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    Chapter One


    


    Pauline


    


    


    There has to be some mistake. That’s the first thought that pops into my mind as I wait outside the busy airport terminal. The morning in Vancouver is warmer than the night was in Boston when I boarded my flight to Canada. Sweat dampens my back and seeps into my shirt. The trip has gone smoothly until now. Fiona, the tour guide from the rafting company, isn’t here to pick me up.


    Vancouver looks a little like Boston. If most of British Columbia looks like this, then maybe this trip won’t be so hard after all. I’m kind of here to challenge myself anyway. My younger sister, Samantha, should have been here instead of me. Until she took her own life, and I took her place on this trip.


    I’ve learned to surround myself with a hard shell, and inside that shell Sam’s death is the tender part, something I can’t talk about. Completing what would have been Sam’s journey is the only way I can break the shell and move past what happened to her. That’s what I’ve come to believe. And then I can regain the normal life I once had and messed up.


    With my luggage weighing me down, I head to the security booth and explain my situation to the guard there. He shrugs and suggests I ask the man hailing taxis for incoming travelers.


    “Do you know if there is, or was, a woman my age from a company called River Tours waiting to pick me up? My name’s Pauline,” I tell the man, who wears a dark red uniform and cap with gold piping.


    “Sorry, Miss, I haven’t seen anyone like that.” He rushes off to help an older, bag-laden woman open a cab door.


    “But, sir…” He runs to help another traveler, and I check my phone. Should I call Mom and tell her what’s happening? No, I can’t do that. At twenty one years old, I’m determined not to depend so much on my parents. I know Fiona through Sam, but I don’t have her number. I’ll call the tour company and let them know what’s going on, risk getting Fiona into trouble with her employer.


    Inside the terminal I seek an escape from the day and buy an iced coffee at the kiosk. I put my luggage down, sit with my coffee in my hand in the waiting area, and enjoy the air-conditioning. Outside the long glass windows near me, the day is clear and sunny. Maybe I’ve gotten it wrong and I’m supposed to meet Fiona at the trip’s starting point. I sure hope not. According to the map on the tour company’s website, it’s in the middle of nowhere, and I have a lot of luggage with me. I look up the tour company number and call. It rings six times, and just when I think I’m going to get voicemail, a man answers. His voice sounds older, grandfatherly.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi—hi this is Pauline Choice. I’m scheduled for a week-long rafting trip with Fiona. I’m waiting here at the airport, but Fiona’s not here yet. I believe she was supposed to pick me up?” I hate my girlish pitch. It makes me sound so damn young. I bring my voice down lower when he doesn’t reply right away. “Sir?”


    “Yep, we have you down with Fiona for your trip.” The man introduces himself as the owner. “I’ll reach her, then ring you back. I’ll make things right for you if need be. Sorry about this. I hope there’s no hard feelings.”


    Not yet. “It’s okay. Do you know when she might get here?”


    “I hope she’ll be there real soon. I’m very sorry about this. I’m going to give you a call back in a moment.” He sounds eager to hang up so he can figure it out. “Thank you, miss.”


    I end the call and sip my iced coffee while I wait. After a few minutes, my jingling ringtone plays. It’s the rafting company.


    “This is Miss Choice?” The voice belongs to the same guy I spoke to.


    “Yes. Hi. Any word on Fiona?”


    “I’m afraid I can’t reach her. I don’t know what’s going on with her. I’m so sorry about the inconvenience for you. This has never happened before, and I can assure you we’re normally very reliable.”


    He’s trying to comfort me, but whatever he’s saying doesn’t matter. Through my ears I’m only hearing the trip might not happen. I swallow back tears and wait for him to tell me they will have to cancel the trip and give me a refund. I have to take this trip for Sam. I don’t know how I will ever turn around and head back home having done nothing in her memory.


    “But we are working on getting another guide to go in her place for you,” he says.


    “Oh, thank you.” I’m relieved, until I think of something else. “I hate to sound picky.” I pause. “I’d really prefer the guide to be a woman for obvious reasons, since we’ll be camping overnight.”


    Silence on the other end, then a sound emits from the man’s mouth as though my request won’t be an easy task for him to carry out. After a minute he speaks. “I’ll see what I can do for you. I will warn you that it could take some time for me to find a replacement, seeing as all our other guides are already out on multi-day expeditions.”


    “No problem. I’ll take a cab to get a head start, and meet whoever you send there.” Without Fiona’s guidance, how will I know where to go? His voice trails off and I’m worried I’ll lose him. I bring up the tour company’s website on my phone and make him talk me through the directions.


    He speaks in a fatherly manner. “If you follow the website directions we went over, the person will meet you at the River Tours access point. There’s a sign posted on a tree. You can’t miss the sign. Good luck with getting a cab, Miss.” I don’t understand why he’s wishing me good luck. In a city this size, how hard can it be to get a cab?


    I get up, grab my bags and throw the plastic coffee cup into a nearby trash bin. I head outside into the late morning and wait for the man in the red cap to hail me a taxi. A white cab pulls up and I get in the backseat after the driver throws my luggage in the trunk.


    The driver, an older man with a snowy beard, lowers the radio volume as I get settled. “Where to, ma’am?”


    His card reader looks like it’s not working. “You don’t accept credit cards?”


    He looks back at me and an amused grin washes across his face. “Nope. Cash only. You want to stay in or get out?”


    “No, I have enough cash on me.” I think. He’ll run me dry, and I doubt I’ll see an ATM once I leave the airport in the cab.


    I look at the website directions on my phone and tell him where I need to go. After a long, uncomfortable pause, he nods, then drives out of the airport parking lot. He turns up the volume on the radio and the sound of soft country rock fills the silence around me. After what feels like a long time, the driver speaks to me again. “You’re going hiking or something like that?”


    I look up from my Kindle. “Rafting.”


    He lowers the radio volume. “You any good?”


    If I lie, he’ll probably stop asking me questions. “I’m an expert.”


    “Oh, I thought you’d have to be to do something like that.” He raises the radio’s volume and then rolls down his window. “Do you mind the air?”


    “No. The fresh air might do me some good.” My eyes drift back to the page.


    “Good book?” He’s staring ahead at the road as he speaks to me.


    “Yes, very,” I say, not looking up from the text.


    My shirt billows out around me and the soft air is like a kiss against my ears and nose. After a moment or two, I pause my reading and watch the city rolling by the closed window, which my shoulder is pressed against. The tall office buildings shimmer in the sun, looking enormous and otherworldly.


    I shut off my Kindle and tuck it back into my canvas tote, which also holds my laptop. Now, the laptop seems useless to have brought along, especially since I won’t even be able to charge it out on the water, but when I’d packed it I had hoped to get some writing done while on the trip. Maybe I can use the time away not just to recover, but, once I’ve returned home, as the basis for an essay on healing. I used to write creatively in college. And maybe I can write that essay. If I can build up the courage to actually write about how Sam’s death affected, still affects, me. How can I fit something so painful into a short essay? If I’m ever going to convey the agony I’m feeling, I’ll have to write a trilogy.


    Sam isn’t the first person I’ve lost. We lost dad in a car accident when I was a freshman in high school and she was twelve. The two of them were walking home from the organic store he managed. He was kind of a hippie. Nothing like our stepdad.


    Sam ran ahead of him out into the street and he ran after her. A driver swerved to avoid her, but hit dad.


    They’d been arguing about going to a concert, and that’s why she ran away. Dad said she couldn’t go with her friends. Sam once told me she felt like she’d killed him.


    Our mom was a mess for a long time. The day I left for college, Sam thanked me and said she didn’t know what she would have done without me. Like I was sort of her mom for a while.


    Away at college, I wasn’t there for her as much. Sam seemed to settle into a new life with our mom and stepdad, and I thought everything was fine. Until it wasn’t. When I returned home, the pretty, vibrant Sam had disappeared into a ghost of her former self. Our parents hoped the rafting trip would help her. Sam once loved adventure and the outdoors. Everyone knows high school can be hard, and I feel like I killed Sam by not being there for her. I got caught up in my own problems.


    A chill nips my skin when we leave the city and head up to the mountains. My head feels like a very strong guy is pressing it between his hands. That’s been happening on and off—mostly on—since I lost Sam.


    The city seems so close to its rural outskirts, with the vast mountains, shades of light and dark greens, looming behind the grand office buildings.


    The driver speeds up and the covered bridge we ride through turns into a blur from my window. I stop keeping an eye on the meter to lean back into the torn headrest. Then I close my eyes. This could be the most rest I get for a while.


    Sam’s death wasn’t the start of my bad year. It made a horrible year even more awful. In fact, the whole year before her death was terrible. Because before I killed my sister, I ruined my life.


    During what should have been my final, most successful year of college as a Women’s Studies major, I started acting in adult films. Soft porn. Or, I should say, I appeared in one solo film with the Salty Peaches’ Girls production company for a good lump sum. But I bolted from the industry before I could turn into a genuine star.


    Dad, that is, my stepdad Frank, and Mom, aren’t exactly well-off, and since I took out loans to pay for college, I was getting concerned about paying them off after I graduated. Reflecting back on it now, I seemed utterly naïve, especially since I never ended up graduating anyway.


    It all started when I spotted an ad for “actresses” online, and when I went to audition, I discovered I wasn’t auditioning for some kind of theater, but the pay was unbelievably high and too good for a working-class girl to resist. I’m not perfect looking. They just thought I had a “sweet college girl” look going on.


    At the time, my reasoning went something like this: some girls I knew of on campus worked as escorts for sugar daddies. By doing porn, at least I wouldn’t be going quite as far as breaking the state law. Now I don’t even feel sorry for myself about how stupid I was about the whole thing.


    I managed to pull off my secret life until my perfect boyfriend Seth spilled my big secret and my entire life became newsworthy on campus. Most people at school didn’t even know or care about who I was before. And then I was just the campus porn star.


    Violated. That’s how I felt when a website created by Seth’s fraternity started streaming my video. Everything worsened from that point on, and I felt forced to leave the school.


    I quit the “business” cold. The production company didn’t like me quitting. They were expecting me to shoot several sequels. With my smallish boobs, who knew I’d be such a big hit? At one time I was afraid they would sue me, but they haven’t contacted me.


