was a lot coming from him.


  “We’ll stay a little, if that’s okay?”


  The nurse smiled. “Sure.” She checked his monitors and whatever else and then left.


  I looked around the small room, uncomfortable with the situation, uncomfortable with being here, with Papa. I sat on the worn sofa along the wall. “What do you do when you’re here?”


  Mama sat beside me. “Just keep him company and pray he’ll wake up and remember me, so we can talk a little.”


  “He forgets you?”


  She nodded, her tired eyes on me. “Yes. His mind is not the same. It’s a miracle when he remembers anything at all.”


  That was so sad. Sad and alarming.


  “So, he doesn’t remember me? And, uh, about our past?”


  She averted her eyes and sighed. “When he remembers things, that’s the first one on his list.”


  Did I really have any hopes he wouldn’t remember any of it? More importantly, did I want him to forget? To him, I was guilty. To me, he was guilty. Even if he wasn’t dying and we had all the time in the world, we would never fix this.


  


  ***


  “Whose car is that?”


  Mama drove the truck into our driveway and parked beside a white Mazda. She spied at the window. “I don’t know.”


  I exited the truck and walked around it, just as two people exited the other car. Two girls. My girls.


  My heartbeat accelerated as I recognized Rachel and Sophie.


  They smiled and ran to me. I opened my arms and welcomed their bear hug. We became one bundle, jumping up and down and screaming in each other’s ears.


  After a long time, I pulled back and took them in. Sophie was still my height, but thinner than she was four years ago. Her huge green eyes contrasted with the black eyeliner and mascara, and her straight blond hair hung to her shoulders. Rachel was still taller than I was, with fuller boobs and rounder hips. A real Spanish guitar. Her round brown eyes shone with curiosity, and a big mouth and full lips pulled into a big smile. Her long curly brown hair fell down her back.


  I blinked back happy tears. “Wow, I can’t believe you guys are here!”


  “We can’t believe you are here!” Sophie said.


  “And you didn’t tell us!” Rachel added.


  “I’m sorry.” I held their hands. “I’m not sure what I was thinking. Maybe I thought you guys would have moved. I don’t know really. I’m sorry.”


  Sophie winked. “You’re forgiven.”


  “But just because you’ll be here for three months!” Rachel squealed.


  “Where’s Faith?” I asked about our other friend.


  “She moved to California before our senior year,” Sophie said. “We still talk to her online or through emails, but it’s not the same.”


  I nodded, knowing all too well what distance could do to a friendship.


  “Girls.” Mama, who had entered the house and we hadn’t even seen it, appeared at the front door. “Come inside. I have tea and some other things.”


  “Hmm, how I missed your mom’s ‘other things.’” Rachel did air quotes with her fingers, then hooked her arm through mine.


  We walked into the house together, went into the kitchen together, took the cups and saucers and all we would need to the back porch table together, and sat down together.


  Luna sprawled under the table at our feet.


  It was so great being around them. It felt right, familiar. I had known them both, and Faith, since kindergarten, and we had been best friends since. Until I suddenly left town and stopped speaking to them.


  I served the tea into their cups. “How did you guys find out I was back?” I asked.


  Sophie fidgeted with her spoon. “We’re still friends with the guys. Jason and Luke told us.”


  Rachel gave me a wary look. “So, you’re over Ryan?”


  I cringed at his name. I hadn’t said that name out loud in so long. “There was nothing to be over.” I picked up my spoon and stirred my tea, my movements brusque. “Can we not talk about the guys?” They exchanged another look. “What?”


  “Nothing.” Rachel shrugged. “You asked not to talk about the guys, so then we won’t talk about them.”


  I nodded. “Good. Now tell me what you two have been up to.”


  Sophie told me she was studying economics at USC and working at her father’s insurance company, which was odd since I remembered her hating math and anything to do with it. And Rachel told me she studied jewelry at SCAD Savannah, whatever that meant. She came home almost every weekend though. At the end of each semester, she brought home the jewelry she designed in class and sold the pieces to our friends and their mothers and whoever showed up.


  “These are mine.” She gestured toward her necklace and her earrings. Small black stones accented by bronze details.


  “This one too,” Sophie said, raising her hand and showing me her ring. A large flower made of pink stones.


  Wow, she was talented. “They are gorgeous. Do you have more? I would like to see them.”


  “Didn’t bring them over.” She pouted. “But I’ll bring some another time. We have three months to catch up now.”


  I smiled, equally glad. “I know.” Perhaps this summer wouldn’t be a complete disaster after all.


  After putting her cup down, Rachel rummaged through her purse.


  Sophie reached for one of Mama’s famous coconut cookies. “Where’s the fire?”


  Rachel pulled something silver from insider her purse. “Ta-da! We have to take a picture of this moment.”


  I grimaced at the camera she was holding. The teacup fell from my hand onto the table, spilling tea on the cookies.


  “Rachel,” Sophie said, waving at the camera.


  Rachel stared from me to the camera and back at me. Realization shone in her eyes. “Oh, gosh, sorry.” She put it away quickly. “So, so sorry.”


  “You’ll have to have patience with us.” Sophie grabbed a few napkins and started working at the mess, while I just stared, completely out of it. “We didn’t think pictures would upset you.”


  So much fuss because of a camera. Get a grip, damn it! I couldn’t hide from pictures and cameras forever. Although, I wanted to.


  “I don’t want to let pictures and cameras upset me, but I can’t help it. Not after …” I swallowed hard through a big lump in my throat. There was no way I could finish that sentence. Taking a deep breath, I picked up a napkin and helped Sophie dry the tabletop. At least my teacup had been almost empty. “It’s okay.” I pursed my lips then forced the next words out. “I need to get past those details.”


  “I thought you said you didn’t have anything to get over,” Rachel commented, her tone matter-of-fact.


  “Rachel!” Sophie chided her.


  “What?” Rachel shrugged. “It’s not like we don’t know what happened. If you want to get over it, then talk about it. I’m sure it’ll help.”


  I leaned back in my chair. She was right. Talking would probably help. But I hadn’t talked about it for four years, not even to Kristin. “I’m not ready.”


  Sophie rested her hand on mine. “It’s okay. We understand.”


  “We’re here when you’re ready,” Rachel added. Always so direct and fierce. She hadn’t changed one bit.


  “Thanks,” I whispered.


  We fell into a comfortable silence. It was good to be with them again. They had been my best friends, my pillars, my wake up call, my confidants, my everything for so many years. I could easily see the three of us hanging out together all the time during the summer.


  “Your parents still have it,” Sophie said.


  I turned to her and followed her gaze to the largest tree on the right side of the yard. My tree house. “It looks like it.”


  “We spent some great times there,” Rachel said.


  “We did.” I sighed, remembering the slumber parties we had almost every weekend in that tree house. I reached for my fallen teacup.


  Sophie gestured toward it. “Do you think it could still hold us?”


  I served myself more tea. “What do you mean?”


  A wicked smile took over Sophie’s face. “If we could still go up there and stay up there.”


  Rachel gasped. “You mean have a slumber party? Up there?”


  “Yes,” Sophie answered.


  Rachel clapped her hands. “That would be awesome!”


  I almost spitted the tea I was drinking. “You two are nuts. We haven’t done that since we were what, thirteen, fourteen?”


  “We’re twenty now,” Sophie said, “but who cares? I think we would have so much fun. We could pretend everything was back to normal, like it was before. We could do each other’s nails while talking trash about the guys and planning our pranks on the bitches at our schools.”


  Curious, I turned to her. “What happened to the bitches anyway?”


  Rachel cocked her eyebrows at me. “Are you asking about a specific bitch?”


  “Hell no.” I pressed my hands together. “Tell me about all the others, but Caryn, please.”


  Sophie wiggled her eyebrows at me. “All right, I’ll tell you about them during our slumber party.”


  Rachel giggled, and I realized the decision was made for me.


  Like three teenagers, we were going to have a slumber party in my tree house.


  Chapter Five


  


  Ryan


  


  “How did you do this?” I asked, leaning over Jason’s street bike.


  A little odd for a Saturday morning, he had brought his messed up bike over to my garage a few minutes after I emerged from my apartment to work on my cruiser bike.


  Jason crouched beside me. “Racing last night. The guy closed up on me, and my bike skidded off. I was able to jump from under it before the weight really settled in, but my favorite leather jacket is currently in the trash.”


  If it didn’t hurt to talk about bike racing, I would have laughed.


  Jason, Luke, and Ethan continued with occasional late-night illegal races, but since my last race almost four years ago, I hadn’t hopped on a bike, much less gone with them and had a good time. Although, they tried to take me.


  Once, they told me we were going to a pub in Columbia, so we all filed into Ethan’s Camaro. Instead of going to Columbia, they took me to one of the secret racing places around Lexington. I lost it. The car hadn’t even come to a full stop when I stepped out and marched away. The guys came after me, but I was out of it.


  “You have to face it, Ryan,” Luke said, pulling my arm.


  Now I know he meant well, but at the time, red was all I saw. Because of that, I buried my fist in his nose.


  Luke fell back, totally surprised.


  Jason faced me next, and shit, I almost hit him too. Ethan, who was larger than I was, finally held my arms behind my back. That was when the red started fading. The anger gave way to sadness. Regret.


  I jerked Ethan off. “Let me go,” I warned, my voice rough, dark. “If you guys don’t want any more broken noses, don’t bring me here again.” I whirled on the heels of my boot and marched home. It took me forty minutes, but it was good. I needed to clear my mind.


  “Ethan also lost, though he didn’t fall off his bike,” Jason said, pulling me back from my memories. “Luke won, as usual.”


  “Of course he did.” My tone was tighter than I wanted it to.


  Luke was a semi-professional racer—who also raced illegally for fun every now and then. He trained with Ethan’s uncle, John, who had been a great racer when he was younger. As expected, Luke was doing great. I could have been great too, and even though it wasn’t Luke’s fault I couldn’t race anymore, jealousy over his success always hit me like a bitch.


  Jason pointed to his bike. “So, what’s the verdict?”


  The body was smashed, the left mirror was hanging loose, and the front headlight was broken. “If I can get the parts in by next Wednesday, I would need maybe one more week to fix it.”


  “Dude, I came to you because I thought you would be faster.” Jason stood up and straightened his not-so-favorite leather jacket. “I can fix it on my own if it’s going to take that long.”


  I stood beside him and readjusted my leather gloves. “Sorry, J-man, but I have work five or six days per week, and then curfew on weekdays. I can’t spend a lot of time on it.”


  “My summer classes start next week, so I won’t have a lot of time either.” He tsked. “That’s okay. I wanted to race next weekend, make some money, but that’s okay. There will be other races.”


  I nodded. There would be. For him, Luke, Ethan, and the entire town. Not for me though.


  I reached over to the small fridge under the counter, grabbed two cans of Coke, and tossed one to Jason. It would have looked better if two big guys standing around bikes in a garage were drinking beer, but I tried to avoid alcohol as much as I could.


  “Thanks,” he said, opening his can.


  I took a good look at him. Ruffled blond hair, dark circles under his eyes, and crumpled clothes. “Did you just get into town from the bike event?”


  “Yup. If I go home with that messed up bike, my mother might have a heart attack.”


  “But there’s nothing I can do for it now, other than start taking it apart.”


  “I know. I’ll drive home though, and then I’ll bring it back later. I’ll have Luke come with me to give me a ride.”


  “Sounds good.”


  He took a sip of his Coke. “So. How are you?”


  I took a big swallow of my drink. The cold liquid ran down my throat, giving me energy and time to think of a good answer. I knew where Jason was going with this. “The same as always.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”


  I shrugged. “I’m okay.”


  “Even with my sister back?”


  I gritted my teeth. “So what, she’s back.”


  “Have you already seen her?”


  I nodded. “Yup. I was driving and she was running. The first time, I almost drove on the sidewalk.”


  He lifted both eyebrows. “And that is being okay?”


  “What? I was shocked. It was the first time I saw her in four years.” And she was even more beautiful than I remembered. How wouldn’t that mess with a guy’s head? “I don’t think she saw me though.”


  “So you’re okay with her being here?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” I drank the rest of my Coke and threw the can in the trash. If only I could do that with my feelings. “She’s free to do whatever she wants. Hopefully, we won’t run into each other too much.”


  “This town isn’t that big,” Jason said, his voice low.


  Didn’t I know that? She had been here for five days, and I had already run into her. How many more times would I suffer until the summer was over?


  I opened one of my toolboxes, eager to find something else to busy my mind. “Catch.” I threw a wrench at Jason. He closed his free hand around it before it hit him in the chest. “We can’t work on your bike yet, but we can work on mine.”


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  I punched the dough. It could have my frustration; it wouldn’t complain.


  But Mama would. “The poor dough isn’t guilty, whatever the crime.”


  I stepped away from the table before I got mad, and after destroying the bread’s dough instead of softening it, started breaking the plates and cups.


  This morning, I had gone running with Luna again. It was good for my body and my mind. It was great to clear my thoughts. However, this time, the technique didn’t work. Even while running, my mind turned to him.


  Despite my will, I wondered where he was, what he was doing. On a Saturday morning? He was probably crawling out of some girl’s bed, racing to his car and driving away as fast as he could.


  I wondered if he still had the Mustang. If that car could talk.


  I often lied that I was going to Rachel’s or Sophie’s or Faith’s house, but instead, Ryan took me for a ride. A ride that usually ended with his car parked in the middle of nowhere and us getting heavy in the backseat. In the brief time we were together, he never pressured me about sex, though he made it clear that whenever I was ready, he was too.


  Now I wondered how many girls he had taken for secret rides. How many of those had let him go all the way on that same backseat?


  I shuddered.


  “Hon?” Mama called me, bringing me back to the present.


  I washed my hands under the faucet, scrubbing the flour from my fingers, as if the memories could go down the drain with it.


  “Don’t get me wrong,” I started, drying my hands on the kitchen towel. “If I’m gonna stay here until the end of summer, I need something else to do. Something I like to do.”


  All we had done for the last five days was cook, bake, and visit my unconscious father at the hospital. When Mama invited me to go to the grocery store, I declined, afraid of running into the townspeople and reliving what I had tried so hard to forget. Rachel and Sophie had come for dinner on Thursday night, but we barely spoke. I knew they wanted to talk about the past and how it affected me now, but I wasn’t ready. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I would ever be.


  Mama didn’t look up from the bowl she was working on. “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. Somewhere I can work with the things I’m good at. Drawing, calculating, maybe even drafting architectural plans.”


  “Sorry, honey, can’t help you with that.”


  She might not be able to help me, but I had to find someone who could. I left the dough for Mama to finish and started chopping the vegetables for today’s salad while thinking about who I knew that could point me in the right direction. If they hadn’t switched jobs in four years, Sophie’s parents worked at city hall, Rachel’s mother was a nurse, and her father was an accountant.


  “Anyone home?” Aunt Cadence’s voice came from the family room, interrupting my thoughts.


  “In here,” Mama called. She had already worked the dough, and now stirred a white sauce for whatever she was cooking for lunch.


  Aunt Candace entered the kitchen carrying a couple of grocery bags. “I should have guessed you would be here.” She put the bags on the kitchen table. “Everything okay in here?”


  “Yes, but you can get started on the cake.” Mama pointed to the ingredients already stacked in a corner of the counter.


  “Good morning.” Uncle Turner entered the kitchen with more bags in his hands. “Jessica, I’m so glad to see you.” He left the bags on the table with the others and approached me with open arms.


  I dropped the knife and hugged him. “Hello, Uncle T.”


  He pulled back and looked at me. “Oh my, what a wonderful young woman you’re turning out to be. Just like all the women in this family.” He winked at his wife and she chuckled.


  It was a pity I couldn’t say he looked good too. Like Aunt Cadence, he had gained some weight and his mustache was fuller, longer, but his hairline had receded half an inch at least.


  Aunt Cadence shook her head. “Quite the charmer.”


  “As always.” I picked up the knife to keep chopping. “What are the bags for?”


  “Well,” Aunt Cadence said, “since we’re always eating here and having your mother bake cakes and cookies and even full meals for us, I bring the ingredients every now and then.”


  That was actually nice of her. I watched them for a moment: Mama cooking, and my aunt and my uncle putting the groceries inside the cabinets in the right places. They didn’t step in each other’s way or crossed arms here and there. Total synchrony. I had forgotten how much they worked well together.


  I went back to chopping vegetables until I heard the engine outside the house. The knife fell from my hand and cut my palm. I hissed and Mama ran to me.


  “Jessica,” she said, as if my name could solve everything and mend the cut. She held my wrist and pulled me to the sink. Aunt Candace and Uncle T. already hovered over us. “What happened?”


  They were used to that engine reeving. I had conditioned myself to forget it. When I heard it again, so close, I panicked.


  “I got distracted,” I lied.


  The cut was superficial, but plenty of blood had spilled on my tee, and plenty of pain made me clench my teeth and hiss some more.


  “I’m going to get antiseptic and gauze.” Mama dried her hands on a towel and left the kitchen.


  Aunt Cadence wrapped a paper towel around my hand. “Hold this until your mother comes back.”


  “I should go upstairs too.” I gestured toward my tee. “To change this.”


  I squeezed a paper towel against my palm and exited the kitchen. While upstairs, I could grab some ibuprofen too.


  The engine revved again, closer, and I jumped, almost knocking over a side table and the lamp on it.


  “Jesus Christ,” I grumbled.


  No running now. I took a deep breath and prepared myself. Be brave. Be brave. I heard the footsteps on the porch, and saw the knob turning and the door opening.


  My brother stepped into the house, Luna trailing behind him. His eyes found mine, and he stopped, one hand still on the knob, the other holding his bike keys.


  He looked the same. Tall, not too large, but he had been working out since I was a little kid. He had the same dark blue eyes I had, but the blond of his hair was a shade or two lighter than mine, and it was cut short.


  I gulped down the sad memories clogging my throat. “Hi, Jason.”


  He closed the door. “Hi.”


  “I thought you knew I was coming.”


  He took two steps toward me. “I knew. It just wasn’t easy to believe. It has been four years.”


  “Almost four years.”


  His eyes looked up and down at me, not in a creepy way, just a big brother being overprotective of his little sister. “You look beautiful.” Then his gaze fell on my palm and the bloodied paper towel. He rushed to me and cradled my hand in his. “What happened?”


  My eyes filled with tears. Almost four years without seeing or hearing each other and he reacted as he always did. He cared for me. There was only once, during one weekend, when he didn’t care about my feelings or me.


  I stepped back, pulling my hand from his. “I was helping Mama in the kitchen and cut myself. Nothing much.”


  His shoulders sagged. “I assume I’m not forgiven.”


  “You assume right.” I heard footsteps approaching the stairs and added in a whisper, “I’m only enduring you because of her.”


  “Here it is!” Mama exclaimed, coming into the living room. “Oh, I thought you were in the kitchen.” As she unwrapped the gauze and opened the antiseptic, her eyes shifted from Jason to me then back to Jason. “How was the trip?”


  He leaned down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Good.” Jason turned to the stairs. “Do I have time to shower before lunch?”


  “Yes,” Mama said. “We won’t be done for another hour.”


  He nodded, patted Luna’s head, and ran up the stairs. Of course, the dog followed him.


  Silently, Mama cleaned my palm with the paper towel, sprayed the antiseptic on the cut, and wrapped a thin layer of gauze around my hand.


  When she was done, she held my hand. “I don’t know all of the details of what happened, but I know Jason is not guilty and you shouldn’t be mad at him for so long.”


  I got free from her hold. “Like you said, you don’t know all the details.”


  “Honey, look at your father and what’s happening to him. It was so sudden. We never know what tomorrow may bring. I don’t want to see my son and daughter avoiding each other for the rest of my days.”


  I closed my eyes. “Please, Mama, don’t …” Another bike engine roared from the street, and I jumped again. “Jesus Christ.”


  “It’s just Luke and Lindsey,” Mama said, before turning and walking into the kitchen.


  A couple of seconds later, Lindsey entered through the front door. “Hi! What happened to your hand?”


  I waved with the bandaged hand so she would see it was nothing. “A small cut.” She closed the door behind her. “Where’s Luke?”


  “Oh, he’s forbidden to come here, so he dropped me off and is on his way to Sophie’s house.”


  Great. Well, good that he was doing as I asked and staying away, but I felt bad for keeping him from the family. I was the one interrupting their routine. I was the outsider. And knowing this fact hurt more than I would ever admit. After all, leaving had been my choice.


  Lindsey looped her arm through mine, a casual smile on her pretty face as if this Saturday was a regular Saturday in her life. “The smell is delicious. Let’s see what’s for lunch.”


  


  ***


  Lunch was odd, to say the least. Everyone was careful with what he or she said or did. Especially Jason. I could see Mama dying to ask details of the bike show, but she didn’t. Because of me.


  All of this shit, all the awkwardness, all of the stilled politeness was because of me, because they were afraid of what I would do.


  Afterward, Mama served tea at the back porch table.


  “It’s nice that you’ve been helping your mother with all the baking stuff,” Aunt Cadence said, adding sugar to her tea.


  “Yes, but I’m not nearly as good as her.” I sat on the swing beside Lindsey. “And it’s not something I can say I enjoy doing.”


  “Better than having nothing to do,” Lindsey said. “School has been out for only a couple of weeks, and I’m already bored. I am thinking about getting a job this summer. Part time, of course.”


  Aunt Cadence raised her teacup to her daughter. “That is a great idea.”


  “I’m thinking about getting a job too,” I said. “Anyone have someplace to recommend?”


  “Architecture, right?” Uncle T. asked and I nodded. “A good friend of mine works at a civil engineering company. They always hire interns for the summer. Would that work for you?”


  I sat straighter, interested. “Probably. It depends on the level of civil engineering. Buildings, bridges, skyscrapers?”


  Uncle T. shook his head, snorting. “They are small and old-fashioned. Their main income is from subdivisions, apartments, stores, and small malls.” He scratched his mustache. “Do you know those programs used to draw the plans nowadays?”


  I almost snorted. Software like Rhino and AutoCAD were a requirement in the first year of the architecture program. As everything else, architecture was moving alongside technology. “Yes.”


  “They are always complaining about those,” Uncle T. said. “I’m gonna call him first thing Monday morning. As soon as I have an answer, I’ll let you know.”


  I smiled. “Great.”


  If my uncle got this gig for me, I wouldn’t be home sulking all the time, because, shit, I was tired of sulking.


  Feeling a little less frustrated, I stood and took the empty teacups back inside. I put them inside the dishwasher, and Jason entered the kitchen carrying saucers and the cookie bowl.


  My body tensed.


  Careful with his gestures and his stares, he approached and handed me the saucers.


  “Thanks,” I said, taking them from him. He leaned on the counter beside me and crossed his arms. I tried to ignore him while I put the saucers inside the dishwasher, but having a guy over six feet looming at my side, a guy who I was mad at, wasn’t something I could call comfortable. I turned to him. “What?”


  “Jess, I know you hav—” He stopped talking when his cell phone beeped. He picked it up, and even I knew who the message was from when he glanced at the screen then back at me, his eyes concerned. “I gotta …” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. I knew who it was. “Sorry.”


  He walked into the living room, already pressing the phone to his ear.


  Damn it.


  I would never have peace here.


  Chapter Six


  


  Jessica


  


  “I couldn’t believe my luck when Turner called yesterday,” said Alan, the civil engineer my uncle told me about. He stood behind my chair, peeking at the monitor as I copied the hand-drawn plan into the software line-by-line. “I didn’t come back to the office until late in the afternoon; otherwise, I would have returned his call immediately. My drafter quit two weeks ago, and we haven’t found anyone to replace him yet. We hired an intern, but he started college last semester and doesn’t know much.”


  “You know I live in Cleveland and am returning home in the fall.”


  He nodded, adjusting his squared eyes over his long face. “I know, I know, but at least now I have more time to find another drafter.”


  “True.”


  “Okay.” He stood straighter. “I’m gonna leave you to work. Any doubts or questions, I’ll be in my office.”


  He turned, smoothed his tie, weaved through the desks spread around the large room, and disappeared inside his office.


  I was left alone with my thoughts.


  The room was like a big architecture school studio. Several drawing desks and high stools, a few computers, and a strong coffee scent. If it weren’t for the stare of the other workers, I would feel right at home.


  I didn’t want to gaze back, but they had to be staring for a reason. Maybe they knew my father. Maybe they had witnessed the incident. I didn’t remember who was there, other than my family members and a few friends. I had been too wound up to pay attention to anything else.


  I shook my head and focused on the drawing beside me.


  Jesus Christ, how could they still plan everything on paper? Like Uncle T. said, they really were old-fashioned. The good thing was that they were so desperate for a drafter that I was able to negotiate reduced hours, and quite a nice pay for a summer job. And to think I was considering doing this for free! I just wanted to do something and get out of the house.


  Which the girls tried to do last Saturday night.


  Rachel and Sophie appeared on our front door at seven in the evening, dressed to kill and determined to take me with them. But I wouldn’t budge. I wouldn’t go out this summer. I didn’t want to have any opportunity to encounter Ryan anywhere.


  On Monday, while running early morning, my thoughts turned to him again. It was enough to spoil my mood. Brightening my day a little, Uncle T. called in the afternoon to tell me Alan was interested in my work and wanted to see me first thing Tuesday morning.


  I borrowed Aunt Cadence’s old Camry, and I came into the office wearing my black legging-style slacks, black pumps, and a fitted white shirt, a little makeup, and jewelry, with my leather portfolio under my arm, and regretted it as soon as everyone turned to look at me.


  Everyone wore jeans, tee shirts, flats or sneakers. One guy wore a screaming yellow cap, and one woman hadn’t brushed her hair, I was sure. Alan hadn’t been much better, with thick glasses, a crumpled shirt that didn’t match his tie, worn jeans, and super worn shoes.


  Ugh, at least I knew what to do, and I was quite good at it.


  Three thirty came too fast, but not fast enough.


  “Jessica,” Alan called me from his office door.


  I shut down the project I was working on, pulled my purse over my shoulder, and walked to his office with all eyes on me. I couldn’t say I liked this part of the job.


  I stepped inside and halted near the door. “Yes?”


  Alan juggled between a telephone, a pen, and the computer’s mouse. “A client just called, saying he’s coming to see his project, and I was supposed to stop by the new Habitat for Humanity site on the other side of town.”


  “Habitat for Humanity?”


  “Yes, I’m sponsoring a dozen houses there and need to drop this—” He pointed to a thick binder. “—there and pick up the report from last week.” What did that have to do with me? I looked at him expectantly for about a minute. “The others are busy until five. Could you please drop this there and pick up the report for me?”


  Oh, come on. First day on the job and already asking favors? “Sure.”


  “As soon as you get on site, you’ll see the office, which is actually a trailer, to your right. The supervisor should be there. I’ll call and let him know you’re the one coming instead of me.”


  He gave me the directions and the binder, and I left the office feeling used. But I couldn’t complain. I had nothing else to do or occupy my day, and keeping my mind out of messes was my objective.


  The drive was a short one and I found the place easily. A dirt path led inside the site. To the right, the trailer, to the left the construction. Many men and women worked under the scalding sun on eight houses with walls and roofs, eight other houses that had only half of the framework, and eight with only the concrete slab. By the looks of it, the lot could hold many more houses.


  I parked the car behind the trailer and walked with my pumps on the unpaved ground. Damn it. I loved these pumps, and I would spend at least a half hour trying to get all the dirt off them.


  With the binder in hand, I entered the trailer, and other than a messy table, three worn chairs, a file cabinet, and a coffee machine, I found no one.


  Oh, this was getting better and better.


  Cursing under my breath, I looked out the small window and saw no one who looked like a supervisor. Not that it meant anything. The supervisor could be inside one of the houses, but I wasn’t going to walk around in my pumps. I wasn’t that picky. I had done plenty of walks through construction sites during my two years in architecture school, but I had worn jeans and flats.


  I rested the binder on the desk and thought about what to do about the report Alan would be waiting for. I didn’t want to rummage through someone else’s stuff, so I had to sit down and wait for the supervisor to come in. If he came in.


  Instead, a hand-drawn plan hanging from one of the walls caught my attention. It was a map of the site, showing the locations of the houses already erected and the ones to come, and beside it, a plan of the house. Simple and small, but with the essentials. In the end, the site would have about fifty houses. All sponsored by Alan’s office.


  The door opened, and I turned around to greet the supervisor, but I froze when the man entered and halted, staring at me.


  A man, really, because he had grown and changed in the last four years.


  A white tank shirt hugged his muscles, and his tight dark jeans hung low, just enough to see the color of the boxers under it. Black. Tattoos ran up his arms, hiding under his shirt. New tattoos. His fists clenched; the muscles of his biceps and shoulders flexed and popped. A black bandana held his longer dark hair back. His chiseled jaw tensed, his full lips pursed, his brows knitted together over those alluring hazel eyes. His skin was tanned, as if he spent a long time under the sun.


  Ryan cleared his throat. “Hey.”


  I was speechless. For several reasons. The odds of finding him here. And he was still, if not more, hot and roughly handsome.


  His eyes swept me from head to toe and back. “What are you doing here?”


  Heat crawled up my cheeks. “I’m looking for the supervisor.”


  “He’s busy.” He walked forward and I found myself retreating. Averting his eyes, he grabbed a clipboard from the desk. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”


  Without another look, Ryan walked out of the trailer. What was he doing here? I fought the urge to spy on him through the window and lost. With his free hand, he pulled the bandana off his hair as long, rapid strides took him to one of the first houses, the ones with roofs.


  He disappeared inside, and I sank into a chair, finally able to breathe since he had entered the trailer. Oh. My. God. What had I done to deserve such punishment? I was able to avoid my cousin and my brother, but not him? My life was one big circus, and I was a clown in the middle of the ring, with no idea how to entertain the public.


  No, not in the middle of the ring. In the middle of Main Square with everyone staring at me, at us, just like the day I left town and never looked back.


  “Jess, wait,” Ryan yelled as I darted away. “Please, Jess, wait. Let me explain.”


  I had never run so fast in my life.


  A door opened and I jumped up, a little confused for a second, but then I remembered where I was and why.


  “You’re Jessica?” a man asked, stepping in. He looked around thirty, with his skin dark from the sun, his blond hair cut short, and his dark eyes tired.


  “Yes. How do you know my name?”


  “Ryan told me. I’m Noah, the supervisor.” He extended his hand, but looked down at it, covered with dust and concrete, and pulled it back. His eyes, though, remained on me, examining me. If I had a jacket, now would be the time to pull it over me. “What can I do for you?”


  “Alan sent me. I’m here to drop this off—” I pointed to the binder on the desk. “—and to pick up the report from last week.”


  “Oh yeah, right. He called a few minutes ago.” He walked to the file cabinet behind the desk, glancing at me every two seconds. “With so much going on, I had already forgotten.” He scratched his chin, smiled at me, and then rummaged through a drawer. “Here.”


  He pulled out a thick file and handed it to me.


  I took it from him. “Thanks.”


  Noah sat on the desk, crossing his arms. “So, you’re new in town.”


  I frowned. “You could say that.”


  “I’ve been here for a year now. Good, calm town. I think you’ll like it.”


  I almost laughed. Jesus, he had no idea. This town was anything but calm. “Yeah, I think I will.” I retreated to the door. “Thanks.”


  “I hope to see you soon,” he said, a huge smile across his face.


  I nodded and left as if the trailer were on fire.


  I had almost forgotten about Ryan when I reached the car. Before I could stop myself, I looked back at the houses, but he was nowhere I could see.


  Since leaving town, all I wanted was to forget him, and now here I was, looking for him. Ridiculous.


  With a heavy sigh, I climbed into the car and left the site, hoping my temporary insanity stayed behind with it.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  Hidden behind the frame of the second-floor window, I watched as Jessica drove out of the lot.


  The band around my chest tightened.


  She looked so beautiful and incredibly hot. Her brilliant hair fell over her shoulders and cascaded down to her waist, framing her perfect face. Those red lips, those dark blue eyes, those long lashes. That white shirt and those black pants molded to her curves. And shit, had she become a hot woman, or what?


  Shit. I thought I was over her. Oh, how mistaken I was.


  “Man, that girl is one hot babe,” Noah said from behind me. I turned to face him, my fists clenched. “Where do you know her from? Do you have her number?”


  I took a deep breath and willed myself to ignore it. It wouldn’t do any good to become angry and violent because someone was drooling over Jessica. After all, she was hot, and if I became violent over every man who drooled over her, I would need heavy sedation.


  I gritted my teeth, struggling with my control. “No, I don’t.”


  “Bah. Well, no problem. If she’s working for Alan, I’m sure I’ll see more of her, and—” He winked. “—maybe I’ll score, huh?”


  With a herculean effort not to punch Noah, I tried to make sense of the first part of his sentence. “She’s working for Alan?”


  “Yeah.” Noah lost the smile. “Why?”


  “Nothing,” I answered quickly, turning back to the window.


  “Hey, isn’t your time up?”


  I grabbed my cell phone from my back pocket and glanced at the screen. Four in the afternoon. “Yeah.” I walked past Noah. “I’m outta here.”


  I ran out of the house, off the lot, and across the back street, where my car was parked. I slid inside, opened the windows, blasted light rock through the speakers, and rested my forehead on the steering wheel.


  I closed my eyes and my thoughts betrayed me. For once, I didn’t fight it.


  Her parents had been out all Saturday afternoon, at some work event, and Jason was helping Ethan at the racetrack. The house was ours, and Jessica was mine. I still couldn’t believe this beautiful creature, this angel, let me kiss her, touch her. I wanted more than just kisses and her touch, but for once, I wasn’t in a hurry, because every minute with her was perfect.


  She looked out the window at the rain and then smiled at me, a wicked grin that did unspeakable things to me.


  I smiled back. “What are you up to?” Without another word, she ran out the kitchen door and down the porch steps. I went after her, but stopped at the top of the steps. “What are you doing?”


  Standing in the heavy rain, she just smiled.


  Slowly, Jessica ran her hands along her hips, over her flat belly, and around her breast. I swallowed as the space in my jeans grew tight. She popped open one button of her shirt, then the other, then the next one, her eyes always on mine, her smile mischievous.


  She slid off her shirt, revealing a tiny pink bikini. I groaned. Fuck, she was perfect. Just too perfect.


  I took off my leather jacket and my shoes, and then raced to her. She giggled and sprinted away from me.


  “Oh, hell no,” I said through gritted teeth. “Come here.”


  Another giggle and she sped across the backyard. She had to know that the backyard wasn’t that big, and I was much faster than she was. I was going to catch her. I couldn’t wait until I caught her.


  She stopped by the fence, knowing her demise was coming, but just as I was about to close my arms around her, she used the wet grass to skid away, ducking under my arms.


  She yelped and giggled again. “I didn’t think that would work.”


  I laughed. Her happiness was contagious. She was contagious. All of her.


  My laughter faded and my smile was gone. I marched to her, determined not to let her escape this time. I backed her against the fence again, and this time, when she tried to duck past me, I was prepared. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her to me. I trapped her wet, glorious body between the fence and me.


  Her laughter died as her eyes met mine. I saw as her pupils dilated, as desire shone in her blue eyes. I crushed her mouth with mine and she moaned, making it hard not to push her about sex.


  Shit. I bumped my forehead against the wheel, hoping the pain would help me stay in the present. I was holding it together by a breath, and it was too hard for me. I wouldn’t be able to take much more of it.


  She had been the best part of my life, and I had blown it. I lost her, I drove her away from me, and I had suffered for it. Suffered too much.


  My fingertips found the scars on my neck and on my chest. I had had so many cuts, but thankfully not all of them left marks. These scars were the reminders of my mistakes, of what I had done and couldn’t fix.


  My cell phone rang, and I turned the volume down before answering it.


  “Hey, man.” Jason’s voice came through the line. “Luke, Ethan, and I are going to ride a bit. We’re thinking of going to Charlotte, and making a lap around there. Are you up?”