    I never thought of porn as a long-term career anyhow. Now I work as a freelance writer whenever I can. I performed under a false name, Penelope (the name of my childhood pet, a small terrier mix) Peaks (the first street I lived on).


    Even now I worry about my cover being blown. I can’t put a photo on my LinkedIn profile. One film, and I’m infamous online. Penelope Peaks: the Campus Porn Queen. If a potential employer Googles me and somehow makes the connection with my film, I can forget about ever getting hired for something other than a blow job.


    At home I’ve been struggling to get by, and I hate having to ask my parents for money. I feel like I’ve failed life. I’m even more in debt, because I still owe tuition money even though I didn’t graduate. Mom and Frank don’t know why I left school exactly. All they know is that I’m back living at home with them, inhabiting the bedroom across the hall from what had been Sam’s room. I suspect they think I couldn’t hack it in the real world and that’s why I came crawling back to them.


    “Ma’am? Excuse me, ma’am?”


    Who is this man calling me ma’am? My arms shake as I open my eyes. I’m in a cab. In Canada. The rafting trip. Something’s different than when I began the drive. The scenery outside is still. I sit up and see that the driver has parked the cab at the side of the road. I lean across the seat and angle my body toward him. “Is something wrong, sir?”


    “Well…” Then silence. I don’t like the sheepish look on his face.


    I check my phone. We’ve been on the road for over an hour, and all I see around me are enormous pine trees, and more huge pine trees. We’re in the middle of nowhere.


    The driver scratches his long, fluffy white beard. “I know I said I would take you all the way, but I’ve decided it’s too far out of my route for just the one fare.”


    I’m being kicked out of the cab? “Wait a second. You decided this now?” I’m doing all I can not to rip that damn Santa Claus beard off his face.


    “Back in the city, I could be making multiple fares. You know how long it’ll take me to get back to the city if I keep going? I’m sorry, it’s—”


    “Excuse me?” I cut him short. If he’s dropping some sort of hint that money’s an issue and he’ll finish the trip if I pay him more, he’s already taking me for a lot and I can’t offer him more. “Am I hearing this right—you won’t take me any farther?”


    Not facing me, his voice is muffled. “Yes, that’s right. I’m, uh, very sorry, miss.”


    Heat rises to my face as I put my hand to my forehead and shake my head. “But that’s not what you said when you agreed to take me in the first place. Some people might consider this a clear violation of business ethics. How would the owners of your company feel if they knew you abandoned me?”


    Up in front of me I hear him swallow. His back is to me. “They wouldn’t like it. I’m sorry, but…” He still won’t face me. Or he can’t face me. “I changed my mind. I didn’t realize how far out it is.” He shrugs.


    Maybe I can reason with him. I try to remain calm. “How much farther is it?”


    He glances at his dashboard. “More than a couple miles down this road.”


    “That doesn’t sound too far. Can you please finish driving me there?”


    He shakes his head as he peeks back at me, avoiding my gaze. “The road is too muddy.” He’s already made his decision. I try my best not to weep openly in front of this strange guy, but my courage softens and soon the tears flow. The driver gets out before me.


    As he takes my luggage out of the back of the cab and dumps it in my arms, I wonder how I’m going to walk while carrying these heavy bags. The driver still expects to get paid, and I even tip him, though I don’t know what for.


    Get gutsy, Mom’s favorite line. Sometimes Sam heeded her advice too much. I don’t have the same courage. If Sam was in my place, although she would have still paid the driver, she would have told him to get lost if he dared to linger for a tip despite the shoddy treatment he’d dished out.


    “Be safe now.” The driver steps around to the front of the cab and disappears into his seat. “I’m really sorry for my mistake.” A polite jerk.


    I watch him back up, turn around and drive away, spitting pebbles over the road. I start to yell something profane at him. My lips flutter but no sound escapes. I’m terrified of being out here alone in the wilderness. The only thing that keeps me from turning around and chasing after the cab, screaming for him to stop, is the fact that I’m on this trip for Sam.


    I’ll have to walk miles down this road. Miles. I have trouble walking one at home. Thank, God, I’d worn running sneakers for the flight. The day’s getting darker, and I trudge along the side of the narrow, cracked dirt road. When I spot something shadowy crawling at the base of the pine trees edging the road, I gasp and stop in my tracks.


    A squirrel darts past me across the road. I laugh and continue walking, trying to recall the directions. Imagine being frightened by a squirrel! How am I ever going to make it spending nights camping out in the woods if I’m freaked out by a small furry creature?


    At the sound of a vehicle traveling close behind me, I glance over my shoulder. An old black pickup truck. I’m no fan of riding with strangers, but with my luggage and who knows how long it could take me before I see the sign for my destination, I’ll try to flag the driver down.


    My luggage hits the shoulder right where I drop it, as I turn to try and flag down the driver. Before I can even raise my arms, the truck roars past me, with its huge tires spraying my jeans with mud.


    “Jerk!” I shout at the tailgate as the truck vanishes down the road. I pick everything up and keep walking onward.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    Pauline


    


    


    My legs ache from walking, and my sweaty shirt clings to my chest. It takes me a couple of minutes to spot the handmade River Tours access point sign tacked onto a small tree and partly obscured by drooping leaves. It’s more like a piece of plywood spray painted with the company’s logo. The access point is cleared of trees and as I walk across the bumpy dirt I see that black pickup parked by the river. A guy unpacks luggage and rafting gear from the bed. I trek over to him and set my bags down with a huff.


    “Remember me? I’m the person your wheels threw mud all over while I was walking on the road.”


    He turns around and I take a step back. He’s young and good-looking.


    The guy stares at the mud speckled all over my jeans. His voice is smooth and deep. “Sorry.” He grimaces. “Are you Pauline?”


    “How do you know my name? Who are you?” A little alarmed, I step farther back.


    “Ellis. I’m the guide sent by River Tours.” He reaches to shake my hand.


    I glance at his hand. “What? I’m sorry, but there’s been some sort of mistake. You see, I specifically asked your boss for a woman.”


    He lowers his hand. “Which I’m obviously not.”


    I size him up. Dark jeans hug his long legs. His blue t-shirt draws attention to his well-developed arms tanned a cinnamon color. Here’s a man whose body is shaped by spending most of his days outdoors. I’ve never known this kind of man before, and wonder what he’ll be like.


    Rafting and the outdoors were Sam’s things. Adventure. It feels strange being less brave than your kid sister. I figure Mom and my birth dad spent so much time raising me carefully that by the time Sam came along they decided to be a little more lenient. As a consequence, Sam was more of a free spirit than me. Then dad was killed and everything fell apart. Mom eventually remarried, and at first I hated our stepfather, despite his kindness toward me, and I envied how Sam had grown fond of him so effortlessly, and he of her. By the time I left for college, I realized Frank wasn’t a bad guy.


    This guy Ellis isn’t anything like Seth. If Seth is hot in a super clean-cut way, with his gleaming blond hair, buffed fingernails, and tailored suits with pricey cufflinks, then Ellis is a man’s man kind of sexy. After Seth’s betrayal, I won’t give most guys a second glance these days. But I can’t stop gawking at Ellis. Growing up in the city, I never saw guys like him. A guy whose body seems as imposing and as sculpted as the mountains in front of me, surrounding me.


    Ellis seems aloof about my staring at him, and is focused on the task at hand. His slim waist bends as he lifts his gear back into the truck bed. He’s going to ditch me. Ditched twice in one day? This can’t be happening.


    “What are you doing?” I shift uncomfortably in my sneakers, which are muddy and wet inside.


    His green-gray eyes focus on my designer sneakers. “Those are all you brought with you? You walked here?”


    “It’s not like they’re stilettos. I took a cab from the airport for most of the way, then I had to walk. You saw me on the road. Flew past me on the road.” I smirk at him. “It’s kind of a long story.”


    “Oh.” Ellis straightens his ball cap, and his short dark hair sticks out. He reaches into the pickup’s bed and digs into one of his bags, removing a pair of hiking boots. “Here.” He holds out the boots to me. They have dried mud on them.


    Our fingers brush as I take them by the laces. His fingers are rough. Not smooth like Seth’s. The boots are clunky in my hands. “What are these for?”


    “Put them on. You’ll slip if you wear sneakers on the raft.”


    “So you’re not ditching me?”


    Ellis shakes his head, then smiles. “Looks like it could rain—that’s why I put my stuff back in my truck. There’s no use standing out here getting all wet.”


    My face heats at the innuendo. Because suddenly I want to. Get wet. With him.


    “I can unload the stuff again when we head out for real,” he says.


    “Sounds good. But how exactly is someone my size supposed to fit in your shoes?” He’s well over six feet tall, and I can’t help but glance at his feet.


    Ellis turns slightly away from me. “They’re not mine.”


    “Oh.” Maybe another tourist left them behind, or maybe they’re an old girlfriend’s. Or they belong to his current girlfriend. I bend and start to change into the boots, when the sky darkens and the air around me feels damper.


    Ellis angles his face down to my level. “Look, if you really are unhappy with the arrangement, I can drive you back.”


    I meet his vivid eyes. From this proximity they’re more green than gray. And beautiful. “To the airport?”


    Ellis nods as he tosses the rest of his gear back into the truck’s bed. He’s so strong my luggage sails into the truck as though it were pieces of cloth.


    Water sprinkles on my skin and hair. Then it starts to pour. Ellis covers the bed with a piece of blue tarp. He gestures to the truck and opens the door for me. His strong, warm hand pressing against my wet skin as he guides me sends a rousing tingle through my body. After a pause, I take the boots with me and accept his help, stepping up with his hand easing me onto the warm seat.


    “What about our luggage outside in the back?” I ask as his fingertips slip from my waist. “Won’t it get wet?”


    “The tarp’s waterproof.”


    “Oh.” I never considered stuff like someone would actually use and need a waterproof tarp. But out here the way of living is different. Harder. He closes the door.


    He gets into the driver’s seat and shuts his door. After a few moments, the truck’s windows steam up and he flicks on the air. I’d expect him to smell of sweat, but he smells clean and woodsy, of something manly that drifts off his skin and surrounds me. Like the outdoors.