  Soon, it would be the fourth anniversary of the abandonment of my bikes. I still had both of them. I still cared for them, cleaned them, fixed them, but I hadn’t rode them, or any other bike. Jason knew my answer, but I was glad I still had a friend who tried to pull me up from my own shit every now and then.


  “Thanks. I think I’ll just go home. Maybe I’ll stop by my parents’. B likes it when I have dinner with them.”


  “You’ll spoil that sister of yours.”


  “I hope so.”


  Jason sighed before returning to the main topic. “Ryan, it’s been a long time. You should at least try to get over it.”


  I took a deep breath and leaned back in the seat. “I just saw your sister. Actually, we even spoke. Two sentences, I guess, but still.”


  “What? How come?”


  “Apparently, she got a job at Alan’s office and he’s the sponsor of the Habit for Humanity site I’m working at. She came to talk to the supervisor.”


  I could picture Jason pacing wherever he was. “How was it?”


  “I’m not sure.” She had looked pissed, sad, but most of all, she wanted to stay away from me. “Bad, I think.”


  “And how are you about this?”


  “Bad.” A sad chuckle escaped my lips. “Quite frankly, I never thought I would see her again. And it hurts.”


  “Ah, man. Okay, you know what? I’m gonna call the guys and we’re gonna meet at The Pub and drink some beers, play pool, throw some darts.”


  Why did my friends care so much? I was a bad influence. They shouldn’t want to be with me. I sighed. “I appreciate the offer, but you don’t want my company right now. Go ride with the guys, and we’ll go to The Pub tomorrow. Okay? Bye.”


  I turned the cell phone off before Jason could say anything else.


  I wasn’t good company right now. I wasn’t good company ever.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Jessica


  


  I stared at the big flower bouquet on the dining table. Beautiful pink lilies and, among them, a bright red card in the shape of a heart. It was here when I arrived home from work. With a big smile, Mama told me the delivery guy brought it that morning.


  I tried throwing them away, but Mama wouldn’t let me.


  “Don’t you dare¸” she said. “Even if you don’t like this Gavin, I won’t let you throw away such beautiful flowers.” She tended to them as if Papa had given them to her on their anniversary. “Besides, he must really like you.”


  But I didn’t like him. And it hurt me, the fact that I had unknowingly made him fall in love with me. If I had paid attention, I would have noticed it and I would have put an end to our relationship much sooner.


  After dinner, Mama made me promised I wouldn’t do anything to the flowers. Only after I agreed did she retire to her bedroom.


  I slouched on the couch, my feet on the coffee table, and texted Kristin. I was past midnight, but I knew she was a night owl.


  Me: Gavin sent flowers.


  Kristin: Really? That’s cute.


  Me: No, not cute. That’s wrong. He’s supposed to forget me.


  Kristin: But he’s in loooooove.


  Me: Keep that up and I won’t text you for the rest of the summer.


  Kristin: Okay, okay, I’m done.


  After a minute, she sent another text.


  Kristin: Did he send a card?


  Me: Yes. It says, “I miss you. Love, Gavin.”


  Kristin: Aw, that’s cute.


  Me: Kristin!


  Kristin: Okay, okay.


  My phone’s screen change from the text app to Gavin’s picture and the ring of my phone filled the room.


  Me: He’s calling.


  Kristin: Then answer.


  Me: I don’t know what to say to him.


  Kristin: Just thank him for the flowers.


  I could do that, right? I could be polite and thank him for the flowers. Nothing else. If he tried talking about us, I could steer the topic back to safe waters.


  Just as I made up my mind to answer, the ringing stopped.


  I let out a long breath, part of me relieved and part of me feeling guilty for being so bitchy. Damn, it wasn’t my intention. If I had known how deep his feelings were …


  Frustrated, I shot up, burst into the kitchen, grabbed a cracker packet and the jar of honey, and sat at the table. If I was going to be irritated, better with lots of sugar in my veins.


  I let some honey drip onto a cracker and took it to my mouth, but froze when I saw the back door open. It was late and the house was dark. Jesus, what if someone had broken in?


  I scrambled to the porch and found Jason seated on the swing with Luna, looking at the stars.


  “What are you doing up at this hour?” he asked.


  After grabbing my honey and crackers from inside, I sat on one of the chairs around the wooden table. “What are you doing here at this hour? It’s Friday night. Aren’t you supposed to be out and about?”


  He shrugged. “I’m getting too old for that.”


  I laughed. “Yeah, right.”


  His head tilted and his eyes narrowed at me. “You just laughed.”


  I closed my mouth and spread honey on a cracker. “And? I can’t laugh?”


  “Well, I’ve been home for a week and you’ve been avoiding me. We’ve barely exchanged a few words.”


  “Let’s say I’m kinda tired of avoiding everyone.”


  He scratched under Luna’s ear while she snored loudly. “So tell me about your life in Cleveland.”


  “It’s boring really.”


  He smiled and, even in the dark, I could see the shine of his eyes. “I want to know about my little sister. Please, tell me.”


  Mad or not, he was still my big brother and I did miss talking to him.


  I sighed. “I’m going into my third year of architecture, and I’m pretty happy about it.”


  “In Cleveland?”


  “Yes. I didn’t want to leave grandma alone. She’s getting old, you know.” I licked a smidgen of honey from my finger.


  “I remember your fascination with architecture. You always had your sketchpad with you, always drawing the people and places around you. Do you still sketch?”


  “Yup.” However, I had stopped drawing people a long time ago. Almost four years to be exact. But he didn’t need to know that.


  “You do know architecture isn’t in its best shape right now, right? Getting a well-paying job will be hard.”


  “I know, but I love it. I can’t imagine doing anything else.” When we were kids, Rachel, Sophie, Faith, and I played dolls all the time, but the truth was, they played dolls while I sat beside them, drawing the dolls’ houses, complete with façade and floor plan.


  “I’m glad you like it that much.” A grin spread over his lips. “I saw the flowers.” I groaned. “So, you have a boyfriend there. Want to tell me about him?”


  “Nope. I really don’t want to talk about that.” I spread honey over another cracker. “Tell me about you. I know you’re studying biology at the University of South Carolina. Why didn’t you go away?”


  He looked up at the stars, and I thought he wouldn’t answer. “The truth is that I couldn’t do that to Mom. She already suffered too much when you left. I didn’t want to add to that. Then when Dad became ill, I knew I had made the right decision. I’ll stay here with her.”


  That was surprising. Jason had been nothing short of selfish when he was younger. He had changed, and apparently, my absence had triggered it. Once more, I realized I wasn’t a factor in this family. They had their routine and their lives and their purposes, all without me.


  I finished eating and stood. I was picking up the crackers and the honey, when I heard the sound of a car and loud music approaching. Luna jumped from the seat and went to the fence to bark at the car.


  I glanced at Jason and found him watching me with big eyes.


  Slowly, I turned to the street and saw as a black Mustang reduced speed. The music turned down, but the car didn’t stop. It drove by and away.


  “Sorry, I thought you would be asleep. He was coming by to talk.” Jason stood, his cell phone in his hand. “I’m gonna call him and meet him outside.”


  I remained frozen to the spot. I couldn’t escape him. Every place I went, even in my house, he was there.


  At least I hadn’t been sent to the Habitat for Humanity site again. However, it still boggled my mind. Ryan wasn’t one to volunteer for a charity. What was he doing there?


  Jason descended the porch steps and started around the house, but he stopped and turned to me. “He was pretty messed up, you know, about what he did to you. If he could take it back, he would. And after what Dad did to you at the Main Square … I had to hold him back. Luke, Ethan, and I had to hold him actually, because I wasn’t strong enough. He would have killed Dad if I let him. I wanted to kill Dad too, but, well, not in the literal sense. My way of protesting was not to speak him for over a year. It would have lasted longer, if he hadn’t started to feel ill. Anyway—” He glanced at his phone. “—I thought you should know.”


  Jason disappeared down the path beside the house, leaving me stunned on the porch.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I turned down the volume and parked my car on the next block. Through the rearview mirror, I glanced at the house on the corner. If Jason didn’t come in one minute, I would leave.


  Shit. How was I supposed to know she would be up and outside at this hour?


  Well, thinking back, she had been outside plenty of times at this hour. Even later.


  Jessica and I had been together for only a month, but it was an intense month. We got together almost every night. Some nights, I would sneak into her bedroom and we would talk while she sketched me, or we would cuddle and watch a quiet movie on her TV. The highlight was the end of the night, when we kissed until we fell asleep in each other’s arms. Other nights, she would sneak out and we would go for a ride, either in my car or on my street bike. We only took the car if it was raining or cold, otherwise the bike was the first option. I loved how she hopped behind me, how she squeezed my hips with her thighs, wound her arms around my waist, and rested her head on my shoulder.


  Better than that was when I let her drive. Then I could press my body to hers, touch her waist, her belly, her legs, smell the delicious wild rose scent of her skin and her hair. I got hard every single time she was in front.


  One night, she was driving along a deserted highway, going fast. Her hair whipped back in my face. After a long sniff, I pushed it aside and admired the smooth skin of her long neck. I leaned into her, brushing my lips on her delicious skin while one of my hands cupped her breast, and the other slid around her inner thigh.


  Surprised, or overcome by the sensations, she gasped and jerked the bike to the side. For a moment, she lost control and the bike skidded. I reached forward, making her lean over the gas tank, and grabbed the handles. I was able to steady the bike, but I decided it was time for a break.


  “Sorry,” she whispered, turning around over the side. “It was your fault though.”


  I chuckled. “No, it wasn’t. Prove it.”


  She scooted closer and wounded her legs around my waist. “Let me show you what happened.” Slowly, she slid her hand around my neck and brushed her warm lips on my skin. I hissed. “There was more.” She nipped at the soft spot between my neck and shoulder while snaking her hands down my body until she cupped my erection. I stilled, afraid that if I moved, I would wake up from this magnificent dream.


  A knock on my car window shook me from my memory. Jason stood on the sidewalk beside my car with Luna on a leash.


  Shit, I had been out of it for how long? I dragged a hand over my face and unlocked the doors.


  “Hey,” Jason said, sliding into his car. He left the door open, so Luna could stay near him.


  “Couldn’t you have texted me that she was out with you?” I asked.


  Jason patted Luna’s head and shrugged. “This town isn’t that big. You two can’t avoid each other for the next two and half months.”


  A knot pressed down on my eyebrows. “Two and half months?”


  “Yeah, she’s staying for the entire summer.” Jason stared at him. “Why, did you think she was moving back?”


  I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what I thought.


  My life hadn’t been easy these past four years, but things had gotten a whole lot more complicated.


  “I think she has a boyfriend up there,” Jason said. A bucket of ice water poured over my head. That was how that sentence hit me. I was shocked. Not that Jessica wouldn’t have a boyfriend. She was too pretty to be single, but by the jealousy and anger that rose within me. “She got flowers and a heart-shaped card today.”


  “Good for her,” I said through gritted teeth.


  Jason pointed to the clock on the dashboard. “What about your curfew?”


  “I drove by Mike’s house. His car was in the driveway and all the lights were off. I guess I won’t be caught tonight.”


  Jason shook his head. “You’re playing with the law, man. Don’t do that.” Jason got out of the car and leaned over the door. “Just go home before he decides it’s time to check on you.”


  “I’m tired of this shit,” I muttered, gripping the wheel with too much force.


  “I know, man, I know. But it’s only four more months. Only four. That’s nothing compared to what you went through already.”


  I had been through hell and back, and even though Jason, Luke, and Ethan knew all about it, they hadn’t lived it. They would never understand.


  “You’re right,” I said, just so the conversation would end. I was tired of arguing. I glanced at the house behind us. “I hope she doesn’t give you shit for meeting me here.”


  “Oh, don’t worry.” Jason smiled, but it wasn’t his truest grin. “She was giving me the silent treatment until a few minutes ago. A little shit here and there won’t make a difference.”


  “That sounds like her.” This time, I smiled as a few fond memories flooded my mind. She had irritated me senseless, but she had also been the best thing that ever happened to me. And I blew it.


  “Ryan, hm.” Jason ran a hand over Luna’s shiny coat. “I know you don’t want to hear this now, but be careful. I know I keep saying this town is too small, but if you can, stay away from her. She is my sister and I love her, but look how she affects you.” He gestured to me. “Look at the mess you got yourself into because of her. You don’t want that to happen again.”


  I nodded, taking in the weight of his words. He was right. I had to stay far away from her for my sake. “I know.” I sighed. “Goodnight.”


  Jason frowned and retreated from the car, pulling Luna with him. “Night,” he said, closing the door.


  Without waiting for my friend to run back to his house, I sped off and away from that cursed house.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Jessica


  


  In my house’s driveway, Sophie leaned against Rachel’s Mazda and pressed her hands together. “Please, Jess, come with us.”


  I fought a smile at her begging figure and shook my head. “No, and you shouldn’t be asking. You know why I won’t go.”


  Rachel peeked out the window. “If you’re worried about a certain someone being there, don’t worry. He won’t be there.”


  I frowned. They were talking about a bike event. Jason, Luke, and Ethan would be there even if they had to cross the ocean with their bikes. How did they know Ryan wouldn’t be there?


  I leaned against the porch. “Why not?”


  Rachel and Sophie exchanged a weird look. “He just won’t be, okay?” Sophie said. “We guarantee.”


  “Please come,” Rachel insisted.


  Even if he weren’t there, the memories would be too strong. Many, many things happened around those tracks.


  Back then, on Saturday and Sunday, Ryan, Jason, Luke, and Ethan spent their afternoons at the tracks. Ryan and Luke were serious about it, wanting to follow what they said was their calling. Jason and Ethan loved it, but they knew they weren’t good enough to be successful in the racing world. That didn’t stop them from practicing and racing every now and then.


  During the month Ryan and I were together, the girls and I had been at the tracks every minute the guys were there, and when Jason was busy, I sneaked behind the bleachers with Ryan.


  Since we had started seeing each other, I knew he hadn’t dated any other girl. How could he when he spent every night with me? I wondered, though, how long he would wait for me, until I was ready to have sex with him. A month? Two months? I was sure that if I waited too long, he would dump me.


  Another one of my worries was Jason—my brother and his best friend.


  “The girls know about us,” I told him one afternoon. We were behind the bleachers while Jason and Luke had their practice run. He had me pinned against a wall, but when I spoke, he retreated a step.


  “And?”


  “They think it’s great since we’re all friends now and hang out together anyway.”


  His posture visibly relaxed, and he reached for me again. “I think it’s great too,” he whispered, lowering his lips to mine.


  “What about Jason?” I blurted out. I didn’t want to be that girl, the one who pressured the guy to meet the family, but the thing was, he already knew my family, and since we were all going out together now, it was getting harder and harder to sneak around with him.


  Ryan’s body stilled. “What about him?”


  Somehow, Jason found out about our first kiss and had punched Ryan, warning him to stay away from me. But he didn’t, and we had been more careful after that. Nevertheless, I didn’t know how long we would be able to keep this up behind Jason’s back.


  “When are you going to tell him?”


  Letting out a long breath, he ran a hand through his hair. “Things are great the way they are, don’t you think?”


  I did, but it bothered me a little how he was dismissive of letting others know about our relationship.


  Once again, I realized that if I had noticed the signs, I could have stopped my heart from falling in love with Ryan. If I hadn’t fallen in love with him, my father and I would be okay, and I wouldn’t have run away. Right now, I would be studying architecture at Clemson or Charlotte. I would come home for every holiday and summer vacation. Rachel, Sophie, and I would still be close, and I would still love pictures and sketching people.


  I sighed. “Sorry, I can’t.”


  Sophie walked up to me, her eyes kind. “You know, I may be mistaken, but you need some closure. To put the past totally behind you.”


  “There’s nothing to close,” I whispered. Unwanted tears burned my eyes. “There was never anything to close.”


  She embraced me. “Oh, there was, and you know it.”


  Rachel appeared by our side. “I agree. You need to find a way to say goodbye to the past. Maybe going to the tracks will be it. Maybe riding a bike with Luke or Jason.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what would do the trick. I think only you will know, but I think you need closure.”


  Jesus, what was with these girls? They wanted to kill me. Closure meant thinking about the past, reliving it, and I so wasn’t ready for it. In fact, I knew I would never be. Despite the few memories pushing their way to my mind here and there, I just wanted to forget the past.


  “I’ll think about it,” I lied.


  “Good.” Sophie embraced me again.


  Then it was Rachel’s turn. “Call if you need to talk.”


  “I will,” I lied again. I hated lying to them. Even though I still loved them, we had grown apart. Things would never be the same. “Have fun,” I called as they dashed to the car.


  I waved as the car drove away, then turned on my heels and stormed into the house in search of some honey. I needed a sweets overdose.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  Every two weeks, I had to work at the Habitat for Humanity on Saturdays. I had many, many hours to put in, and if I didn’t work a couple of Saturdays here and there, I would have to keep at this for many more months.


  I sighed, examining the alignment of the doorframe I was installing.


  Why did I care so much about finishing my hours with Habitat for Humanity when I had no idea what I would do next? Who would hire me? With my fucked-up past, no one. Though, until I finished my hours, I wouldn’t be free. Not of my father at least. He would still pay for my rent, my bills, my food, and I would have to report to him every weekend, to show him I wasn’t getting out of line.


  I had to finish this.


  But then what?


  I reached for the door, leaning against a wall.


  There was a time when I wasn’t so sure about my future, but someone was.


  On a weeknight, Jessica had sneaked out of her house to go riding with me, as she often did. That day, though, I wasn’t feeling so great. I had had a big argument with my father.


  “You’re nineteen,” my father started. “When are you going to grow up? Playing around with bikes isn’t going to pay your bills.”


  I had heard that speech many, many times before. And I wasn’t the only one. I knew Jason also heard that same speech from his father.


  As much as I fought it, my anger always built up, and instead of being quiet and just ignoring him, I engaged him. I retorted, I yelled, I kicked the air. That day though, he went as far as saying I was a big disappointment.


  “Don’t worry,” I barked. “You still have Brianna and Tommy to keep you happy.”


  I raced out of the house, slamming the door in the process, and went after Jess. For some reason, when I thought of her, my anger subsided a little.


  So, instead of riding around aimlessly, that night I parked the bike alongside a field just out of town, took Jess’s hand, and after a hundred steps or so, plopped down on the grass.


  With a wary smile, she lay down beside me, her shoulder and arm touching mine.


  In silence, we watched the stars. Here, they were shinier than in town, prettier. Incredible how something so little could actually be so big, and be so many miles away. Incredible how big the universe was. Incredible how insignificant I was.


  A flutter ran up my stomach. I tilted my head to the side and found Jessica turned to me, her elbow on the grass and her head propped on her hand. Her other hand drew circles on my stomach.


  “Want to talk about it?” she asked, her voice low.


  How the hell did she know something was wrong?


  “Not really.”


  She scooted closer and laid her head on my shoulder. “I’m here. When you want to talk.”


  I slid an arm under her and pulled her body flush with mine. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply, loving her wild rose scent. Her fingers shifted to my chest, making me shiver.


  A beautiful night, with a beautiful girl. What else did I need in life?


  I sighed. “Sometimes I wonder what I’ll do with my life.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I can’t race forever.”


  She tilted her head up and looked me in the eyes. “Why not?”


  “Because …” I didn’t have a good answer.


  “I don’t see why not. I mean, you’re really good at racing, and even if you don’t make it to the top, you can still work with bikes, can’t you? You love bikes. And you can fix them like no one else in this town.”


  I let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Right. Because my father would love to see his son working in a bike shop, covered in grease all day.”


  She shrugged, her shoulder digging into mine. “I understand wanting to please your parents—believe me, I know—but sometimes you have to follow your heart. Fixing bikes would be honest work, one that would put food on your table, clothes in your closet, and a roof over your head. Maybe a simple roof, but still a roof, which is more than a lot of people in this country have. Or would you rather be a fancy lawyer or doctor, driving a Ferrari, living in an empty mansion, and completely miserable?”


  “I wouldn’t be completely miserable driving a Ferrari,” I joked. She poked her finger in my ribs. “Ouch!”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I do.” I grabbed her waist and pulled her up so she was leaning over me. “When did you get so wise?”


  She smiled, a naughty thing that twisted my insides. “Well, I’ve always been wise; you’re the one who never paid any attention to me.”


  “I was a jerk,” I said, running my hands down her back. “But believe me, I’m paying attention now.”


  I rolled us around so I was hovering over her, and stared down at her flushed face shining with the moonlight, her long hair fanned on the grass, her tight body under mine. She was so beautiful, so perfect.


  I lowered my body and pressed against her as my mouth melded to hers.


  “Hey,” Jason said, appearing from behind the door I had just installed and bringing me back to the present.


  “Shit.” I took a step back, willing my heart to slow down.


  “I scared you?” he asked, hiding a laugh. I groaned and picked up my jacket from the toolbox. “So, are you done here?”


  I glanced at the clock on my phone. It was past seven in the evening. “Not sure. It’s not like I have anything better to do.”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  I grabbed my bandana from my jacket’s pocket and wiped my forehead with it. “What?”


  “Luke, Ethan, and I are going to a race, and we want you to go with us.”


  Shit. “You know my answer. When are you going to give up?”


  He flashed me one of his big smiles. “Never.”


  I walked past him. “You’re a prick.”


  Jason shrugged. “No, I’m your friend.” He followed me out of the house, and we walked together to the parking lot. “Are you going to tell me what it’s going to take for you to at least go watch the race with us?”


  As if I knew. Instead of answering him, I turned the interrogation around on him. “How are your classes?”


  He nodded. “The usual tactic. Changing subjects. Unlike you, I’ll answer the question. Classes just started, but like any summer semester, they are harder.”


  “And … how is your father?” I couldn’t care less about Paul, but I knew Jessica had come back because of him. Besides, Jason was my best friend. I didn’t wish for him to lose his father.


  “The same. Sleep, sleep, sleep, eat, complain, sleep, sleep, sleep.”


  We entered the parking lot and I turned to my car.


  Jason followed me. “Seriously, man, you should come with us. It’ll be good for you.”


  If he pushed this matter, I would end up punching him square on the nose. I opened my mouth to tell him to go to hell or something when his phone dinged.


  He fished his phone from the pocket in his leather jacket. “It’s Luke. John arranged another race for him.”


  Jealousy crawled through my insides. “That’s great,” I said through gritted teeth. I opened my car door. “Have a good time.” I slipped inside and closed the door before Jason could even say bye.


  I peeled from the site and onto the road as jealousy and frustration ate me alive.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Jessica


  


  After a quiet dinner with Mama, she retreated to her bedroom, with excuses of being too tired, but I knew she was also concerned. She had stopped by the hospital earlier to see Papa, and the nurse told her his day hadn’t been that good.


  I cleaned the kitchen, and then joined Luna on the swing on the back porch.


  It was still early, but I knew the bike show should be almost over, being replaced by a party, which could be right on the tracks or at a bar or club around town. My brother, my cousin, and my friends would be there. And I knew Ryan would be there too. Party was his last name. It had always been, even when I refused to see it.


  Jesus. My mind kept coming back to him.


  Perhaps the girls were right and I did need some closure, though I was sure we had meant nothing to him, which meant there was nothing to close. Still, I felt like I was tied to the past, too many ropes around me. I had to find a way to get free of them, one at a time. And I could start right now.


  I dashed inside, picked up the truck keys, and peeked my head inside Mama’s bedroom. “I’m going out.”


  “Good,” she said without looking up from the book she was reading, seated on her bed. “You should go out with your friends.”


  I didn’t bother correcting her. “Yeah.”


  “Have fun.” She smiled, sneaking a glance at me. “And be careful.”


  “I will.” I closed her bedroom door, and went into mine.


  I put on my flats, picked up a jacket and my purse, and halted before the mirror. My hair was a mess, and I wasn’t in the mood to apply any makeup. Not that it would matter since I wouldn’t be meeting anyone.


  Luna trailed after me as I ran to the front door, but I didn’t let her leave. I needed to do this alone. Luna whined, but I didn’t fall for her trick. I locked the door and dashed to the car.


  I drove to Lexington Square, the main park downtown, and the place where Ryan and I kissed for the first time. And many more times. This was the place where the magic had started, and where it ended. This is the place I last saw him before leaving town. This was the place everyone last saw me before I left.


  I cut the engine of the truck in a parking space around the park.


  The sun was setting. Its orange and reddish rays licked the graying sky, only a few clouds spoiling the beauty. It was a gorgeous view, which made me wonder, where was everyone? Oh yeah, at the bike show, silly me. Bike shows were always the main attraction whenever there was one.


  I walked to the northern most point of the park, where a small circular plaza overlooked a fountain. I hid under the shadow of a tree around the circle and sat on the pavement, pulling my legs close.


  I inhaled deeply, letting the air carry the memories to me. I needed to feel them, to see them, to swallow past them. But they hurt more than I remembered. They scorched their way into me, into my heart, and I gasped, fighting the tears.


  I had been too young, too blind, too innocent. If I could, I would have skipped my teenage years. All of them. Nothing good happened until I went to live with my grandma. There, at my new high school, nobody knew me, nobody knew my past, and I was able to start over, to be someone else, someone stronger, wiser.


  I wish I had been stronger and wiser before. Maybe then, things would have been different.


  Did it really matter? I had already admitted to myself that I wouldn’t have done anything different, so why lie to myself? Yes, there were days I wanted to change the past, there were days I wanted to forget, but deep down I knew it didn’t matter. If I could go back in time, I would have done everything the same, down to my last mistake.


  I just wished Ryan had done things differently. I wished my papa had done things differently too. Which was selfish. Ryan and Papa were guilty, but so was I.


  Drowning in my thoughts, I startled when a car cut its lights in the parking spot behind the plaza. I didn’t notice it was dark already, and I didn’t even see it arriving.


  Not in the mood to be found, by strangers or not, I squirmed closer to the tree, hoping the shadows would hide me.


  The person skulked to the plaza, kicking some loose stones, hands buried inside jean pockets. I noticed, by the larger frame, it was a man, wearing a black baseball cap that covered his head. When he stepped into the plaza and looked at the fountain, I recognized that strong chin and that chiseled jaw.


  My heart skipped a beat before hammering against my ribs.


  Trying to be sneaky, I crawled backward, reaching for the tree trunk. I wanted to retreat, hide behind the tree, and tiptoe back to my car before he could even suspect he wasn’t alone in the plaza.


  Instead, my foot rolled over a loose stone and I slipped, hitting my head and back hard on the cement ground. I let out a raw yelp and pressed my eyes shut as if the action would send the pain away.


  “Jessica?” Ryan asked. The sound of his rushed footsteps approached me. His hands closed around my upper arms, and he pulled me to sit up. “What happened? Are you okay?”


  I rubbed the back of my head. It hurt so much that it had to be bleeding, but when I spied my fingers, there wasn’t any blood on them. The world revolved around me, and I closed my eyes again.


  “Jess, talk to me. Are you okay?”


  I shook my head, but that rattled my brain loose inside my skull, and I cringed.


  Ryan felt my head with gentle fingers. “It’s going to bruise, but it’s not that bad.”


  Jesus, this was great. All I wanted was to avoid him, and here we were, together and alone in the square that held too many memories to count. On top of that, I wore simple attire, had no makeup on, had just made a fool of myself, and was now sprawled on the ground, unladylike.


  Irritated and embarrassed, I grunted. “You say that because it’s not your head hurting.”


  He chuckled and my eyes shot open, even with the pain it brought. His gaze met mine, and his grin died. His lips pressed together and his jaw ticked.


  Realizing he was still holding me, Ryan jumped up and retreated a few steps. “What are you doing here?”


  With the warmth of his hands gone, a cold trail swept over my skin. What the hell? It was over ninety degrees. At night!


  “I could ask you the same thing.” I wanted to stand, but I didn’t think it was a good idea yet. So, I just crossed my legs and took a deep breath, willing the pain away. “This was the last place I thought I would see you. Actually, I was quite sure you would be at the motorcycle thing.”


  He looked at the ground and shook his head. “I don’t go to bike shows.”


  I frowned and that brought new pain to my head. “That’s what the girls said.”


  Quietly, he turned to the fountain again, his gaze distant.


  Even hurt, it was hard not to noticed he hadn’t changed that much. His face was still of a bad boy, his gaze was still breathtaking, and his body was still ripped.


  But he had changed. He was more ripped now, evident in the way his green T-shirt hugged his torso and arms and exposed the muscles underneath. He had new tattoos on his lower arms and on his neck, and only God, and the women he slept with, knew where else. But he looked much more serious now, and sad.


  Fighting the pain and the dizzy spell that overtook me, I stood. “What happened to you?”


  He gave me a quick glance over his shoulder. “What do you mean?”


  “You’re different.”


  He shrugged, his eyes on the water. “People change.”


  Most people changed, but Ryan wasn’t one of them.


  I should run away and stay as far away from him as I could, but something nagged at me, some heavy feeling expanded in my chest, and I knew something had happened to him, even if he was trying to pretend nothing had. And I wanted to know what that something was.


  I took a step forward, standing beside him, but still several feet away. “So … why aren’t you at the bike show?”


  He looked down again and sighed. “Don’t do this, Jessica. Don’t pretend you care when I know you don’t. And you know what?” He turned to me, his eyes hard and cruel. “I don’t want you to.”


  I gasped, totally taken aback by the coldness of his stare. He had never, ever looked at me that way.


  Before I could recover and snap at him, he spun around and marched toward his Mustang.


  Ryan halted. “Shit,” he muttered.


  I followed his gaze. To his right, a cop walked down the path to the plaza.


  “Mr. Dawson,” the cop said, his hands in his pockets. “Do you know what time it is?”


  Ryan grunted. “Yes.”


  “Did you forget about your curfew?”


  Curfew? What was he talking about?


  “No, Officer Mike. I just got caught up.”


  I took two steps to the side, so I could look at the cop, and found him staring at me with interest.


  “Oh, I see,” the cop said. “Are you trying to get in trouble again?”


  “No.” Ryan’s jaw and shoulders were hard.


  “Then you should stay away from her,” the cop said.


  “What?” I squealed.


  “I know.” Ryan fished his car keys from his pockets. “It was an accident. She was here when I arrived and I was just leaving.”


  “I see.” The cop glanced at me again, a frown between his brows. “Then I’ll escort you home.”


  Without saying another word or looking back at me, Ryan continued to his car, the cop on his heels.


  Ryan drove away, and the cop, in his police car, followed him down Main Street.


  My knees wobbled, and I almost fell on the ground again.


  What had just happened?


  Without wasting time, I drove home, relieved to see Jason’s bike in the driveway.


  I found him in the kitchen, eating a piece of apple pie, with Luna circling his legs, asking for some.


  He smiled when he saw me. “Hey. Are you okay? I confess I panicked a little when I got home a few minutes ago and didn’t see the truck.”


  “What happened to Ryan?” I blurted, and his eyes widened. “He doesn’t go to bike shows anymore, and I just saw a cop escort him home, talking about curfew.”


  “Shit,” he whispered, setting the plate on the countertop.


  “No, don’t shit me. If you don’t tell me, I’ll find out some other way.”


  He took a deep breath. “Listen, Jess, I’m not sure I’m the one who should be talking about this. It’s his problem; it’s his thing. If you want to know so badly, I think you should ask him.”


  I sat down at one of the kitchen chairs. “I kinda did.”


  “And?”


  I tapped my fingers on the table. “He was pretty mean. He told me not to pretend I care.”


  Jason sat beside me, the shine in his eyes hesitant. “Do you care?”


  I averted my eyes, not sure about the answer. “I hate him. I hate what he did to me. But I’m not a bad person, and I don’t wish anyone to go through what I did, or rot in hell, or whatever. Not even him.”


  My brother patted my hand. “I’m sure he wishes you well too.”


  I didn’t doubt him. After all, he was Ryan’s best friend, and I knew they told each other everything. But that wasn’t the real question. “Why? Why would he wish me well now? He certainly didn’t four years ago.”


  “Almost four years ago,” Jason corrected me. “I can’t answer that either, Jess. I still think that, if you want answers, you gotta go straight to the source.”


  He stood, and I stepped in his way before he could leave the kitchen.


  “Hey, you’re my brother. You’re supposed to help me, to defend me. Something you didn’t do four years ago!”


  The hurt that took over his expression tugged at my heart. Damn, if only I could take my words back.


  He reached up and cupped my cheek. “Jess, we can’t change the past, and I’m sorry for that. You know I’m truly sorry. I’m not telling you his shit because it’s my way of helping you, defending you. Forget about it. But if you can’t, go ask him.”


  “I can’t … I can’t just walk up to him and ask him whatever this is. He pushed me away, remember? I was—am—nothing to him. Why would he want me to tell me anything?”


  “See, you know nothing about nothing. And that’s why I think you should go talk to him. You two need to put the past in the past. I think you’ll only be able to do it after talking and resolving your problems. Together.”


  I gaped at him. “You’re crazy.” I was nothing to Ryan. Why would he need me to put his past behind him? What had he done? Slept with a demon? I couldn’t help him with that. I couldn’t help him with anything. “He probably didn’t spend one second thinking about me after I left.”


  A sad smile took over my brother’s lips. “You’re so, so wrong, sis. And that’s all I’m gonna say. You want to know more, go talk to him.” He kissed my forehead. “Goodnight.”


  He left the kitchen, and I sank down in the chair, tired, as if I had fought a battle.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Jessica


  


  Besides my curiosity, I didn’t give in and didn’t look for Ryan. The weakness I had shown at the square, by trying to talk to him, had been just that. A momentary weakness. And it would never happen again.


  Though bumping into him at the hospital on a Tuesday afternoon caught me by surprise.


  I literally bumped into him when I stepped out of Papa’s room.


  He held my elbows, so I wouldn’t fall.


  “Sorry,” he whispered, his hazel eyes fixed on mine.


  I stepped back, leaving his grip. “It’s okay.”


  He glanced at the door, and a knot appeared between his brows. “How is your father?”


  “The same.”


  Jason left Papa’s room two seconds later. “Hey, man, what are you doing here?”


  They clasped hands in that brotherly manner guys always did.


  Ryan pointed his chin to the end of the hallway. “Brought a guy who cut his leg down at the site.” He glanced at his watch. “Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”


  “Yeah, but we gotta a call saying Dad was conscious. I left class, Mom left a pan on the stove, Jess left work, but we didn’t get here in time. He’s sleeping, as usual.”


  Ryan pointed to the elevator. “I should go back to …” He peeked at me again and didn’t finish his sentence.


  “Yeah, yeah.” Jason bumped his fist on Ryan’s. “I’ll call you later.”


  Ryan nodded and, sparing me only a half-second glance, hurried away.


  When Ryan disappeared inside the elevator, Jason turned to me. “You didn’t talk to him yet.”


  “I don’t want to talk to him.” It was a lie I wasn’t willing to admit to myself, but I knew it was a lie anyway. “I have nothing to talk to him about. Besides, did you see the way he ignored me? I told you I was nothing to him.”


  Jason shook his head. “You two still act like teenagers.” He looked through the small door window and sighed. “These summer classes are killing me, but I need to go back. Can you please make sure Mom doesn’t spend all afternoon here, watching him sleep?”


  I nodded and received a kiss on the forehead.


  I watched as my brother walked down the hall and took the stairs out. I couldn’t help but glance at the elevator again, and berated myself when I caught my mind wishing for the doors to open and Ryan to walk out of it.


  The more I tried to avoid him, or thinking about him, the worse it was. Soon, I would be longing for him, even knowing and still feeling all the pain he had caused me.


  Jesus, I hated admitting it, but I was so not over him.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I cut the engine of my car and looked out the window at my parents’ house. If I could, I would have ignored my mother’s invitation to dine with them. But I couldn’t. I shouldn’t.


  Bumping into Jessica at the hospital had already set my day off. I hoped the dinner wouldn’t make it worse.