    We’re practically sitting butt to butt in the enclosed space. I peek through the raindrop splattered window behind us. Judging from the one raft sticking out of the truck’s bed, we’ll be very close the whole way down the river, too. Come to think of it, I’d only seen one tent in his truck, and of course I hadn’t brought my own. I’d thought the tour company would take care of everything. Then again, I thought I’d be camping out with a woman.


    I finish changing into the boots and tuck my sneakers under the seat. “I guess I’ll leave these in here.”


    When he doesn’t reply, I ask, “Is it okay if I leave my sneakers in your truck?”


    Ellis nods. He clears his throat and shifts his body toward me. “You know, I can still drive you back if you want.”


    “No, it’s okay. I don’t know if you know why I’m here, but, anyway, I’m not supposed to be here, my sister was. Our parents paid for it. I’m taking her place.”


    “Your sister couldn’t make it?” Ellis pushes up the sun visor and rests his arm against the steering wheel.


    “She died,” I answer quietly. Ellis doesn’t need to know how Sam died. He doesn’t need to know that my beautiful, smart teenage sister with a rebellious side died from carbon monoxide poisoning while sitting in our parents’ car in the garage.


    Sam’s death nearly destroyed me. My sister was the almost perfect, all-American girl, and a part of me feels guilty I’m alive. She was set to go to a top college with a full scholarship. Underneath the veneer of Sam’s smarts, beauty and loquacity, and her generous, open smile, lurked a murky depression that even her good looks, intelligence, and popularity couldn’t appease. She’d left each of us a personalized letter. I have yet to see what she wrote to Mom and Frank, since we never exchanged our notes. In my letter, Sam expressed that her outward happiness masked how unhappy she truly felt at her core. She also said she loved me. Three times. I love you too, Sam. I’ll always love you.


    Ellis’s eyes are downcast, and he is silent for a few moments. “I’m sorry.” He lifts his eyes to mine, and for the first time since we met his eyes lighten, and in them I see a connection, a shared sense of grief.


    Some people say they’re sorry out of good manners, but from the spark in Ellis’s eyes, I can tell he can relate and means what he’s said. I wonder what his tragedy is. What’s his story?


    “My sister knew Fiona from the rafting company,” I say.


    “How well do you know her?”


    “I only met her once when she came to a barbeque at my parents’ house. She seemed friendly, and she and Samantha, my sister, seemed to click. She was really more Sam’s friend than mine.”


    “Sam was Fiona’s age?”


    “Sam just finished high school. Fiona’s already in college.”


    “Oh, right,” he says.


    In such tight proximity, Ellis’s warm presence and masculine scent draw me in. It’s almost unbearable for me to resist the urge to touch him. I have to get my mind off him. “How long do you think it’ll rain?”


    Ellis chuckles, as though he finds my city girl impatience humorous. “It’s hard to say. You can’t exactly tell rain to take a hike. Could be for minutes. Could be hours. Could be for the rest of the day.”


    Vexed by his dismissal of me as a clueless city dweller, I say, “Yeah, well, I think it’s going to stop raining any second now.”


    Ellis’s eyebrow shoots up. “You do?”


    I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Absolutely.”


    As he peers out the window, the rain dissipates outside as the sun untucks from the clouds and a mist settles over the forest like threads of hot breath.


    “Look at that. You must be magical. We could use some of that on this trip.” Ellis smiles at me, one side of his mouth lifting higher than the other, and my throat squeezes as I search for a witty reply.


    I stay quiet, driven to silence by my need to overanalyze every small thing I want to say before I speak. Sam said my quietness is my quirkiest attribute. She always told me how funny I am. So why hadn’t I said something amusing back to Ellis?


    The truth is Sam was the gorgeous, athletic, witty sibling in our family. Once they know the truth, guys aren’t interested in me for more than one night, for which they’ll have something to brag to their friends about. Outgoing, sweet girls like Sam, caught decent, hot guys like Ellis forever. Not girls like me.


    Ellis seems to take my silence as further reluctance to go through with the trip. “I can still take you back.” I slide a look at him, and the corners of his mouth lift up.


    Suddenly I want nothing more than to take the trip. And, besides, he’s being paid to take care of me. Why wouldn’t he want me to go through with the journey? “I’m definitely staying. Until we reach the end.”


    Beyond the thick forest outside the windshield, the river courses in one smooth motion, shining blue under the sun.


    We exit the pickup, and Ellis turns to me. “It’s official. Should we shake on it?”


    “What do you mean?” I try my best to arrange my damp hair in some sort of a ponytail.


    “Shake hands—we never got the chance to shake hands when we met.” Ellis’s hand strokes by mine as he reaches out to shake.


    I entwine my fingers in his large, warm, and muscular hand. We shake, and he holds on for a moment longer than necessary. Ellis’s hand is so much rougher than Seth’s, and bigger and tanned. Heat rises from my chest to my face. I can only imagine how flushed my cheeks are, and his eyes linger on me, his lips tugging up into a smile that lights up his entire face. He’s noticed I’m blushing. He leans forward, and for a second I think about kissing him, then I say, “What about the food?”


    Ellis pulls back and looks at me as though I’m a defective piece of machinery. He releases my hand.


    “Food for the trip,” I say. “We’ll be gone for seven days.”


    “Right, a week. But that’s if we stay on target.”


    “I know all of that. So what will we be eating? I didn’t bring anything. I didn’t think I would—”


    “Relax.” Ellis holds out his hand to stop my breathless speech. “I brought everything we need with me, including what we need to cook with. That’s my job.”


    Embarrassment shoots hot pins through my face. “Of course.”


    “And we might do a little hunting.”


    “Did I mention I’m a vegetarian?”


    He looks at me but doesn’t say anything.


    “So, when do we get going?” I ask.


    Ellis’s eyes gradually meet mine again. “You sure you want to go through with this?” He smolders with arrogance, and I find it both infuriating and hot.


    I cock my hip. “Why wouldn’t I be sure if I already said I wanted to?”


    Ellis looks me over as if he’s already judged me. “You know, you won’t be able to update your Facebook page, or whatever you’re into, once we’re out there. It can get pretty quiet. We could go days without running into other people, or we might not see anyone else the entire way. This kind of trip is not for everyone.” A moment goes by. He lowers his voice. “There are no bathrooms.”


    Nowhere to pee. That’s something I hadn’t thought of. But the thought of not completing Sam’s journey brings a chill to my hands. Who does this guy think he is anyway? Why does he care so much about me going on this trip? He can’t be much older than me, and he’s treating me as though I’m younger than Sam. I should be the one questioning him, not the other way around. As far as restrooms, I’ll just use the woods when I need to. How hard could it be? “You assume a lot. I’ll be just fine using the woods, thank you very much.”


    Ellis’s eyes widen and his lips curl up in amusement.


    I smooth my shirt and take a breath. “When do we leave?”


    He swipes his thumb across his chin, considering my answer. “We’ll leave now, so we’ll get to the first campsite before dark.” His arrogance seems slightly deflated. “I hope you brought bug repellent. It can get pretty bad out here once the wind settles down.”


    “I’ll be fine.” Though I haven’t packed bug spray. “What about those things—what are they called—wetsuits?”


    “I didn’t bring any. Sorry.” Ellis steps around me to get to the truck’s rear.


    Just how unprepared is he? “Wait a minute.”


    He removes the tarp and folds it inside the bed, then he pulls out my luggage and his gear, setting the bags by our feet. It’s as though he didn’t hear me, or he’s ignoring me.


    I peer down at my—his—hiking boots and wiggle my toes. They’re too small to be his. They’re a woman’s shoes. But whose? “You’re leaving your truck parked out here?”


    “A friend of mine’s going to get dropped off and drive it back into town for me.”


    Is his friend the woman whose hiking boots I’m wearing? “Do you live in town?”


    “Sort of.” Ellis removes the yellow raft from the truck’s bed.


    “What’s that mean, you sort of live in town?”


    His back is to me as he drags the raft down to the water’s edge, securing it with a rope around a nearby tree. It moves in the water but doesn’t drift away as he loads our gear into it.


    He returns to where I stand swatting gnats from my eyes. There’s less wind, and he’s right about the bugs. Feeling useless just waiting around, I help him bring the remaining bags over to the raft. Mine are heavier than his. I feel a bit guilty, and help him more and more. “You never answered my question about where you live.”


    Instead of thanking me for my help, Ellis says, “You don’t have to do anything, you know. You’re paying me to take care of everything for you.”


    Coming from another guy, I would find his words gallant, although spoken by him they sting like a criticism. I can see he doesn’t plan to respond to my question, but I’m sure I’ll get an answer out of him at some point.


    He may not want my help, but I’m going to give it to him anyway. I settle on saying, “I’d like to help out as much as I can,” as he takes the bags out from under my grip.


    Does he expect me to take a turn paddling, or is he going to get us down the entire river by himself? “I can help paddle, too. Down the river, I mean.” Silence stretches between us as water laps at the yellow raft.


    “We’ll see.” Ellis sighs as he finishes arranging our gear and bags inside the raft. He patiently straps everything down.


    I watch him work. He’s taking forever. “Why are you tying our stuff like that? I mean, why bother?”


    He glances up at me. “We bother now so our gear won’t fall out if the raft flips over later.” His grin is cocky.


    My eyes strain from enlarging as my head and ears pound with blood. “That can happen?” I don’t even care about his conceited grin. All I can hear is raft flips over.


    Ellis grins over at me. “You bet.” And goes back to work.


    I slide a look at a second blue paddle I see he’s brought with him. “Will I be helping to paddle?”


    “Like I said, Pauline, we’ll see. I’ll decide once we’re out there.” He speaks as though he’s already decided something unfavorable about my skills. And about me. “Let’s get some things out of the way first. The most important being that the raft might flip over.”


    Again, the emphasis on this huge, yellow inflatable thing flipping over. And it looks heavy. How will we ever roll it back over if it flips? Will I have to help? Is he trying to scare me into bolting before I even begin the trip? I can see him doing that. That way, he probably still gets paid and doesn’t have to deal with me.