  I entered the house with my keys and found my father lounging before the TV, a beer in his hand, and my brother in the dining room, his cell phone pressed to his ear. I didn’t bother saying hello to them, and walked in, down the hall, and into the kitchen where my mother was chopping vegetables and my sister was doing her homework at the kitchen’s island.


  “Hi, Ryan!” Brianna said, her tone cheery. She was growing up too fast and becoming a beautiful young woman. She was sixteen, the same age Jessica had been when the mess started.


  “Hey, B.” I planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “How’s school?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Boring.”


  I smiled, and then looked at my mother. “Hi, Mom.”


  “How are you, dear?” she asked, setting the knife down.


  “Okay,” I said, averting my eyes.


  I looked at my sister again. It was hard to look at her and not think of all the things that happened with Jessica. If a punk got close to my sister and did all the shit I had done, that punk would be dead before he could blink. I was sure Jason had wanted to kill me, but didn’t because of all the rest that happened afterward.


  I sighed and grabbed a Coke from the fridge.


  My mother grabbed a pot from under the counter. “Bri, why don’t you go set the table?”


  Brianna made a face, but stood and left for the dining room.


  “Now are you going to tell me how you really are?” my mother asked.


  I leaned against the fridge and sipped my Coke. “I’m okay, Mom, really. As okay as I can be.”


  “I don’t like when you talk like that.”


  “Like what? The truth? My life is a mess and everyone knows it.”


  My mother frowned. “Does this more irritated mood have something to do with Jessica Hayes being back in town?”


  Shit. Of course, I didn’t expect my parents to stay oblivious to her return. After all, the town wasn’t that large and people talked, but I had hoped it would take a little more time.


  “What are you going to do, dear?” She placed the vegetables inside the pot and turned to me. “Are you going to talk her?” Her eyes widened. “You already did.”


  “No,” I snapped. “I’ve bumped into her once or twice, but we didn’t talk. I don’t want to talk to her. You know what? I don’t want to talk about her either.”


  I marched out of the kitchen and went to the dining room to help my sister.


  “Sorry,” she whispered, setting the last plate in its place. “I was the one who told Mom and Dad about Jessica being back.”


  I glared at her. “What?”


  “Sorry.” She retreated to the wall, though the table was between us. “I didn’t think much of it. Lindsey told me and I was just talking about my day. It came out, and a second later, they were arguing about it.”


  “Shit,” I muttered. Another thing I had forgotten. Lindsey, Jessica’s cousin, was Brianna’s best friend. Damn, things were getting way too complicated for me.


  “Sorry,” she said again, her voice small with fear.


  I stared at her, backed against the wall, visibly scared of me. What had I become? Even my sister was afraid of me.


  I took a deep breath. “That’s okay, B. They would have found out sooner or later.”


  She seemed to relax a little. “And … how are you about it?”


  “Honestly, I’m trying not to think about it, but everyone keeps asking. It’s kinda hard.”


  “Sorry.”


  This time, I offered her a small smile. “That’s okay.” I glanced around. “Where’s Tommy? He was here when I arrived.”


  “Oh, he left when I came in.” She pointed to the door leading to the living room. “You know how it is. He and his secret phone calls.”


  Which were not so secret. I knew what my brother was up to and I didn’t like. Despite all that had happened to me and all the conversations we had, Tommy was becoming the next Ryan. My younger brother was nineteen, the age I was when everything exploded around me.


  “Ryan!” My father’s voice boomed from the other room, and I sighed.


  I dragged my feet to the living room. “Hi, Dad.”


  My father placed the empty beer bottle on the end table beside his leather armchair, and stared at me, his brown eyes hard. “You’re not gonna lose your head again because that girl is back in town, are you?”


  I closed my eyes for a second, willing myself to stay calm. “Can we not talk about that right now?”


  My father stood, stuffing his chest. “Why not?”


  I shook my head, tired of arguing with my family. “Please, Dad, I’m not—”


  The doorbell rang.


  Frowning, my father spied through the window. “It’s Officer Mike.” He turned to me, his eyes shining with rage. “What have you done this time?”


  I groaned. “Nothing.”


  We marched to the foyer, where my mother was opening the door. “Good evening, Officer Mike, how can we help you?”


  Mike spied inside and his eyes settled on mine. “Good evening, Mrs. Dawson. I’m just checking on our boy, seeing if he’s following through with his schedules and curfews.”


  “Here I am, Mike.” I stepped to the door. “You’ve seen me; now you can go.”


  An evil smile spread across the cop’s face. “Yes, I’ve seen you. I’ll be later, to escort you to your apartment.”


  In my mind, I counted to ten, then nodded and closed the door, proud of myself for not having slammed it in Mike’s face.


  “I don’t like him,” my mother said, twisting a kitchen towel.


  “Are you going to be arrested again?” Tommy asked from the middle of the stairs.


  I growled.


  Mike was only five years older than I was, and shorter and less built, but because of the gun on his waist and the badge he carried, he treated me as if he was the king of Lexington.


  Well, to be honest, his problem with me was much bigger. I had slept with his little sister before my eyes settled on Jessica. Apparently, the girl had fallen in love after just one night and didn’t hide it from anyone. As soon as he found out, Mike had threatened to break my face or cut my balls off or something if I ever got close to her again. Thank goodness, I did not intend to do that. Last year, I got out of jail, and he was appointed as one of the officers handling my case. He used every little excuse to make things worse for me.


  I knew he was just waiting for me to do something stupid now that Jessica was back in town.


  “Now, now.” My mother put her hand on my arm and squeezed it. “Tommy, that’s not a nice way to talk to your brother. Go wash your hands and come down for dinner.”


  Without releasing my arm, my mother walked to the kitchen.


  “You can let go now,” I protested.


  She pulled me closer and put her fingers over her lips. “I would bet money,” my mother whispered, “if I had any, that Mike is going to be on your tail more than usual while Jessica is here. Be careful.”


  I stared at my mother’s pleading hazel eyes. She was right. While Jessica was here, Mike would follow me everywhere, Jason would be awkward, and people would whisper and gossip more than before. It would be hell in my corner of the world, but it was only for two and half months. I had endured much more in places much worse. I could do this.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  Wednesday was going by too slowly for my taste.


  Every time I looked at the ancient clock on the wall of the studio, only a few minutes had passed.


  At least Alan was out and didn’t hover, watching as I transferred the hand-drawn plans into AutoCAD. It was a delicate and snail-paced job, but I never complained about it. Until this tedious day.


  There were only ten more minutes for my short shift to end, when Noah appeared at my desk.


  “Hi,” he said with a large smile.


  I glanced at him and quickly returned my attention to the screen. “Hmm, hi.”


  He pulled a chair from another desk and sat down right beside my computer. “I haven’t seen you at the Habit for Humanity site.” He propped an elbow on my desk, and leaned his head on his fist, still smiling.


  “Yeah, well, that was a favor to Alan. It’s not part of my job.”


  “What a shame.” He patted the wad of paper in his lap. “I’m glad I decided to bring the report here, then.”


  What the hell? I stopped the mouse wherever it was and stared at him. If he were a girl, he would be batting his lashes at me right now. But no, he was a guy—a so-not-my-style one—a man, actually, because I suspected he was almost thirty, and the way he was openly flirting with me was downright creepy.


  “Alan is not here, but I bet you can leave that in his office.” I pointed in the direction of Alan’s office, hoping he understood the dismissal.


  He didn’t.


  “That’s okay. I can talk to you while I wait for him.”


  I pressed my lips together, holding in a frustrated grunt.


  Without sparing him another glance, I closed the program, shut down the computer, grabbed my purse, and fled the studio.


  “Wait.” He caught up with me in the lobby. “Where are you going?”


  I tried my best not to snap. “My shift is over, and I think where I go is none of your business.”


  I spun around and left the building before he could come after me again. I walked to the parking lot and cursed when I remembered Jason had borrowed the truck to take his bike to the next bike show place. However, he promised to be here to pick me up … three minutes ago.


  If only I had worn flats instead of my four-inch heels, I could walk the twenty to thirty minutes it took to get home.


  A coffee shop on the other side of the street caught my attention. I could use an iced coffee in this heat.


  While ordering, I kept my eyes on the street outside, through the large glass windows, watching for my brother. He should arrive any moment. Ten minutes later, I was outside, sitting in a chair around one of the round tables covered by large blue umbrellas, my drink in hand, and still waiting.


  I fished my cell phone from my purse, set on yelling at Jason for making me wait, when someone halted in front of my table.


  I looked up and gasped. My heart stopped for a quick second.


  Caryn. The only thing different from four years ago was that she looked like she was thirty-five, instead of twenty-one. She still wore low-rise jeans, which were at least two sizes too small, a tight top with deep cleavage, showing her fat boobs and her belly, five- or six-inch wedges, and her hair was trimmed to her shoulder, but still dyed a horrible neon yellow. She had red lipstick and chewed her gum like a cow.


  “I heard you were back, but I knew I would only believe it when I saw you,” she said. And her voice was still the same too. High pitched and nasally. “And here you are.”


  I stared at my drink. “What do you want?”


  “Nothing, really. Just looking at you.” She sat in the chair across the table. “Did it solve anything, moving up there?”


  I glared at her. “I didn’t invite you to sit with me.” I grabbed my drink and stood.


  She stepped in my way. “Oh, the princess is mad.”


  “How old are you? Fifteen? But let me tell you, you look forty.”


  Her brown eyes became two enraged stones. “You.” She pointed her finger at me, pushing it against my chest. “Who do you think you are?”


  I retreated a step. “Jesus, what did I ever do to you? If I remember correctly, it was you who did pretty bad things to me.”


  She walked forward. “Of course, the innocent.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  I glanced around, noticing that people were starting to stare.


  She leaned over me. “You weren’t the only one in love with him, you know?”


  I had my suspicions, although, at the time, I thought it was more of an infatuation.


  We had been at the tracks all afternoon for a race—a professional one. John, Ethan’s uncle, was there with some other big names in the motorcycle racing world, watching the races and taking notes.


  That week, Ryan had been so excited and nervous. And I didn’t think he slept the previous night, though he stayed quiet beside me in my bed. This was it for him. He could be discovered right here.


  Before the final race, the one where Luke and Ryan had to show everything they had, the guys stood beside the track, talking and waiting. The girls and I were seated on the bleachers, directly behind them, but several rows up.


  I was fighting my instinct to go down and kiss Ryan good luck in front of everyone, when Caryn strolled to him and halted by his side. She wore a cheerleader-like outfit and moved her hips in a suggestive way. My stomach rolled with sour envy. Not because of her looks, but because she put her hand on Ryan’s arms and smiled at him, getting a smile in return.


  Everyone in town knew Caryn. She was the pretty girl who had taken the wrong path. Some still thought she could turn around. Right now, I couldn’t care less. All I wanted was for her to take her hands off Ryan.


  Caryn leaned closer to him, her breasts brushing his arm, and she spoke with her neck stretched, aiming for his ear. Bitch. Meanwhile, Ryan’s attention was on her. However, I couldn’t really see the expression on his face to know if he was looking at her to be polite or if he was genuinely interested in her.


  John ran up to the group and told them to get ready. Ryan stepped away from Caryn, but she closed her hands around his bicep and pulled him back. She kissed his cheek and smiled coyly.


  “Good luck,” I read her lips.


  He nodded before jogging to join John and Luke.


  That night, when Ryan climbed in my window and crawled into my bed, he was so excited about doing well and being invited to a big race the next weekend, I decided not to spoil his happiness and ask about Caryn.


  Instead, I chose to ignore the nagging feeling that something wasn’t right and shoved her from my thoughts to focus on the guy beside me.


  My mistake.


  I shook my head to get rid of that painful memory and turned around to walk away, but Caryn grabbed my wrist and pulled me back.


  “Come here, you bitch. I’m not done with you!” she yelled.


  I didn’t think, just acted. I threw my iced coffee at her face and chest. Shocked, she released me, and stared down at her top. “I’ll kill you!” she snarled.


  I raised my arms to defend from the punch I was about to receive, but strong arms closed around my waist and pulled me back.


  Jason appeared between us. “Hey, hey, stop it!”


  I looked down and saw the arm still firm around me. My breath caught when I recognized the tattoos on his skin.


  “I’ll kill her!” Caryn bellowed, pushing against Jason.


  Jason spied over his shoulder. “Take her to the truck.”


  Instantly, the arm around my waist pulled me farther back, and I stumbled against his chest. Gently but firmly, Ryan held my arm and helped me turn, aiming for the truck.


  “Are you okay?”


  I nodded, fighting the shaking wave that was threatening to overcome me.


  “Ryan!” Caryn yelled. “She’s a bitch, Ryan!”


  “Shut up, Caryn,” Jason hissed.


  “I’ll kill her,” Caryn yelled again.


  “Ignore her,” Ryan said, his voice low. While crossing the street to the truck, he kept his face low, and I noticed that we had gathered quite the audience. He was hiding, probably embarrassed to be seen with me.


  I pushed against his hold and gave a step away from him. “I’m fine.”


  He stared at me for a second, and then nodded.


  I dashed to the truck and slid inside through the passenger door. In front of the coffee shop, Jason still tried to reason with a neurotic Caryn, while Ryan leaned against the truck and waited.


  A few moments later, some worker or owner from the place came out of the building and talked to them, his face none too happy. Jason turned away and left Caryn yelling alone.


  I put my hands over my mouth and held back a sob. Jesus, I wasn’t one for crying, not after I moved to Cleveland, but I hadn’t expected such a scene. The anger, the guilt, the disappointment, and all the memories took me by surprised, and I suddenly found it hard not to cry.


  Jason stopped by the truck’s door. “Come on,” he said to Ryan.


  Ryan shook his head. “You know that’s not a good idea. I’ll walk to my apartment.”


  Apartment? What happened to his parents’ house?


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah.”


  Jason glanced at me, and I averted my eyes. “All right. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


  Nodding, Ryan walked away, in the opposite direction Caryn was headed.


  Finally, Jason joined me inside the truck. “Are you all right?”


  I glared at him. “It’s your fault. If you had been here on time, I wouldn’t have run into her.”


  “Hey, what did you expect?” He inserted the keys into place and turned the truck on. “To come back and not see anyone from your past. Newsflash, but you’ll probably have to face a hell of a lot more while you’re here.”


  I let out a frustrated scream, and Jason watched me with disturbed eyes.


  “And what was he doing with you?” The question was out before I could make good reason of it.


  An eyebrow cocked, Jason pulled the truck into the street and drove away. “He was helping me with my bike. I planned on leaving him at his place before picking you up.”


  I bit my tongue before I could ask what “his place” meant. I was too deep in this mess already. I didn’t need to bury myself more and more.


  I wiped the unshed tears and stared out the window, not really seeing anything.


  Jason’s hand covered mine. “You still didn’t answer me. Are you all right?”


  “Not really,” I said, amazed at how honest I was.


  “I’m sorry.” He squeezed my hand. “About it all.”


  I sighed and returned the squeeze. “Me too.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Ryan


  


  I heard the truck’s engine roaring to life and driving away as I walked to my place. It was only three blocks away. I had insisted Jason dropped me off before going to pick up Jessica, but he was already late. I had hopes that he would park the car in front of the office and she wouldn’t be there, giving me time to slip out and leave before seeing her.


  What I hadn’t expected was to see Jessica and Caryn going at it.


  One block from my apartment, I heard her voice and cringed.


  “Ryan, wait up,” Caryn said. The sound of her heels clicking on the pavement got closer and closer, until she stopped jogging and walked beside me. “Can you believe that girl? Showing her face in this town after all she did to you?”


  I clenched my jaw and fished for my keys, intent on ignoring her before losing my temper.


  Giving Caryn my back, I unlocked the garage door then pushed it open. She stepped right in, as if I had invited her.


  I suppressed a groan and lunged into work. Working on my Harley always calmed me down. I sat on a low stool beside my bike and started taking some pieces apart.


  Caryn leaned against a working table. “How can you even get that close to her like that? Hasn’t she done enough? If I were you, I would even avoid her brother, so not to risk it. And maybe Luke too. After all, they are cousins, and you guys are always together.”


  She went on and on, and I tuned her out. It was better than getting angry and yelling at her. It wouldn’t be the first time, but if possible, I would like to avoid it. Most days, I could simply let Caryn be. She would stand by my side, flirt, or talk, but there were days … Shit, she was too clingy, too needy, or just purely annoying.


  Like now.


  Caryn knelt beside me, her body strategically turned to mine. She ran a finger down my arm. “After all, she was just a game, right? What could an inexperienced child have done for you?” She laughed, her finger sliding down to my stomach. “I, on the other hand, can do a lot of things for you.”


  I pried her hand from me and stood. “Leave,” I said simply, not trusting my temper. If I opened my mouth for another word or two, I would say things I would regret.


  Her eyes wide, she stood. “What happened?”


  I took several steps back. “Just … leave.”


  She frowned. “Why do you hate me so much? I have done nothing more than love you. I stood by your side; I was there for you. I am here for you.” She put her hands on her hips and stuffed her chest, jutting her breasts out. “You don’t have to be strong all the time, Ryan. Let me take care of you.” She advanced a step and I retreated another. “You can’t—”


  “Caryn,” I said through gritted teeth. My jaw was set and my hands clenched. “Leave.”


  She must have seen the anger in me, heard it in my voice, because her shoulders sagged and with a huff, she spun around and left.


  Finally.


  I reached for the compact fridge and grabbed a Coke, wishing, as I always did, that it was a beer. A beer would have been much better for my tension. After downing my Coke, I walked to the garage door, to close it up and work alone for the rest of the evening, but then, a car drove by. A car driven by a guy I didn’t know. A car with Brianna in the passenger seat and Lindsey in the back with another guy.


  Pure anger filled me. What the hell was she thinking? Going out on a weekday with some random guy? He probably got his license two days ago and he was already driving chicks around town?


  I groaned and punched the wall. The pain helped. The pain pushed through my rage and made me think a little clearer. A little.


  There wasn’t much I could do. Even if I chased them down, what would I do? Throw my sister over my shoulder and take her home? Ground her? That wasn’t my job. I just hoped Mom knew where B was and with whom.


  Shit. I was the worst big brother. Great example of that was Tommy. At nineteen, he was going to college, but only two or three classes because he needed time to party.


  I closed my eyes and let out a long breath. I needed some fresh air. I eyed my bikes, both of them busted and un-rideable. Good thing too, because I hadn’t ridden a bike in four years and I wouldn’t start now.


  I grabbed the keys for my Mustang from the hook on the wall and closed the garage door. Hopefully, lowering all the windows would feel like riding a bike.


  Yeah, right.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  After Jason dropped me at home, he left again, probably to meet Ryan. I barely said hi to Mama before locking myself in the bathroom and sinking in the tub for at least half an hour. Keeping my mind blank was hard. The memories rushed to me every single second I was alone.


  The day I came home after spending the summer with grandma, Ryan was in the driveway with Jason, Luke, and Ethan, tuning his bike before a race. Shirtless. I stepped out of Mama’s truck, and he looked up, right at me. His eyes widened and his mouth fell open. I swallowed the big grin that wanted to break out on my lips and marched past him, saying a quick hi. He kept his eyes on me until I entered the house.


  The day at the park, when he said I was beautiful and kissed me for the first time. The next day, Jason found out about it, punched Ryan, and warned him to stay away from me.


  The first time Ryan sneaked into my bedroom window and spent the night with me.


  Then the day everything went to hell.


  I shot out of the tub as if the water had burned me. Mama was downstairs, cooking as always. We had a quiet dinner, even though my blood was still boiling. After cleaning the kitchen, Mama alleged having a headache and went to her bedroom.


  I went to mine to call Kristin.


  “I need to tell you something,” I said, sitting down on my bed. I scooted to the headboard where I propped my back on a pillow, and reached for the sketchpad and pencil on my nightstand. “Do you have a few minutes?”


  “I just got home and having nothing to do,” Kristin said. “I’m all yours for the next hour or two.”


  “So …” I sighed. “It’s about my past.”


  “I guessed that much.”


  I took a deep breath. My pencil moved against the sketchpad as my words came out. “I was in love with my brother’s best friend forever, but since I’m three years younger, he never thought of me as more than a little brat, almost like his own little sister. But something changed when I was sixteen and spent the summer away. When I came back, it was like Ryan saw me for the first time. Honestly, I don’t know what changed.”


  “Did your boobs show up that summer?”


  I chuckled. “Not really. My boobs had been growing at a nice pace since I was twelve, I think. But I guess I did have a growth spurt or something between fifteen and sixteen. My curves were becoming more pronounced, I guess?” I shrugged, though she couldn’t see me. “Anyway. So, when I came back, he paid more attention to me. When Jason wasn’t looking, Ryan flirted with me, and even knowing he was a manwhore, I couldn’t help it. I flirted back.” My drawing gained a stone floor. “I guess I didn’t really believe I had a chance with him. I mean, he was nineteen and had every girl in town at his feet. Why would he care about little sixteen-year-old me?”


  “Because you’re beautiful and when you let go of that sulk, you’re funny, kind, responsible, smart, fr—”


  My pencil stopped moving. “You’re not helping.”


  “Sorry,” she muttered. “But it’s true.”


  I chose to ignore her comment and continued, “For a month, we flirted. And the flirting escalated quickly. One day, he asked me to meet him at the Main Square late at night. Though I was scared of sneaking out and walking around town at that time, I couldn’t resist. I went to the square. He was there, waiting for me, and I swear, he looked so happy to see me. His eyes fixed on mine, and he told me I was beautiful. That was when I knew I was gone and there was no going back. He kissed me and I melted.”


  When his lips first touched mine, I felt something. It wasn’t only attraction and lust. It was something else, too strong, too deep. It was as if we connected. Like we belonged together, but that was me being naive.


  “So far, I’m liking this story.”


  “Shut up.”


  “What? Bad boy falls for good girl. Who doesn’t like that kind of story?”


  “Me, because they aren’t true. It never ends well.” I added some trees to my drawing. “The next day, Jason found out we had kissed and punched Ryan, warning him to stay away from me. I swear I thought he would listen to my brother, but he didn’t. That night, he sneaked into my bedroom through the window, and every night after that.”


  “You had sex with him, then?”


  “Not right away. Actually, he slept in my bed for almost a month before I actually surrendered. He was my first.” I sighed. “I don’t know. I thought we had a connection, something strong between us. He had spent an entire month sleeping in my bed, which meant he wasn’t sleeping around, didn’t it? I saw him constantly during the day too, so it wasn’t like he had the time. But I guess, he could have. We weren’t together all the time.”


  “What happened then?”


  “A little over a year before, Ryan, Jason, my cousin, Luke, and their friend, Ethan, started fishing. Every three or four months, they set up these fishing trips where they were gone for the entire weekend. It was odd at first. I mean, who knew guys who were so into motorcycles were also so into fishing? All of a sudden?” I sighed. “I should have known.”


  “What?”


  “I … slept with Ryan on a Thursday. He held me tight after our first time—my first time—and said that maybe he shouldn’t go on the fishing trip he and the guys had scheduled for the next day. I was content he wanted to stay with me rather than spend three days with the guys, but I didn’t want to be the girl who holds the guy back and he stops hanging with his friends. I didn’t want him to resent me in the future. So I insisted he should go to the trip, that I would be here when he came back Sunday night.”


  “And?”


  “On Friday, he left for the fishing trip with Luke and Ethan. Jason ended up with a cold and didn’t go. My brother seemed pretty upset about it.” Concession stands took shape in my drawing. “Instead of coming to see me as he had promised, Ryan called me on Sunday night after he was back from the trip. He told me he had a migraine and probably should stay at his house that night. I didn’t think anything of it, just that he was tired and had a migraine and should rest. I missed him, but hopefully, I would see him the next night.” I sighed. “Monday morning, I left my house early, but two blocks from school, Caryn stepped in front of me.”


  “Caryn?”


  “She’s … I don’t know another word for her, a slut.” I winced, not really liking to label people. “Caryn always slept around, like Ryan did. She wore clothes that would put the Hooters waitresses to shame. She still does.”


  “Wait. Have you seen her?”


  “Yup. I’ll get to that.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  “Anyway, despite her sleeping-around record, Caryn had a thing for Ryan. I had seen her drooling over him a couple of times before, and it didn’t seem like a I-just-want-to-fuck-you thing.”


  “What did she do?”


  “She gave me a photo album. I didn’t want to take it, but she shoved it in my arms and left.” I stopped drawing for a second. “The photo album had pictures of Ryan, Luke, and Ethan seated around a bonfire. Tents were behind them. They held beer bottles. And several girls, wearing only bikinis, were sprawled over them.”


  “Oh shit.”


  “The pictures changed location. The edge of a lake, beside a tree, the bed of a truck, in a canoe, but they were always there. The guys and the girls. The last one, though, the last one killed me. It was Caryn, lying on what looked like a mattress inside a tent. And Ryan was beside her.”


  “Oh shit,” Kristin said again. “That must have been terrible.”


  I nodded to my empty room. I remembered it as if it were yesterday. I had dropped the album as if it had burned me. I couldn’t believe what Ryan had done to me, and I couldn’t believe I had fallen for him. I knew him. I knew he wasn’t a one-girl-only kind of guy. I knew he would never be a one-girl-only kind of guy. But he had flirted openly, earning a few joking punches from my brother. He had chased me; he had insisted and persisted for over a month. That was probably a record for him. Then after we kissed, he spent all his free time with me. I was sure he was falling for me too. Slowly, but he was. Or so I thought.


  “I didn’t go to school that day, and I didn’t go home. I walked around town, avoiding places where I knew friends or family could be. I kept my mind blank, because if I thought about it, if I allowed myself to feel it, I would break down. And I didn’t want to break down.”


  “I’m so sorry, Jess. I know how much it hurts to have your heart broken,” Kristin said, her tone forlorn. “After that, you left home and came to Cleveland? How did your parents allow that?”


  “The story isn’t done.”


  “No?”


  “Nope.” I inhaled deeply, gathering strength to continue. “I went home after school hours, otherwise my mama would send the cavalry after me. I stayed buried in my bedroom until Mama knocked on my door, asking me to hurry or we would be late for the fair. I had totally forgotten about the fair in the square. She had a pie and cake stand, and I had promised I would help her with it. Instead of wallowing in my own shit, I put on a brave face and focused on the fair.” It was better than letting the panic and rage and despair take over. “Everyone in town loved her pies and cakes, so Mama had a big stand. Aunt Cadence and Lindsey had already set up by the time we got there, and the square was filling up fast. For the first half hour, we were so busy, I barely thought of Ryan and Caryn. Until Ryan appeared in front of the stand.”


  “Oh crap.”


  Crap indeed. “He wanted to talk, to explain. I tried getting away from him, and ended up bumping into Jason and Luke.” And I had almost punched both of them. Jason might not have been on that last fishing trip, but he knew about it. They all knew about it. “Jason and Luke noticed I was trying to get away from Ryan and wanted to know what was going on. Our little group started gathering attention from the people at the fair. Ryan started to say something like ‘after all we did, after having slept with me, you’re just gonna shut me out,’ when Papa stepped between us.” I almost went on, but I remembered Kristin didn’t know Papa.


  “You see, Papa is very conservative, authoritarian, and old school. If it depended on him, I would always wear pants and baggy shirts, I wouldn’t go out until I was twenty-one, and I would marry a virgin, preferably after I was thirty-five. He also tried to control Jason, but was much less successful. To him, Jason was going through a rebellious phase. Papa hated Jason’s fascination for motorcycles, and he hated Ryan and Ethan. He thought they were bad influences.” I dropped the sketchpad in my lap. “Papa flipped out when he heard I had slept with one of those bad influences. He advanced on Ryan, but Jason and Luke stopped him, then he advanced on me. We argued in front of everyone at the fair. The anger I had been feeling toward Ryan, Jason, Luke, Caryn, and now Papa exploded, and I yelled at him, telling him he couldn’t control me. I told him that I could sleep with whomever I wanted. It was none of his business. Then he slapped me. Hard. I fell on the pavement, hitting my shoulder.”


  “Oh my God.”


  “The next few moments were a blur. Papa called me a slut. Ryan yelled at him, trying to disentangle himself from Jason and Luke, who were holding him back. Mama cried, and a huge crowd had gathered around us, gawking and whispering. Papa was about to grab me or hit me again when I woke up from my stupor. I crawled back, stood, and ran. I ran like never before.”


  I had run the several blocks home. I had packed a duffel bag with the essentials, and what I had saved from my allowance. I ran to the nearest taxi point, and the driver drove to the train station in Columbia. I bought the first ticket out of town. The train left ten minutes later and took me to Charleston, West Virginia. From there, I took another train to Cleveland, Ohio.


  “And that’s how you ended up in Cleveland.” It wasn’t a question.


  “Yup.”


  “By the time I got to my grandma’s house, my mother had already called her in a panic, saying I was missing. She had been expecting me. During the first month, she tried talking to me about forgiving my father, or at least talking to him, about going home to my family. When I threatened to leave and disappear from her life too, she stopped. She accepted me and my conditions: I wouldn’t talk about my family; I wouldn’t talk to my family.”


  “Shit, this is … I’m sorry, Jess. Now I know why you haven’t gone back to Lexington in four years. Gosh. How are you holding up?”


  I let out a half-chuckle, half-snort. “I’ve been better.”


  “I bet. Hm, you mentioned running into Caryn. That probably didn’t help.”


  “No, it didn’t. It was this afternoon.” I retold her the events of the entire afternoon, including Noah’s unwelcomed flirting, Caryn’s encounter, and then Ryan escorting me away from her.


  “Well, I guess you knew you would run into your past.”


  “I honestly thought I could hide from it.” I let out a deep breath. “Apparently, Ryan went through something after I left. I asked my brother about it, but he says I should ask Ryan.”


  “Like finding some closure.”


  A sarcastic chuckle escaped my lips. “That’s what my friends here say.”


  “See? All of us can’t be wrong.” She paused. “You need to talk to him.”


  “As if that was easy.”


  “Nobody said it would be easy. It won’t. But if you want peace, while you’re there and while you’re here, you need closure. He probably needs it too.”


  I snorted. “Right.”


  “Why not?”


  “I told you everything that happened, Kristin. You know he was playing with me. I was just another notch on his bedpost.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. You’ll only know after you talk to him.”


  Could it be? No, no. I didn’t want to go down that path again. My heart was shielded from him, and it would remain that way. If I were going to talk to him, it wouldn’t be to find out if I had meant something or not. It would be to get closure, to put some dots on the Is and move on.


  But could I do it? Could I go after him and talk to him? My initiative? I seriously doubted it.


  “You need to talk to him, Jess, and hopefully then you’ll have less weight on your shoulders.”


  I was about to answer her with something like ‘I’ll think about it,’ even though I didn’t really mean it, but then I looked down at the sketchpad in my lap and gasped. Without realizing it, I had drawn the Main Square. More specifically, the exact spot where Ryan and I first kissed. The exact spot where I had last seen him before I left.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Jessica


  


  “She never changed,” Sophie said, picking up the pillows from my bed.


  Rachel tsked. “Oh, she did. She changed for the worse.”


  After hearing about my encounter with Caryn, the girls decided it was time for the tree house slumber party. We arranged everything for Thursday night.


  In my PJs, I felt like a kid ready to sneak cookies from the hidden cookie jar in the middle of the night.


  “I would love if we changed subjects,” I said.


  “Oh, come on!” Rachel made a puppy face. “It’s good to talk about bitches. It makes us feel better, in spirit and as a person.”


  We laughed.


  I grabbed the quilts from my bed. “Okay, but then let’s talk about another bitch.”


  “Not fun,” Sophie said, following Rachel and me downstairs. “She’s a good bitch to rant about.”


  “Oh, you don’t know,” Rachel said. “We aren’t sure if it’s true, but we heard Caryn is a call girl around the Columbia and Charlotte area.”


  I almost tripped on the stairs and fell. “What?”


  Rachel grabbed my arm to steady me. “Yeah, we first heard about that a year ago.”


  “See, she’s a good bitch to talk shit about,” Sophie said.


  “Seriously, girls, I’m done with her.” I hoped they actually changed subjects, because I wasn’t talking about Caryn anymore.


  “You girls ready?” Mama asked from the kitchen. She propped the back door open for us. “I’ll bring some ice cream in a minute.”


  Rachel paused beside her and kissed her cheek. “You’re the best, Mrs. Hayes.”


  Mama chuckled as we passed her and walked out into the balmy night.


  I stared at the tree. I had cleaned it, sort of, the previous weekend, but still wasn’t happy about the prospect of sleeping there. What if the wood was rotten on the inside and didn’t support our weight?


  Sophie was the first to climb up the wood planks nailed to the tree trunk. I handed her the lamp, the quilts, and the pillows, then climbed up next. Rachel was about to come up when Mama appeared with a tray and three bowls spilling with so much ice cream and hot fudge.


  She took the tray and kissed Mama again. “I mean it. The best.”


  “Thanks, Mama,” I whispered, peering down.


  “Thanks, Mrs. Hayes,” Sophie said from somewhere inside the tree house.


  With a smile, Mama nodded and walked back inside the house.


  Rachel extended the tray to me and, reaching down, I grabbed it, then she climbed up.


  “Got it,” Sophie squealed as the first lamp began shinning.


  She turned to the other as Rachel set the tray on the floor, and I examined the place.


  It was tiny, too tiny with the three of us. I could barely stand without hitting my head on the ceiling, and the floor creaked whenever one of us moved. The furniture and the drapes that covered the two windows were gone. Sophie spread the quilts on the floor, and I realized we would fit there if we all slept closed together, probably touching. This wouldn’t be a good night for sleep.


  Well, if I left it to the girls, we wouldn’t be sleeping, only talking the entire night.


  We sat down on the floor, the tray among us, and dug into the ice cream. It was homemade, of course, and delicious.


  “Can I borrow your mother?” Rachel asked. “I need her cooking at all times.”


  “Nu-uh.” Sophie shook her spoon. “Can you imagine how many pounds you would put on if you only ate Mrs. Hayes’s food? It would be terrible.”


  “True.” Rachel nodded, and then glanced at me. “I don’t know how you’re still so skinny.”


  “Rachel!” Sophie hissed.


  “What?” Rachel looked shocked. “What did I do?”


  “It’s okay,” I said. “What Sophie means is that I wasn’t here for almost four years. Maybe that’s why.”


  Rachel gasped. “Oh crap. I keep forgetting and saying the wrong shit.”


  “Since we touched that topic,” Sophie started. She licked her spoon, eyeing me, probably gauging my reaction. “You’ve been putting off talking to us about your life in Cleveland, and about how you really are, Jess.”


  I spooned my ice cream, suddenly unsure I wanted to eat more. “Honestly, I don’t know how I am. It’s hard to talk about it when even I’m not sure about anything.”


  Rachel patted my knee. “I’m sorry. And I’m sorry you had to face Caryn this week. I wish I were there though. I would have jumped on her and clawed that fake hair out of her head.”


  Sophie snorted, and I couldn’t help but chuckle, imagining the scene in my mind.


  “Yeah, but it wasn’t funny. I was shaking, and if it weren’t for Jason and Ryan, I don’t know what would have happened.”


  “About that,” Sophie said, her tone malicious again. “I heard you guys have seen each other a few times. How was it?”


  “Awkward and painful.” I sighed.


  Rachel put her hand on my arm. “Jess, you’ve been through some pretty messed up stuff and, as far as we know, you never talked about it with anyone.”


  Sophie set her empty ice cream bowl aside. “Talk to us.”


  “It’s not something I like talking about.”


  “We know,” Sophie said. “But maybe that’s exactly what you need, to vent about it.”


  I played with my ice cream. “I talked to my grandma and also my best friend up there, Kristin.”


  Rachel face fell. “Oh. That’s good though, right? I mean, you vented then.”


  “I didn’t exactly vent. I just told them the events.” I put my half-eaten ice cream aside. “There isn’t much to vent though. Ryan broke my heart, and my father called me a slut and hit me in front of half the town. It’s done.”