    He studies me with such care I feel like he’s got a spotlight on me. “If the raft flips over, or tacos— ”


    “Taco?” I wait for him to catch my eye and smile to let me know he’s kidding. When he doesn’t I say again, “Tacos?”


    Ellis sighs. “Taco is what happens when the raft folds. You know, like a taco? Anyway, if you fall out, try to climb on top. Got that? I’ll do the rest.”


    Is he certain it will flip over? I look away from him and mumble among other, more colorful phrases, “Yes, sir.” I wait a moment, then say, “It would have been good if you remembered to pack wetsuits.”


    He flashes me a smile with his healthy white teeth but doesn’t say anything. Arrogant jerk. A wetsuit would look ridiculous on me anyway.


    When everything’s packed into the raft in perfect order, Ellis removes a pair of sandals from his bag and slips them on.


    I point at his feet. “Sandals?”


    “You’ll see. You’ll wish you had a pair, too, once we get out on the water.”


    A peal of my laughter echoes on the shore. “I don’t think so. I want my feet to stay nice and dry, thank you.”


    “If you say so.” Ellis angles his face away from me but I can still see a devious smirk forming on his lips.


    Sam, I love you, but how am I ever going to get through the whole trip stuck on a small raft with him?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    Ellis


    


    


    She’s not going to last more than a day out here. This job will be easy. I’ll be returning home before I’ve even started.


    To what is obviously Pauline’s dismay, I help her onto the yellow raft before I board. “This way, I can untie the rope. Then I’ll hop in.”


    Pauline’s eyes widen in surprise.


    “I take it you’ve never been on a boat before?” I ask.


    “Not an inflatable one.” Her glare is a punch to my gut.


    I’m starting to like her regardless. And I can appreciate the challenge she presents. She’s the opposite of my ex Linda, who would look to me for answers even when I encouraged her to think for herself.


    Pauline gestures to the back of the raft. “I’m going to sit there, okay?”


    “The back seat is usually for the person who steers.”


    “I know that.” Pauline’s face turns scarlet.


    I hate that we’re off to a rocky start. With our personalities clashing this much already, I get a little anxious thinking about spending a whole week out in the wilderness alone with her. She’s feisty enough that I wouldn’t put her past trying to take control of the raft and the trip the farther downriver we go.


    “Thanks, but I don’t need your help anymore.” Pauline frees her hand of mine and sits down on the cushioned seat in the front.


    I’ve given her a bulky life vest to wear. It’s a men’s size, because that’s all I have on me. It almost swallows her petite figure. Even with those dark jeans she’s got on I can see her shapely legs. I lean over to hand her a white helmet. “Here, you can wear it like you would on a bike.”


    She reaches to take it from me and puts it on. The helmet is too big for her and almost falls down to her eyes. She looks hot anyway. I hold out the additional paddle toward her, then notice her fiddling with the helmet strap. I bend down to adjust it for her.


    Her eyes go wide when I touch the strap around her chin. “What are you doing?”


    “Trying to fix your helmet.” I motion to the strap.


    “Oh. Okay.”


    I tighten the strap, and her breath warms my fingers. Her skin is so soft when my fingers accidently brush it, and I want to get my hands on her. But I can’t let that happen.


    “So I can help steer?” She takes the paddle from me and almost falls back under its weight.


    “Be careful. Yes, you can help if you can.”


    The water is smooth near us, but churns and spits foam farther down. In my mind I go over an itinerary. Pauline can help me paddle when we first pull out onto the water. When we reach the trickier part, I’ll take charge and she can sit back and hold on.


    After I check that Pauline’s settled, I untie the rope from the tree, slide into the back of the raft with my paddle in hand and steer us out into the middle of the water.


    Afloat on the flat, glassy river, I show Pauline how to dip her paddle in and out as we glide downstream. Her strokes are deep and graceful, powerful, and I’m impressed, though I hide it. With her milky skin, I’d pronounced her as someone who favored the indoors. But she’s not a bad paddler. There’s no mark of clumsiness in her steering. If I didn’t know it beforehand, I never would have guessed she’s an amateur. I’m not telling her that, though. “Of course, the first part is always the easiest. There aren’t any rapids. About halfway on our trip, you’ll get a taste of the real thing.”


    And evidently I’ve made a dent in her confidence. Her face reddens.


    Even with the splotch of sunscreen she dabbed on her nose, she looks sexy. ‘Want some sun block?’ She’d asked me onshore earlier, offering me her bottle. I declined. Maybe if she’d offered to rub it on me I would have said yes. I sure would like to rub some on her. ‘I guess you’ll fry, then,’ she said. Yeah, the sun in the cloudless sky pressing down on us is even more brutal out on the water.


    “What do you do for a living?” I ask.


    Silence.


    “Pauline, what do you do for a living?”


    “I’m a writer.” She pauses. “I freelance.”


    She must have studied at college for that kind of a career. “You’ve been doing that since you graduated from college?” Her strokes lose their natural effortlessness. “My boss at River Tours said you’re from the Boston area. What did you study? Where did you go to school? I’ve visited Boston.”


    She stills at my statement. The paddle slips from her hand and smacks against the side. I catch it with my free hand before it lands in the water. Does she think I’m lying about where I’ve been to impress her? Would I lie to get on her good side? Maybe. With her wavy, blondish hair, caramel eyes, and creamy skin, she’s freaking gorgeous. She acts like she doesn’t know it, which is even more of a turn on for me. It’s important to me that she knows I’m not lying. “I’ve been to a lot of cities.”


    Her eyes meet mine as we drift out on the calm water. I look into their rich brown depths and smile, trying to get her to return the gesture.


    She continues to frown. “It doesn’t matter where I went to school.” Her shoulders tense when I hand the paddle back to her. “Look, you don’t need to feel like you have to make small talk with me the whole way.”


    “It’s not small talk.” Because I am curious about her. “I’m just being friendly. I might even ask you a question like, are you single?”


    I finally coax a smile out of her. “Nice try. And you don’t need to be friendly.”


    For all I know, Pauline thinks I didn’t go to college and that her career and college major are beyond my knowledge. She doesn’t know half the story about why I’m here. She would be right about me not attending college, though. Her sour attitude has gotten to me. “Isn’t that what you’re paying for? For me to accommodate you?”


    Her pretty face crumbles, and already I regret what I said. The last thing I want to do is upset my sexy customer. She rushes to explain and has to keep the paddle from falling out of her delicate, yet strong hands. “That’s not what I meant, I – I –”


    “Forget it.” One thing’s for sure, I won’t inquire about her career for the rest of our journey. She’s cold for someone so young, and I wonder about her past. What caused her to build a shell around herself? She’s not outright sensitive, though she clearly doesn’t want to get hurt. And that thing about her sister? I can relate.


    We make it through the tougher, whirling part of the river okay, with Pauline holding onto the sides of the raft like I’ve instructed, and me cutting the paddle through the resisting water, working up a sweat.


    As the sunlight dims, the air around us cools and the river gives off a chill.


    Pauline smacks her arm. “Ouch.” She hits her arm again. The wind is light, and the mosquitoes and gnats are getting thick as the day winds to evening.


    Despite her indifference toward me—it’s like in her mind she’s on the trip herself and I just happen to be here—I want to help her. I wait a few moments as she keeps on slapping at the bugs biting into her skin, then ask, “Did you bring a jacket or something? A windbreaker?” Judging her on looks alone, I expect her to be the kind of girl who would have packed everything she could think she might need on the trip.


    Pauline shakes her head.


    “Not even a sweatshirt?” I say.


    “No. It’s summer.”


    I laugh at her and shake my head as she scowls. The water is stagnant enough for her to take charge. I set down my paddle. “Take over for a second, will you?” She seems relieved I’m confident enough to leave her in control, at least for a moment. I reach into the duffel by my side and pull out a worn sweatshirt. “This should fit over your life vest.” I hold it out to her.


    Pauline slowly takes the sweatshirt from my hand. “How come you’re not wearing a life vest? Or a helmet?”


    For a moment I think she’s going to sniff my sweatshirt. “It’s clean,” I say.


    “I knew that.”


    “I can’t stand wearing those vests. They constrict me. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” I don’t tell her that a life vest reminds me of a tactical vest and that’s something I can’t handle. And don’t even get me started about the helmet.


    She pauses, then pulls the sweatshirt over her head and her arms through it. “You’re an expert, is that it?” The baggy sweatshirt billows out around her.


    “I happen to be an excellent swimmer.”


    Pauline speaks in a non-sarcastic way, as though she truly is curious. “How did you get that skill?”


    “Through serving my country.” I nod to the Marines logo on the sweatshirt she’s wearing. It’s the same sweatshirt I wore when I left the hospital. I’d grabbed it out of the closet in my room. One of the few personal belongings from my past I have left, and as a consequence, one of the few old memories I have. I also have Linda’s hiking boots. I found them in the front seat of my pickup truck, which was still parked in the garage where I’d left it before going on my tour of duty, with the keys in the glove compartment. And the boots traveled with me to Canada when I drove the truck here.


    Pauline glances down at the logo on her chest, her voice giving away her surprise. “What happened? You seem too young to have retired, if that’s what it’s called in the military. Where did you serve?”


    “Afghanistan.”


    She’s silent for a few moments, and I can’t tell what’s going through her mind. “The wars are a bit much if you ask me.”


    “You don’t know a thing about it. You weren’t there.” The rage in my voice surprises even me.


    Pauline jumps in her seat. “I didn’t mean—Ellis, I’m sorry.”


    I feel bad I snapped at her. Sometimes it seems like I don’t know what I’m capable of anymore. My head is throbbing, and my mind feels foggy. Since my injury in Afghanistan, I get horrible headaches on and off every few hours. Even all the pills I take don’t relieve the headaches anymore. And sometimes it sounds like there are bells ringing in my ears.


    I give her a short nod. “Apology accepted.” I waste a few beats thinking of how to answer her earlier question. “And about why I’m no longer—I got involved with rafting. It’s something I’m more passionate about.”


    It’s a lie, but it should suffice. Rafting came back to me naturally enough, though I haven’t done much rafting since Joshua and I were teenagers. Josh. Memories of him return to me in pieces. Pauline and I have more in common than she believes.


    “Sounds mysterious.” By the sudden twinkle in her eyes, lightening from brown to amber when she smiles, I know she’s joking. We’ve been paddling out here for half the day, and this is a side of her I haven’t seen until now. So, she’s not stiff and serious all the time, or maybe it’s being out here on the open water that eases her. It has the same effect on me. “You’ll have to tell me the whole story sometime.”


    I swallow a lump of uncertainty. I’m starting to like her a little more. Going through with the plan won’t be easy. “Maybe I will.” I lift my paddle up at the same time as hers, and they clack against each other.


    Pauline nods at me and flashes me a quick smile. “I’m holding you to it.”


    I could get used to her amiability. But I don’t want her to like me too much. It will go easier if she doesn’t, because I won’t feel so obligated toward her. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk in the tent together at night.”


    Pauline scoffs and slides a look at me over her shoulder.


    It’s clear where I stand. To her, I’m some guy she’s paying to take her down the river. And I’d do anything to get my mind to think of her in the same way, but I can’t stop thinking about her in another way.


    It’s getting even cooler out on the water, and with the day ending, I guide us to a low riverbank to set up camp for the night.


    I step over the raft’s side into the waist-deep water in my sandals and ease the raft onto the sandy shore.


    “You don’t mind getting your jeans wet?” Pauline shouts.


    I glance at her over my shoulder. “I’ll hang them up to dry by the fire while I swim.”


    “You’re going swimming in the dark?”


    “It’s not dark yet.”


    “Do you have a…a bathing suit?” she asks, as though she half expects me to swim naked.


    I chuckle and turn around. “Sure, I do.” But I haven’t brought one with me.


    I drag the yellow raft partway onto the shore and wait for Pauline to step out. When she falters, I offer her my hand, but she ignores it and jumps out herself, one of her feet landing in the water with a splash.


    Pauline groans. “Just great.” She looks down at the hiking boots I gave her. “Any chance these are waterproof?” She walks ahead of me onto the shore.


    “They aren’t. They should be dry by the morning, though.”


    Pauline doesn’t look back at me, seems lost in her own thoughts again, and I wonder about the severity of her secret. I worry I’m losing the traction I’ve gained. How awful must her past be that she has to switch on and off between joy and complete gloom? Then my headache returns and I need to keep my mind—and my hands—busy.


    I bend over to secure the raft to a tree stump with a rope. Someone chopped down the tree, presumably for firewood, and used this as a camping spot. I peek back and catch Pauline looking at my ass through my wet jeans. I take a risk, wink at her. She flushes and whips her head away.


    From the raft, I remove the bags and gear we’ll need for the night, then flip it over on its back in case it rains, so it won’t fill with water. Pauline has found a large, smooth stone to sit on, and she tucks her knees into her chest. I bring her bags over and set them by her rock.


    She quietly thanks me. This trip seems more than an adventure to her, as though she’s here to satisfy a void somewhere deep down inside her.


    As I prepare to set up the tent we’ll use for the night, I remove my sandals and change into boots. My bringing just the one tent wasn’t by chance. I brought one so I can keep an eye on Pauline at all times.


    She rises from her stone seat when I begin to assemble the tent. I plan to get a fire going once the tent’s raised, assuming I can find enough dry wood around here. As it gets to be early evening, birds squawk to one another in the pine trees above us settling in for the night. I fiddle with the zipper of the flap we’ll use to enter and exit the tent.


    Pauline’s voice sneaks up behind me. “I’d like to help with something.”


    I turn around and smile at her. “That’s all right, it’s my job.” I return to work.


    She steps close to me, and I catch a whiff of perfume a little weakened by sweat, like she would smell in my bed. Maybe I can get this tent set up fast. My cock aches. I want to come on to her but shouldn’t.


    “Please, I want to,” she says, and I wish she was begging me for something else.


    My head wins over my dick. “Maybe some other time.”


    She sighs and walks back to her rock seat.


    The next time I check on her she’s taken a white beach towel from her bag and has unfolded it on the sand by the water’s edge, where she reads on a Kindle.


    “There’s no place to charge that out here,” I call to her.


    Pauline glances over at me. “I know.” She resumes reading.


    I finish setting up the tent and gather dry wood to build a fire later, finding just a few small branches and sticks that aren’t damp.


    After all the work I’m sweaty and decide to cool off in one of the river’s low, protected pools on either side of our campsite. I don’t want to alarm Pauline by stripping and swimming in my boxers, but I didn’t bring swimming trunks. She’ll have to tolerate it. Shouldn’t be too hard for her. After fetching a clean towel from my bag, I head into the bushes behind her to change.


    “Be right back.”


    She gives me a little wave, doesn’t turn around. Must be a good book.


    In privacy I doff my pants and shirt, and have a close call with a thorn bush. I put the towel over my shoulder and step out of hiding to hang my clothes on a tree branch.


    Barefooted, I walk over warm rocks to the largest pool to the right of Pauline, which looks the deepest and clearest of the two. I throw my towel on the ground.


    Resisting the urge to see if she’s watching me, I wade into the water, which is as cool as it looks, and submerge myself up to my chest. I sense her peeking, and sure enough, I look over and she’s noticing me. She sticks her nose back in her book when I grin and wave.


    “Join me,” I shout. “The water’s great.” It sounds like a come on, and I didn’t intend for it to, but I’m not unhappy it does. I hope she agrees. A part of me wants to see what those curves of hers look like outside her clothes. She’s so quiet and uncertain for such a good-looking girl. She doesn’t know how beautiful she is, with her long brown hair and pretty features. I want to slide my hands all over her creamy skin. And I like that she isn’t fully aware of her power over me. I like it a lot.


    Her eyes are glued to the screen as she says no, thanks. She fans her face with her free hand as a lick of steam rolls across the early night.


    Dropping a hint might work. “Could help cool you off.”


    Pauline looks at me. Her brown eyes must see right through my intentions. “Thank you, but, no.”


    I’m her guide, but I’m also a man, and giving up on trying now doesn’t mean I’m giving up forever.


    I come out of the water shivering, rubbing my hands up and down my arms. I dry myself off, then run over to my gear bag and take out the fire starter.


    I sculpt a pit in the sand with my bare hands. I think I can remember how to do this. I arrange the kindling, and add bone-dry seagrass on top, which should pretty much guarantee the flame catches. When Pauline’s done reading, I’ll ask her to join me.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    Pauline


    


    


    Later in the evening Ellis and I crowd into the tent and decide on sleeping arrangements. It will be cramped quarters tonight, and I want to set him straight about who will be sleeping where.


    “We’ll sleep on opposite ends,” I announce. “We can pile up the luggage between us, so we don’t, you know, touch each other by accident at night.” The tension is a thick fog that surrounds us and blocks me from thinking straight.


    The tent’s not much more comfortable on the inside than it appeared on the outside, but it kind of looks like a tepee, and if we both crouch we’re able to move around in some normalcy.


    “Sounds good,” Ellis says. “I’ll go outside and get as much stuff as we can fit in here.” He pauses before he exits and looks back at me. “We won’t be able to squeeze all of it in here, though.”


    “We can get most of it in,” I say, as he leaves. If I touch him by accident during the night, will I be able to let go?


    We ate a quiet dinner by the campfire, which even now flickers like a hissing orange tongue outside the tent. Ellis says the fire’s bright flames will keep the forest animals away. Animals like coyotes. His jeans drying on a tree branch near the fire are a shadow through the tent’s semi-sheer fabric. After a while on the raft, I saw he was right about wearing sandals. The hiking boots held water any time the spray gushed over the side of the raft.


    I’m thankful that I remembered to buy a sleeping bag at the sporting goods store before I left home. In Ellis’s absence, I take the opportunity to change into sweatpants. Pajamas seem too impractical for out here. In case I have to get up in the middle of the night to pee outside in the woods. Alone.


    Ellis speaks to me in a low shout outside. “I’ll get up once in a while to add wood to the fire.”


    There are no other campers on our side of the river, and I hear a hoot in the distance and jump. It hoots again. An owl. I giggle.


    Ellis enters the tent with his arms loaded with our bags, and I stop laughing. “Everything okay in here? What’s so funny?” His neck and ears take on a reddish hue.


    “Oh, it’s not about you,” I quickly say. “There was this owl…”


    His eyebrow shoots up.


    “Never mind,” I say.


    Ellis made the fire with his bare hands, and his large hands now move past me as we arrange the sleeping bags far away from one another. His fingers are long, and from the view I got of them in the raft they’re callused on the bottom but smoother on top. What would those hands feel like gliding over my skin? I shiver imagining it. Rough and a little soft. The contrast would be amazing. I don’t think he’d be gentle.


    Ellis whistles between his teeth and I look over at him. He’s watching me as though he caught me doing something naughty. “Are you all right? Your face is so red.”


    “I’m fine.” I tilt my head away from him.


    There’s a small smile on his face, like he knows I’ve been thinking about him in that way. He stacks our luggage in the space between our sleeping bags. The luggage might fall down and crush us in the middle of the night, but at least we won’t touch each other if one of us rolls over.


    Ellis puts a lantern on his side, though outside the tent the fire still burns, giving us plenty of light. He zips the entrance flap and we’re secured for the night.


    I hear him unzipping and crawling into his bag. “Goodnight.”


    “Goodnight,” I breathe out, and yawn. My sleeping bag is cocoon-like, and after a moment I’m perspiring. I unzip the side and fold the cover so just my legs are warm. A faint sound like someone laughing rings out in the distance outside, and I turn on my side. “Ellis?” I whisper.


    After a moment he answers, “Yeah?” His voice sounds groggy, as though I’ve woken him.


    “Did you hear that?”


    “Hear what?”


    “Never mind.” I watch him curl back into his sleeping position. Then I think I hear the noise again. It’s far off, but it bothers me. “Ellis, is someone outside?”


    He wriggles out of his sleeping bag and gets up. “In the woods?” He unzips the tent and sticks his head out to check. Outside, the fire burns steadily.