  “See, you think there’s nothing to vent about.” Rachel reached for my bowl of ice cream and started eating what I had not. “You need closure.”


  That again.


  “Yes,” Sophie said. “You should talk to Ryan.”


  “Everyone keeps saying that. I’m sure he doesn’t even remember what he did and how that hurt me. Sometimes I even think he only remembers me or still knows my name because of my brother.”


  Rachel dropped her spoon. “What?”


  “You’re kidding, right?” Sophie asked, her eyes wide.


  I looked from one to another. “What? No. Why?”


  Sophie squinted. “Jason didn’t tell you what happen to him after you left? What he did?”


  “Hm, I don’t know what happened, and Jason doesn’t want to tell me,” I said. Rachel exchanged a worried look with Sophie. “You guys are making me nervous. What is it?”


  “Why doesn’t Jason tell you?” Rachel asked.


  “He says that I should ask Ryan and have him tell me.” I grunted. “As if I would knock on his door and ask him. Besides, I don’t even know where his house is now. Apparently, he’s not living with his parents anymore.”


  “He rents an apartment over the abandoned Blockbuster downtown,” Rachel said.


  That was a half block from Alan’s company.


  “Since when?” Again, they exchanged an odd look, and I clenched my fist around the spoon. “Come on, tell me.”


  Sophie sighed. “I would love to tell you like it was juicy gossip, but this is serious. Ryan should be the one to tell you.”


  A chill rushed down my spine. Was it that bad that even my girls didn’t want to tell me?


  


  ***


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered from the shotgun of Rachel’s car.


  Sophie leaned forward between the seats and smiled at me. “I’m glad you’re doing this.”


  I fidgeted with my nails, a nervous habit I had since my pre-teens.


  Rachel reached over and rested her hand on mine. “It’s going to be okay. Ryan won’t be there.”


  “That’s what you keep saying, but I guess I’ll only believe it when I see it. Or don’t see it.”


  The slumber party went well last night. We actually went to sleep at five in the morning. Then the sun was up and bothering us, and we moved to my bedroom and slept until noon. Thank goodness, I made my own hours at work. Otherwise, I would already be fired. I went in at one and left at five.


  At eight, the girls showed up, inviting me to watch a race. Inviting was actually a nice word for it. They practically hauled me into Rachel’s car. For a moment, I thought they would knocked me out, or tie me and drag me to the damn race.


  However, I remembered the girls, Jason, and even Ryan telling me he didn’t ride bikes anymore.


  The question was, why? He loved those damn things.


  At any rate, I was tired of being holed up at home. I missed my girls and going out and having fun. If for some reason Ryan showed up at the race, I would ask someone to take me home. Simple as that.


  Rachel took us down a back road I didn’t even remember existed and parked a good distance from the other cars. “In case the police show up,” she explained.


  I shook my head. Gosh, it had been a long time since I had to worry about that. But instead of concern, anticipation filled my veins. I hadn’t realized I missed this feeling, this energy of coming to a race, being in the crowd, betting, cheering, and yelling at the racers.


  We walked to the crowd, weaving through colorful, modified cars and bikes, several of them with the trunks open, exposing big speakers and blasting loud music, and lots of people. I recognized several faces and immediately shrank into myself.


  Sophie linked her arm with mine. “Don’t do that,” she whispered.


  “They probably remember what happened. They will look at me with disgust or pity. I don’t want that.”


  Rachel took my other arm. “Forget about them. We’re here to have a good time.”


  Closer to the middle, we found Jason, Luke, and Ethan. And no Ryan. Girls milled around them, wanting their attention. I smiled. I had forgotten about that too.


  “Jess,” Jason said as we approached him. He pushed past the girls and met us in a few steps. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


  I jerked my head toward my girls. “These are the guilty ones.”


  He nodded. “I’m glad you’re out.”


  I smiled at him. Maybe I could forgive him. “Me too.”


  My eyes met Luke’s and he retreated a few steps. Could I forgive him too? My brother and he hadn’t known Ryan and I were together before that “fishing trip,” but they knew I had a huge crush on Ryan, and they had seen Ryan flirting with me.


  Maybe I was being too harsh on them.


  I had made up my mind to talk to Luke, but before I could get too close, he walked away and disappeared in the crowd.


  “Hey, Jess,” Ethan said.


  Like the other guys, Ethan had bulked up. His gray eyes were still as breathtaking as I remembered, but his black hair was cut a bit shorter.


  “Hi, Ethan. How are you?”


  “Doing good. I’m glad you’re back.”


  “It’s only for a short while.”


  He nodded. “Even so.”


  Why wasn’t I mad at him like I was mad at Jason and Luke? He had been with Ryan too. But he wasn’t blood of my blood, that was why. And that was so wrong. I couldn’t let him go with a free pass, and then hold the others responsible.


  I sighed.


  John, a tall black guy who usually commanded the races, stepped into the bed of a truck. “Good evening, friends,” he shouted. The chatter stopped and the volume of the music lowered. “The first racers, please, take your places.”


  Luke and two other guys I didn’t recognize stopped their ninja bikes behind the white line on the road. By the look of it, the line had been painted minutes ago by a tipsy someone.


  They pulled their helmets down and turned the handles, making their engines roar. Adrenaline rushed through me and I smiled. Damn, I had really missed this.


  “Ladies,” John called. “Do your thing.”


  Two girls wearing tiny jean shorts, tight tops, and hooker heels stepped in front of the bikes holding a black and white checkered flags. I could imagine Caryn doing this. It would be her thing. Anger seeped into me, but I focused on the adrenaline. I wouldn’t let that bitch ruin this for me.


  With come-and-get-me smiles, the girls raised the flags.


  “On your marks,” John said. The girls counted from five to one, then lowered the flags. “Go!”


  The bikers zipped passed the girls, making their hair fly with the rushing air, and went straight down the road.


  “The course is still the same?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Sophie said. “They go for half a mile on this road, make a loop on the next three roads, and come back.”


  In the distance, the bikers disappeared into the darkness. Around me, the chatter resumed, but this time it was about the race. Money flowed easily as people made bets on who would win.


  Jason bet a hundred dollars on Luke, and Ethan bet two hundred. Where the hell did they get so much money?


  Two minutes later, someone yelled, “Here they come!”


  Everyone turned to the road, and we saw the headlights approaching.


  “Which one is Luke?” I asked.


  “The one on the right,” Ethan said.


  How could he tell? No matter, my attention was on Luke.


  Come on, Luke. Come on. You can do it.


  I froze.


  Apparently, I wasn’t mad at Luke anymore. Maybe I never was. Maybe I had always been mad at Ryan and ended up laying it on everyone around me.


  Luke lost the leader to the rider in the center.


  “Come on, Luke!” my brother shouted.


  With expertise, Luke dropped back and pulled his bike to the other side of the lead biker. Then, he pushed through the left. My palms sweated and my heart raced as he caught up with the other biker inch by inch. He could do it. He just needed to push a little bit more.


  “You can do it, Luke!” Sophie yelled.


  The racers got closer, and the crowd opened a corridor past the white line.


  In the last three seconds, Luke passed the other driver and crossed the line first.


  We all cheered.


  Jason, Ethan, Sophie, and Rachel ran to Luke along with half the crowd. My feet wanted to move, to go congratulate him, but my mind wouldn’t actually give the command.


  You’re better than this, Jessica.


  I forced a step, and then another, then another, and the weight in my legs diminished with each step. I approached the closed circle around him, and then Luke was lifted by the crowd and carried away.


  Apparently, the universe didn’t want me to speak with Luke, but I could speak to someone else.


  I turned to Jason. “You came with your bike?”


  “Yeah. Why?” he asked.


  “Because I need a car.”


  “Where are you going?” Rachel asked.


  “To do something I should have done since the day I got here.”


  The girls smiled, knowing exactly what I meant. I bet Jason and Ethan also knew.


  “I brought my car and the bike trailer,” Ethan said. He fished the keys from his biker jacket. “You can take it.”


  “But if the police show up?”


  He grinned. “We run faster with the bikes.”


  I took the keys from him. “Thanks.”


  I turned to leave and Jason’s hand closed around my arm. “Be careful with what you say.”


  “Don’t worry. I promise I won’t torture him … much.” I winked, and he laughed.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Jessica


  


  I was more into SUVs, but Ethan’s red and black Camaro was one hell of a smooth ride.


  My heart beat faster and faster with each mile closer I came to Ryan’s apartment. I turned the last corner and took a deep breath. I was doing this. I was actually doing this. I was going to talk to Ryan.


  I parked Ethan’s car behind Ryan’s Mustang. I was about to open the door when I saw him in a garage beside the Blockbuster, working on his Harley Davidson. He bought that thing when he was eighteen, right after he got his car from his grandpa. He saved every cent for two years to buy it, even though the thing needed a lot of work. But that was the fun part. He loved working on it, even without guarantees that it would ever run again.


  Focused on his work, he hadn’t noticed the car parked right behind him. And I was actually glad. This way, I could gawk at him and not feel guilty. It was his fault that he was wearing only low-riding jeans, with a fraction of his black boxers showing, his black boots, and nothing else.


  Damn, he had really bulked up. The muscles in his back, shoulders, and arms popped with each of his movements. Even his legs and his ass looked fuller.


  The heat inside Ethan’s car increased.


  Ryan reached behind him for a tool and saw the car. He frowned, and then started walking to the car. With the dark windows, he probably didn’t see me.


  I took a deep breath and opened the door.


  With wide eyes, Ryan halted.


  I slipped out of the car. “Hi.”


  He looked at the car and back at me. “What are you doing with Ethan’s car?”


  “He lent it to me.” I forced my eyes to stay on his handsome face, though all they wanted to do was roam over his taut chest and rippled abdomen. I swallowed. “We were at the race, and he had his bike with him.”


  He nodded. “He’s such a girl, always taking his bike on the trailer.”


  Trying to lighten the air a little, I put my hands on my hips. “I take offense to that sentence.”


  His eyes followed my hands for a brief moment before returning to mine. “What are you doing here?”


  I didn’t have a good answer for that. So, I ignored it. I walked past him and went to get a closer look at his Harley. It was still a beauty, but now more polished and less messy. By the looks of it, he spent a lot of time working on it. Yet, it had been four years. Shouldn’t he have finished it already?


  I scanned the place. The garage was small, for one car only, but it housed his tools, a couple of folding chairs, an old stereo, and his two bikes. Resting along the back wall was his ninja bike, similar to Jason’s, Luke’s, and Ethan’s. The guys had been crazy about bikes since they were ten. I remembered they started saving money not much later. They did all kinds of things—car washing, selling lemonade, and lawn mowing. Jason had been the first to buy his bike, the day he turned sixteen. Papa almost had a fit. Not long after, Ryan turned sixteen and bought his bike, the same one gathering dust in this garage.


  Getting closer, I noticed it was messed up, like it had been in a bad accident, and he hadn’t bothered to fix it yet.


  “What happened?” I asked. When he didn’t answer, I turned around. His hazel eyes were hard on mine. “Is that why you don’t ride it anymore? Because both of your bikes are in need of work?”


  Ryan grabbed a black shirt from one of the folding chairs and pulled it over his head. What a shame. His jaw ticked. “Look, I don’t mind bumping into you every now and then, but intentionally? I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  I flinched. Wow, why was he such a jerk? I was the one who should be mad at him, and I still was, but I was trying to get past it, to move on. He didn’t have the right to be mad at me. I had done nothing but love him. If that made him mad, well, then he should learn not to play with girls’ hearts.


  “I thought I was doing you a favor by trying to be nice, by trying to put the past behind us. I don’t think we’ll ever be friends again, but if we can co-exist for the next two months, for the sake of our friends, don’t you think it’ll be better than trying to avoid each other and failing?”


  His chest rose and fell slowly. “Jess …”


  “I don’t know what you’re mad about. I’m the one who is mad at you, Ryan. I’m the one who suffered here. Don’t pretend I hurt you, because we both know it was exactly the opposite.”


  “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Then tell me. What is it?” I took a step closer to him. I thought he would retreat, but he held his ground, his eyes fixed on mine. “Everyone keeps telling me something happened to you after I left and that I should talk to you about it.”


  He glanced over his shoulder to the street, then back at me. “You should go.”


  If I were still sixteen, I would have teared up and ran from the garage as if it were on fire. I wasn’t sixteen anymore, though, and the events that sent me away had changed me. A lot. It wasn’t in my plans to come back home and face my past, but now that I was here, I wasn’t running away.


  I crossed my arms and lifted my chin, putting as much strength as I could in my stare. “No. I want to know. You owe me that much.”


  Ryan clenched his fists and groaned. “Jess, please, just leave this alone.”


  “All right. I can’t force you to tell me, but I’ll find someone who will.”


  I marched past him. I took a step outside the garage before his hand closed around my wrist and pulled me back. I stared at his warm hand on my skin and my stomach fluttered. Slowly, I lifted my gaze and took a sharp inhale. He stared at me, his eyes pained, but behind the pain, there was something more. Something like longing or regret.


  “I … I don’t mean to be a jerk, Jess. It’s just …” Ryan pressed his lips into a thin line. “This is hard.”


  “What is hard?”


  “Everything.” He let go of my arm. “The past. What I did. What happened after you left. You being here.”


  “I’m—”


  A siren blasted once from the street and I jumped.


  “Shit,” Ryan muttered.


  A police car was parked behind Ethan’s car, its blinking lights casting eerie blue and red strobes on the sidewalk and the building. A policeman stepped out of the car, the same one from the square.


  “Mr. Dawson,” the officer said as he walked toward us. His eyes settled on me, and a grin spread across his lips. “Miss Hayes.”


  “Officer Mike,” Ryan said simply.


  The officer halted in front of us. “Miss Hayes, you shouldn’t be here.”


  I frowned. “And why is that?”


  The officer’s expression fell. He seemed appalled that I would answer him in that way.


  “It’s okay, Jess,” Ryan said, looking at me. “Please, go.”


  If I hadn’t noticed the pleading in his gaze or in his voice, I wouldn’t have obeyed. But apparently, Ryan would be in trouble if I didn’t leave, so I nodded.


  I spared a quick glare at Officer Mike before marching to Ethan’s car. I turned on the ignition, and looked over at Ryan once more. He was arguing with Officer Mike. Damn, what had I done? My curiosity was at its limit now. What happened here?


  I drove away, promising myself I would find out, one way or another.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I hadn’t expected to run into Jessica so soon, so when she showed up at my garage in Ethan’s car, two emotions fought for a place in my chest. The first one was jealousy. What the hell was she doing with Ethan’s Camaro? Had they been out? Like out out? And the second was shock, surprise. What the hell was she doing here? Didn’t I hurt her enough already? Was she looking for more?


  Then those blue eyes stared into me, and it was so goddamn hard to step away, to keep a safe distance, to not say anything.


  When I thought nothing could get worse, Officer Mike arrived.


  “I thought you knew better,” he said as Jessica drove away. He sounded more like a concerned uncle than his usual jerk self. “Everything you’ve been through was because of her. Do you want history to repeat?”


  Of course not.


  I also didn’t blame her for what happened to me. I was the one to blame. If I hadn’t hurt her, she wouldn’t have hurt me, setting me on my destructive path.


  I grunted. “What do you care? I thought you would love seeing me get into more trouble.”


  “A little trouble, yes. I wouldn’t mind if you partied until late and arrived late to your community service. That would probably bring you back in front of the judge and you would get one more month of community service. But repeating all the rest? No, Ryan. I may not be your biggest fan, but I’m not that big of a jerk.”


  I stared at him. So, Officer Mike didn’t really hate me. He just wanted to annoy me a little. That was good news actually.


  “I won’t lose control. I won’t let the anger win this time.”


  “That’s what you say, but what if she breaks your heart again? You won’t be able to control your anger then.” He stepped back. “Do yourself a favor and stay away from her, huh?” He saluted me like a soldier before walking out of the garage to his car.


  With my mind reeling, I closed the garage door and ran upstairs to my apartment. If I had any alcohol, I would have drunk it. All of it. Thank goodness, I hadn’t bought any. It was a shame a cold Coke didn’t take the edge off, though, and calm me down. The second best thing was to jump into my car and drive aimlessly, but it was already too late. Even though I didn’t have a curfew on weekends, I didn’t want to get into more trouble. Not unnecessarily.


  Finally, I opted for the third best thing I could think of. A nice hot shower, then a bowl of ice cream while watching wrestling matches on TV.


  My life was so great.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  I woke up with the banging noises coming from downstairs. I pulled my pillow over my head, willing my body to go back to sleep, but now the memories of the previous night snaked into my mind and I couldn’t shut them off.


  After leaving Ryan’s garage, I drove back to the race, but nobody was there. I called Jason, and he told me Ethan was at our house, waiting for me. When I arrived, the guys grilled me about the talk with Ryan. I told them about Officer Mike showing up and ruining everything. Both of them cursed at that.


  “Why is this officer following Ryan around?” I asked. Jason and Ethan exchanged a strained look. “Whatever. Don’t answer. I’ll find out myself.” I returned the car keys to Ethan and rushed inside the house.


  I went directly to my bedroom, but sleep didn’t come easily.


  The ruckus continued downstairs.


  Groaning, I got up. After a quick shower, I got dressed in jeans and a tank top, and dragged my bare feet to the kitchen.


  “Can’t you let a girl sleep?”


  Aunt Cadence, who was mixing ingredients in a bowl like a tornado, jerked her chin to the clock on the wall. “It’s past ten in the morning. Time to get up, don’t you think?”


  “But it’s a Saturday,” I complained.


  Beside Aunt Cadence, Mama finished a pie and put it in the oven. “Good morning, honey. Lindsey is at the table on the porch with breakfast.”


  At that, my stomach growled.


  I dragged my feet outside. Lindsey smiled when she saw me.


  “Someone had quite a night.”


  I snorted. “I wish.” I sat beside her and reached for a slice of sweet bread. “I just didn’t sleep well.”


  “Hmm.” She served me tea. “I heard you were at the race last night.”


  “Yup.”


  She pouted. “Luke never lets me go.”


  That wasn’t fair. She was seventeen. I started going to these races when I was fifteen.


  “I’ll take you to the next one.”


  She brightened. “Really? You’re the best.” She gave me a quick hug, and I chuckled. “I heard Luke and Ethan won last night. Jason didn’t though.”


  “I only watched Luke’s race,” I said.


  She squinted at me. “Why is that?”


  I bit my lower lip. Damn, I didn’t want to think about it right now. I wanted to enjoy a quiet breakfast and then a nice family lunch, without thoughts that would make me irritated or concerned.


  A nice family lunch.


  But it wouldn’t be the entire family, would it?


  I reached for my phone inside my jeans pocket, and then remembered I didn’t have Luke’s number.


  “Tell me Luke’s phone number?” I asked. With a wary gaze, Lindsey rattled off his number and I dialed. He answered on the third ring.


  “Hello?”


  “Did I wake you up?”


  He didn’t answer right away. “Jess?”


  “Yes. Did I wake you?”


  “No. I have been up for an hour now.”


  “So …” I little embarrassment knotted my stomach, but I pushed through it. “I hope you don’t have plans for lunch, because I was thinking you should come.”


  “A-are you sure?”


  I nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. “Yes.”


  “I’ll be right there.”


  “Okay.” I turned off the call and reached for my tea. Lindsey was gawking at me. “What?”


  She shrugged, dropping it. “Nothing.”


  I smiled and she smiled back.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Jessica


  


  Lunch wasn’t as odd as it could have been. Luke and I didn’t exchange many words, but at least he was here. I could see in Mama’s and Aunt Cadence’s eyes how relieved they were. Well, I was too. One less thing to heal from.


  After lunch, Lindsey told me about a concert in Columbia she wanted to go to that night, but Luke didn’t want to take her. I knew that too well. When I was young, Jason never wanted to take me anywhere. And if I was at the same party he was, he acted like he didn’t know me, or if there were guys hitting on me, he became the overprotective big brother. So annoying.


  “I’ll take you,” I told her. Rachel had a family dinner, and Sophie had a business event with her father, so until now I was on my own on a Saturday night.


  When I went to pick up Lindsey at her house, I realized she had ambushed me. Brianna, Ryan’s sister, was standing beside her and I didn’t remember her telling me about a friend coming along. Especially not this friend.


  She slid inside the truck with a big, fake smile. “Sorry,” she whispered.


  Brianna slid in next. “Hi, Jess.”


  “Hey, Brianna.” I fixed my gaze on her. “Your parents know where you’re going, right?”


  She didn’t even blink. “Of course.”


  “And your brother?”


  “I think so. Mom and Dad said I could go, so Ryan doesn’t matter.”


  I hoped not. Not that I thought he was going to be at the concert. During lunch, Jason and Luke mentioned going to The Pub to drink and play some pool, so if I had to bet, I would say Ryan was with them. Still, if he heard I took his sister to a concert without their parents’ consent, he would flip and we were already too deep in a mess. I didn’t need more problems to deal with.


  “All right.” I put the truck in drive and stepped on the accelerator.


  The drive to Columbia took twenty minutes, and the girls told me about school—the guys, the bitches, the gossips. Who kissed whom, who cheated on whom, who dumped whom, who was away for the summer, and who wasn’t.


  It was less interesting now that I wasn’t their age, but it was nice to be included. And it was a way of bonding with Lindsey.


  I parked the truck in the parking garage across the street from the place. When Lindsey told me about the concert, I thought it would be at a big venue, or at least, somewhere more organized, but it was actually in a big club downtown. I wasn’t too happy about it, but I was determined to enjoy this night. The line at the door was huge, and it took us a half hour to get in the place. After Kristin bothered me for more than two years, I finally got a fake ID last spring break. Lindsey and Brianna, however, didn’t have one and got stamps on their hands, to let bartenders know they were underage. As if that had ever stopped anyone from drinking.


  Once past the bouncer, we descended the stairs and passed under a big archway. It opened to a large room with a dance floor in the center, and tables and high chairs flanking it. To the side, stairs led to the balcony wrapping around the walls. There were two bars, one on the left and one on the right, and a medium-sized stage in the back. Bright, colorful lights blinked from the ceiling and a loud rock ballad blasted through hidden speakers.


  We made our way to the right of the dance floor, and Lindsey spotted some friends from school at a table. I was introduced to Anne Leigh, Phoebe, and her boyfriend, Drew. They pulled two chairs from other tables and all of us were able to sit around the table.


  The group launched into more gossip about their friends and enemies. I excused myself and went to the bar to buy a drink.


  I leaned on the bar counter and the bartender asked what I wanted. “A bud light, please,” I said, showing him my fake ID.


  “Hello there.”


  I snapped my head to the new voice and saw Noah, the Habitat for Humanity supervisor. “Oh, hi,” I said, returning my attention to the bartender.


  He brought my beer over and I paid him quickly.


  “It’s nice seeing you here,” Noah said.


  Not knowing what to say, I nodded then walked back to the table. A guy had taken my place, and he was deep in conversation with Brianna. On the other side of the table, Lindsey took a selfie with her friends. I winced, as if she had been taking a photo of me. Get a grip, Jessica. When would this trauma of pictures go away? Apparently, never.


  I leaned on the back of Brianna’s chair and checked the hour on my cell phone—nine thirty. The concert began at ten.


  I was starting to regret this outing.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  We didn’t really want to, but Ethan was all about going to that damn concert in Columbia. Apparently, a girl he was flirting with would be there, and he didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to corner her.


  He nudged me with his elbow as we waited in line to enter. “Don’t pretend you’re not dying to get drunk, find some willing girl, and get lost in her bed.”


  I winced.


  I wasn’t like that anymore. Well, not like I was four years ago. Back then, if I could, I would have slept with a different girl every weekend. Now, I only sought girls when the need was too much and my hand didn’t do the job anymore. Even so, every time I had to drink my way to them, and when I left their beds, I didn’t feel satisfied. Actually, I felt worse.


  Inside, Jason, Luke, and I went directly to the bar while Ethan scoured the place for his girl. The guys bought beers and I got a Coke. With our drinks in hand, we leaned on the bar and looked out at the crowd. I saw lots of familiar faces—USC students who liked to party too much, old high school friends, other bike or car racers, my father’s customers—and some that I didn’t know, mostly current high school students.


  “Is it just me, or are we getting too old for this?” Jason asked.


  Luke laughed. “Dude, you both are twenty-three. I’m twenty-two. In my opinion, these kids should be in bed by now and leave the partying to us.”


  “Agreed.” I raised my Coke in a mocking toast and took a sip.


  Noah appeared by my side. “Hey, you. Got out of curfew?”


  I groaned. He knew that my curfew was for weekdays only. “Hey,” I said. “What are you doing here?”


  “It was this or watch a movie at my apartment.” He leaned on the bar beside me. “Besides, I work six days a week. This is the only way to meet the ladies.”


  “Right.” I looked at my friends. Ethan was nowhere to be seen, and Jason and Luke were talking about the next bike show in two weeks. I missed those. I missed riding, racing. I missed the anticipation, the preparation, the adrenaline. I sighed. I missed a lot of things.


  “I already have my eyes on a girl though,” Noah said, drawing my attention back to him. He finished his beer and slapped the empty bottle on the counter. “I’m going to make my move. Wish me luck.”


  He walked into the crowd and I watched him. I pitied the girl who was going to receive his attention. I hoped that she would have some wits and ignore him.


  Noah strolled across the edge of the dance floor and stopped by a table halfway to the stage. He poked the arm of a girl and she turned to him.


  My blood chilled.


  The cup slipped from my hand and broke on the floor between my feet.


  Luke frowned at me. “Dude, what the hell?”


  Teeth gritted, I marched to where Jessica was seated with Brianna and Lindsey, and some idiots falling over them. My rage, the rage I fought so hard to control, was slipping through the cracks, filling my veins, fueling my being.


  A firm hand gripped my upper arm and pulled me back.


  I was ready to punch the sucker, but Jason was ready for that. He deflected my hand, and grabbed my shoulders.


  “Calm down,” Jason said, his eyes on mine.


  “Calm down?” I spat. “Have you seen who is here? My sister. With your sister.” I looked up at Luke over Jason’s shoulder. “Your sister too. And there are guys all over them.”


  “Jessica is twenty. I can’t order her around,” Jason said.


  “Well, Brianna is sixteen. She shouldn’t be here.” I jerked his arm away from me and turned back to the girls’ table.


  Luke halted in front of me. “Dude, just … don’t go all Hulk on them. We can keep an eye on them from here.”


  “I say we’re failing at it already.”


  Jason shook his head. “We did worse things when we were sixteen.”


  “We are guys. We were supposed to do stupid things.” I flinched at my words. I had been the stupidest of all.


  “Dude, I’m with you,” Luke said. “I don’t like seeing them here or the guys fawning over them. But you gotta rein in your anger.”


  “Yeah, Ryan, Luke is right. Please, calm down.”


  Easier said than done. Red blinded me, and all I could think about was punching the guy drooling over Brianna. She was young and pretty and naive, like Jess was at that age, and I knew she was going to have her heart broken not once, but many times. It was part of life. But I wanted to protect her. I couldn’t let a jerk, a jerk like I had been to Jess, ruin her.


  However, as much as I was dying to break that guy’s teeth, I would also have to be crazy to give Noah a black eye. Seeing Brianna out made me too overprotective, insanely so, but seeing Jessica out made me jealous.


  I clenched my fists.


  Pushing past my two best friends, I marched to the table. “Good evening,” I said loud enough to be heard above the pounding music.


  Brianna’s eyes widened, the guy beside her squirmed, and Jessica’s face paled.


  “Ryan.” Noah’s smile fell. “What’s up?”


  I glared at my sister. “Brianna. Come with me.”


  “But I-I …”


  I reached out to grab her arm and pull her with me, but Jessica jumped off her chair and stood in my way. I couldn’t help but notice the way her tight jeans hugged her hips and how the blue backless blouse made her eyes pop even in this dim place. Fuck, she was beautiful.


  She stared me, a hard expression on her pretty face. “She’s here with me.”


  “I don’t care. This isn’t a place for her.”


  Jessica snorted. “Don’t give me that bullshit. She’s not a kid anymore.”


  I leaned closer to her, our faces inches apart. It was hard not to stare at her lips. “I don’t care.”


  She pressed her warm hands on my chest and pushed me away. “Back off, Ryan. I’m watching her.”


  “You’re doing one hell of a job.”


  “She’s just talking to the guy. Nothing else. I won’t let her sneak off with him or anything like that.”


  “I swear, if she gets hurt in any way.”


  Jessica tilted her head, as if appraising me. “Good to see you actually care about someone.”


  Her words were like a punch to the stomach. If only she knew how much I had cared about her. “I—”


  The band hopped on stage and the vocalist started talking, introducing the band. Good too, because I had no idea what I was about to say to her.


  Focusing my thoughts, I continued, “I’ll be watching.”


  I hoped that she thought I meant I would be watching Brianna, not her. The truth was, I would be watching both.


  I whirled on my heels, glaring at Noah for a second, and then went back to where Jason and Luke stood, ready to intercede if needed. Sometimes I wanted to kick their asses for being all over me, but I knew they meant well. They were protecting me, helping me, and I appreciated that, even if I didn’t say it out loud.


  The three of us went back to the bar.


  “Better now?” Jason asked.


  “Didn’t you say she has a boyfriend?” I asked, still looking at Jessica.


  “I think so.” Jason tilted his head. “If she has a boyfriend or two, it shouldn’t bother you, don’t you think?”


  Grunting, I gestured to the bartender. “Can I get a shot of whiskey?”


  “Not better, then,” Jason said.


  I groaned. “Make that two shots.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Jessica


  


  Who did he think he was marching to our table and acting like an overprotective bull? Poor Brianna. Her guy didn’t know where to hide now.


  Noah shifted beside me. “So,” he started. “Do you want to dance?”


  “Hmm.” I wanted to say no, but I didn’t want to be too direct. Damn, I hated being a jerk.


  “Hey, girl!” Rachel’s voice came from behind me. I had never been so glad to see one of my friends before. She smiled at Noah. “Hi. I’m Rachel.”


  Noah extended his hand to her, introducing himself to her.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Well, family dinner was boring, and I wasn’t in the mood to just crawl in bed and sleep. I remembered your message earlier today about coming here, so I decided to come too.”


  “That’s great. I’m glad you’re here.”


  “Me too.” She looked at the band on stage. “They aren’t bad.”


  I laughed. “Not really.”


  Noah stood from his chair. “I’ll be right back.” He walked away, and I let out a long breath.


  Rachel took his place. “Who is that?”


  “I don’t really know him.” I glanced over my shoulder. His head down, Noah was going to the bar, right beside where my brother, my cousin, and Ryan were. I met Ryan’s hard eyes and shivered. Was he watching me? I turned my gaze back to my friend. “He has been at Alan’s office a few times. I know he’s Ryan’s supervisor at Habitat for Humanity.”


  “Oh.” She grabbed my beer from my hand and took a sip. “How ironic. Now the guy is hitting on you in front of Ryan.”


  I shrugged. “I doubt Ryan cares.” As I said it, I wasn’t sure of my own words. He had acted like a big brother just now, but there had been more there. I had felt it. Or was it wishful thinking? Not that I wanted him to be jealous, but it would be nice to see him pay for what he had done.


  She finished my beer. “I think he does.”


  I was about to ask why she thought that, when Lindsey asked Rachel to take a picture of their whole group.


  “Sure,” Rachel answered, taking Lindsey’s phone. Rachel and Phoebe also handed theirs to Rachel, asking the same thing. She passed one to me. “Help me here.”


  I stared at the phone, as if it was catching fire. “Hm.”


  “Please.” Rachel dropped one of the phones in my hand. “Just help me here.”


  “But …”


  “They aren’t taking pictures of you, Jess. Just aim and shoot, very simple. Don’t overthink this. Please.”


  “Hey, we’re waiting here,” one of the girl’s friends shouted in a joking tone, but I flinched nonetheless.


  “Come on,” Rachel whispered. “I know you can do it.”


  With trembling hands, I turned the phone over and searched for the camera app. Even though I hadn’t taken a picture in almost four years, I still knew how to operate a camera. My heart sped as I lifted the phone in front of me. I focused on my task, thinking of it as if it were an assignment for class. Just get it over with. Don’t overthink it. My hands still shook as I pressed the snap button a couple of times and handed the phone back to its owner.


  “Thanks,” Brianna said with a big smile.


  I just nodded.


  Rachel bumped my shoulder with hers. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”


  “No, but …” I looked down at my hands. The tremor was almost gone.


  What was wrong with me? Seriously. All this drama because of pictures. They were pictures, for goodness sake.


  Rachel squeezed my hand briefly. With a small smile, I looked at her, but something else caught my eye. Someone else. A blonde walked past behind Rachel. Caryn. She wore a too tight red dress that barely covered her boobs and her ass, and hooker heels. Her lips were red and her eyes had too much eye shadow. She stared right at me, smiled, and winked. My blood boiled. What a bitch.


  She kept on walking, like a drunk model on a wobbly catwalk, until she reached the bar. She squeezed between Ryan and Ethan—I didn’t know he was here—making sure her body brushed against Ryan’s.


  Nausea rolled in my stomach.


  I turned my face to the band, but I didn’t actually see the young guys on stage. All I saw was those damn pictures in that damn photo album.


  “She’s such a bitch,” Rachel said.


  “I know.”


  I tried not looking back, but I guess I was a masochist. I wanted to suffer.


  Still leaned on the bar, Caryn sipped a red drink. She was now facing Ryan, her pouting lips and her batting eyes turned to him. A mix of jealousy, disappointment, and rage swam inside me.


  She reached to him and ran her fingers over his chest. With furrowed brows, Ryan snatched her hand and shoved it back at her. He said something to her through gritted teeth. She stared at him with wide eyes and a hanging jaw. Ryan took a shot from behind him, downed it, and then stepped away from Caryn.


  He halted when his eyes met mine. The knot in his forehead deepened, and his lips pressed into a thin line. My cheeks burned, and I snapped my head back to the stage. Again, I didn’t actually see the band up there, but I pretended I did.


  “Ryan can’t stand Caryn,” Rachel said. She bobbed her head to the beat of the song. “Since you left, she’s been trying to get together with him, but he simply shuns her. Sometimes, he’s even rude to her.”


  I frowned at her. “Why are you telling me this?”


  “I thought you would like to know that.”


  “And why is that?”


  “The way you were just looking at them. At Ryan. You can lie to my face all you want. I know the truth now.”


  “The truth?”


  “That you still like. … No, that you still love him.”


  “W-what? That’s crazy.”


  “See? You’re doing it again. Lying to my face. And the worst part? Your eyes, your voice, they betray you.”


  “I’m not lying!”


  She laughed. “I should get mad, but I won’t. You know why? Because I don’t think you’re actually aware of your feelings. You think you’re only mad at him, scarred by him, that what you feel is because you two have unresolved issues, but it’s more than that. You still love him.”


  “You’re crazy,” I said. Wanted or not, Rachel put my mind to work. What if she was right? What if I wasn’t only mad at him and scarred about what he had done? What if I wasn’t just attracted to his beauty and his hot body? What if there was more? “I can’t be in love with him,” I muttered.


  “Okay, before you give yourself a heart attack or an aneurysm, forget what I said. Sleep on it, and think about it tomorrow. Meanwhile, we’re going to have fun.” Rachel picked up my empty bottle from the table and tsked. “But first, I’m going to get us some drinks.”


  She jumped off the stool and weaved to the bar.


  Her words stayed with me though. You still love Ryan. That wasn’t true. That couldn’t be true. All I felt was sadness, anger, and a bit of lust. I mean, come on, the guy was hot. It was hard to look at him and not feel anything. But that was all. There was no love there, nothing. There couldn’t be.


  Lindsey nudged me with her elbow. “Earth to Jessica?”


  I shook my head and looked at her. “Yes?” Their friends—and the guys flirting with them—were gone. “Where’s everyone?”