    He closes the flap and maneuvers back into his sleeping bag. “I didn’t hear or see anything, but if you did, it could be coyotes, or maybe there are some campers on the other side of the river. It’s pretty narrow at this part. We won’t hit the big stuff until later on.” He zips his bag closed, and it’s clear to me he’s in for the remainder of the night.


    “Okay.” I put my head back and stare at the tent ceiling. The stars squeezing out of the vast dark sky are so radiant they gleam like little milk-colored gemstones through the tent’s top.


    My mind drifts as I bask in the lull around me, surrounded by nature, erased of city sounds. Why did Ellis seem so intent on bringing me into the water with him earlier?


    When he emerged from those bushes wearing just his black boxers, I feared my mouth would hang open if I stared for too long. So I’d pretended not to notice. But when he hurried along on his long legs, his body all smooth, lean muscle, with a light, natural tan, I noticed him all right.


    And when he emerged from the water, I noticed how droplets clung to and glistened over his smooth, buff skin. The tattoo on his upper arm, an inky, twisting ivy pattern that reached across part of his chest.


    I noticed every detail of his body including the generous bulge in his boxers. Impressive. I’m fantasizing. He can’t be doing anything more than playing friendly to the client and ensuring he gets a generous tip after the final leg of the trip. Not that I have money. The poor guy. I feel sorry I won’t be able to offer him a big tip. Perhaps he’ll take something else I could offer him as a substitute. A guy like Ellis wouldn’t be interested in someone like me for more than a hookup, and what frightens me more is that I might let him, if he ever asks.


    I dream his lips are brushing mine in feather-like kisses, then rougher and forceful—it’s the contrast I’d like—and I open my eyes to find a mosquito humming around my mouth.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    Pauline


    


    


    I wake up the next morning with a dry mouth and instinctively reach for the glass of water that I keep on my nightstand back at home.


    My hand catches nothing.


    I’m not at home. I’m with my guide inside a tent in the Canadian wilderness. I roll onto my side and groan. My neck is stiff from my body being pressed against one side of the tent all night.


    I prop myself up and lean back on my elbows. “Good morning,” I say in Ellis’s direction.


    There’s no response.


    “Aren’t you up?” I say. “Ellis…” I kick my legs to rise and hit something. My breath catches in my throat.


    He’s left his Marines sweatshirt folded at the foot of my sleeping bag. I feel to my right. The luggage mountain that separates us has shrunk. He’s taken his belongings from it. I look closer. His sleeping bag is nowhere in sight. And his lantern’s missing.


    He’s abandoned me. I don’t know Ellis well enough to fully trust him, though from what I do know about him, he’s not dishonest. What will I do if he and the raft aren’t outside? Though our final destination farther down the river is a town, according to the brochures I perused back at home, the distance is too far to accomplish on foot, especially for a novice. If I have been ditched, I’ll have to turn around and walk back the way we came up the river. With my belongings, how long will it take me to walk back to where we started? I would have to leave most of my things behind. Even the beginning access point is a desolate track of dirt and sparse woods. What will I do once I get there? Who will I turn to for help?


    I throw back the top part of my sleeping bag. Outside of my comfy, fleece-lined bag, the crisp morning air attacks my skin. I curse Ellis out loud the same time as I put his sweatshirt on over my sleep clothes. His sweatshirt is the nearest warm layer.


    The flap is already unzipped and I head outside. I slide a look over to the low tree branch above the tent where Ellis’s jeans were hanging out to dry the night before. They’ve been plucked off. My pace picks up to a sprint, then I halt in my tracks, my upper body going forward before my legs. I jerk back upright.


    Ellis is calmly waiting by the loaded raft, dressed and grinning at me. The soft morning light, filtered through the infinite, clustered pine trees, hits me and I squint. To my right, our fire from last night is a smoky heap of ash.


    “Good morning.” Ellis keeps that arrogant grin I’ve come to hate, and lust after.


    He’s somehow managed to shave this morning, and there’s a nick with a little blood on his cheek. Even though I’m pissed at him, I yearn to cleanse the small amount of blood away and kiss his full lips. “You might want to get dressed already and pack up your stuff,” he says. “We should leave soon.”


    Why does he have to be so yummy and such a hard ass? I narrow my eyes into slits and stare back at him. There’s not much I can do, because out here I’m so dependent on his knowledge and skills. And I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he frightened me. I turn around and head back into the tent.


    I dress and use bottled water and a washcloth to brush my teeth and wash my face. I think about designating one of my totes as a laundry bag. Screw that idea, because I won’t be doing much laundry out here, except for washing a few things in the river. But do I really want to hang my bras and panties up to dry in front of Ellis’s view?


    And forget about applying makeup. Who am I going to impress out here? Him? Well, maybe. His exhale outside cuts through the tent. There isn’t time for me to put on makeup. I zip my bags and leave the tent carrying them.


    Ellis is waiting to disassemble the tent and pack it up. He motions to my bags. “Can I help you carry those to the raft?”


    I shake my head. It wasn’t right of him to worry me and make me think he’d left me. I huff as I walk, my arms straining under the weight of the luggage. I set my bags in the raft.


    “Hi, there.”


    At the booming sound of the unfamiliar masculine voice approaching us, I jump back from the raft.


    A young guy in a green park ranger uniform and beige cowboy style hat strides toward us.


    Ellis steps forward and shakes his hand before I can. “How’s it going?”


    The ranger heartily accepts the handshake. “Are you folks having a good trip?” He’s tall and fit, with broad shoulders and a sexy half smile. A handgun is strapped to his waist.


    I answer for us. “So far, yes. We started yesterday afternoon.”


    He winks at me. “So you haven’t hit the hard part yet?” His dark red hair is cut short under his ranger hat. “I’m Mitch, by the way. I’m with the park service. I’ve got my kayak parked just down the river there.” He points behind a few low-leaning trees, abundant with green leaves, hanging over the river’s steady, gentle flow. “I heard you guys, and thought I’d check it out. You can never be too sure out here. Are you leading the expedition, miss, what is your name?” His grin isn’t intense and hungry like Ellis’s, but boyish.


    “Pauline.” My face heats as Ranger Mitch touches my floppy hand and shakes it for me. He’s not bad looking. Mitch holds on to my hand for a little too long. “And I’m not the leader. Ellis is my guide.”


    Ranger Mitch looks Ellis over, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction, as if he’s confident of his own superiority. “Do you have a lot of experience?” He concentrates on Ellis’s face. “I want to be sure this young lady is in good hands.” He flashes me that charismatic grin again.


    Ellis bristles. He’s not actually jealous, is he? “She’s in great hands.” His chiseled jaw hardens further, and his entire face takes on a stony expression.


    Mitch crosses his arms over his chest and stands taller. He inhales and raises an eyebrow at Ellis from under his wide-brimmed hat. “Is that right? I wouldn’t have thought that.” He winks at me.


    “You bet I’m good.” Ellis stalks away to the tent, as though he’s chosen to shake off the insult rather than argue.


    Mitch removes his hat and tousles his thick hair with his hand. His sharp, brown eyes flirt blatantly with me. “Do you guys have a radio with you?”


    “I’m assuming he does.” Mitch may be good-looking, but he’s got a nasty attitude, and is clearly making Ellis uncomfortable. I just want him to leave.


    He lowers his eyes to his boots, and then focuses on me. There’s a lot of concern in his voice considering he doesn’t know me. Perhaps it’s hard for him to meet women while working out here. “Do you want me to ask him for you?” He takes a step toward Ellis by the tent.


    I rush to block his path. “No, thanks. I’ll be fine.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah, I’m sure he has a radio.” I try my best to smile sweetly.


    He furrows his brow. “But you said you weren’t sure.”


    “I’m sure now. Thank you, though.”


    Mitch’s smile tightens into a straight line of annoyance. Irritation flickers over his face as he turns around and puts on his hat. My charm is no longer working on him now that I rebuffed his help. He speaks over his shoulder. “Call into the station if you ever need anything. I’ll keep an ear out. Good luck.”


    When he leaves, I head over to Ellis by the tent. He’s breaking it down with force. I stand near his shoulder. “He’s kind of a jerk.” Mitch moves down the beach and through the forest back to his kayak.


    “You can say that again.”


    “Do you know him?”


    Ellis pauses, and for a moment I believe he’s going to answer yes. He shakes his head. “Most of the rangers around here are friendly, but he must be new. Guess he thinks that just because he can carry a gun, he’s some kind of a big shot.”


    I waver, then ask, “Do you have a gun?”


    Ellis doesn’t answer me.


    I look closer at him and decide not to push my question on him. “And you’ve never seen him before?”


    “Not out here. Like I said, he must be new.”


    “He’s still a jerk.” A corner of my mouth tugs up.


    A glimmer of gratitude softens his face. With a sudden wince he drops the tool he’s been using. Eyes closed tight, he presses a hand to each ear.


    “Ellis, are you all right?” I touch his arm.


    “There’s this ringing noise in my ears.”


    “Does that happen to you a lot? After coming back from the war? After my sister died…sometimes I get headaches.”


    He shakes me off. “It hardly ever happens.” He turns his back to me and finishes taking down the tent.


    ***


    Out on the open water the breeze is a relief from the sun. The river is less peaceful than yesterday, with the light wind creating small waves on its surface. Ellis is letting me sit in the back today, and his tall frame, with his wide shoulders, partially obstructs my view.


    My hands and arms throb from gripping the paddle’s handle, from shifting it from side to side as I help move the raft smoothly in the water. If I set down the paddle, Ellis will have to pick up my slack. Although it’s his job to lead us and paddle, I don’t want to let him down. I want to prove just as much to him as to myself that I can take us down the river, too. Because that’s what Sam would have done.


    Ellis smells of sunscreen. Either he brought his own, or he borrowed mine as I slept. Had he crawled over me while I was unaware in my sleeping bag? A slight grin stretches my mouth.


    The air around us smells of fresh plant soil from the riverbank. So far, I haven’t seen large wild animals, but I have heard and seen birds. Flickers of iridescent colors graze the river’s surface around the raft.


    “There’s a school of fish on your side,” Ellis says.


    “I see them. What kind are they?” Someone like him must know these kinds of things.


    “They’re salmon.”


    “Can we stop? I want to watch them for a little while.” I’d like to take a picture of them, but I’ve been leaving my phone off to save the battery.


    “Sure.” He reduces the speed of his broad strokes as I do, and gradually the raft comes to a stop.


    It’s a perfect moment as the wind lessens, and the school of salmon passes beneath the stilled raft, resurfacing in a heart shaped pattern on either side of us.


    Ellis chuckles. “Look at that heart. What could it mean?”


    Heat scurries up my neck and my cheeks are inflamed. “It’s just a pattern. It’s nature’s coincidence.”


    “I wouldn’t say that.”


    Just what is he implying? “Well, I would.” The tails of the salmon flit away, like bejeweled dragonflies underwater.


    Ellis picks up his paddle as if he’s lifting a piece of foam, while I hoist mine like it’s a cement block, and resumes leading us through the water. I’m the customer, and while I would like to take the lead paddling before the trip ends, I would feel strange asking unless he offered. I wouldn’t want to tell Ellis to let me lead. His distinctly masculine presence makes me want to acquiesce to him. There is something about a guy who spends his time and earns his living in the outdoors, an old-fashioned, assertive ruggedness I could surrender to. If anything dangerous did happen out here, which I’m sure it won’t, I’m confident Ellis could protect me.


    A blue raft appears up ahead of our vessel. Ellis speeds up to say hi to the group onboard. They’re a family wearing bulky orange life vests and matching safety helmets. In a raft that’s larger than ours, a man and a woman sit next to each other in front of two young blond boys, who I assume are their sons. From the kids’ identical appearances, it seems they’re twins.


    Ellis slows down our raft alongside theirs. On the side of their raft there’s a black stenciled logo: a man wearing a Stetson with a paddle in his hand atop a horse. The horse’s mouth is opened in a toothy, comical grin.


    The big, sandy-haired man waves to us from up in the raft. “Hi, folks.” He begins to stand up, then stumbles, and the woman seated with him catches his arm. He sits down again and thanks her with a smile.


    The woman gives Ellis and me a glimpse of her bright white teeth. “Hi.” She’s a pretty, curvy blonde with a pleasant twang to her voice. She peers back at the two boys, who have her light hair color and soft complexion. “Say hello, kids.”


    The boys reluctantly wave to Ellis and me, and I smile at them. Ellis explains to the husband and wife about my River Tours trip. The family, who are from Houston and guiding themselves down the river, introduce themselves and invite us to have lunch with them.


    “No, thanks.” Ellis respectfully declines.


    “We insist.” Helen smiles at us, not taking no for an answer. “We’d love your company. We haven’t seen too many people out here. In fact, you two are the first folks we’ve run into.”


    Ellis pauses with a glance toward the water’s edge.


    “That would be great. Thanks.” I take advantage of his vacillating before he can decline their invitation a second time. It’s not that I’m completely enthusiastic about eating with them. But declining twice would be rude. And I could use some company besides him for a change.


    He pulls our raft in front of theirs, and we maneuver to the shoreline.


    His eyes rest on the bulging gear bags packed into their raft. “They seem a little inexperienced.” He looks at me over his shoulder, and there’s a smile on his face. “You know, you’re pretty good at paddling.”


    “Spoken by you that’s a real compliment.”


    He chuckles.


    “And don’t worry. I’m sure they won’t shadow us the whole way down.” From the look on Helen’s face, I could tell she hadn’t believed Ellis when he said he was my guide, and that she thinks we’re a couple.


    We direct the raft near the pebbled shore, get out and wait for the family. Once they’ve arrived, the two boys leap out of the raft, throw their life vests and helmets on the ground and run around the small, rocky beach, chasing one another and shrieking. The noise pierces through the air, and is in stark contrast to the everlasting quiet I’ve been used to on the trip. I cover my ears, and then little by little I let my hands down. The boys’ untroubled exuberance makes me smile, even if they are noisy.


    I feel Ellis’s warm breath on my hair. “Don’t care for kids, Miss Choice?”


    I whip around to face him. “I love children.”


    “Just not if they’re wreaking havoc during what’s supposed to be your peaceful vacation.”


    I’m surprised he understands how I feel. “Sort of. If they were my kids, I’d feel differently.”


    He raises an eyebrow. “You want to have kids?”


    “Someday.”


    He lifts the helmet out of my eyes. “Have any potential mates in mind?” I can hear the wink in his voice.


    I bite my upper lip and glance away from him.


    “Okay,” Ellis says. “Let’s get this over with, and then it’ll be back to normal. Just the two of—”


    Just the two of us. Was that what Ellis had been about to say? Before I can ask him, Helen’s affable husband, Doug, waves him over to talk. I take off my life vest and helmet.


    Helen turns her open smile in my direction. “You’re beautiful. A little hard to see under that big helmet.”


    I murmur thanks, and she signals to me to help her unpack the cooler lunch. She’s brought things I hadn’t thought were possible to have out here, like sandwich condiments and cold cans of soda.


    “We don’t plan to eat like this all the time,” she explains, offering me a can of cola while the boys play near the rafts. “The ice packs will unfreeze by the end of the day. I’ve been saving this meal for a special moment today, and when I saw you folks, I knew this was the occasion. Dougie and I are so glad we ran, oops, I mean paddled, into you two sweethearts. And don’t you two go so well together!”


    “Are your sons’ twins?” I ask.


    Helen’s beam is warm and engaging. “No. Daniel and Ryan aren’t twins. They do look an awful lot alike. They’re one year apart and getting bigger every day. I tell you, they grow up just like that.” Helen snaps her fingers in front of my eyes, and I pull back a little. “You’re young, so you won’t have to worry about that for a while, darling.”


    “They take after both you and Doug.” I’m silent as I pop off the can tab and gulp the cool, sweet cola. I think about asking her whether the voices I heard last night could have been from her family. Ellis is right, with their jam-packed raft, they seem inexperienced. I don’t want to frighten Helen, so I keep quiet.


    “Good, hmm?” she says.


    I nod as I drink. I smile at Ellis when I catch him and Doug watching Helen and me arranging the food on a checkered blanket she’s spread out on the beach. Warmness fills my chest. It feels natural to have Ellis watching over me.


    I take a seat close to Helen on the soft blanket. “Uh, Helen?”


    She stops setting out the sandwiches and looks up at me, her smile as generous as ever.


    “Ellis and I aren’t together in that sense. He really is my guide.”


    “Okay.” She speaks as though she doesn’t think what I’ve said is true, and then returns to her task.


    When I offer her more help, she waves me off. I finger comb my hair while I sit so I won’t appear too unoccupied. “What brings you and Doug out here, Helen?” I ask after a while. “That’s an interesting logo your raft has. Is the raft yours?”


    “Doug’s a champion. Champion whitewater rafter, that is.” She offers me a sandwich wrapped in foil and a paper napkin. “That’s his home team’s logo—the Paddlin’ Cowboys.”


    “He is?” I say, as Ellis and Doug approach the blanket, followed by the running boys.


    “We wouldn’t be out here if he wasn’t. What about you and your boyfriend, uh, your guide?”


    If I had assumed they were amateurs, like Ellis had, then what chance do I stand out on the river? I’m not about to tell Helen that my reason for taking the trip is Sam. “I’m a writer. I’m writing a piece about rafting for a—a newspaper in Boston.” One small lie won’t hurt.


    She clasps her hands together. “How exciting! You’ll have to tell Dougie and me all about that. Before we part, we’ll exchange email addresses, so you can let us know when your story is printed. We’d love to read it.”


    “Definitely.” And I actually might. Being out here is doing something to me. I’m letting my guard down little by little. Maybe.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    Pauline


    


    


    After lunch, Ellis and I part ways with the family. He seems relieved, but I’ve liked their company and am a bit reluctant to let them go. I exchanged email addresses with Helen and multiple promises to be in touch when we’re back home. Though I’d enjoyed their company and am sorry to see them go, being alone with Ellis has gotten to feel comfortable.


    He can’t believe it when I tell him about Doug being a trophy winning rafter. His eyes widen and his lips part in awe. “You’re serious?”


    If I didn’t have to hold my paddle I’d place my hand over my chest. “I swear on my life it’s what Helen told me.”


    “He never mentioned it.”


    “He probably didn’t want to come across as bragging. Why, if you were a champion, would you have mentioned it?”


    “Who says I’m not?”


    I lower my paddle, nudge his shoulder and he tenses. A barrier has been taken down between us, and kidding around with one another is normal now. But it’s apparent to me that I’ve developed a strong attraction to him, though I doubt he feels the same way.


    The day’s losing light. No, clouds are merely enveloping the sky. A gust of wind blows my hair, and I stop paddling to lift the locks out of my eyes.


    Ellis twists his upper body to look at me. “Hang on back there.”


    A bone chilling dampness meets my face. Huge drops of rain splatter on my helmet, my face, and tap off the raft.


    “Uh-oh,” Ellis says. He’s die hard, but he doesn’t seem like he’d take foolish risks, and I’m hoping he’ll decide to pull over on the shore and wait out the storm.


    For a moment the rain stops and I breathe out, until thunder rolls in and rumbles close by. A spark of lightning brightens the darkening sky.


    Ellis’s voice is thick with urgency. “Quick, steer to the shore.”


    My relief shines through my voice. “You got it.”


    “Do you actually think I’m crazy enough to keep us out on the water with lightning?”


    “For a second, I wasn’t sure.” I push my paddle through the water as the raft bumps up and down from the waves brought in by the wind.


    “With the long lunch, and now this, we haven’t gone as far as we should to keep on schedule, but I’m no maniac when it comes to ensuring your safety.”


    Maybe he talks this way to all his customers, but my entire body warms from his concern, and as long as I believe it, I can pretend his chivalry is reserved for me.


    Ellis indicates with his chin a secluded beach straight ahead, pulling me out of my thoughts. The sky all but turns a matte black as the dark clouds mass together and lightning crackles. We’re so close to the shore. I grip my paddle tighter as we make a final push.


    My arms burn and go numb, and Ellis makes up for my slack as we near the beach. I’m zapped of any remaining strength, holding on loosely to the paddle, and closing my eyes to the whip of lightning smacking down into the pine trees beyond the waterline. The raft bumps and lurches forward.