  “After my brother played the enraged ape, everyone got tense,” Brianna said. “It didn’t take long for them to leave.”


  “Sorry,” I said.


  She shrugged.


  Rachel came back with two beer bottles. “What’s with all the gloomy faces?” She handed me a bottle. “Are y’all sulking?” Rachel grabbed my hand and pulled me off my chair. Then she reached for Lindsey.


  “What are you doing?” Lindsey asked.


  “No gloomy faces around here. We’re going to dance.” Rachel grabbed Brianna next. “We’re beautiful young women who are going to have a great time.”


  At first, we were reluctant, but by the time we hit the dance floor, the band started playing a faster-paced ballad, and with Rachel’s excitement, and Lindsey and Brianna’s giggles, it was easy to get lost in the moment.


  I danced, but it wasn’t like the old days. When I was young, I loved to dance. The dance floor was my second home. But since leaving Lexington, things had changed. I had changed. The events with Ryan changed me, and I was never the same carefree girl again.


  Noticing my hesitation, Rachel bumped her hip on mine. “Where’s that fiery girl who nobody could make stop dancing?”


  Good question. Where was she? Could I still be that girl? Could she just be dormant inside me and in need of awakening? I closed my eyes and let the song envelope me. The beat carried through my body, energizing my core. I took a deep breath and let go.


  I raised my arms above my head and moved my hips and shuffled my feet like I hadn’t done in four years.


  “That’s more like it!” Rachel winked.


  The four of us danced the next two songs as if nobody was watching. Until I spun around and met Ryan’s eyes. Now sitting at our table, he stared at me and his whole being screamed tension. His arms were folded over his chest, his jaw popped every two seconds, and his eyes … oh, his eyes weren’t only rough. There was more to it, but I couldn’t name it, because once I named it, there was no going back.


  I averted my eyes and turned back to the girls. My mojo was gone, but I didn’t stop dancing.


  Several guys had gathered around us. Some were bold and tried dancing with us. Rachel and I kept the girls safe.


  Hands landed on my hips, and I stepped forward and away. I whirled around, intent on lashing out at the drunk who dared touch me.


  “Noah?” I asked.


  He smiled at me. “Let’s dance.”


  Hmm, hell no. “We’re trying to have a girls’ night out, Noah. Maybe another time.”


  I started turning my back to him, but he grasped my elbow and pulled me against him. “Come on. Just one dance.” His breath reeked of alcohol.


  I pushed against his shoulders. “I said no.”


  His hand dug into my skin, hurting. “You can’t dance that way and—”


  “Let her go.” Ryan’s voice was harsh, cold.


  Noah glanced at him and shook his head. The guy was drunker than I first thought. “I called dibs on her, Ryan. Go find some other girl to take home.”


  Ryan’s face reddened—pure rage. Pulling his arm back, he stepped toward Noah. “You sick bast—”


  Jason, Luke, and Ethan appeared behind Ryan, their arms around his shoulders and waist.


  “Whoa, whoa!” Noah swayed.


  “Calm down, Ryan,” Jason said. His voice was even, but his eyes had murdered Noah at least three times already.


  Ryan struggled against his friends.


  “Ryan, you can’t fight,” Luke said.


  Ethan squeezed between Ryan and Noah. “Remember. Only four months now. Four more months without trouble. You can do it.”


  Whatever he meant didn’t seem to have an effect on Ryan. He thrashed to get rid of his friends, but the guys kept a good grip on him.


  Noah kept on dancing beside me, totally oblivious.


  Jason looked at me. “We have to take him home. I know I have no right to tell you what to do, but please, you should consider going home too.” His eyes shifted to Noah for a moment. “If you know what I mean.”


  I nodded. The guys dragged Ryan back. He disappeared into the crowd, but not before his gaze met mine once more. His eyes shone with concern and rage.


  When they were gone, I pulled the girls away from Noah. He was so drunk that he didn’t even noticed we weren’t around him, and he danced as if he were in a trance.


  I tried letting it go again and losing myself to the music and the moment, but the spark was gone. I kept seeing Ryan’s eyes. The lust when I was dancing, then the rage when Noah hit on me.


  A flutter made my heart beat faster. Had he been jealous? Why would he? But if not, then why would he act that way?


  Other questions took hold of my mind. The guys insisted Ryan shouldn’t fight, and Ethan mentioned something about only four months. What the hell did that mean? I was going to ask Jason about it first thing tomorrow, even though I knew what he would say—that I had to ask Ryan. Well, I tried and he wasn’t saying anything. I had to find another way to find out what happened to him.


  Not wanting to break the party, I stayed with the girls, but it was like only half of me was here. Rachel noticed right away, of course, but other than her knowing eyes, she said nothing.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  Jason followed me until I parked my car inside the garage and crossed the front door of my apartment. But once he drove away, I raced back to my car and drove to my parents’ house. At some point, Jessica would have to drop Brianna off, and my sister would finally hear what I had to say.


  I leaned against my car and waited. My mind betrayed me and went back to the club. I closed my eyes and saw Jessica on the dance floor, her body moving with the beat, an inexplicable grace to her movements, her curves so sensual and inviting. No wonder drunk Noah hit on her. Rage rolled in my chest. Fuck, I had almost lost it back there. If it weren’t for Jason, Luke, and Ethan, I would have pummeled Noah, and then I would be in big trouble.


  I shook my head. Everything was going so well. I was able to control my rage, to live one day at a time, one hour at a time, doing what I was told to do. I had been able to suck it up, to hide my feelings, to push them back. Until she came back and brought everything with her, every feeling, every regret.


  The sound of an approaching car alerted me, and I opened my eyes. It was Jessica and Brianna. Lindsey wasn’t with them. Jessica must have dropped her cousin off first. It made sense, since my parents’ house was closer to hers than her cousin’s house.


  She parked the truck in front of the driveway. Brianna leaned into her for a hug, and then slipped out the car.


  “What you have to say, I don’t want to hear,” Brianna said. She walked in a wide arc around me.


  I stepped in front of her, cutting her path. “You’re my little sister. If I want to say something, you’ll listen.”


  “Ryan, it’s almost two in the morning. If you really need to be a jerk, can you do it tomorrow?”


  She started walking again, but I grabbed her arm.


  “You’re going to listen to me.”


  “Hey,” Jessica called out. She was out of the truck and marching toward me with a big frown. “Let her go, Ryan.”


  Brianna jerked her arm back and rushed inside the house. What was I doing? Grabbing my sister and barking at her? If my anger was this uncontrollable, it was because of her.


  I glared at Jessica. “You have no right to come between my sister and me.”


  “This is ridiculous, Ryan. She was talking to a friend; she only drank Sprite. I know because I checked every few minutes, and she danced with me. What’s so wrong about that?”


  “She’s only sixteen.”


  Her eyes widened. “If I remember correctly, that didn’t seem to matter four years ago.”


  That was different. Wasn’t it? I didn’t know anymore. “Why do you keep bring the past up?”


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “When are you going to tell me what happened to you after I left?”


  I opened my mouth to tell her to go to hell, but the words didn’t come out. I shut my mouth before I said something else I regretted.


  She shook her head. “We can’t keep doing this, Ryan.”


  “This what?”


  “Walking on egg shells around each other. We’re only making ourselves more frustrated and angrier, and we’re putting stress on our friends. I already said this the other day. This is a small town, and I’ll be here for the next two months.”


  I strode past her, toward my car. “And I’m gonna say what I told you the other day. It’s better if you stay away from me.”


  When she spoke again, her voice was soft, as if she really cared. “What happened to you, Ryan? Tell me. I need to know.”


  I whirled around and was surprised to see her only a couple of feet from me. “Why do you need to know?”


  “Because … you don’t ride your bike anymore, and you have curfews, and you seem like you’re still carrying whatever bad thing happened on your shoulders, and it’s dragging you down.” She took a step forward, making us closer. I was aware of her body, and how I could extend my arm and touch her. “I’m not a bad person, Ryan. I might still hate you for what you did to me, and for a long time, I wanted you to suffer for it, but the truth is … I don’t like to see you hurting.”


  I sucked in a sharp breath. Her blue eyes were fixed on mine, and I could see she was speaking the truth. She didn’t like to see me hurting. But … I had hurt her. She should be happy I was hurting.


  A new feeling fought for space against the lust, the rage, and the frustration. A feeling I thought I had lost once she was gone. A feeling I hadn’t realized I had missed.


  “Jessica—”


  The front door flew open with a bang and Jessica jumped back.


  With a thin robe over his pajamas, my father marched down the front steps, his harsh gaze on Jessica.


  “What is she doing here?” He pointed a finger at her. “You can’t be here. You were a disgrace to my son.”


  Jessica paled. “I …”


  I clenched my fists. “Dad, you’re going too far.”


  My father huffed. “Am I? Look at the mess you are. All because of her.” His words were laced with venom, and I could see Jessica becoming sicker by the second. “Leave, girl. Leave now. And you better stay away from my son. Do you hear me?”


  “Dad! Stop it.” I stepped in front of Jessica. “You can’t talk to her like that.”


  I was ready to defend her. I wasn’t exactly sure why, but it was too late. Jessica ran to her truck and peeled away from the curb as if the ground were on fire.


  “Hear me, boy,” my father started. “If I see her near you again—”


  “What, Dad, what? You’re gonna ground me?” It was hard to rein in all the rage swimming freely through me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Everyone makes mistakes. Mine were a little bigger than the norm, and I’m paying for them. When are you gonna get over it?”


  I didn’t wait for an answer. My instinct told me to bolt, so I turned my back on him and took firm steps to my car.


  An immense will to race assaulted me. I needed to work off my anger, to waste it somehow. Thank goodness, it was too late for races, and most clubs in Columbia were closing.


  Without anything else to do, I drove to my apartment and lay in my bed with a full glass of Coke, pretending it was blissful Jack.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Jessica


  


  Sunday afternoon, Mama insisted we visited my father, even if he was sleeping.


  “I don’t spend much time with him,” she said, and the guilt was clear in each of her words.


  I had no excuses not to go. After all, I had come here because of him. However, Jason rattled something about visiting Dad yesterday and left the house before Mama could inflict guilt on him too.


  Mama drove the truck, and as we passed familiar streets, I remembered last night. The way Ryan watched me, his tense body, his words. I didn’t understand him. One minute he was stomping over me like I was the last thing he wanted to see, then he was acting like a jealous boyfriend. And what about his father? I was a disgrace to Ryan? What happened to him was about me? My curiosity had skyrocketed now.


  We arrived at the hospital, and the nurse at the nurse’s station smiled.


  “I was about to call you, Corrine,” she said. “Your husband is awake.”


  Mama beamed. “He is?”


  I froze. He was? Oh damn.


  She hurried her steps to Papa’s door, but she didn’t open it right away. She turned to me and rested a hand on my arm. “He’s crankier than before, and moody. Please, just … be patient with him. Are you ready?”


  I nodded, but I wasn’t ready. I had no idea what to expect.


  Mama pushed the door open, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Papa was lying in the same bed I had seen him in before, in the same room, but now he was awake, looking out the window. His face was pale and his brown eyes a little dull.


  A pang ran through my heart.


  Mama rushed to him. “Darling,” she whispered, taking his hand.


  He turned his face to her and a small smile took over his thin lips. “Hi, Cor.”


  She kissed his cheek. “I’m glad you’re awake. There’s someone here to see you.”


  She stepped to the side and gestured to me. Papa’s smile faded, his dull eyes hardened, and his frail body stiffened.


  I took a step toward his bed. “Hi, Papa.”


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone harsh, his voice weak.


  “She came to see you, darling,” Mama said, playing referee. “Jess came all the day from Cleveland to see you.”


  He spread his arms. “You saw me.”


  A mix of feelings stirred within me and tears filled my eyes. His fragile state mixed with his words and body language hurt too much. I wanted to bolt, slam the door, and never come back. But one look at Mama, at her desperate, begging eyes, and I knew I had to try. For her, I would try.


  “We should talk.”


  Papa turned his face to the window and stared outside. “What is done is done. There’s nothing to talk about.”


  I took a deep, calming breath. “It has been four years, Papa. Four years. That’s a long time. I’m different now. More mature, more responsible. If you give me the chance, you’ll see I’m okay and what happened is forgotten and in the past.”


  He glanced at me. “Can you take your virtue back?”


  Virtue? Who talked like that? Papa, that was who.


  I sighed. “You know I can’t.”


  He returned his gaze to the window. “Then there’s nothing to talk about.”


  That was it. The calm I was trying to keep around my anger and frustration burst like a damn. “Seriously? You’re sick and I came all the way from Cleveland to somehow make peace with you, and you won’t give me five minutes of your time to properly talk to me?”


  Papa closed his eyes.


  “Darling,” Mama started, her voice quivering. “She’s trying. You should try to.”


  He snapped his head in her direction, his anger now turned to her. “You’re going to defend her after all she did?”


  All I did?


  Hearing him, someone would think I had robbed a bank or killed a person. But all I had done was fall in love and give my heart to the guy I thought would take care of it. The fact that said guy couldn’t was another matter.


  “Paul …”


  “It’s okay, Mama.” I retreated to the door. “I should go.”


  “No, hon.” Mama extended her hand as if I was close enough so she could hold me. “Don’t go.”


  I opened the door. “I’ll see at home.” I stepped out and closed the door as Mama’s voice filled the room.


  A tear rolled down my cheek, and I wiped it away furiously. I wouldn’t cry for him, because of him.


  I took a deep breath and walked out of the hospital, feeling as if things had just gotten worse.


  After a thirty-minute walk, I arrived home and sat at the back porch table with a bottle of honey and a plate of crackers. Luna sat on a chair beside me, and she whined every time I took a bite. I threw her some pieces of the crackers and a drop of honey.


  When the crackers were gone, I opened the bottle of honey and poured it directly on my tongue. I only wished the sweetness of the honey could spread through me, through my life.


  Mama had stayed at the hospital with Papa, and Jason hadn’t come back from wherever he went. At least he didn’t witness the argument.


  I sighed. Seriously, why had I come? I didn’t want his forgiveness. I hadn’t done anything wrong, not really. I had fallen in love and had my heart broken. It was a normal thing for a sixteen-year-old, though I confess it hurt like hell and I didn’t wish it on anyone.


  But to Papa, I should have lost my virginity only after my wedding, which would be when I was thirty-five. Or, at least after dating the same guy for five years.


  By sleeping with Ryan when I was sixteen, I had shamed him. I had disgraced the family name. I was now impure and unworthy. I didn’t deserve his forgiveness. Not that I wanted it. I didn’t think I needed his forgiveness, but he was dying. Would he go and we wouldn’t set things right? Or half right?


  I knew this would be hard. He would never understand; he would never see this through my eyes. So then, why was I here?


  A black Mustang parked on the street beside our fence.


  My heart skipped a beat, and then sped up when Ryan stepped out of the car. He opened the side door on the fence and entered the backyard.


  Lune jumped off the chair and barked at him twice.


  “Shhh,” I told her.


  Ryan looked too handsome walking across the grass in a dark red T-shirt, jeans, and black boots. His face was solemn, but that didn’t lessen his beauty. In fact, maybe it even intensified it.


  His eyes met mine and my throat went dry. He climbed up the few back porch steps and leaned against the rail beside the table.


  “Hi,” he said as Luna sniffed his boots.


  “Hey,” was all I could muster.


  He glanced at the half-empty honey bottle and the empty plate on the table. “I see you still like honey.”


  I gripped the arms of my chairs. “W-what are you doing here?”


  Ryan crossed his arms. “We should talk.”


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I hadn’t seen Jessica this nervous in a long time. Not since she came back, that was for sure. The fact that she had downed half a bottle of honey was proof how much she was nervous, irritated, worried, or angry.


  Well, I deserved all of those feelings. And more.


  The problem was, I was a little nervous too. I didn’t like telling anyone about what happened, though most people in town knew about it. If it depended on me, Jessica would never know. She already hated me for that damn fishing trip; now she would hate me even more.


  However, after the shit my father said to her last night, I couldn’t just not tell her. She had a right to know she wasn’t a disgrace to me. No. I was a disgrace to her.


  “Are you going to tell me what happened after I left?”


  I groaned. “I don’t really want to, but yes, I’ll tell you.”


  She let out a long breath. “Okay.”


  And that was it. The ball was in my court. How did I start telling her all the shit?


  “I should probably begin with what happened between us.”


  She shifted her weight as Luna settled at her feet. “I’m not sure that’s necessary.”


  “It is.” I inhaled a deep breath, gathering strength. I glanced at her bedroom window. I must have scaled that wall at least ten times when we were together. “After you left, I lost it. You had left and I didn’t explain. I tried reaching you after you left, but your phone was gone and nobody knew your new number. Jason got your grandma’s phone number for me, and I called a few times. Your grandmother hung up on me.”


  “What?”


  “I guess she was also mad at me. Anyway, I guess I lost it. I began drinking, because it was better than remember the hurt in your eyes, and your father beating you up in the square.” She flinched. “I was fired from my job because I simply stopped going. My parents went crazy because I was never home, and whenever they found me, I was passed out on some curb. Jason, Luke, and Ethan tried helping me, but I didn’t really want help. That’s when Ethan’s uncle came to me, saying he had arranged a spot for me in a professional bike race. He believed I could make it big, if I sobered up and showed up on time. I was trying to, but the night before the race, Caryn showed up at my door, and I almost hit her. I pushed her so hard, she fell on the sidewalk and scraped both elbows. I was so angry and frustrated that I went to bed with a bottle of Jack.


  “The next morning, I showed up for the race drunk. Ethan’s uncle gave me a shower, but it wasn’t enough. He didn’t want me to drive drunk, but I sneaked past him and I went. I raced drunk.” I paused. This part was never easy. “I ended up causing an accident with three other racers. Two of them suffered minor injuries. I did too.” I pointed to the scars on my neck. The others on my back, she would never see. “But the other one, he got the brunt of it. My bike fell on him, smashing his back.” She pressed her hand over her mouth. “He ended up a paraplegic, and I ended up in a correctional facility.”


  “No,” she whispered. “For how long?”


  “Two years, eleven months, and twenty-seven days.”


  I decided to skip the part where I got in trouble my first two months in jail because of my temper. I had to go back in front of the judge, and he ruled that I was to attend anger management classes. After a few of those classes, the councilor said Jessica was one of my triggers. He made me promise to stay away from her.


  “I got out on parole. I can’t go more than forty miles out of town, I shouldn’t drink, I can’t ride my bike, and I have curfews on weekdays. Officer Mike follows me around everywhere, because he would love to see me fail. But I have only four more months or so, and then I’m free.”


  “Why would he love to see you fail?”


  I cringed. “I was a jerk to his sister.” She winced, certainly knowing what being a jerk really meant. “It was before we were toge—”


  “You don’t have to explain.” She shifted her weight in her chair, making Luna stand and walk away. “And Habitat for Humanity?”


  “Judge’s orders. I can quit that once my parole ends too.”


  “That’s … wow. A lot to take in.” She fiddled with the hem of her tank top, but her blue eyes never left mine. “I’m sorry.”


  I nodded. “Me too.” I pushed away from the rail. “Well, now you know. And please, ignore my father. He has become hard to deal with since everything went down. You know, he was never a fan of my choices, but since you left and the accident, he practically hates me.”


  “He doesn’t hate you.”


  “Oh, he does.”


  “I don’t think that’s true. I think he’s just worried about you. He wants you to finish your parole and be free. He must be worried I’m here since I caused everything.”


  I stilled. “Jess, you didn’t cause anything. Yes, I was depressed, but I let myself go down that road. I did this to me. You understand that, right?” She didn’t say anything. “Right?”


  She nodded, but I could see it in her eyes that she didn’t believe me. Shit.


  “I’m really sorry,” she whispered. In slow motion, she stood and walked inside her house, closing the back door with a low click.


  I stared at the door while Luna whined at my side, wanting to go in. “Sorry, girl. Can’t help you now.”


  With one last glance at the door, I descended the stairs and crossed the yard.


  I felt a little lighter for having told her the truth, but something else filled my chest. No, I can’t feel like that. Not now.


  As if I had ever taken my own advice.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  I heard his car taking off from my bedroom window. The urge to peek was overwhelming, but I kept on taking my clothes from my closet and putting them in my bags.


  A half plan formed in my mind—pack, check the internet to see if there was a train or a plane that went toward Cleveland soon, and leave. Hopefully, before Mama or Jason came home.


  I closed the first suitcase and sat on my bed, a heavy ball dropping in my chest, making it hard to breathe.


  Oh my God. Ryan had gone to jail because of me, he was on parole because of me, and his father hated me and took it out on him. Look at all the shit I had caused.


  Not to mention my father. He wouldn’t forgive me; he said so himself.


  Then why was I here? I had been asking myself this question since I first got here, but I never did anything about it. Well, now I was. Now I would do something about it.


  I swallowed the tears and focused on my clothes.


  The front door opened and closed.


  “Shit,” I whispered. I rushed and closed my bedroom door, hoping whoever was here would think I was already asleep, even though it was still early.


  Frozen in place, I waited and listened.


  Heavy footsteps climbed the steps. Jason.


  “Mama?” he called. “Jess?” He stopped by my door and waited, as if trying to listen for something. Slowly, he opened the door and spied inside. He smiled when he saw me standing beside the bed. “Hey, I thought you were sleeping.” Then his gaze shifted to the suitcases on my bed. With a big frown, he stepped into the room. “What—? Where are you going?”


  Tears filled my eyes. “I’m going home.”


  “Here’s home.”


  I shook my head. “No, Jason, it isn’t. It hasn’t been since I left.”


  “But … what changed your mind?”


  A tear rolled down my cheek. “I shouldn’t have come in the first place.”


  “Papa is dying. Of course you should be here.”


  “I talked to him today. He doesn’t want me here. He’ll never forgive me.”


  “I think the main question is, do you forgive him? Because to me, he’s the one that treated you badly.”


  I gasped, looking at my brother as if I had never seen him. “So … you’re on my side?”


  He smiled. “I was always on your side, sis. However, I do think you need to pretend to let him forgive you. You know, with the situation the way it is, I think he needs that before …” He dies. Yeah, I knew that. “Well, that was one try. You didn’t really think he would let his walls down that easily?”


  “Well, he is dying, isn’t he?” I winced with the force of my words. Two seconds ago, Jason had avoided saying it, and here I was, throwing the words as if they meant nothing. I sighed. “If I were him, I would try to make peace with everything and everyone.”


  My brother shook his head. “Papa isn’t like that. It won’t be easy to break him.”


  Anger flared in me. “If he’s such a pain in the ass, why bother?”


  “Because he’s your father!” He took a step toward me. “Come on, Jess. You were always strong. You never let Papa take you down this easy.”


  “It wasn’t just Papa,” I said in a low voice. “It was Ryan too. He came over.”


  “Oh. So he told you.”


  “Yup. He did. Because of me, he got into an accident, he injured someone, he went to jail and has to attend anger management classes, and now he’s on parole. Oh, let’s not forget about his father and how he hates me now.”


  He crossed the room and grabbed my shoulders. “No, Jess. It wasn’t your fault.”


  I jerked away from him. “He said that too, but come on. How isn’t it my fault?”


  “It isn’t!” Jason threw up his hand. “He was a big boy. He drank because he chose to; he went to that race because he chose to. It was his fault. He could have mourned you another way, but his choice, his alone, was the wrong one.”


  “It doesn’t change anything. I shouldn’t have come and I’m gonna fix it.” I turned to my bag, but he pulled me back. “Let me go.”


  “So that’s it. You’re just gonna run away. Like a coward. Again?”


  His words hit hard and I inhaled a sharp breath. “Ouch.”


  “Sorry,” he whispered before leaving my room.


  I sank down on my bed.


  He didn’t say he didn’t mean it though, and it was because he did mean it. And the truth was, he was right. It killed me to admit it, it choked me to think about it, but he was right. I was acting like a coward.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Ryan


  


  This year, Fourth of July was on a Tuesday. As usual, I had dinner with my family at their house, and endured my father’s sharp words and my mother’s worry. In addition, like any other dinner, it was tense and awkward. Apparently, Tommy had gotten in some shit recently and now Dad was pissed at him too. Not that I wanted him to follow in my footsteps, but it felt good not being the only one not in my father’s good graces.


  When I was little, we used to camp outside in the backyard. Mom decorated the porch, the fence, and a small tent. She also cooked a big chocolate cake for dessert, and Dad worked on his famous barbecue.


  Later, when it was dark enough, we would light sparklers and Dad let off a couple of fireworks. It was a fun, happy time.


  These day, we ate at the inside table, and as soon as dessert was finished, Tommy, Brianna, and I left.


  From my parents’ house, I drove to a bridge outside of town to meet the guys. Here, we could see the fireworks in the distance. It was quiet and dark, making it a nice event.


  Of course, the main event was actually about bringing more people and beer, and turning it into a party. Fortunately, I had come armed with several cans of Coke.


  I stood at the edge of the bridge with Jason, Luke, and Ethan. We had seen Tommy arriving with his friends, then Brianna and Lindsey. Sophie and Rachel and some other girls were across the bridge. I had even seen Gabe around—a guy from North Carolina who usually raced with Luke. But I hadn’t seen Jessica.


  By the time the fireworks show had finished, Ethan was gone, probably chasing after the girl he was flirting with. He barely talked about her, and if he had ever mentioned her name, I had already forgotten.


  As Luke and Jason chatted about the next race, I leaned against the rail, looking at the stars. After that night under the stars with Jessica, the night she told me I could be anything I wanted to be, I never looked at the night sky the same way. It was like the stars and I shared a secret, as if the night sky knew something about me that no one else did.


  Jason leaned on the rail beside me. “What’s up?”


  “Nothing.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Where’s Luke?”


  “He went to the car to grab a bottle of whiskey.”


  “Oh.” Maybe it was time for me to leave. Seeing the guys drinking whiskey while I had to hold back was probably a bad idea.


  I looked around, trying to remember where I had parked my car.


  “She didn’t come,” Jason said. He must have misinterpreted me and thought I was looking for his sister. “Rachel and Sophie stopped by the house and tried to convince her to come, but since you told her about your past, she’s been quiet. Well, quieter.”


  I frowned. “Why?” He shrugged. “I didn’t tell her so she would feel bad about it. I told her because I realized she would find out one way or other. Better if it came from me.”


  Jason nodded. “I know.” He tilted his head at me. “Are you okay?”


  I chuckled—a sarcastic sound. “Never been better.”


  With a hint of pity in his eyes, he placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “You know I’m here for you, man. Whatever the problem is.”


  “I know, J-man.” I sighed. However, there was nothing to be done. My problem was with the past, and unfortunately, I couldn’t change it. Neither could I let it go.


  Luke showed up with the whiskey bottle. “Dude, it took me a few minutes to find it. I thought I had forgotten it.”


  I glanced at the bottle, then at Jason. Comprehension spread across his face.


  “Luke, maybe we shouldn’t drink that tonight,” Jason said.


  Luke’s face fell, but a second later, he nodded. “Right. Of course.”


  “Nah, it’s okay.” I pushed against the rail. “I have to wake up early tomorrow, so I’m gonna go. But you guys should drink that whiskey and have a good time.”


  “Ryan, you don’t need to go,” Jason started.


  I shook my head. “No, I do.” I wasn’t kidding about waking up early. After all, I had to be at the Habitat for Humanity site at eight sharp. As much as I wanted to stay and drink—Coke—with them, I knew my mood wasn’t great for company. “See you guys soon.”


  Jason and Luke smacked my shoulder as I walked past them. The party went on as I walked by. I smiled, but inwardly, I envied them. I still had a wild night here and there, but if I could help it, they happened rarely. Meanwhile, these people could drink and stay out all night long. They could have fun; they could enjoy themselves, guiltlessly.


  With a long exhale, I slipped into my Mustang and pulled away before I gave in to temptation and joined them.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  The next two weeks went by in a blur. I immersed myself in my internship, working long hours that weren’t really needed. I left the house early in the morning, and came back for dinner. Jason tried to lure me to talk after the meal, but I retreated to my bedroom.


  My mother called a few times, telling me that Papa was awake, but I refused to go. I knew I would have to face him again, but I wasn’t ready for that yet.


  On Saturday, the girls camped at my house after family lunch.


  “Come on, Jess,” Sophie said, seated on the swing on the back porch.


  “It’s going to be fun,” Rachel said. She reached over the table and grabbed one of the caramel cookies Mama had put out for them. “We haven’t gone out just the three of us since you arrived.”


  Sophie tsked. “Rach is right. You’ve been here for seven weeks, and we haven’t really been out yet.”


  Rachel showed me a fake pout. “In another five weeks, you’ll be gone.”


  Gosh, had it been that long already? Longing and despair filled my chest. The idea of going back home made me happy. I couldn’t wait to go back to Cleveland, enjoy my nights with grandma, go out with Kristin, and study architecture. But, at the same time, when I thought about leaving Rachel and Sophie and Mama and Jason and Lindsey and even Luke, my heart squeezed. It would be hard this time.


  I shook my head. “I don’t know, girls. I’m really not in the mood.”


  Rachel and Sophie exchanged a look.


  “Okay, then,” Sophie said. “We’ll stay here. Have a girls’ night in.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Why not?” Rachel asked. “We already know this town and everyone in it. Nothing that we haven’t seen before will happen in one night. Besides, you’re not staying for long. We would rather spend time with you.”


  “True that,” Sophie said.


  Tears brimmed in my eyes. “You guys are the best.”


  


  ***


  The girls stayed until four in the morning, and they only left because, according to our neighbors, we were making too much noise, which was true. We made chocolate popcorn, watched a tearjerker movie, and then sat on the back porch and talked—and laughed and yelled—for a long, long time.


  “Thank goodness, Ryan told you about what happened,” Sophie said.


  “Poor guy,” Rachel said. “He hasn’t been the same since you left.”


  Slimy, thick guilt took over my heart. It hadn’t left me by Sunday evening or Monday morning, and it was because of that guilt that I called Mama in the afternoon and asked her to bake a special Devil’s Food cake. After work, I stopped by the house to retrieve it, and then drove back downtown.


  I parked the truck behind the Mustang. As I expected, the garage was open and Ryan was leaning over the Harley in the same fashion he was a week ago. Damp hair, bare back, jeans, and boots.


  I swallowed. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to come over after all. Before I could chicken out, Ryan turned around and saw me. His eyes widened at first, then narrowed into thin slits. He stood from his crouch as I opened the truck’s door and walked inside the garage.


  “Hi,” I said, feeling incredibly lame.


  “Hey.” He grabbed a towel from one of his toolboxes and wiped his hands.


  “I-I brought you this.” I extended the cake toward him.


  His eyebrows shot up. “Devil’s Food cake.”


  “Yes. It used to be your favorite.”


  “It still is.”


  “Good.” Seeing as he wouldn’t take it from me, I stepped to the side, and left the cake on one of the worktables.


  Ryan stared at me, his hazel eyes completely lost, and I returned the stare. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I wouldn’t back down. I would be here for him, even if he didn’t want me to.


  I sat down on a stool next to his bike. “So, why haven’t you finished this one yet?”


  He picked up the black shirt over one of the toolboxes, hiding his incredible physique, then crouched between the bike and me. “I did spend quite some time away.”


  Damn, couldn’t I have touched a lighter subject? “Sorry,” I whispered.


  Ignoring my apology, he continued, “Besides, I like working on it. If I finish too fast, I’ll have to find another one to play with.” My gaze shifted to the other bike, to his racing bike, destroyed against the wall. “I didn’t fix that one after the accident. It’s a good reminder of how stupid I can be.”


  “Sorry,” I said again.


  He shot me a hard stare. “Stop apologizing, Jessica.” He looked like he would have said more if it wasn’t for the loud dings coming from my cell phone, one right after the one. His cold eyes fixed on my phone. “Looks like someone wants to talk to you.”


  I fished my phone from my pocket and looked at the screen as three more dings filled the tense air. As I suspected, the messages were from Gavin. Without reading the messages, I pocketed my phone.


  “He can wait.”


  His brows knotted, and I thought Ryan would shut down again or snap at me. Instead, he pointed to the toolbox behind me. “Hand me that wrench.”


  There were at least six different wrenches in the toolbox. I picked up a random one. “This one?”


  “The one on the left side of that one.” The corner of his lips tugged up.


  I handed him the right wrench. “Is this funny?”


  “A little.” He turned his attention to the bike.


  It was at the same time odd and comforting to be here with Ryan, this close to him, while he worked. We spent most of the two hours I stayed in silence, and when I left, I felt like the weight on my shoulders had lessened by a pound or two.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Jessica


  


  “Do you think we got enough beer?” Sophie asked, pushing the cart with two packs of thirty-six cans of beer through the aisle. There were also two whiskeys and few wine bottles.


  I snorted. “If they drink half of that, I’ll be worried.”


  Behind us, Rachel pushed another cart with the food. Hot dogs, hamburgers, sausages, steak strips, potatoes, carrots, and a lot more.


  Her parents were out of town, and they had allowed her to have us over for a fun but quiet evening barbecue around the pool. I was wondering if they knew her friends, because quiet probably wasn’t on the menu.


  We exited the aisle, aiming for the cashiers, when a blond girl cut in our way.


  Caryn.


  Wearing a mini jean skirt that looked more like a belt, a sports bra top, and with too much makeup for a Saturday morning, she put her hands on her hips and stopped in front of our cart.


  “Jessica, there you are,” she said, the venom in her voice dripping with each word. “We need to talk.”


  “I don’t think so.” I steered the cart to the side, but she stepped in the way. “Let us pass, Caryn.”


  “Not until you tell me what you think you’re doing?” She leaned over the cart. “Going to Ryan’s garage after work. Are you trying to win him back?”


  “What?”


  “You have no right to march in here and claim him. He’s mine.”


  “Caryn, Ryan can’t stand you,” Rachel said.


  She snorted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. He loves me.”


  Sophie pulled the cart back. “Ignore her.”


  “I won’t be ignored,” Caryn said, her voice louder.


  A few heads turned to us.


  “Caryn, back off,” I said.


  “Back off?” Caryn took a step toward me. “Back off Ryan? Never, bitch. He’s mine.”


  “Are you hearing yourself?” Rachel asked. “You sound like a nut job.”


  Caryn glared at me. “I was there for him when nobody else was. I was there for his hearings. I went to visit him in prison twice a week. And I still take snacks to him while he’s at that damn community service.”


  The guilt came back, followed closely by jealousy and frustration.


  I turned my back to her, intent on going around the back of the aisle, or someplace else, as long as I escaped this girl.


  A hand closed around my bicep. “I’m not done with you, bitch,” Caryn said.


  I jerked my arm free, but she was ready to grab me again. Her inch-long nails scratched my upper arm, and I hissed as sharp pain spread through my muscles. Shocked, I looked down. Three red lines marked my skin—the middle one even drew a few drops of blood.


  “What the hell?” Rachel snapped. She pushed Caryn back. “Get out of here right now.”


  Caryn raised her chin. “Or what?”


  Two guys with the grocery store T-shirt approached us.


  “Everything all right, ladies?” one of them asked. The label on his T-shirt read Carter.


  “Not really,” Sophie said. “This woman just attacked us.” She pointed from Caryn to my arm.


  Carter turned to Caryn. “Ma’am, I have to ask you to leave.”


  Caryn started arguing with the guy, and Rachel steered us around them. We paid for our stuff as both guys escorted Caryn out.


  “Are you all right?” Sophie asked. “Does it hurt?”


  I looked down at my arm. It had stopped bleeding, but the scratches would stay there for a few days. “A little.”


  I couldn’t wait to get home and scrub some antiseptic on my entire arm. She had called me a bitch, but she was the bitch here. And she was even a bigger bitch for being there for Ryan when I wasn’t.


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I wasn’t so sure about going to Rachel’s house for a barbecue, but after the three evening visits from Jessica while I was working on my bike, I thought I could handle being around her at a small party.


  When I arrived, Jason was already in control of the grill. Ethan was beside him, instructing like a boss, and I had no idea where Luke was. I could see Rachel and Sophie through the kitchen window; they seemed to be arguing about how to prepare something. Seated alongside the pool were Jason’s friend Marvin and his girlfriend, Lara, and Shana and Natalie, two girls from Sophie’s school.


  I told myself I wasn’t looking for her, but I didn’t see Jessica anywhere.


  I made my way across the yard and stopped beside Jason and Ethan.


  “Don’t burn all of it,” I teased.


  Jason tsked. “I’m the grill master.”


  Ethan chuckled. “He wants to be one, but so far, our barbecue has been overcooked.” He offered me a beer, but I shook my head and grabbed a Coke from the cooler behind him. “Sorry, man. I keep forgetting you don’t drink much anymore.”


  “I don’t drink much,” I repeated his words. “Sometimes, one sip here and there is nothing. But today I think I’ll stick to this.”


  Jason looked at something over my shoulder. “I think that’s a good idea.”


  I followed his line of sight and the air fled my lungs. Jessica walked into the backyard. She looked amazing. Her flowing golden hair shone with the rays of the setting sun, and her summer dress hugged her in all the right places. The skirt was a little flowy though, and it did wonders for her legs every time she took a step.


  She was holding a big bowl of something, and I instinctively moved to help her. But Ethan cleared his throat and I snapped from the trance.


  Smiling, Jessica set the bowl on one of the tables set up around the pool. She greeted the others then turned to us. Her eyes met mine and her smile died.


  “Hi,” she said, her tone a little low.


  Jason nodded at her and Ethan said, “Hey there.”


  “Hi,” I answered, feeling like I was nineteen again.


  She rushed back inside the house and appeared in the window with the girls.


  “Earth to Ryan,” Ethan called.


  I whipped my head back at him. “What?”


  “I would ask what bug bit you if I didn’t know,” he said.


  Jason watched me with a frown.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  Jason turned a few hamburgers before setting his eyes on me again. “I love you like a brother, you know that. But I swear, if you break her heart again, I’ll punch like I should have the first time.”


  “Break her heart? What are you talking about? I don’t intent to get that close to her again.”


  “Right.” Ethan nodded. “Because having her at your garage while you work on the Harley is, what? Acting like friends?”


  Shit. Of course they knew about it, even though I hadn’t said a word to anyone. Even Officer Mike hadn’t found out about it, since Jessica always left before he came by to check on me.


  It wasn’t Mike’s business if I got close to her, but I knew what he meant. My parents meant the same thing when they asked me to stay away from her. Because of my feelings for her, I had lost my mind and had blown my future. They were afraid I would do it again. Even though Mike would love to see my parole extended, I didn’t think he actually wanted me to go back to jail.


  “I’m just saying, man,” Jason continued. “Don’t play with her, please.”


  “I’m not playing with her. I’m not doing anything with her. Relax.” I finished my Coke, wishing it were a double dose of Jack.


  “You outta talk to Caryn too,” Jason said.


  I frowned. “And why would I talk to her?” Jason and Ethan exchanged another look. God damn it, they were making me crazy. “Just spit it out.”


  “Because she scratched Jess this morning,” Jason told me.


  “She what?” My voice rose and the other guests turned their heads to us. I lowered my voice and asked, “What happened?”


  The guys told me about the girls going to the grocery store and bumping into Caryn. How Caryn accused Jessica of stealing me from her, and when Jessica tried to leave, Caryn grabbed her hard enough to leave a mark.


  Stupid bitch. If I could, I would get a restraining order against her. And maybe one for Jessica against her too.


  Luke finally showed up carrying a rectangular white box.


  “Aunt Corrine sent it,” he said, dropping the box on the table. He opened it and inhaled. A three-layer caramel coffee cake. My third favorite from Corrine.


  Rachel came out of the house and plugged in a stereo, starting the party.


  I stayed by the grill with Jason, Luke, and Ethan most of the time, but I couldn’t help glancing to the side occasionally. All right. I couldn’t help glancing at Jessica every few seconds. She looked beautiful. She was beautiful. But those scratches on her arm. Anger rushed through me every time I saw them. Three nasty red lines on her smooth skin.


  An hour later, the guys had already downed half of the beers, and I had drank four Cokes. I searched for a fifth in the cooler, until Rachel told me the guys didn’t put many in it, but there was more in the fridge in the kitchen.


  I went inside and took a deep breath. All right, I had underestimated being at a party with Jessica. In addition, the guys were drinking and talking about the next bike race, and I simply felt lost.


  I grabbed a Coke from the fridge, opened it, leaned on the counter, and took long swallows.


  “Oh, I didn’t know you were in here,” Jessica said, entering the kitchen through the back door.


  I raised the soda can. “I came in for a Coke.”


  She nodded, walking to the nearest counter. “Rachel asked me to get more napkins and plastic cups from somewhere in the cabinets.” She opened the doors and three seconds later closed them. “It would have been helpful if she had told me exactly where.”


  “I’ll help you.” I set my Coke down and turned to the cabinets behind me.


  “Thanks,” she said, opening another set of doors.


  On my second try, I found one of the items. “Here are the cups.” I turned to her at the same time she turned to me. My elbow bumped her arm, right on the scratches. She flinched and hissed. Anger assaulted me again. “I’m sorry.”


  A big knot set between her brows, and her hand hovered over the scratches without touching them. “It’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not okay.” I took her hand in mine and pulled it away from the wound. The middle line had a few drops of blood. After a deep breath, I cupped her elbow and guided her to the sink. “I can’t believe Caryn did this.”


  “I don’t think it was intentional. Though she was out to get me.”


  I grabbed a paper towel, wet the corner, and dabbed the scratch. Jessica flinched. “Sorry.”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  “I’ll talk to Caryn about this. She can’t go around threatening you, hurting you.” She pressed her lips in a thin line, and I could see in her eyes that she was bottling something inside. I cleaned the last of the blood and threw the paper towel in the trash can. “What is it?”


  “What?”


  “I can see a question in your eyes. Ask.”


  “It’s just … Is there something between Caryn and you?”


  “No.”


  “She acts like there is.”


  “She has been acting like that since before you and me.”


  “Oh.”


  “Why?”


  “She mentioned being there for you … when you were in jail. And she also said she visits you at your community service.”


  I nodded. “Yes, she visited me and sometimes she comes to the community service, but I didn’t ask her to, and I certainly don’t encourage her. Actually, I told her a few times I would rather she stopped. Honestly, I don’t know why she bothers. I told her a million times that I’ll never be with her. Still, she keeps trying to win me over.” I was aware of how conceited I sounded, but it was the truth. For some reason, I wanted Jessica to know it. “The only thing I feel for her is pity. Pity for the woman she became. And a little disgusted when she throws herself at me, and I have to be rude so she’ll leave me alone.”


  She stared at me with misty eyes. “I’m sorry … for what happened and for not being here for you.”


  I took her hand in mine. “Jess, stop apologizing. It wasn’t your fault, and you didn’t know. Even if you knew, I wouldn’t have wanted you to see me that way.”


  She squeezed my hand. “I’m glad you’re okay now.”


  I wouldn’t say I was okay, but I was getting there. “Me too.”


  The corner of her lips tugged up in a sad smile, and an urge to wrap my arms around her, pull her to me, and kiss her until she couldn’t breathe hit me. She was close, too close. Her gorgeous legs two inches from mine. All I had to do was tug her hand and catch her when she bumped into me. Fuck, I wanted it. I wanted her. Bad.


  The desire took hold of me. I raised my free hand and brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear, letting my fingertips linger on her cheek. She took a sharp inhale and her eyes flickered to my mouth.


  Fuck, that was all the incentive I needed. I leaned in.


  And her cell phone rang.


  Startled, Jessica stepped back and looked at her phone. Her brows furrowed, and she pressed the end button. Maybe it was her boyfriend, and she didn’t want to answer it in front of me.


  Shit, she had a boyfriend. Why did I keep forgetting that?


  Jessica picked up the cups from the counter. “I should take this to the girls.” Without another look at me, she rushed out to the backyard.


  Fuck, what had I been thinking? I almost kissed her. I wanted to kiss her. She had a boyfriend. If he hadn’t called, I would have probably kissed her. What was wrong with me? Even if she was spending some time with me, she was unavailable and I would respect that. I would try to respect that.


  Obviously, my feelings for her were still too strong, but I couldn’t go down that road again. It hurt too much. And, one way or another, I would end up hurting her. Because that was all I did. I messed up and hurt everyone who cared about me.


  Grunting, I turned to the fridge, and instead of getting another Coke, I found a beer.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Jessica


  


  Mama spent Sunday at the hospital. She called me two or three times to tell me Papa was awake. I had to give her some credit for trying.


  The guilt in me only increased. In four weeks, I would be gone and I wasn’t making any progress with Papa. I wasn’t even trying.


  At least I was making some progress. Not with Papa, but with someone I had cared about deeply. Spending time with Ryan wasn’t exactly how I had imagined my stay here, but I was glad he was opening up to me. If only I could take his guilt and throw it to the wind, to be scattered in the air and never again found.


  Ryan almost ruined the closure we were building by trying to kiss me yesterday. After that, he acted strange and stayed in a corner with the guys. He didn’t even utter another word to me all night. I hoped nothing had changed. I needed to know nothing had changed.


  Late afternoon, Luke and Ethan came over to the house and quickly convinced Jason to go for a ride.


  “Wait,” I said as they were leaving through the front door. “Any of you have a spare bike? A working spare bike?”


  “I do,” Luke said. “Why?”


  “Do you mind if I take it out for a ride?”


  Luke glanced at Jason, who shrugged. “If you think you can handle it.”


  “I may not have ridden in a few years, but I think I can handle it.”


  “Come on, then.” Luke beckoned me to follow him. “I’ll take you to my house and give you the keys.”


  Luke had a second-hand dirt bike. It looked old and dirty.


  “This is it?” I asked.


  “It’s what I have. Take it or leave it?”


  “I’ll take it.”


  He handed me the keys. “Want me to take you for a spin to make sure you still know how to ride it?”


  I chuckled. “I’ll be fine.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “All right. Just … if you break it, you pay for it.”


  I saluted him like a soldier. “Yes, sir.”


  Laughing, he mounted his other, newer bike and left with my brother and Ethan.


  “Okay,” I whispered to myself. “Let’s do this.”


  I hopped on the bike and turned the key. The engine sputtered and came to life. I wondered if it would take me as far as the corner. Just one way to find out.


  I accelerated and the bike jerked to life. The weight of the bike surprised me—I wasn’t used to it anymore—and it tilted left, almost taking me down with it. After three more tries, I got the hang of it and finally rode out to the street.


  Sanity wasn’t my best friend right now.


  I drove to Ryan’s building. His car was outside, but the garage was closed. Gathering courage, I parked the bike and climbed the flight of stairs to his apartment. Cursing myself for being this stupid, I knocked on the door.


  A full minute went by, so I knocked again, a little harder.


  Another minute went by. That was it. I wasn’t knocking again.


  I turned to leave when the door opened.


  “Jess?” Ryan said.


  I whirled back to him and my breath caught.


  Ryan stood under the doorframe, wearing only a dark red towel around his waist. His wet hair framed the sharp angles of his gorgeous face. Droplets of water glistened on his golden skin, rolling down his naked, taut chest, and abdomen.


  Oh. My. God. The man had gotten a lot more ripped than I first thought.


  I forced my eyes to his and I was sure he caught me checking him out. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.


  “I was in the shower, sorry,” he said.


  “Oh,” was all I said. So lame.


  “Come in.” He opened the door wide and stepped back. “I’ll … I’ll get dressed. Be right back.”


  He walked across the living room and disappeared behind another door.


  I stepped inside and looked around. The rooms were close together and had no walls separating them. Sofa, TV stand, TV and video games to one side, kitchen with a high counter and a small table with two chairs on another, and in the back, a bed, a nightstand, a dresser, a clothes rack, and the door Ryan had gone through, which I was assuming was the bathroom.


  I stood between the living room and the kitchen, waiting while he got dressed and desperately trying not to imagine as that towel fell on the floor and …


  Snap out of it, Jessica.


  I couldn’t … I wouldn’t fall into this again.


  After a couple of minutes, Ryan exited the bathroom, and I wouldn’t confess this out loud, but I was kind of disappointed he wasn’t bare chested anymore. However, the fitted green T-shirt and jeans looked good on him.


  He took three steps forward me and halted. “Sorry again. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”


  “That’s okay.” I noticed he was wearing a nice T-shirt and jeans. At this time of the evening, if I were going to be home alone, I would have put on a ragged shirt and yoga pants, or even pajamas. “Am I interrupting something? I mean, are you leaving? Do you have plans? Should I leave?”


  He smiled. “Jess. No, I don’t have plans and I’m not going anywhere.”


  This time, I smiled. “Well, since you don’t have plans, I was hoping to take you somewhere.”


  “What? Where?”


  “Just … put some shoes on and come with me,” I said. He narrowed his eyes at me, as if doubting my insanity. That just made my smile wider. “Come on. Trust me.”


  Shaking his head, he retreated to his bedroom, from where he caught black boots from under the bed.


  After putting them on and grabbing his wallet from the nightstand, he stood. “So, where to?”


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  “Luke’s dirt bike. Really?”


  She watched me with wary eyes. “Yup.”


  I put my hand inside my pockets. “Jess, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


  “I’ll be driving. You just have to sit there and enjoy the ride.”


  “Are you sure you can still drive?”


  “I drove from Luke’s house to here, didn’t I?”


  “That might have been luck.”


  She chuckled. “Come on, Ryan.” She lost the smile and took my hand. “I know you miss it, and I want to do this for you. Trust me.”


  A huge part of me didn’t want to do this. I hadn’t ridden a bike in almost four years, and I sure didn’t think starting now would be wise. But a small, strong part of me was dying to hop on the bike and go with Jess wherever she wanted to take me.


  Knowing this wasn’t entirely a good idea, I nodded and sat behind her.


  The engine roared to life, a little less ferocious than I remembered, and Jess drove into the street like a pro.


  Okay. Another benefit of riding a bike with Jess: feeling her body close to mine. I had forgotten how great this felt. My thighs pressed against hers, and even though I didn’t really need to, I rested my hands on her waist, and glued my chest to her back.


  I pushed her hair to the side so it didn’t whip in my face and inhaled deeply. Her perfume had changed. I remembered it smelled like wild roses, and now it was honeysuckle. I would miss the wild roses, but honeysuckle went well with her. Besides, it wasn’t only the perfume. The mix of her and the perfume was what made her scent perfect.


  I closed my eyes and let the wind, the sun, and her scent envelope me.


  I didn’t pay attention to where Jess was taking us, and after thirty minutes riding along back roads, I didn’t think she knew where she was going either. Still, this right here was perfect. A bike, a road, Jess, and me. Too perfect to be true.


  She took us into town and to Gibson Pond Park. She stopped the bike a few feet from the water, but we didn’t get off. We stayed seated on the bike, watching as the sun descended, tinting the water with its orange rays.


  Once more, the perfection of the moment hit me. Quickly followed by a reminder that this couldn’t go farther, that this couldn’t last.


  She had a boyfriend after all.


  I dropped my hands from her waist and leaned back, trying to get some distance from her so I could think clearly.


  “I had forgotten how beautiful it is out here,” she said, her voice low and simple.


  If only the rest of my life was simple. “What are we doing, Jess?”


  “Watching the sunset?”


  “No, I mean us. Why did you come to my garage and stay with me while I worked? Why did you want to take me riding? What are you trying to do?”


  She let out a long breath. “I want us to heal.”


  “To heal?”


  She pulled her leg over the bike and sat sideways, her eyes falling on mine. “Yes. We need to heal. To let go of the past. To find some closure.”


  Let go of the past. Closure. I got off the bike.


  “So you’re playing pity party with me so when you get back to Cleveland, you feel better about yourself?”


  Her eyes widened. “What? No!”


  “Then why bother? You’re leaving soon. You like torturing people?”


  “Ryan, what are you talking about?”


  “Nothing.” I turned my back on her and started walking down one of the trails.


  “Ryan?” she called. I heard her fast footfalls as she ran after me. “Where are you going?”


  “I’m going for a walk,” I said, not stopping.


  She fell into step with me. “Right now?”


  “Yes. I’m walking home.”


  “But—”


  I stopped and glared at her. “I’m walking home, Jessica. You should take the bike back to Luke.” My tone was harsher than I intended.


  She flinched and muttered, “Okay.”


  Shoulders sagged, she dragged her feet back to the bike, but I didn’t stay to watch. I resumed my walk, hoping that with each step, a little more of the heavy fog would lift from my mind. I had to regain control over my thoughts. Thinking about Jess, wanting her to spend time with me, thinking about going back to riding and racing, all of these were dreams, dreams that should be buried in the black abyss in my mind, where they had been locked for so long.


  Alas, all it took for them to rush back and send a flutter of hope through me was for Jessica to give me her attention.


  Fuck, how I liked her attention. How I yearned for it. What I wouldn’t do for more of it.


  I shook my head and focused on locking out all the dreams. It would hurt, hurt so much it would make the first time seemed like a tickle to my soul, but I couldn’t wait for Jessica to leave.


  


  ***


  After a shitty night, Monday was a shitty day. I worked hard, grunting and cursing. At one point, Noah stopped by and stared at me with big, suspicious eyes.


  “What did the wall do to you?” he asked.


  “Nothing,” I barked.


  “Doesn’t look like it,” Noah said. “You’re punishing the damn thing.” I glared at him, a murderous look, I was sure. He shifted his weight and looked at the sky through the window. “The hurricane should hit Charleston tomorrow, and then come into the state. I hope it loses enough strength before hitting town. Otherwise, it might mess up all our work.”


  I glanced out the window. A blue sky greeted me, but that didn’t mean anything. The storm could come out of anywhere, with its strong, violent winds. Much like my mood.


  The only one able to calm me down was Jessica.


  After that night under the stars, when I first told her about my future, I started opening up more.


  A week or so after, I parked my car a block from her house, but didn’t come up because I was so upset, so messed up, I was afraid I would pick a fight with her because I wanted to unload on someone, anyone.


  I didn’t even know why I had driven to her house. No, wait, I knew. Because I missed her. Even after having spent the previous night with her, I already missed her. But it wouldn’t be fair. She didn’t deserve to see me this way.


  I sighed and turned on the engine of the Mustang. It would be the first night in three weeks that I wouldn’t be sleeping in her bed with her, and it would hurt like hell. I was shifting the gear to first when I saw the side gate of her house’s fence opening. She spotted my car two houses away and ran toward me, a smile on her beautiful face.


  My heart tightened.


  Still smiling, she got in the passenger seat, but her smile died once she looked at me up close. She reached to me and rested her hand on my arm. “What happened?”


  Two words. A simple question. A sweet, caring voice behind them.


  A lump formed in my throat, and all of a sudden, I couldn’t speak. I tried understanding what was happening, but I couldn’t really process it. I was pissed off out of my mind, and as soon as she batted her beautiful eyelashes at me, I turned to mush, wanting nothing more than to bury my face in her neck, breathe in her wild roses scent, and forget everything.


  And that was exactly what I did. She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close. “That’s okay,” she whispered in my ear. “Everything will be okay. I’m here and I’ll take care of you.”


  Later, she was able to coax me out of my car, and we cuddled in her bed. I didn’t tell her about my fight with my father, about his harsh words, and the way that shame, guilt, and rage swam inside me. I didn’t need to. She knew it and she knew I wasn’t ready to talk about it.


  She also knew that her hands caressing my back up and down, her body pressing against mine, her throat humming a nonsense song, and her lips pecking lightly at my face were the best remedy of all.


  “Hey, Ryan.” Noah snapped his fingers in front of my face.


  I shook away the haunting memories. “Yeah?”


  My boss stared at me, his brows furrowed. “I was saying maybe you should go on your break now, before, you know—” He gestured to the wall in front of us. “—you tear the house down.”


  I opened my mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, but closed it again, my jaw tight. The guy was right. I needed a break. I took my bandana from the back pocket of my jeans and wiped my forehead.


  “Fine,” I snarled, walking past him.


  I halted beside my car with no idea where to go or what to do during my break.


  Then, something slipped in my mind. Luke was probably at the tracks, training. I hadn’t been there in four years, but for some odd reason, I wanted to go there now. Just to sit there and watch him. I hoped that no other bittersweet memory would creep in on me during the rest of the day.


  I slid inside my Mustang and braced myself to see one of my best friends living my dream.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Jessica


  


  When I woke up Thursday morning, Mama was in the kitchen preparing breakfast, Luna circling her, asking for food, but what surprised me was seeing Jason up. He was already dressed as if he had an appointment that early.


  “What’s going on?” I asked, sitting across the table from him.


  He didn’t raise his eyes from his laptop. “Did you look out the window?”


  “Nooo.” I stood, walked to the door, opened it, and gasped. “Oh my …”


  The yard was a mess. The storm had pluck out bushes and flowers. The tree house had lost several boards. A part of the fence was broken, and another part was leaning as if it would fall at any moment. The swing on the porch had fallen from its hinges, and the table was upturned.


  I stepped out and looked at the street. Fallen signs and trees. The houses around the neighborhood looked just like ours.


  “Wow.” I closed the door and sat back down as Mama brought pancakes to the table. “I heard the wind before falling sleep, but I could swear it wasn’t that bad.”


  “It was,” Mama said, returning to the range. “I woke up around three in the morning when a branch struck a window in the living room.”


  I poured coffee in my mug. “The window is broken?”


  “Yes,” Jason answered, handing a piece of pancake to Luna. She settled at his feet, probably expecting more food. “The entire city is in chaos.” He turned his laptop so I could see what he was reading. The browser was opened on the local town news and the headlines didn’t sound great. Several parts of the town were without power. Schools, local shops, and restaurants were so damaged that they were closed. One neighborhood across town had been hit the worst of all, and most of the houses had their roofs damaged when a tree had fallen.


  I reached over and opened one of the articles. “Oh no …”


  “What?” Jason tilted his head to the laptop and read the article with me.


  But Mama was now working on some dough and couldn’t read it. “What is it?


  “The Habitat for Humanity site,” I said. “The houses are gone. Most of them are flat on the ground because of the windstorm.”


  Standing, Jason fished his phone from his pocket and went outside to call someone. I could guess who it was. Luna shifted her attention to me. I browsed the other articles and ate my breakfast, giving a piece to Luna here and there, pretending I wasn’t interested in Jason’s conversation.


  When my brother sat back at the table, I was dying to ask him what he and Ryan had talked about. Instead, I shoved pancakes in my mouth, even though I was already full.


  Thank goodness, Jason didn’t torture me too much.


  “Ryan is at the site right now,” he said. “The supervisor estimated that to make up for what they lost, Ryan and the rest of the crew will have to work until sunset every day, including weekends, for the next two months.”


  “That sucks,” I whispered.


  Mama opened the oven and checked on whatever was in there. “If only they had more helping hands.”


  It was as if a lightbulb had turned on inside my head. “We can help.”


  Jason stared at me. “What?”


  “Look around. Our damage is nothing. We can clear the yard and fix the fence and the window in a day. Tomorrow, we can go to the Habitat for Humanity site and help them. We can take our friends, and invite our neighbors.”


  “Do you have any idea how to build a house?”


  “No, but I don’t need to build the entire house. I can help with little things. Besides, as far as I know, most of the people who work on these community service projects are volunteers. They also didn’t know how to build houses when they started.”


  “Jess is right,” Mama said. She was now standing behind me. “We might not be able to do much, but any extra pair of hands helps.”


  Jason looked from Mama to me, a little wariness in his eyes. “All right. Tell me about your plan.”


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I sat beside my Harley and sipped my Coke. I wanted to drink a beer, but I was too tired, and knowing I would have to be up early in the morning, I didn’t want to get a hangover. It was the first evening in six days that Noah had let us out earlier.


  I planned on going to bed early, until Jason showed up at the garage.


  “Hey, man,” he said.


  “What are you up to?”


  “Nothing much.” His expression was closed, as if something was bothering him.


  “What happened?”


  “Well.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I have something to show you.”


  I stood. “Okay.”


  “Not here. Come on.” He walked out of the garage and headed to his bike.


  “Hmm, dude, I’m not going with you on that bike.”


  Jason leaned against my car. “Drive, then.”


  I grunted. “Does this have to be now? Today?”


  “Yup.”


  Letting out a lot of expletives under my breath, I grabbed my car keys and closed the garage door.


  I slid in my car and turned on the ignition. “Though Officer Mike is being a little more lax because I’m working at the site until late, my curfew probably stands tonight.”


  Jason looked at his cell phone. “So we have two hours. That should be enough.”


  “Where to?”


  “St. Anna’s Park in Columbia.”


  “A park? Seriously, J-man, what do you want to show me?”


  Jason stared ahead. “Just drive.”


  The drive from Lexington to Columbia didn’t last long, but the tension and silence in my car bothered me.


  I parked my car in a parking space across the street from the park, right behind a familiar truck. Jessica leaned against the truck, watching the basketball courts.


  I glared at Jason. “What the hell?”


  Without answering me, Jason slid out of my car and walked to his sister.


  Swearing again, I exited my car and approached them. Jessica handed him the truck’s keys.


  “He won’t leave me here,” she said to Jason. Then she looked at me. “Right?”


  I just shrugged.


  “Okay. My job here is done,” Jason said. He stopped by my side and clasped my shoulder. “Keep calm.”


  Shit. “When you say stuff like that, I know I won’t be able to keep calm.”


  He smiled and disappeared inside the truck. We watched as he drove away.


  When he turned the corner and was gone, Jessica turned to me, her eyes sparkling with something like excitement. But about what?


  “Come on.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the park.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I have something to show you.”


  “I just heard that from your brother and I didn’t like it all that much.”


  “Ouch.” Her eyes lost the happy shine.


  “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s just—”


  “Shut up, Ryan. Don’t ruin this.”


  I groaned, wanting to shout, to ask, what this was.


  At the park, one of the two basketball courts was occupied. Eight guys ran around the court, fighting for the ball. The few lights posts were turned on, but soon it would be too dark to play.


  In silence, we watched the game for a few moments. My patience was running out, and my frustration was building.


  “So, what do you want to show me?”


  “Don’t you recognize anyone playing?”


  I turned my attention back to the court and searched the faces. It was hard since the guys wouldn’t stop running, and the lights from the posts created odd shadows over them. Then one guy—average height, but bulky, with short blond hair, and a limping leg—turned to us and smiled at Jessica.


  My heart stopped.


  No. No. No.


  Eyes wide, I looked at Jessica. “What the hell?”


  She smiled at me. “Isn’t it wonderful? He’s better.”


  I snapped my head back to the court and watched as the guy stole the ball from another, and after a short run, passed the ball to another teammate. The teammate scored and they high-fived. In seconds, the ball was rolling again, and the guy raced after the ball as if he hadn’t been in a terrible accident almost four years ago.


  After my bike smashed him, Brody Matthews had been bound to a wheelchair. Only two years older than me, he had lost the feeling and movement in his legs. Doctors told him, and me, that he probably would never walk again.


  And here he was. Running with a slight limp right in front of my eyes.


  “How?”


  Jessica closed her second hand over mine, cradling my fingers. “He’ll tell you.”


  I stole a glance at her. “Why and how did you find him?”


  “I don’t know. I wanted to help you.” I pulled my hand from hers, but she held on tight. “No, hear me out,” she continued. “I don’t pity you, Ryan. I really don’t. I care about you, even if sometimes I hate you. And as any caring friend, I want to help you. When I left the site Sunday night, something nagged at me. I got home and searched online for news about the accident and I quickly found Brody’s name. I searched for him and found out he had moved from Charlotte to here to be closer to his doctor, the one that helped him with this miracle. I called him, told him how the guilt was eating you, and he agreed to meet us here.”


  This time, I freed my hand from hers. “You’re unbelievable.” She told him the guilt was eating me? She had no right!


  “Ryan …”


  The game had stopped and Brody walked to us. The limp was barely noticeable then.


  “Ryan Dawson,” he said, his voice flat, just like the expression on his face. “I never thought I would see you again.”


  “Likewise,” I said.


  “Hi, Brody.” Jessica stepped in. “I’m Jessica.”


  “Hello, Jessica, nice to meet you.” He shook her hand, his expression a little softer.


  “Thanks for letting us come,” she said.


  He nodded. I stared at him, totally at a loss for words. I had so many questions, so many doubts, but I wasn’t sure I was welcome to ask anything. After all, the guy probably hated me.


  “I heard you spent quite some time in jail.” Brody broke the silence. “And you are now on parole.”


  I nodded. “Parole and community service.”


  “For how long?”


  “Just three more months,” I said. “Man, I … I …” I didn’t know what to say. How to say it.


  “It wasn’t easy, you know. I heard from several doctors that I would probably never walk again. A few told me, I might be able to stand and shuffle with a walker, if I worked hard. They might have mentioned a miracle too, but I was too deep in hatred then. I shrank into myself for months. The only thing I did was sit on the couch and eat. That, and snap at my family. I seriously thought my girlfriend, Diana, would leave me and my parents would send me away to one of those boarding-like clinics. Until one day, when Diana came home and showed me a documentary of a guy who had lost his legs in Iraq. He never gave up. He found a way to pull himself around the house, to do all the normal things a person does. Of course, he couldn’t go to work or ride a bike or run anymore. But if he could adapt, if he could evolve, so could I, you know. I found Dr. Morse here in Columbia. He loves challenges and he took me on right away. Shortly after I started working with him, I was standing. It took me only a couple of months to walk, and a couple more to run. A true miracle with a large side of hard work.”


  “That’s wonderful,” Jess said.


  “Yeah, I think so too. The hatred is gone. And hopefully, soon, this limp will be gone too.”


  The guilt and shame overwhelmed me, and I blurted, “I’m so sorry, man. I know I said it before, though you didn’t want to hear it at the time, but I am. I’m truly sorry.”


  Brody nodded. “I know.” He gestured to his legs. “And as you can see, I’m okay now. Not a hundred percent yet, but I’m getting there.”


  “I’m glad.”


  The guys on the court called him.


  “I’m coming,” he shouted back. “I should get back to the game.” He patted me on the arm. “Just so you know, I forgave you a long time ago. I hope now you can forgive yourself.”


  He strutted to the court and the game resumed.


  I stared for a moment longer, not believing what had happened. I was afraid that if I moved, I would wake up in my bed and all this would have been a dream.


  Jessica rested her hand on my back.


  A new feeling exploded in my chest. Reason would tell me to suppress it, to ignore it, to shut it down, but reason was the last thing I was listening to now.


  I turned to Jessica, wrapped my arms around her, pulled her to me, and crashed my mouth on hers. She didn’t resist. She didn’t fight back. Her lips parted, giving me access, and her arms wound around my neck. I kissed her slowly, savoring her taste, how well her mouth melded with mine, how her body seemed made to fit mine. Desire ran through my veins and I deepened the kiss, drawing a moan from her. Fuck, I had forgotten. I had forgotten how I could drown in her kisses, how I could immerse myself in her scent, in her touch. I had forgotten the good she did me, how she made me want to be a better man.


  Wanting more of her, I slipped my hand under her top, eager to feel her skin.


  Jessica jumped back. She stared at me, her eyes wide.


  “Jess.” I sighed. “I’m sorry. I—”


  “Just take me home,” she said.


  She marched to my car and I followed. Fuck, what had I done? All the progress we had made, all the damn closure she wanted, all down the drain because I couldn’t control myself with her.


  The twenty-five-minute drive back to Lexington was tenser than the ride with Jason. I peeked at her a few times, but she was staring out the window, lost in thought. Probably hating me for kissing her when she was taken. Damn, she had a boyfriend. I might want to tattoo that on my forehead so I wouldn’t forget anymore.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  I stopped the car in front of her house. Immediately, she opened the door and stepped out. But before she could get completely out, I closed my hand around her wrist.


  “Jess …” She glanced at me over shoulder, her eyes gleaming with wariness. Shit. “Thank you. For contacting Brody and taking me to see him.”


  “You’re welcome,” she whispered.


  Reluctantly, I let go of her arm and she exited the car. She rushed to the front door and didn’t look back once as she unlocked the door and entered her house.


  I punched the wheel. Damn it. How would I fix this now?


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Ryan


  


  My cell phone rang in the middle of the morning. I would have answered it, if it weren’t for Noah’s glare. Yeah, yeah, because of the storm, we were way behind schedule, and answering phones in the middle of work would only disrupt our current progress.


  At lunchtime, everyone gathered in folding chairs in front of the main trailer. Jessica, Jason, Corinne, Luke, Lindsey, Ethan … everyone was here. Even Alan and his employees. Apparently, they would work here until tomorrow and go back to their office on Monday. As much as I missed the silence, I couldn’t argue that their help had been invaluable. What would have taken us maybe two months of hard work to recover would probably take less than a month now.


  Jessica sat beside Sophie and Rachel. She had a sandwich in her hand, but she stared at the horizon, completely lost in her thoughts.


  This morning, she only waved hi at me from a distance. Nothing else. Jason slapped the back of my head and asked me what the hell I did to make her withdraw into herself again.


  I just shrugged, but he knew. Somehow, he knew, and he slapped me again for it.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to fix the situation. My only choice was to avoid being too close to her and everyone else. That was why I drove away from the site during lunchtime.


  After passing through a Hardees’ drive thru, I parked my car under the shade of a big tree around the square, and finally reached for my phone.


  A call from Ethan’s uncle. But why?


  I didn’t waste time and I called him back.


  John picked up on the second ring. “Ryan, hi.”


  “Hey, John. Sorry I didn’t pick up your call. I was working.”


  “I understand. How are things going?”


  I opened my mouth to say they were the same, but it wasn’t true. Having Jessica here was wreaking havoc in my core, but the rest—everything she was doing—was great. “I’m doing better, I think.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  “So, what can I help you with?”


  “When does your parole end?”


  “November.”


  He tsked. “That’s a shame.”


  “Why?”


  “You know I have been training Luke for the Roebling Race in Georgia at the end of August. I was hoping you were free by then. Maybe we could try it again.”


  The air rushed out of my lungs.


  “Ryan? Are you there?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “If you aren’t free until November, then we’ll have to wait until the Homestead Miami race in December. After that, March. But we can train until then and—”


  “Wait. Wait.” I took a long breath. “What are you saying?”


  “If you finish your parole without any trouble, I think I can get you in the circuit again.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Why would I kid about that?”


  “But … why now? What changed your mind?”


  “Ryan, I always believed you were a good kid. What happened … it was a misfortune. You had everything to be someone, to make it big, but apparently, it wasn’t your time. You’re not too old to start again. I really believe you can.”


  “Did Luke bother you about me?” I cursed under my breath. “I thought I had convinced the guys I wouldn’t ride again.”


  John laughed. “No, not Luke. He does mention you sometimes, but it’s only about missing you riding with them. Someone else called me Monday. We talked for a long time. Since then, I’ve been researching you. Sorry, but I had to know how your records looked, if you would be allowed back in.”


  “Who was it?”


  “Jessica Hayes.”


  My heart stopped for a long moment. “She did what?”


  “I thought she had gone away.”


  “She did, but she’s back for the summer.”


  “Oh. Well, by the looks of it, she still cares about you. A lot, because she made a good case of how you deserved a second chance. Her arguments were so good, I couldn’t say no.”


  I took a long breath. Fuck, one more thing Jessica had done for me. One more wrong she had righted. By the end of summer, I would be owing her my life.


  “What now?”


  “Now you be a good boy and finish your parole with outstanding behavior. Meanwhile, we’ll practice. I’ll call you again in a few days to set up details. Sound good?”


  “It sure does.”


  “Good. Take care, Ryan.”


  I ended the call and stared at the phone.


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  After the kiss on Wednesday, I shouldn’t have gone to Habitat for Humanity on Thursday. Being there with Ryan was painful.


  So, when Friday came, I told Jason and Mama that I wasn’t feeling well and stayed home.


  In the afternoon, I walked to the hospital and stayed in my father’s room for an hour or so. Mainly, I watched him sleep and sketched the details of the room, wondering if we would ever set things right between us before I left. Or before he died.


  That night, I let Sophie and Rachel take me to a small bar downtown called The Pub, one block from Ryan’s apartment. At first I thought about declining their invitation, but knowing Ryan was working late again, I was sure he wouldn’t come. It would be a fun girls’ night out. I even dressed up a little, with a not-so-short-and-modest-cleavage black dress that hugged my body. I put on my three-inch black pumps, applied a little more makeup than I was used to, and blow-dried my hair until it was smooth and shiny down my back.


  As I walked out of the house and to her car, Sophie whistled.


  “Who are you and what have you done with our friend?” Rachel asked.


  “What?” I slid in the backseat of Rachel’s car. “I’m tired of trying to dress down so I don’t catch unwanted attention. I’m leaving in less than two weeks, and I want to feel good. This is how I dress when I go out.”


  “I approve,” Sophie said, turning to look at me. She wore a black skirt and a pink blouse.


  Rachel sported cropped black leggings and a zebra stamped corset-like top. Good to know they had dressed up too.


  Rachel was able to park one block from The Pub. The facade had changed a little since I had last been here, but the inside was the same. A large oval bar in the center, lots of stools around it, tables and chairs spread across the floor, a few booths along the walls, low lighting casting a shadowy glow, a rock ballad coming from speakers on the ceiling, and to the far left, pool and foosball tables.


  The girls and I weaved our way to the back, saying hi to known faces, and sat at an empty table between the bar and the game tables. A waiter came and took our order: three beers and a large portion of French fries.


  “Ready to go back to Cleveland?” Rachel asked.


  I sighed. “I think so. Though Papa and I haven’t really talked yet.”


  “How is he?” Sophie asked.


  The waiter came back with our drinks. I waited until he was gone to answer.


  “Not doing well. I stopped by the hospital this afternoon. He still sleeps most of the time, and the nurse told me that when he’s awake, he complains of pain.”


  Rachel placed her hand on mine. “I’m so sorry.”


  I slipped my hand from under hers, and held my beer. “It’s okay.” I took a long swallow and changed the subject. “You two ready to go back to classes?”


  Sophie scrunched her nose. “Ugh, not really.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because she hates economics,” Rachel said.


  “Wait, then why are you studying that?”


  “Long story,” Sophie mumbled.


  “Because her father wants to leave the company to her,” Rachel explained. “He has this detailed plan. In two years, she’ll graduate, then go for an MBA, work for him for another five years to make sure she knows everything, and then he’ll retire.”


  Sophie tsked. “Not retire. He’ll be my consultant.”


  Rachel snorted. “From the Bahamas, Hawaii, or Cancun.”


  Sophie grunted. “Can we change the subject?”


  Rachel looked over my head. “How about we talk about guys?”


  I followed her gaze. Jason, Luke, Ryan, Ethan, and a guy I didn’t know entered the bar. They saw us and made their way to our table.


  “Hey, ladies,” Jason said, standing behind my chair. His hands landed on my shoulders.


  Everyone greeted everyone. The stranger stared at me with curiosity in his eyes.


  Luke noticed. “Gabe, this is Jessica, Jason’s sister. Jess, this is Gabe. He’s from Charlotte, but sometimes comes down to hang out with us.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Gabe said, shaking my hand. Like the others, he wore a black leather jacket, jeans, and boots. They might not be a motorcycle club, but they certainly could’ve fooled me.


  I withdrew my hand. “Likewise.” On their own accord, my eyes shifted to the guy standing beside him. Ryan had a frown on his face and his neck muscles looked strained.


  He nodded at me before turning to the others. “I’m gonna see if I can find a free pool table.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Ethan said.


  Both of them walked around us, to the corner with all the tables.


  “They found one,” Gabe said. Without another word or glance, he strolled away from our table.


  I patted Jason’s hand. “So, what’s your motorcycle club’s name?”


  He chuckled. “Right, because that’s our thing.”


  “You guys play the part well,” Sophie said.


  “First we need to switch our street bikes for cruisers,” Luke said.


  Rachel waved her hand in dismissal. “Small detail.”


  Laughing, Jason and Luke left us to join their friends at the pool table. When I looked at them, I found Ryan staring at me while setting the pool table. He averted his gaze.


  “That’s it,” I announced. “I need something stronger.”


  I called the waiter and asked for a shot of tequila. For some reason, the girls asked for one for each of them too. In less than two minutes, we were toasting with our tequilas.


  “To a fun girls’ night out,” Sophie said.


  Rachel and I repeated Sophie’s words, but I was starting to believe that it wouldn’t be that easy. I downed the shot, savoring the burn in my throat, willing it to take the pain, the hurt, the frustration, and the anger away.


  As I set my glass down, Rachel handed me her cell phone. “I would ask someone else to take a picture of the three of us, but since I know you’ll say no, can you take one of Sophie and me?”


  An uneasy feeling revolved in my stomach. “Sure,” I said, though my hands began to shake.


  Noticing my discomfort, Rachel nodded at me. If I analyzed this too much, I would think she was asking me to take a picture—again—to help me with my trauma. So far, I couldn’t say it was helping, but who knew? Maybe after she had me take about a hundred, I would be over it.


  I raised the phone between us and fit them both on the screen. They looked so great, so happy, and they would probably post that picture everywhere with a ‘what a great night with my bestie’ caption, and I wouldn’t be in it. Jealousy stirred in my chest, quickly followed by anger. Anger for not being over this fucked-up trauma.


  I snapped the picture and returned the phone to Rachel before I threw it at the wall, as if it was responsible for my hang-ups.


  “Thanks,” Rachel said.


  Beside her, Sophie lost her smile and her eyes went wide. “Uh-oh,” she said.


  “What?” I snapped my head back and saw what she meant.


  Caryn strutted into the bar with two other girls. They all dressed similarly: a short, too tight dress, with their breasts almost spilling from the ample cleavage, hooker heels, and too much makeup.


  Without faltering, Caryn weaved back to the pool tables and halted beside Ryan, putting her arm on his back. Nausea rolled in my stomach. Ryan stepped to the side. They were talking. What would I give to be a fly right now?


  What was I thinking? I shook my head and tried to focus on my friends.


  “I swear, she has a where-is-Ryan sensor,” Rachel said. “She’s always where he is.”


  A force pulled me, and I dared to glance at them again. Ryan took a shot with Caryn right by his side. As he stepped back from the table, she put her hand on his arm. He jerked his arm away, but turned to talk to her.


  I lowered my eyes, unsure I could watch anymore. The waiter passed us, and I asked for another shot of tequila.


  “Easy on those,” Sophie said.


  “I just need to take the edge off,” I complained.


  The girls tried to keep my mind off the pool corner by telling me about their colleges, the cute guys, the parties, and things like that. I swear, I wanted to give them one hundred percent of my attention, but I was only half-listening. The other half of my brain was battling between spying on Ryan and Caryn, or not.


  It shouldn’t matter. I was leaving in ten days. Soon, this town would be behind me. I would move on and forget about this summer. What Ryan did was none of my business. He could get together with whomever he wanted. I had done all I could to help him, and I hoped it had helped, because it certainly had helped me. My conscious was clean.


  I was so into my thoughts, I didn’t see the guys approaching with chairs until they were all seated around our table with us. Thankfully, Jason sat on my left and Luke sat on my right. Ryan sat between Luke and Sophie.


  And where was Caryn? I looked around and met her fuming gaze. She was beside the pool table, her arms crossed and her evil eyes on me.


  Whatever.


  The group engaged in conversation. It was nice to see they all were friends and got along well. I felt like an extra piece of the game, one that could be tossed aside and wouldn’t be missed. The worst part was that I had been the one to toss myself aside in the first place, and now I found it hard to fit again.


  I glanced at Ryan. Like me, he was quiet too, only interjecting when necessary. Every so often, he looked at me. This time, his eyes looked up from me and around. I didn’t need to follow his gaze to know he was looking at Caryn. She made her presence known when she strolled behind me and sat down at the table beside ours.


  Damn.


  The waiter came for another round of beer, and a Coke for Ryan, and I asked for another tequila. Sophie and Rachel shot me worried glances, but I didn’t care. This was too much. I would drink until the edge was off, and I didn’t care about Ryan and Caryn, or I would leave. Knowing they would ask me to stay, I went with my tequila.


  I confess that after three shots of tequila, my mood improved. Or maybe it was the cloud muffling everything in my brain. It didn’t matter. At least I wasn’t about to claw Caryn’s eyes out anymore.


  When I realized, Luke and Ethan were gone. I scanned the room and found Luke by the bar, talking to a girl, and Ethan was playing pool again.


  Ryan took Luke’s seat. “Hey.”


  I nodded. “Hey, yourself.”


  “I didn’t see you at the site today.”


  “Yeah, I had stuff to do.” I picked at my nails, staring at them as if they were the most interesting thing in the room.


  “I see.” He leaned forward, bringing his torso an inch or two closer to me.


  I leaned back in my chair, keeping some distance. “Everything all right today?”


  “Yes, yes. Things are going well. In fact, I need to talk to you about it.” He ran a hand through his hair, pushing the bangs away from his eyes, but they fell back a moment later. “I want to th—”


  “Ryan!” Caryn shouted. She scooted between Ryan’s chair and mine. “There you are, baby. I was thinking about our conversation earlier—”


  “Caryn,” Ryan said.


  “—and I don’t agree with you. I think—”


  “Caryn,” he repeated through gritted teeth.


  “—I may have something to convince you otherwise.” She slid her hands down her waist to her hips and shifted her weight, pushing her ass back and forth.


  I put a hand on my stomach, certain that I would be sick.


  “Caryn,” Ryan tried again.


  “Oh, here.” She offered him a closed bottle of beer. “You can drink while we talk.”


  He stared at the bottle, probably shocked by her stupidity. Or he really wanted a sip.


  I couldn’t witness this. I stood and bumped my arm into Caryn’s back.


  “Sorry,” I mumbled, stepping away.


  “Sorry?” she asked. “Look at me when you apologize, bitch.”


  I let the alcohol in my veins win and turned to look at her with a half-grin. “I only see one bitch in this bar, Caryn, and I’m certain it isn’t me.”


  “Is that so?” She dropped the bottle on the table and took a step toward me. “Then why have you been after Ryan like a lost puppy?”


  Ryan stood. “Caryn, enough.”


  “I’m after him like a lost puppy? Really? You’re the one who is always all over him, even when it’s obvious he wants to be far from you.”


  “That’s what you tell yourself, so it won’t hurt as much.”


  “You’re delirious.”


  Jason stood too. “Jess, ignore her.”


  “No, princess,” Caryn continued. “You’re the one deluding yourself here. Do whatever you want to have him at your feet. In the end, you’ll leave and I’ll be here to pick up the pieces, to put him back together.”


  “Caryn,” Ryan said, a snarl in his voice. “Drop it.”


  “What? It’s the truth. She comes in here all self-righteous. At first, she’s mad at the world. Then when the world doesn’t give a shit, she changes tactics and goes after you.”


  “Caryn, shut up,” I hissed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “What, bitch? Did I say something that wasn’t the truth?”


  I clenched my fists. “Call me bitch one more time …”


  “Bitch!” she shouted. “Cow, tramp, slut!”


  My blood boiled and I jumped on her. Ryan shot out an arm and pulled me back, drawing my back into his chest.


  I jerked against him. “You’re the bitch, Caryn. You are.”


  She came at me. This time, Jason stepped in the way. “Enough, Caryn,” he said, keeping her back.


  Caryn’s friends came to her aid, and Sophie and Rachel jumped to their feet to intervene.


  Ryan retreated, taking me away from Caryn, and I kept twisting in his arms, trying to get free so I could finally claw her eyes out.


  “Stop it,” he hissed in my ear. “Everyone is watching.”


  Stilling, I looked around. Every head in the room was turned toward us, their eyes wide. Some had their mouths hanging open; others were gossiping. It was just a matter of seconds before the almost chick fight news hit Twitter.


  Ryan dragged me out of the bar. I thought he would let go of me once we were on the sidewalk, but his grip was firm around my waist while he pulled me along with him.


  “Let me go,” I said, trying to elbow him in the stomach.


  “Stop fighting me.”


  “Then let me go.”


  “So you can go back inside and keep doing what?” He looked down at me. His eyes were hard and his jaw popped. He wasn’t happy. “Stop and think for a moment. Whatever you two were doing, it was ridiculous.”


  He was right, of course, but I would be damned if I admitted that to him. Besides, I was a little proud of myself for standing up to her. Sixteen-year-old me would never have stood up to a bitch like Caryn.


  The anger slowly receded and the dizziness from the alcohol took over. “It’s okay. I won’t go after her. I promise. You can let go now.” He eyed me suspiciously, but dropped his arm from around me. I stopped and looked around. We were half a block from The Pub. “Where’s Rachel’s car?” I resumed walking back to The Pub and reached for my cell phone to send her a message that I was waiting outside. Three steps later, my heel caught on the sidewalk and tipsy me tripped. Pain shot through my foot, and I flailed for a second, sure I would kiss the sidewalk, but Ryan was right there. He caught my elbow and pulled me up before my knees touched the ground.


  Gritting my teeth, I limped the next step. “Shit.”


  He looked down at my legs. “Did you hurt yourself?”


  “I think so. My ankle is hurting.” I tried taking another step and I whimpered. The pain was even worse than before. With a loud sigh, Ryan swept me into his strong arms. My breath hitched. “What are you doing?”


  “My apartment is right there.” Walking, he jerked his chin ahead. “We’re gonna sit down and see what happened to your foot.”


  “No, it’s okay,” I protested. “Just … help me to Rachel’s car. I’ll text her and she’ll take me home.”


  “We’re already here,” he said, walking us past his closed garage. He went up the stairs and paused in front of the door. “Hold on to me.”


  “W-what?”


  “Just hold on to me, please?”


  Wary, I wound my arms around his neck. The arm supporting my back dropped, and he fished his keys from his pocket. As if he did this every day, he unlocked the door without looking, and carried me inside. He kicked the door closed and deposited me on the couch.


  In the same rhythm, Ryan got an ice pack from his fridge then sat beside me. With gentle hands, he put my foot on his leg. Because I was wearing a dress and didn’t want to flash him, I grabbed a pillow and placed it on my lap. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice.


  Ryan moved my foot from one side to another, and I hissed.


  “It’s swelling,” he said. “But I think you only twisted it, nothing major.” He placed the ice pack on my ankle.


  At first, the coldness shocked me, but in seconds, it began soothing the pain.


  His eyes met mine, something hard and raw written in them. “What were you thinking?”


  “About?”


  “Letting Caryn get to you like that. Reacting to the bullshit she said.”


  Shrugging, I averted my eyes. “Maybe I can blame the tequila.”


  “Even so. You shouldn’t give her the time of day.”


  I returned my eyes to his. “You do.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  “No, you don’t get to do that.” He held my foot a couple of inches up and shifted on the couch, turning his torso to face me before depositing my foot back in his lap. “Don’t insinuate something and then shut up. Talk to me, Jess.”


  Talk about what? About how Caryn was right? About how it hurt to see them talking and standing close together? About how I was leaving soon, and she would stay here to take care of him? Disgust rolled in my stomach.


  “Were you jealous I was talking to Caryn at the bar?”


  “W-what? Of course not!”


  “We weren’t actually talking, Jess. We were—”


  “I don’t want to know.”


  “—acting like our usual selves. She bothers me. I try to let her down nicely, but she pushes it until I snap. Still she comes back. I think she’s a masochist.”


  It was too good to be true, but how would I know if he was telling me the truth? Besides, it didn’t matter. It shouldn’t matter. As I kept reminding myself, I was leaving and he was staying.


  I slid my leg from his lap and put my foot on the ground. Pain shot up my muscles. Shit. How would I walk away from here? I grabbed my pumps—one had a broken heel, great—in one hand and my cell phone in another.


  “What are you doing?” Ryan asked, leaning forward.


  “I should go,” I whispered.


  His warm hand touched my arm and I shivered. “Stay. Just for a while longer.”


  “I shouldn’t.”


  “Just hear me out,” he said, his tone almost pleading. I looked at him. “I need to say thank you. Thank you for helping at the site, for bringing others who also helped a lot. Thank you for taking me to see Brody. Thank you for calling John.”


  “I … You’re welcome.”


  “Jess, I probably shouldn’t say this, but I’m glad you came back, even for a short while. I’m glad we were able to heal, like you said. To find closure.” He ran his hand through his hair. “There’s one thing you should know before you go.”


  “What?”


  “When we started flirting, that trip was already scheduled, but I had forgotten about it. You made me forget about it. I … I don’t know how to explain. I had never experienced anything like what I did with you. It was like you could see the good in me, and you also knew my flaws, but you were willing to help me out, to wait for me to come around. I had no idea how much I had fallen for you until that night.”


  I scooted to the edge of the couch. “I’m not sure I want to hear this.”


  “By then it was time for the trip and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go. I even told you that, but you insisted I go.”


  “You’re gonna say it’s my fault now?”


  “No, not at all. The guys were giving me a hard time, but it was my fault. I went on the trip, dead set on behaving, on having a good time, but I wasn’t going to sleep with anyone. I was just there to have fun with the guys. But it wasn’t fun. It was torture. The guys pushed alcohol on me, and the girls sneaked into my tent at night.”


  “Please stop.”


  “No, hear me out. Whenever they came into my tent, I left. I drank, yes, but I didn’t sleep with anyone.”


  My eyes went wide. “W-what?”


  “I didn’t sleep with anyone.”


  “But Caryn … and the pictures? She showed me a picture of the two of you on a mattress.”


  “She sneaked into my tent when I was sleeping and lay beside me. I woke up to the flashes of her camera. She was able to take a few more before I was fully awake and sent her away.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I was trying to, but then your father overheard us, and …”


  I shut my eyes and shook my head. “I can’t believe you let me think you had slept with Caryn for so long.”


  “Like I said before, I tried calling you, but I couldn’t seem to find a way of reaching you. It was like you had disappeared off the face of the Earth.”


  “You didn’t sleep with Caryn that weekend,” I whispered, trying to absorb the information.


  He shook his head. “I didn’t sleep with Caryn. Not that weekend or after.”


  I bit my lip, but the words came out anyway. “But you did before me?”


  A knot appeared over his pained eyes. “Yes, but it was months before you.”


  I stared at him. That last bit of info hurt, but I tried focusing on what mattered. He hadn’t slept with Caryn that weekend. He hadn’t cheated on me. Oh my God. Everything we went through was because I thought he had cheated on me, because I thought he didn’t care about me.


  A sense of longing filled me and I knew this moment was our closure—and we had to make the best of it.


  I let the bit of alcohol in my veins take over before I chickened out, and I knelt on the cushion. I placed my hands on his shoulders, pushed him back against the couch, and straddled him. His eyes went wide and his mouth parted, but the shock didn’t stop his hands from closing around my waist. My dress rode up as I adjusted myself, pressing my pelvis against his, all the while staring into his eyes, loving how the surprise in them morphed into lust.


  “Jess,” Ryan whispered. “What about your boyfriend?”


  I let my hands run over his taut biceps. “There’s no boyfriend.”


  His eyes bugged again. “No boyfriend?”


  “Nope. There never was one.”


  His shocked expression changed back to lust, propelling me. I leaned into him and brushed my lips on his. So soft, so warm. His eyes fluttered closed and he moaned. He slid one of his hands up my back and clasped my nape, holding me close. Then he crashed his mouth against mine, claiming my every breath. His soft lips moved in a sensual, almost frantic rhythm, and his tongue provoked mine, making me moan. His hand on my waist snaked to the small of my back, pressing my breasts against his chest.


  Swimming in desire, I rolled my hips, increasing the friction between us. He broke the kiss and drew in a sharp breath.


  I took advantage of that pause to tug his shirt up. He helped me take it off, and then his hands were around my back, looking for my dress’s zipper, while I skimmed my fingers over the tattoos on his toned pecs and abdomen. Damn, he was ripped, much more than four years ago, and I loved it. Under the tattoos on his chest, I could see the faint scars from the accident. I let my fingertips graze over the long, thin lines—a shiver rolled down Ryan’s body. I stared into his eyes, hoping he could tell I was okay with them. They were a part of him now. They made him even more special to me.


  He leaned into me and his mouth found my neck. He grazed his tongue on my skin, making me shiver, while he undid my zipper. He leaned back to pull my dress over my head, and stayed there. Eager to touch him, to taste him, I bent closer, reaching for him, but he grasped my upper arms and held me back.


  “Let me look at you,” Ryan said. His husky, thick voice wrapped around me, making me shiver. I was self-conscious and excited by the way his gaze skimmed my body. It was as if he was devouring every inch of me with his eyes. His fingertips traced the cup of my bra from the middle of my chest, up the strand to my shoulder. That simple, fluttering touch ignited my skin, sending waves of want to all my nerve endings, and I shivered again.


  I loved the way he looked at me.


  Somewhere in my hazy mind, I thanked my good sense for having chosen a matching black lace strapless bra and panties to go with my dress.


  “That’s hot,” he said. The corners of his lips curled up as he reached behind me and undid the clasp of my bra. He drew in a breath as his eyes scanned my body. “Fuck, Jess, you’re so beautiful.”


  Finally, he reached for me, hooking an arm around my waist and clasping one of my breasts with his free hand. He lowered his face to my chest and fitted his mouth on my other breast. His tongue lapped one nipple while he pinched the other, making me cry out. Heat rushed through my body, settling between my thighs.


  Oh, he was making me crazy, but I would make him crazy too.


  With some jiggling, I undid the button and zipper of his jeans and slid my hand under his boxers. He groaned, nipping at my breast. I closed my hand around his length and squeezed, moving my hand up and down.


  “Oh shit,” Ryan muttered against my skin.


  Before I knew what was happening, Ryan had laid me on his couch. With his eyes on mine, he slipped off his boots and jeans, and then covered me with his body. I moaned, loving how warm his skin felt, how wonderful his weight on me was. But it didn’t last. His mouth found my neck, and slowly, his lips and tongue tortured my skin from my collarbone, down my breasts and belly, to my thighs, leaving a trace of heat and desire.


  He slid off my panties before parting my legs. Anticipation clutched my stomach, and I felt like I would explode before he even touched me. He lowered his face to me and I held my breath. His tongue teased my inner thigh, making me jump with each lash.


  “Ryan, please,” I whispered. How could he tease me now? “Please.”


  Finally, his tongue flickered over my clit. I cried, arching my back. He swirled his tongue around my sensitive spot, and his finger teased my entrance. Tension built inside me. I wouldn’t last long like this. Neither did I want to. I knotted my fingers in his hair as he sucked my clit and slid a finger inside me.


  “Oh, God,” I cried.


  Ryan slipped a second finger inside me and thrust them deep before curling them, hitting the perfect spot. He repeated the movement a few more times, and when he increased the pressure of his tongue on my clit, I stilled for a brief second.


  “Ryan,” I cried. The ecstasy hit me hard and I trembled, completely undone.


  Slowly, I came down from cloud nine. Ryan stood beside me, watching me. Desire burned in his eyes. It was unbelievable how much I enjoyed seeing him like this. Almost as undone as I was. It was delicious. Exciting.


  He caught me in his arms and carried me to his bed. Without taking his heated eyes from mine, he laid me in the center of his mattress. He took off his boxers and I swallowed, admiring his ripped, hard body. I wanted to ask him to stand there for a minute so I could admire him too, but I also didn’t want to wait. I needed him. Now.


  As if hearing my thoughts, Ryan didn’t waste time. He grabbed a condom from the nightstand and crawled over me. His mouth found mine, and he kissed me. His lips molded to mine, fitting perfectly. God, it was so good, I could kiss him forever.


  He pulled back and ripped the foil package. Feeling bold, I caught the condom from him—he arched a brow at me—and I rolled it over him, drawing a sharp inhale from him.


  His lips tugged up and he lay over me again, his eyes never leaving mine. Slowly, he slid inside me and I gasped, shocked and amazed at how much he filled me, how good it was. And he hadn’t even started moving yet.


  Ryan lowering his head to my neck, and then buried himself deep inside me before he stopped. With a grunt, he nipped my neck. This stillness, this fullness, this heat, all of it was killing me. I couldn’t take it anymore. I rolled my hips. With another grunt, Ryan took the hint and started moving.


  He dragged his lips up my neck and jaw, until they were back to my mouth. He kissed me as slowly and deeply as he moved, and it felt like hell and heaven rolled into one. Torture and pleasure, and a sense that I would explode and die at any second.


  But I wanted more. I wanted so much more. I wanted everything from him.


  I bit his lower lip and dug my nails into his hard ass, pushing him against me.


  He pulled back and raised an eyebrow at me, a wicked glint in his hazel eyes. “What do you want?” he rasped, his voice heavy.


  To tease me, he slowed even more. I groaned.


  “Say it,” he commanded.


  Then he stopped moving all together.


  “What the hell?” I cried.


  He chuckled. “Tell me what you want.”


  Oh, I wouldn’t tell him; I would show him.


  With a wicked grin, I pushed him back and flipped us around. His back hit the mattress and I straddled him, lowering myself to take him in as deep as humanly possible.


  He hissed, his eyes traveling up my body. “I think I like this view.”


  “This is what I want,” I whispered.


  Then I started moving, up and down, up and down, as hard and fast as I could. His hands clutched my waist and he held on to me, cursing under his breath. After a few moments, he lifted his hips, joining me in this sweet torture.


  I leaned over him, changing the friction a little, and Ryan reached up, cupping my breasts. He squeezed, pinched, and teased. Too many feelings and emotions swirled in my chest, in my stomach, in my legs … everywhere. My blood was boiling, and I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. By the way Ryan clutched me, his concentration at every stroke and touch, I knew it wouldn’t be long for him too.


  God, this was something else. Our first time had been awkward, at least for me. And a little painful. I remembered feeling sore the next morning, knowing it would pass when Ryan and I had sex again. But that never happened.


  After him, I had two one-night stands, then Gavin—but it wasn’t the same. The feeling wasn’t there. I didn’t really like them. I had just been looking for a quick release and nothing else.


  This—here with Ryan, in his bed, with his hands all over me and his eyes filled with desire—was different. This was perfect. This was too much.


  I was about to let go when Ryan withdrew his hands from my body and knotted them behind his head. “Time to admire the view again,” he said.


  I wanted to enjoy the view too. My eyes traveled his taut arms, the muscles even more prominent in this position—damn, he was so, so hot—until I spotted a tattoo on the underside of his triceps. My mouth fell open and I stopped moving.


  It was a “J” surrounded by roses forming a stylized heart.


  Could it—? Was it—?


  Before I could process what I saw and ask him about it, Ryan sat up, circled his arms around me, and rolled us over again.


  He pressed his body to mine. “My turn again.”


  This time, though, he didn’t go slowly. Oh no. He thrust into me even harder and faster than when I was on top, and to torture me more, he slid a hand between us and rolled my clit between his fingers.


  This was it. Ryan was the one I always wanted, and the one I could—would—never have.


  Yet, here we were.


  Surrendering. Relishing. Possessing. Drowning in each other. One last time.


  The perfect closure.


  Stars burst behind my eyelids, and my body shook uncontrollably. Six seconds later, Ryan’s quavering body lay limp over mine.


  As our aftershocks withered, he kissed me again. Slow and deep this time. And maybe it was just me, but I could feel it through his lips, through his tongue, and in his gentle touch. The caring. The longing. The satisfaction.


  With a smile, Ryan broke the kiss. “Be right back,” he said.


  He rolled off me and I instantly grew cold, missing the contact of his warm skin. He stood and marched to the bathroom. I couldn’t help but gawk at his exuberant form, my body instantly heating up again, even though my mind was on the verge of a freak out.


  I tried compartmentalizing what had happened, but it was too much. My mind wanted to analyze it instead. It was as if my brain had downloaded too much information and couldn’t process it all at once. Although, instead of information, it was emotion. Pure emotion.


  Satisfaction. Shock. Lust. Sadness. Happiness. Longing. Love.


  Love.


  My throat closed up and I fought back tears.


  Rachel was right. I still loved him.


  In less than thirty seconds, Ryan exited the bathroom, and I closed my eyes, pretending I was sleeping.


  It was easier than facing him.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Ryan


  


  Jessica’s scent enveloped me and I smiled, still half-asleep. I rolled to my side, reaching for her, but found her side of the bed empty.


  “Jess?” I called, propping myself on my elbows and looking around my loft. She was nowhere to be seen. I glanced at the bathroom door; it was open. I sat up and looked around, where I remembered I tossed her shoes, her dress, and her panties. There was nothing of hers in my apartment. “Shit.”


  I bolted from my bed and found my phone on the coffee table in front of the couch. It was already past noon, and there were no messages, no calls. Damn it.


  I grabbed my T-shirt from the floor, intent on shoving it on and driving to her house, but I caught a whiff of cigar and alcohol from it. Even though I didn’t smoke and rarely drank, every time I went out, my clothes smelled as if I had slept in the gutter.


  Shit. I undressed on the way to the bathroom and took a quick shower. I found a pair of clean jeans and a black T-shirt on my dresser, shoved on my boots, and ran out of the apartment. I knew about their Saturday family lunch, but I was hoping that at 1:15 p.m., most of them were already gone. Right.


  As I suspected, Luke’s bike was in the driveway between his mother’s Honda and a rental car I had never seen before. I parked my Mustang in front of the driveway and raced to the front door.


  I rang the bell and knocked.


  A few seconds later, Jason opened the door. “Hey, man, where’s the fire?”


  “Where’s your sister?” I asked.


  Frowning, he stood in the doorway. “What happened?”


  “J-man, you’re like a brother to me, but please, don’t fuck with me now. Where’s Jessica?”


  “What’s going on?” Jessica asked, coming down the stairs.


  Jason stepped aside. “Ryan is here.”


  I fixed my eyes on hers. “We need to talk.”


  Someone came down the stairs behind her. A man. A man I didn’t know. He halted beside Jessica, his shoulder touching hers. Her face paled.


  “Everything okay, babe?” the guy asked.


  Babe? Babe? I clenched my fists as anger seeped into me. “Who the hell is this guy?”


  Jason stepped out of the house and placed a hand on my arm, probably noticing the rage in me.


  “His name is Gavin. He’s a friend from Cleveland.”


  “I’m her boyfriend,” he said, smiling.


  Shit, I would break his teeth.


  Jessica snapped her head to him. “You’re not my boyfriend.”


  The guy’s face fell. “But—”


  “What’s with the commotion?” Luke emerged from the kitchen. He looked from me to Gavin and back to me. “Oh shit.”


  In five large strides, he was by my side, positioned like Jason in case I snapped, which I was about to.


  “Jessica?” I called her. She looked at me, still pale. “Talk to me.”


  “You better go, Ryan. We can talk later.”


  I took a step forward, and both Jason and Luke tensed, their hands ready to grasp me. “Like hell. We’re gonna talk now. You can’t just crawl into a guy’s bed and then disappear like that.”


  The guy gaped at Jessica and her face became beet red. The guy’s features hardened and his chest stuffed as he turned to me. “If you didn’t notice, my girlfriend doesn’t want to talk to you. Why don’t you go back to the hole you crawled from, huh?”


  Oh no, he didn’t.


  “Oh shit,” Jason muttered at the same time Luke said, “Damn it.”


  Knowing they would stop me, I stepped back from Jason and Luke, ducked under their arms, and lunged at the guy, connecting my fist with his jaw. The guy staggered back. I was ready to punch him again, but Jason and Luke caught up with me, wound their hands around my arms, and pulled me back.


  Jessica stepped in front of me, her eyes glassy, her face closed. “Get out, Ryan. Right now,” she said, her voice cutting through me like a dull knife.


  I went slack. Jason and Luke dragged me out of the house, down the porch steps, and to the driveway. The front door closed, and I could hear yelling coming from inside.


  Fuck. What had I done?


  


  ***


  Jessica


  


  From the living room window, I watched as Jason and Luke worked on damage control with Ryan. Jason tried taking the car keys from Ryan, but he evaded him, threatening to punch him too if he tried to take them away.


  His shoulders sank, his head lowered, and Ryan dragged himself to his car. I hoped his rage didn’t blind him, and he drove to his apartment safely. God, I hoped he was driving to his apartment, and not some bar to get wasted.


  Ryan peeled away from the curb, the tires of his Mustang squealing. Luke mounted his bike and went after him. Jason jogged back to the house. He came in, sparing me a look that told me what I already knew. He was also going after Ryan. He raced upstairs, probably to get his bike’s keys from his bedroom, and ten seconds later, climbed down the stairs, three steps at a time. Without a word, he left, pulling the door closed behind him.


  A groan woke me from my stupor.


  I turned and found Gavin leaning against a bookshelf, his hand on his face.


  “Shit,” I muttered. Of all days for him to show up, to surprise me with his “wonderful presence”—as he put it. He had arrived only thirty minutes before Ryan, and I had just taken him to my bedroom so we could have privacy when I tried to explain to him that I wasn’t into him and that we would never hook up again.


  “So,” he croaked. “Are you going to explain what that guy was talking about?”


  Not if I could help it. “I’m gonna get you some ice.” I started for the kitchen, limping with my twisted ankle, but Gavin grabbed my arm.


  “Jessica, what’s going on?”


  I sighed. All right, if he wanted to do this now, then we would do this now. “Gavin, remember I told you before I left that we weren’t a couple anymore. In fact, we were never a couple. We hooked up a few times; that was it.”


  “I came here to prove to you we can be more.” He gestured to himself. “See? I’m here because I missed you. I care about you, and I want you to see I’m here for you.”


  I shook my head. “Please, Gavin, don’t make this harder than it has to be. I don’t want a boyfriend, and I don’t want to hook up anymore.”


  “Give me a chance, babe.”


  “Don’t call me babe. I hate it.”


  “Okay, then I’ll call you love.”


  “Gavin, please …”


  He pushed away from the bookshelf. “In a week or so, you’ll be going back in Cleveland and we can start anew. We can go out on a few dates and—”


  “Gavin, I don’t want that.” God, I felt like the bad guy, but he gave me no choice. “Look, it was nice spending time with you, but I don’t like you. I’m not attracted to you, not as I thought I could be. I don’t want to start anew. I don’t want dates. I don’t want anything.”


  “But—”


  “No, Gavin. You shouldn’t have come.” I sighed, feeling tears coming. “I’m sorry you wasted time and money coming down here, but please, go back to Cleveland and forget about me.”


  “Jessica, you can’t be serious.”


  I crossed my arms and raised my chin, willing myself to remain calm. “Do I look like I’m joking?”


  His face fell. “I … but … I don’t understand. The moments we had, they were great.”


  “They were good, not great.” I winced. Damn, the bitch award went to me after all. “I don’t want to go out with you anymore. I’m sorry.”


  He took a long breath and nodded. “I’m sorry too.”


  Slowly, he walked to the door. He paused there before opening it and looked at me, as if waiting for me to stop him, to tell him I was joking and that he could stay. That I liked him. Poor guy. Finally, after a long moment, he opened the door and left.


  I let out a long breath and a couple of tears rolled down. They weren’t for Gavin per se, but because of how bitchy I had to act so he would understand. Mostly the tears were because of the previous night. Making love to Ryan—a grown-up, hot as hell Ryan—had been wonderful. The perfect closure for our crazy, bittersweet story.


  Why then was I hurting as if my heart had broken all over again?


  


  ***


  I couldn’t sleep that night. After tossing and turning for hours, I finally gave up around 3 a.m.


  Not sure what I was doing, I changed my PJs for jeans, a tee, and flats, grabbed my phone and my purse, and exited the house.


  Thankfully, the truck was still in the driveway. It would be easier to leave without waking Mama or Jason, without needing to open the garage door. Not that I was trying to sneak out, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk.


  Jason had come home late at night and let me have it.


  “I can’t believe you were messing around with him,” he barked. “Didn’t he tell you what happened? This will send him spiraling out of control again!”


  I shook my head, tears brimming in my eyes. “That wasn’t my intention.”


  “If he does something, anything that results in him going back to jail, or even an extension of his parole, I swear, I’ll …” He pressed his lips together and clenched his fists. “I’ll never talk to you again.”


  After his onslaught, Jason told me Ethan was with Ryan now. Then he shut up and shut me out.


  In the silent night, I drove to the hospital. I knew it wasn’t exactly visiting hours, and I was ready to argue about it, but the nurse in charge recognized me and let me in without any explanation.


  Carefully, I entered my papa’s room and, in the dark, sat in the chair beside his bed. He looked thinner and frailer every day, and the monitors beeping beside his bed sounded a little slower than before. An IV dripped heavy painkillers directly into his bloodstream.


  It was hard to wrap my mind around the fact that he was dying, that in a few months or weeks, he wouldn’t be here anymore, that he wouldn’t be around. As much as I hated the fallout between us, he was still my father, and I didn’t want him to die.


  I ran my fingers over the pale skin of his arm and rested my hand on his.


  I had to get over the fact that he might never forgive me for—


  “Jessica?” Papa asked, his voice just above a whisper.


  I pulled back my hand and sat straighter. “Yes, Papa, it’s me.”


  He glanced at the window. The drapes were closed, but a tiny crack let the moonlight seeped through.


  “What time is it?” He pressed the button on the bed’s control and the mattress folded, sitting him up a little.


  “Some time past 3:30 a.m., I think.”


  He turned his eyes to me. “What are you doing here?”


  “I … I couldn’t sleep, and I don’t know, I just drove here.” I sighed. I was leaving in a week, and finally, he was awake. It was now or never. “Papa, I know sometimes we don’t see eye to eye, but—”


  “Ryan came to visit me the other day.”


  I stilled. “W-what?”


  “At first, I asked him to leave, called the nurses, but then he said you saved him. He said I had to know how. The nurses came to the room to take him out, but I told him to stay. I wasn’t sure why, but I wanted to hear him.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That you’re an amazing young woman, even more than when you were sixteen.” His voice was weak, but he didn’t stop. “He told me that you stayed by his side while he was working on his motorcycle, and even though you two didn’t talk, your presence was enough to calm him down. He told me about when the storm destroyed the Habitat for Humanity site, and you called in a bunch of people and organized everything to have them help rebuild the homes. Because of that help, the time to fix all the damage was cut to less than half. He also told me you took him to see the guy he injured in the accident, that he’s practically one hundred percent, as if he had never been a paraplegic.” He paused for a long breath. “And Ryan told me that you called John and that you may have gotten him into the circuit again. He said that even though he had hurt you, you had taken the high road and helped him through his problem. That those were characteristics of a decent, kind girl.” One corner of his lips curved up. “I confess it was a nice surprise, to hear how grown-up and kind my daughter became.”


  My eyes teared. “Papa …”


  “When I remember that day, anger swarms me, but it isn’t only because of what you did, or what Ryan did to you. After a while, that anger grew and turned toward myself. I hated myself for exploding that way, in front of all those people, for slapping you. I’m not sure I would do anything differently, if I could go back in time, because of the way I am, but I do regret it.” He reached over and took my hand. I could feel him trying to squeeze my fingers, but his grip was too light. “I’m sorry, Jessica. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have acted that way, and I should have gone after you when you left and brought you home. Home with your family, who loves you no matter what.”


  A tear rolled down my cheek. “I’m sorry too, Papa.”


  “It’s okay.” He took another long breath. “I just want you to know I love you and I’m proud of you.”


  I stifled a sob. “I love you too.”


  He patted my hand and withdrew his arm. “Home with family,” he repeated, closing his eyes.


  “Papa?” I asked, worrying about his condition. He didn’t answer, but I could see the slow up and down of his chest and the steady beeping of his heart monitor.


  Well, I knew he was sleeping a lot, but still, his outburst had surprised me. I hadn’t expected him to wake up, let alone give me a long speech.


  I sank in the chair as a couple of tears fell.


  The fact that Ryan had come here and talked to Papa about me boggled my mind. Why would he do that? Did he think he had to repay me for the things I did for him? I had told him it wasn’t out of pity, and it certainly wasn’t because I wanted something in return. I had acted the way I thought was right, the way it made me feel better. Still, I was glad he had come and practically defended my honor. If it wasn’t for his visit, my father might still not have forgiven me, and I wouldn’t feel like a boulder had been lifted from my chest.


  I took a deep breath. It was nice, this light, free feeling. The only thing that could make this moment better was if a doctor walked in and told me Papa was miraculously cured.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Ryan


  


  I wrapped my tie around my neck and stood in front of the mirror. Black suit, black tie, black shoes, and a white shirt. I didn’t remember the last time I had worn one of these.


  I was working at Habitat for Humanity last evening when Luke called me to let me know.


  “Paul died this afternoon,” he said.


  Pain cut through my chest, not for the man I barely knew, but for his daughter, for his son, and for his wife. I called Jason right away. He answered, but said no more than two or three words. I almost went over to their house last night, but Luke assured me they needed some time on their own.


  Finally, I got the tie knot right and closed my suit jacket as a rap came from the door.


  “Come in,” I yelled.


  Ethan opened the door. “Are you ready?”


  “Yeah.” I grabbed my phone and wallet from the kitchen counter and headed to the door with him.


  We didn’t speak much as I drove us to the church. The place was packed. Probably the whole town had come to pay their respects to the man who slapped his daughter in public and made her run away. I shook that thought from my head. Yes, I had hated the man, but he was still Jason’s and Jessica’s father, and the fact that sweet, kind Corinne loved him must count for something.


  It took a long time, but we reached the front of the church, where the family was gathered. Seated between her children, Corinne looked dazed, as if she had taken something strong to calm her down. Acting like a macho, Jason fought the tears in his eyes, and Jessica clutched her mother’s hand, her glassy eyes fixed on the coffin. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail and her skin was pale. It was obvious she hadn’t slept the previous night. The three of them probably didn’t.


  Ethan and I halted in front of them. Jason stood and we hugged. I patted his back and he patted mine.


  “I’m so sorry, man,” I whispered.


  He nodded, before stepping back and turning to Ethan. I thought I would pay my respects to Corinne next, but Jessica stood instead.


  “She’s out of it,” she said, her voice low.


  For half a second, I considered shaking her hand, but then I saw the sad glint in her eyes and lost it. I wound my arm around her waist and pulled her to me. Her arms knotted around my neck as she rested her face on my shoulder. I ran a hand up and down her back as she cried.


  “I’m sorry, Jess,” I whispered. “If there’s anything I can do, please let me know.”


  She stepped back and wiped her tears. “Thank you.” She kissed my cheek, her soft lips lingering on my skin, and the urge to pull her to me again was almost too hard to contain. I wanted to console her, to support her, to stand there and hold her—if she would allow me.


  Then she turned to Ethan and hugged him.


  I couldn’t help but notice her arms went loosely around his shoulders, and that she didn’t bury her head in his shoulder or cry. She also didn’t kiss his cheek.


  Ethan nudged me and I finally moved. Walking down the side aisle to the back, we saw Luke, Lindsey, and their mother. My sister, Brianna, was with Lindsey. A few pews back, we saw Sophie and Rachel.


  Ethan and I found a spot in the back as the ceremony began. I hated these things. They were too gloomy, too sad. And it was so much worse when Jason stood and went to the front to talk about his father. His voice broke several times. I thought maybe Jessica would speak too, but she didn’t. Neither did Corinne. Understandable in her state. A few more people spoke—work colleagues, cousins, and friends.


  After the ceremony, we all walked the grounds where the reverend spoke a few more words before lowering the coffin into the ground. That was when Corinne broke down and Jason had to take her in his arms. Jessica looked worried about her mother, but Rachel and Sophie were beside her, holding her up.


  If it depended on me, the day would be done, but no. Close friends and family moved from the cemetery to the Hayeses’ house.


  When Ethan and I arrived, Corinne was on the couch being checked by a doctor, and Jessica was seated at her mother’s side, talking to the doctor. Across the room, Jason had a glass of whiskey in his hand.


  Cadence, Luke’s mother, ran around the living room, making sure everyone was okay, and Lindsey helped her.


  I felt like I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I never liked Paul, not after he hit Jessica in front of half of the town. He didn’t deserve my respect, but I wasn’t here for him. I was here for my best friend and for his sister—the girl I loved.


  Loved.


  That realization hit me hard in the chest, and I gasped. It was ridiculous really, because the feeling had been there all the time. It only intensified when she came back and then even more when she started spending time with me. And the other night … I blew out a breath and ran a hand through my hair. Shit, I loved her. With all my heart and soul. And this time, I needed her to know that.


  Maybe now wasn’t the right time to talk to her about us, but I could at least be by her side, like a strong pillar, to support and care for her.


  Leaning against a wall outside the kitchen, I had a good view of the entire first floor, but I didn’t see her anywhere.


  “Take this to Jessica,” Cadence said in the kitchen, handing a small tray with a teacup and a plate of cookies to Lindsey. “She hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday afternoon as far as I know.”


  Carrying the tray, Lindsey exited the kitchen and scanned the living room, looking for her cousin.


  Lindsey started walking toward the stairs, but I stepped in her way. “I can take this to Jessica.”


  She stared at me with wide eyes, but didn’t protest as I took the tray from her and climbed the stairs. Jessica’s bedroom door was closed. I knocked once. Twice.


  “Jess?”


  No answer.


  Slowly, just in case she was sleeping, I opened the door. Jessica was seated on her bed, her back against the headboard and her knees drawn to her chest. Her face was tilted to the open window.


  I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me. I looked around. Being inside her room again was surreal. It was exactly as I remembered, except for the lack of pictures. She had loved photos. They had been spread everywhere.


  “What happened to the pictures?” I asked, approaching the bed.


  She winced. “Let’s say I had a traumatic experience with pictures almost four years ago,” she said, her voice detached.


  I placed the tray on her nightstand. “Your aunt sent this. She said you haven’t eaten since yesterday.” Jessica shrugged. I sat beside her, picked up the plate of cookies, and put it right under her nose. “You have to eat, Jess.”


  She pushed the plate away. “I can’t. Nothing goes down. When I try to force it, it makes me sick.”


  “Then the tea.”


  She turned her face and finally looked at me. Her eyes were red as if she had been crying again. “What’s with the Care 101?”


  My turn to shrug. “That’s just it. I care. That simple.” I picked up the teacup and offered it to her.


  She wrinkled her nose, but lowered her legs and took the cup from me. “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.” I watched as she blew on the cup before taking a sip. Then she took one more. And another. I hoped that she would reach for the cookies soon. “How are you? I mean, I know the question is rather stupid, but seriously, how are you?”


  She stared at the cup. “I’m … relieved that Papa and I were able to talk and come to an understanding before he died.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “I guess I have you to thank for that. He told me you visited him and talked to him. So … thank you.”


  “He had to know how wonderful his daughter had become. It was the least I could do.”


  Her pale cheeks gained a faint red tint. “Thanks.”


  “Besides, you helped me out. I helped you out. That’s what we do for the people we love, right? Help out even when they don’t ask for it.”


  Her eyes widened and her mouth hung open. “Ryan …”


  “Because that’s why I did it, Jess. I talked to your father because I love you.” Shaking her head, she set the cup on her nightstand. “You can deny it all you want, but I know you feel the same. I saw it in your eyes. I felt it when we made love last weekend.” She stood, still shaking her head. “Why did you leave, Jess? Why weren’t you there in the morning when I woke up?”


  “Because that was our perfect closure, Ryan. It was the perfect ending. Now we both can move on without being haunted by the past.”


  I stood. “The perfect ending? We have one night of amazing sex, and love—because I know there was love involved—and you want it to end?”


  “It has to,” she whispered.


  I stilled. “Is it because of that guy? The one that was here last Saturday? Is he your boyfriend?”


  “No, no. Gavin is … he was just a guy I used to hook up with.” I flinched, not happy to hear about her and other guys. “He’s nice, but too clingy. What we had was never serious, but he wanted it to be. He came down here to, as he said, prove to me that he cared and that I should give him a chance.”


  “And? Are you giving him another chance?”


  “No. I sent him away after you left.”


  I walked around the bed and stood in front of her. “Then why, Jess? Why does our story have to end?”


  “The most obvious reason? I live too far away. I can’t even consider a long-distance relationship.”


  “So, you’re still leaving.”


  “Yes. My classes started next week. I’m leaving this weekend.”


  Ouch, that hurt more than I wanted to admit. “I don’t want to be that guy and ask you to stay—”


  “Then don’t.”


  “—but I have to. I love you too much to let you leave this time.”


  “Ryan, please, don’t.”


  “I swore to myself that if we could go back in time, I would never have let you go. I would have taken the next train or plane to Cleveland, showed up at your door, and explained everything to you, so you would forgive me and come home with me.” I took a step toward her. “I can’t let you leave, Jess.”


  She retreated. “It’s not your choice.”


  “But you love me. I know you do.”


  “Love isn’t enough. I … I don’t know if I can trust you again, Ryan. You broke my heart. I can’t risk having you doing it again.”


  “But you know now that I never cheated on you.”


  “You let me believe you had cheated on me. For four years, I lived with that pain. I can’t erase it with a snap of my fingers. It’s not that simple.”


  “Then let me prove it to you. Let me show you that you can trust me.”


  “It’s too late, Ryan. My life isn’t here anymore. My home isn’t here. I’m leaving.”


  I saw it in her eyes. The resolution along with the wall she had raised around her heart. A wall against me.


  Defeated, I exhaled. “Is there anything I can say or do to change your mind?”


  She shook her head. “No, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t try.”


  I was drowning in pain, the same pain I felt the first time she left. Somehow, I had forgotten how to swim.


  I dragged my feet to the door and paused there. “I’m sorry, Jess.”


  “Me too,” she whispered.


  Leaving my heart with her, I walked out of her bedroom.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Jessica


  


  Kristin bumped her shoulder on mine. Distracted, I stumbled two steps to the side.


  “What?” I asked.


  She raised an eyebrow. “Did you hear anything that I said?”


  “Hmm.” I looked down at the ground, avoiding her judging gaze.


  “Since you came back, you’ve been like that.” She gestured to me.


  “Like what?”


  “Like you’re only half here. Or even less.” Her eyes softened. “When will you talk about what happened down there?”


  I shrugged. I didn’t want to think about what I left behind in Lexington, much less talk about it.


  Classes had started three weeks ago, and I had immersed myself in my studies. I loved architecture. There was nothing else I would rather do, and it was so much easier to drown myself in it than to face whatever lurked in the back of my mind.


  An internship would also be a good distraction. That was why I spent a lot of my time on my resume and looking at local newspapers and job-related websites.


  “Nothing happened,” I lied. I planned on telling her about everything; I just couldn’t yet. It was too fresh, too painful.


  The day I left, my family and friends took me to the airport. Mama, Jason, Luke, Lindsey, Aunt Cadence, Uncle T., Sophie, Rachel, and Ethan were all there. I suspected Ryan wouldn’t show up, but I guess a small part of me hoped he would. I kept looking for him, until the moment I boarded the plane. I knew then that it was over. Whatever it had been, it was finished.


  In Cleveland, my grandma was waiting for me at the airport. As soon as I saw her, I broke down and cried like a baby. She embraced me and said everything would be okay. I wanted to believe her, but I knew it wouldn’t be that easy.


  My father had forgiven me, but he had died and I would never be his little girl again. Mama called almost every day and now I talked to her, but I could hear the sadness in her voice and it tugged at my heart. I couldn’t shake the guilt of leaving her alone at such a time. Sophie, Rachel, and I had reconnected. We had been exchanging emails and text messages, but it wasn’t the same. The distance was already taking its toll on our friendship.


  And there was Ryan. We had found closure, the perfect one. Then why didn’t it seem like my feelings would go away anytime soon. Truth be told, they had never gone away, not in four years, and I knew I wouldn’t be free of it now. Not after what we had the past few weeks I was down there.


  Meanwhile, Gavin still called me sometimes, though I didn’t answer. When he would bump into me on campus, on purpose, he tried to ask me out.


  With Kristin, things were awkward. I loved her, but since I wasn’t ready to talk, she probably felt like I was pushing her away. I had to find a way to open up soon, before she gave up on me.


  “You’re a terrible liar,” Kristin said. We walked into the science building where she had chemistry class and I had physics. “You’ve been distant and quiet, practically sulking. You do nothing but study or stay holed up in your bedroom. You know, even your grandma called me yesterday to talk about you.”


  “What?”


  “She’s worried about you.”


  “I’m okay,” I whispered. Even I didn’t believe my own words.


  “To some extent, I know you are. But mostly you aren’t.” We stopped in front of my classroom. She touched my arm. “When you’re ready to talk, I’m here, okay?”


  I nodded and entered the classroom before I could break down in the hallway. I took my usual seat and opened my book, reading the current chapter we were working on furiously, trying to imprint it on my mind, so it would take over the emotions that wanted to spill from my chest.


  


  ***


  Armed with honey, crackers, and my sketchpad and pencil, I plopped down on the armchair in the living room and turned on the TV with the remote control. I went directly to Netflix and put on some random Gilmore Girls episode. I had seen the entire series while it was airing years ago, but with my messed up mind, it was nice to put on something familiar and not have to focus on it.


  I spread a healthy amount of honey on a cracker and popped it in my mouth. Then I tugged my legs under me and lay my sketchpad on my knees. Like I usually did, I simply drew, without paying attention to it.


  Sometime later, my phone dinged a few times. I reached for it and gasped. I had been in this same position, drawing my heart out and eating all the crackers and half a bottle of honey for over two hours.


  What was wrong with me?


  Shaking that off, I read the text message.


  Rachel: When are you coming down to visit us?


  Sophie: Yes! We miss you!


  Rachel: It’s my birthday next week. You could come down then.


  She inserted a lot of winking emojis at the end of the message.


  Me: I don’t know.


  It was true. I hadn’t given it much thought. I knew Mama expected me for Thanksgiving, then Christmas, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to go back after spending three months there. I was still trying to get back into my routine here.


  Then there was grandma. I wouldn’t leave her along during those important holidays.


  My phone dinged some more, but I put it down. My mood was too sour to read through their messages. Instead, I went to the kitchen, grabbed more crackers, and went back to the living room, where Gilmore Girls still played.


  The front door opened. I looked over my shoulder and saw grandma coming back from her card game. Every Friday evening, she got together with a group of seniors and played cards. She loved it, and I loved it that she got to go out and be with friends.


  As she stepped into the living room, she smiled at me but just for one second.


  “Jessica Grace Hayes!” she said, her tone military-like. It reminded me of Papa and I winced. She grabbed the TV remote and turned it off.


  I sat up. “Hey!”


  She put her hands on her waist. “Don’t tell me you’ve been here in this same position for the last two hours?”


  “Well …”


  “Why aren’t you out with Kristin? That’s what you used to do every Friday and Saturday.”


  I shrugged. “I’m not in the mood.”


  She sat down beside me. “Hon, you’ve been home for six weeks. It’s almost October. I thought you would be over this sour mood by now.”


  Me too. But the worst part was, I didn’t understand where this sour mood was coming from. I was home, I was still studying architecture, I had broken up with Gavin, I had said goodbye to Papa, I had reconciled with Sophie and Rachel, I had Kristin here, and I had found closure with Ryan. Why then didn’t I feel good? Satisfied? Happy?


  “I don’t know what the matter is,” I confessed.


  Sighing, she reached over and took my hands in hers. “I think I know.” I watched her expectantly. A sad smile appeared on her sweet face. “You came back, but you’re not home.”


  “W-what?”


  “Your home is in Lexington.”


  “But—”


  She raised her hand. “Think about it, hon. Since you came back, you’re all mopey, just going with the flow. It’s like you’re a machine, just going to classes and coming back; working on your projects and sketching and nothing else.” She gestured to my sketchpad. I glanced down at it and did a double take. My breath caught. Grandma went on. “You feel like something is missing, but you don’t know what. You think you have everything, and in some way, you do. You have a house, you have friends, you’re in college, and there’s me too. But it’s not the same anymore.”


  The façade of a house filled the paper of my sketchpad, a house I knew too well, having lived sixteen years there. But what really made my breath catch was the people in front of it. Without realizing, I had drawn people. People! I hadn’t drawn people in four years!


  Mama, Jason, and I were in front of my childhood home. My brother’s bike was in the driveway with Luna lying beside it.


  I returned my gaze to my grandma. “I … I don’t know,” I muttered. A turmoil of emotions swirled in my chest and tears brimmed in my eyes. “Even if I felt like going back, I couldn’t leave you.”


  She smiled. “I love having you here with me, hon, but I always knew it wouldn’t be forever. One day, you will leave. It may be when you graduate and go for your master’s degree in two years, or it may be when you fall in love and want to move in with your beau—whenever that happens.” I chuckled at her choice of words. Beau. It had been a long time since I had heard her use southern words. “Don’t worry about me, hon. I’ll be fine. I want you to worry about you, your future. You have to do what’s best for you, whatever that may be.”


  She kissed my cheek and stood. She returned the TV remote to me and left the room.


  I threw the remote aside and stared at the drawing on my lap. My family and I at our house in Lexington. If I were superstitious, I would think I had drawn this for a reason.


  Now I only needed to swallow my pride and admit the reason to myself.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I finished my six practice laps and brought the bike back to the garage, where John, Ethan, and Luke waited for me. I stopped my bike outside the garage door.


  “Ninety-seven seconds,” John said, looking from his stopwatch to me. “We need to shave at least twenty seconds.”


  Nodding, I took off my helmet and dragged a hand through my damp hair. “I know, I know.”


  I had gone back to practice two weeks ago. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed being at the tracks, how much it was part of me, until I was back at it, speeding my heart out and feeling the wind pressing on my body, with the roar of the engines filling my ears. However, I was still rusty and getting used to my bike. It had taken me a little over two months to fix it to the point it was good for racing again. Even so, I didn’t think it would last much longer. Besides all the fixing, the bike was five years old—an eternity in this sport.


  I climbed off my bike. Luke walked by me, patted my shoulder, put on his helmet, and hopped on his bike. It was his turn at the track.


  I watched as he peeled away from the garage and went to the starting line. I envied him a little. This was his full-time job. He was here day after day, doing what he loved, and he was good at it. Me? I was here only on weekends since I still had a month before my parole and community service ended.


  Alan and his crew still helped at the Habitat for Humanity site, mostly on the weekends, and that was a big help. We had recovered the damaged the storm had caused and now were ahead of schedule. It was actually nice to see them giving their time to such a good cause. Even though I wasn’t sure what I would do with my time once the parole was over, I considered continuing helping out at the site when I had some free time. They needed all the help they could get.


  I walked in the garage and stopped dead.


  A girl stood beside Ethan. A girl I thought I wouldn’t see again so soon.


  “Hi,” Jessica said, her voice low. Her cheeks gained a red tint. It contrasted well with her fair skin, dark blond hair, and bright blue eyes, reminding me of how beautiful she was.


  She wore tight jeans that hugged her shapely legs and hips, a leather jacket over a white tee, and black boots. Deluding myself, I chose to believe she had chosen those clothes to imitate me.


  My voice escaped me and I stared at her.


  Ethan cleared his throat. “I think John is calling me outside.” He exited the garage, put an arm around his uncle’s shoulders, and walked to the track.


  Finally, I shook my head and forced my voice to work. “Hey.” I opened the fridge along the wall and grabbed a bottle of water. “Want one?” I offered, feeling lame about it. She shook her head, and I leaned against the counter beside the fridge. I took a long swallow of my water, hoping it would give me as much confidence as a dose of whiskey. “This is a nice surprise, but I confess I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.”


  After all, it was only October. If I had to bet, I would guess she would come home for Thanksgiving or Christmas. Or maybe not.


  She played with the zipper of her jacket. “I’m moving back. Sort of. Not here, not now, but since USC doesn’t have an architecture program, I’m transferring to UNC Charlotte. I start in January. I’ll live on campus, but since it’s not that far from Lexington, I’ll probably be home almost every weekend. And after I graduate in two years, I plan on moving to Columbia, if I can find a job there.”


  What? That was too good to be true.


  Trying to be cool, I swallowed my feelings. “I bet your mother is happy about that.”


  “She doesn’t know yet. In fact, she doesn’t even know I’m in town. I came directly here from the airport. I’ll go by her house later.”


  I inhaled a sharp breath. Why was she telling me all this?


  “Your parole ends soon, right?”


  I nodded. “In a month.”


  “Have you thought about what you’re gonna do then?”


  I drank the rest of my water then threw the empty bottle in the trash. “I’m not sure. I’m … I’m thinking about applying to USC for mechanical engineering actually. Racing isn’t forever, and that way, I would be able to keep working with bikes.” I hadn’t told this to anyone, not even Jason. Then why was I was telling her all of my plans? I shrugged. “It sounds stupid.”


  Her lips twisted in a small smile. “Not at all. I like your plans.”


  I fixed my eyes on her and my heart stuttered. “I like your plans too,” I whispered.


  We continued to stare at each other, the silence between us not awkward, but charged. I tried to think of things to say, how to keep this conversation going, but everything sounded too lame.


  Finally, she took a book from inside her purse and handed it to me.


  “What’s this?” I asked, taking it.


  She shrugged. Curious, I opened the large book. However, it wasn’t a book at all. It was a photo album. The first page had a picture on it, the only picture in the entire album. In the photo, Jess and I stood in front of each other beside the pool at Rachel’s house. We weren’t touching, only talking, but the look on our faces while we stared at each other was unmistakable. Our feelings were written all over us.


  “Rachel took that picture. She handed it to me before I left for Cleveland.” She crossed her arms, and I realized she was shielding herself. “With me, the mess started when Caryn handed me that cursed photo album, and I don’t know, it really was cursed. For four years, I couldn’t look at pictures, much less be in them. And I used to love pictures. I used to love drawing people, and even that was ruined for me. For four years, I only sketched landscapes. Until a few weeks ago.” She fished her sketchbook from inside her purse. “I sketched you on your bike without even realizing what I was doing.” She flipped the sketchbook open and showed me the drawing.


  I gawked at it. “Wow, Jess. I forgot how good you are at drawing.” Damn, she was too good. I could see all the details, the stubble on my jaw, the muscles of my neck, the weariness of the leather jacket, the dirt in the bike wheels, the strands of hair, and the shadows obscuring part of my body.


  “So,” she continued, shifting her weight. She was nervous. “I’m giving you this photo album as the start of a new chapter, a new beginning.”


  What? I shifted my gaze from her to the photo album and back. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? This album was supposed to be a new chapter, a new beginning for us? For her and me? She was willing to do that? To give me another chance?


  Her arms dropped to her sides and she sighed. “Well, I probably should go home for Saturday family lunch. I hope I don’t give my mother a heart attack.” Visibly tense, she picked up her purse from the seat beside her and turned to the back door.


  She started walking away and desperation filled me. I couldn’t let her go, not again. She was moving back and she had come all this way to tell me about it, to give me this album.


  “Jess, wait.”


  She halted by the door. “Yes?”


  I took a couple of steps toward her and stopped, running a hand through my damp hair. “I … I don’t know how to say it, so I’ll just show you what I want.”


  In four long strides, I was right in front of her, but I didn’t stop. I pushed my body against her, until she was trapped between the door and me. She let out a loud gasp, but didn’t push me away. I placed my hands on the wall inches from her head and lowered my mouth to hers, not too gently. Her lips opened immediately, and her hands clutched my training overalls and pulled me closer.


  Damn it, I had missed her more these past two months than I had missed her the first four years she had been away. I kissed her, long and hard, sure that if I broke any contact with her, she would disappear and I would die if she did.


  I slid my hand down her body and clutched her ass, lining her hips with mine. She gasped against my mouth, probably aware of my hard-on. It was crazy, how my body reacted to her, how every sound she made, every part of me that she touched, sent a jolt of pleasure through me.


  She wound her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my waist, rubbing her pelvis against mine.


  I traced my lips down her jaw and nipped at her ear. “I missed you,” I whispered.


  “I missed you too,” she said, out of breath.


  I pulled back and stared into the deep sea of her eyes. “What changed your mind? What made you come back?”


  “You, idiot.” She rolled her hips, making me groan. “I realized we found closure for the past, but my feelings for you wanted more. They want the future.”


  I buried my face in her neck and inhaled deeply, savoring her scent, wanting to wrap myself in it. “Thank God for that.”


  “Do you have to train anymore?” She ran her nails on the back of my neck, making me shiver.


  Even if I had to, I would totally skip it. “No.”


  “Then take me out of here.”


  I smiled, bringing my mouth to hers again. “My pleasure.”


  Epilogue


  


  Jessica


  


  It was his day, so I made his favorite. Chocolate chip pancakes and orange juice. And a black coffee on the side for me.


  I put everything on a tray and tiptoed to our bedroom.


  When I graduated from UNCC two years ago, we moved to an apartment in downtown Columbia, three blocks from the big architecture office I worked at. My salary was nice enough, and with time and specialization, it would only get better. My boss was planning on retiring in a couple of years, and he had been giving me hints about me taking his place.


  Mama was happy about having me around again. About six months after Papa’s death, she started working at the bakery again—part time, but still, it gave her lots to do. And she loved baking.


  Jason had graduated and was now in medical school. He had a loan and worked part time at the lab at the school, but he loved it. He was already talking about specializing in oncology. No need to wonder why.


  I slipped into our room and smiled upon seeing him sprawled in our bed. He was still naked from the night before, and the sheet twisted around him like a gift I had to unwrap. I loved watching him, watching his long, hard body. A shiver spread through me from head to toe at the thought that that amazing body was pressed against mine constantly.


  I set the tray down on the nightstand and sat down beside him. I ran my nails over his back, delighted when he shivered and moaned.


  “Hey, beautiful,” he muttered, shifting closer to me.


  “Good morning,” I said, letting my hand and nails slip down the sheets over his ass.


  “Only if your hand was somewhere else,” he said, eyes still closed. I snaked my hand under him and cupped his penis. “That’s it right there.”


  “Turn around, then, so I can give you a full service.”


  He cracked one eye open, but instead of turning around, he wound his arm around my waist and pulled me under him.


  “I like it when you wear my shirts.” He pressed his lips to my neck. “But I like it better when you’re not.” He raised his chest a little, pulling his shirt over my head. His eyes grew hungry as his gaze raked over my naked body. “So much better.” He lowered himself over me, his erection brushing against my pelvis.


  I gasped. “We have to get ready,” I whispered, not really sure I wanted to get ready anymore. “You have to be at the auditorium in an hour.”


  “But the graduation ceremony starts in two hours.” He ground himself against me, drawing a moan from me. “I think we have time to turn this good morning into a great morning.” He nipped at my ear, his hot breath driving me crazy. “Don’t you think?”


  I didn’t think anything anymore. All I wanted was right here with me.


  I wrapped my legs around him, digging my heels on his fine ass. “I think so.”


  “Good answer.” He smiled before dipping his mouth to mine and slowly entering me.


  


  ***


  Ryan


  


  I stood and clinked a fork on my Coke-filled goblet. “May I have your attention, please?”


  The little crowd gathered around the tables set in my parents’ backyard quieted down and looked at me. Everyone was here. My parents, my brother, my sister, Jessica’s family, Ethan, Gabe, John, Sophie, Rachel, and Faith. Even Jessica’s grandma and her friend, Kristin, had come down for this day. I loved the radiant surprise on Jessica’s face when she saw those two in the auditorium for my graduation ceremony.


  “What are you two doing here?” she asked, embracing them both at the same time.


  “Ryan invited us for his graduation,” her grandma said. When Jessica was hugging Kristin one more time, her grandma winked at me and I had to press my lips together not to burst out laughing.


  “Thank you, everyone, for being here with me. Who knew this day would come, huh?” I said, trying to joke a little. Of course, Jason, Luke, Ethan, and Gabe hollered, making me chuckle. “I want to thank my parents for the support; my good friends—” I nodded at the guys. “—for putting up with me; John for believing in me and getting me back into racing; my future boss, William DeBouir—” I raised my glass to the man seated beside John. He was big investor in bike racing in North America, and he had seen me race many times. I would now race for him, and while not racing, work at one of his customized bike shops here in Columbia. “—for the great opportunity he’s offering me; but my most special thanks goes to the woman seated beside me.”


  I turned to my side and stared into Jessica’s beautiful blue eyes. She smiled at me, her cheeks reddening.


  “Without a doubt, she’s the reason I finally got my head out of my ass.” My mother gasped while the guys shouted. “I’m serious. She was the only one able to get through my walls. She believed in me when I didn’t. If I learned to control my temper, if I made peace with the past, if I went back to racing, if I went to college and graduated, it’s all because of her. She’s the reason we’re all here today, celebrating my freaking college graduation.”


  Pride filled me. Not because I was proud of my accomplishments, but because I could see it in her glassy eyes. The pride and the love she felt for me. It almost undid me.


  “Jess, you’re the love of my life. I’ve known that for the last eight years.” I took a long breath, preparing myself for the rest of my speech. I fished the small black velvet box from my suit pocket, sank to one knee in front of her, and opened the box, revealing the ring I had bought for her. Jessica’s hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes filled a little more. “Because I’ve known that for so long, I can’t go another day without making sure the world knows how happy, how complete you make me. I love you so much, Jess. Will you marry me?”


  A tear rolled down her eyes and she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered, before throwing her arms around me, almost knocking us both to the ground. I gained my balance and stood, holding her tight against me. “Yes,” she said again, her voice louder.


  The crowd cheered, but I wasn’t really paying attention to them. I had my woman, my fiancée, my future wife in my arms, and that was all that mattered.


  I cupped her face and brought her lips to mine. I kissed her, slow and tender, but deep and firm, showing her how much she meant to me. Finally, I broke the kiss and pulled back a little.


  She gasped again when I placed the box between us. “It’s beautiful,” she said through a sob. A happy sob. That put a smile on my face.


  I took the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger. I knew it would fit, because I had measured one of her rings before going to the jewelry store.


  She stared at her hand, a huge smile on her face. Damn, I loved making her happy like that. I hoped she smiled like that when we got to our apartment tonight and I showed her my next gift: the savings account I had created four years ago for one specific reason. It didn’t have a lot of money in it, because I was still studying and having to pay for tuition, but it would be enough for a down payment on a house on the outskirts of Columbia. Our house. Our home.


  “I love it,” she said, turning her big eyes to me. “I love you.”


  I exhaled a content breath. “I love you too.”


  Other published books by Juliana Haygert:


  


  Free


  Into the Darkest Fire


  


  Limited Edition


  Midnight Kiss


  


  The Everlast Trilogy


  Destiny Gift (Book 1)


  Soul Oath (Book 2)


  Cup of Life (Book 2.5)


  The Everlasting Circle (Book 3) - coming soon


  


  


  The Breaking Series


  Breaking the Reins (Book 1)


  Breaking Fences (Book 2)


  


  Standalones


  Playing Pretend


  


  Novellas


  Her Heart’s Secret Wish


  His Allure, Her Passion


  


  About the Author:


  


  While Juliana Haygert dreams of being Wonder Woman, Buffy, or a blood elf shadow priest, she settles for the less exciting—but equally gratifying—life as a wife, a mother, and an author. Thousands of miles away from her former home in Brazil, she now resides in Connecticut and spends her days writing about kick-ass heroines and the heroes who drive them crazy.


  


  Visit her at:


  Website|Blog|Twitter|Facebook|Goodreads | Pinterest


  


  Subscribe to her mailing list to receive emails of announcement, events, and other fun stuff related to her writing and her books: http://eepurl.com/CKsmX

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
She swore she wouldn't let anyone
capture her heart again.

JULIANA HAYGERT