    The next time I open my eyes, I’m onshore. Ellis is reaching into the raft from the beach. With gentleness, he takes my paddle from my hand. Then he offers me his hand, and I accept his firm grip. He pulls me out.


    Ellis tugs the raft all the way out of the stirring water. After he takes what gear we’ll need, he flips the raft over, then secures our remaining gear and paddles underneath. Our tent is tucked under his arm, and for a few moments his calm eyes search over the beach, then he hurries me to a rock overhang.


    Within the overhang, in the shape of two walls with a long roof, Ellis assembles the tent, then guides me inside it.


    The sound of our breathing is magnified within the tent, which is fast turning from a somewhat stuffy place into an uncomfortable overheated space.


    Ellis’s cool, strong hand settles on my back. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah…I…think…I…am.” Each word that I utter trembles.


    He helps me remove my gear. When he glides his hand across my back, he pauses on my shoulder and squeezes. “We’ll be fine.” Spoken in his low, composed voice, it’s the most sincere and reassuring thing I’ve heard him say.


    After this trip, I won’t see him again, so I have nothing to lose. I want to turn around, shock him by kissing him. Instead I say, “What’s next?”


    Ellis lifts his hand from my shoulder. “We’ll spend the night here, and leave early in the morning.”


    There’s a touch of disappointment in his voice, and I wish I had kissed him. But what would I have done if he hadn’t reciprocated and it created a barrier between us for the rest of the trip? Could I have swallowed my pride all the way to the end?


    Because of the rain, Ellis rules out starting a fire to warm ourselves. I’m shivering in my shorts and t-shirt, and my socks are wet and squishy in the boots. I crouch to the tent’s smooth nylon floor and dig into my bag. “I can’t find my sneakers.”


    Ellis hunkers down and meets my eyes, smiles. “You left them in my truck.”


    I straighten and stand up. “I did?”


    He nods, and I bend my head and cup my forehead in my hand, shake my head.


    “Don’t worry. I can mail them to you.” Ellis rises.


    And it occurs to me he doesn’t plan to see me again after our trip’s completed. “If you can. I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.” Through my ears, hurt is evident in my voice.


    “It’s no problem, I—” Ellis pauses as a burst of wind rattles the tree branches set far back above the overhang, shaking the tent around us. He reaches around me to secure the flap. “It sounds like it’s getting pretty bad out there.”


    Raindrops sound more like bombs of water as they pummel the tent’s nylon cloth, followed by stones. Not stones. Hail. Wind gusts lash at the tent from all sides, and I crouch on the ground in fear. Behind me there’s an awful sound. I peek and discover that one section of the tent’s nylon has split in the center. Pellets of rain slap my eyes as I reach out to pull the gash in the fabric shut. Ellis’s presence comes up behind me. His warm hand sweeps past mine to hold the tear closed. I back away and rise. Something thrashes and knocks outside.


    He peers over at me. “Can you take over for a second? I’ve got to check on the raft. The storm’s bound to raise the river level, and I don’t want our stuff to wash away.”


    Ellis defers securing the rip and blocking out the rain to me. He bends down low to fit his generous height through the exit. A whispered prayer for his safety escapes my lips.


    “What did you say?” He’s stopped in the doorway, rain attacking him on all sides and misting my hair.


    “Good luck,” I say, when I had said, “Please keep him safe out there,” as much a prayer for him as for myself.


    He nods at me and hastens outside.


    What will I do if something happens to him and I’m left alone? How will I get to town?


    The blowing wind threatens to steal the nylon right from my hands, and I grasp tighter, count the seconds Ellis is absent. Pine trees bend and creak above the rock overhang each time a gust strikes them. Each outburst of wind brings the potential for a tree to topple over and smash into the tent and me inside. Please don’t fall, becomes a mantra I repeat over and over. In my mind, as long as I keep on reciting it the trees won’t fall.


    I’m tethered to the tent. If I leave, it’ll be snatched up by the wind and we won’t have a secure nighttime shelter for the whole trip. What feels like hours pass and Ellis hasn’t returned.


    I whisper through chattering teeth. “Where are you?”


    The tent’s nylon material strains under the force of the wind. I pull and stretch the flapping, ripped section closer together in my hands.


    Ellis throws back the flap and ducks inside the tent. His clothes are soaked and clinging to his rock solid chest and broad shoulders.


    “I secured everything.” Ellis holds up a small box. “I fetched a repair kit, too.” He shivers from the moisture that soaks into his clothes. “I could have used a raincoat.” His eyes follow a raindrop as it slides down his shirtfront.


    “Thank, God.” I’m not only thankful about the repair kit. I’m relieved he’s safe.


    I hold the piece of loose nylon straighter as he kneels and proceeds to stitch it together with a needle and a durable, clear thread.


    When he’s finished he sits back on his heels and admires his handiwork.


    “You’re our hero,” I say.


    Ellis rises to his feet. “Our hero? Not yours?” He grins.


    In a way, he is my hero of the moment, but I can’t allow him that much room in my heart.


    He turns, opens his bag, and lifts the hem of his shirt. He’s undressing. And there’s more than a clean, dry shirt in his hand. There’s also a pair of jeans.


    “Whoops.” I move my back to him and peek over my shoulder while he’s too busy changing to notice.


    Smooth, caramel-colored skin encloses his defined muscles. And that’s just his upper half. His powerful chest has the right dusting of masculine whorls. He discards his jeans to reveal black boxers, and long, fit legs with the same tan. He bends over to move his bag on the floor, and his firm behind expands against the back of his boxers. What would the sensation of gripping him feel like?


    “I’m beat.” Ellis turns around, with his lips curling up in a smile. He’s dressed in a fresh pair of blue jeans that accentuate his athletic legs and trim waist, and a fitted gray shirt. “I could really use a drink right about now. How about you?”


    I kneel in front of him, dig into my bag, and take out a slim flask of my stepdad’s scotch that I tucked inside before I left home. “Here.” I toss the flask to him.


    “Very nice.” He catches the flask in one hand and unscrews the cap. Before drinking, he asks, “Do you mind?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “Thanks.” He takes a swig. When he’s done he smacks his lips together and wipes the top of the flask with the hem of his t-shirt. “Scotch. I’m surprised. Are you a seasoned drinker, Miss Choice?”


    “I’ve only had scotch once.” I gesture to the flask in Ellis’s hand. “That’s my stepdad’s scotch.”


    He’s about to take a second drink, then he pauses. “You stole it?”


    “Yeah, I guess I did.”


    Ellis laughs. “Never would have guessed that.” He finishes his drink and holds the flask out to me. “Want some?”


    I shake my head and take it from him. “Well, maybe I’ll have a little.” I press the flask to my mouth and sip. The liquor warms my throat, but I cough at its sharp bite. Ellis looks at me as though he isn’t the least bit surprised at my alcohol intolerance. To him I’m probably a prim little miss. If only he knew the truth. “It’s all yours.” I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and give him back the flask.


    “We might as well get comfortable.” Ellis rolls out his sleeping bag and reclines. His arm is extended and his head is supported by his hand. He looks as though he’s relaxing on a beach in the Caribbean somewhere.


    I hesitate, then ask, “We’ll really be here for the night?”


    “Yeah.” He drinks from the flask.


    I’m reminded how different we are from one another. Ellis feels comfortable enough to rest in the middle of the storm. My city instincts are telling me to remain on edge. “You’re sure it’s safe to?”


    “Is what safe, drinking while lying down?” Ellis grins over at me. “Why don’t we find out?” He pats the space next to him.


    Tingles of heat crawl over my face. “That’s not what I asked—I asked, is it safe to stay like sitting ducks out here?” I rub tiredness out of my eyes.


    Ellis presses his thumb to his chin. “Being in here under this overhang is safer than being out on the water or hiding under a tree.”


    “I just wish this storm would stop.”


    His voice is soothing and direct. “It’s bound to.”


    “It will?”


    He leans farther back. “It can’t go on forever.” After a pause, he says, “Why don’t you sit down?”


    I nod and proceed to unroll my sleeping bag, but the lower half is soggy. The bag must have gotten hit by rain on our way into the tent from the raft. “Even out here, I have bad luck.” My face is tilted up at the tent ceiling, and I close my eyes, the tears burning through. It’s not the sleeping bag that’s making me feel this way. It’s missing Sam.


    Ellis lifts an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”


    I open my eyes and avoid returning his gaze. “It’s nothing.” Tears press through my words.


    Ellis rises. “Pauline.” He reaches to touch my face. His voice is heavy with worry. “You can have my sleeping bag. I don’t need to use one.”


    My sobbing shakes me as I turn my head away from him.


    “Is it your sister?” he asks hesitantly.


    Not facing him, I nod. Ellis moves to comfort me, put his arm around me, and I step back. “Please, don’t.” I push him away with my words because I might get hurt if I give into my desires and then have to say goodbye to him at the end of our trip. I go against my instincts and peer up at him. “Will you sit with me?”


    Ellis nods and gestures for me to go ahead. I settle down on his sleeping bag with my legs folded beneath me, and he sits next to me with his legs crossed. His hand hovers behind me and rests on my upper back.


    “You’re cold.” Ellis rubs my shoulder. “One second.” He scoots over, ferrets through his bag, then removes a fleece jacket.


    I slip my arms through the jacket and murmur thank you as I settle into the plush coziness of his fleece. Outside, the low rumble of thunder has vanished.


    Ellis reaches behind me and picks up the flask. For a second I think he’s going to offer me a sip so I’ll relax, though I’d decline, then he uncaps the flask and drinks himself. His arm settles around my shoulders, and I tense, then ease into the warm, strong comfort of his touch.


    Ellis yawns and blinks away sleep. A nighttime bird cries in the forest. “Are you tired yet?”


    I level my hand in front of him and rock it from side to side. “I guess I am a little tired.”


    He slides over and lifts aside the flap. I peek over his shoulders outside. The pale orange sun is fading away into the deep blue sky.


    Ellis turns around, his green-gray eyes still on mine, then our eyes lock. As he stares into mine, my eyes drift to the ground. He cups my chin in his hand, and his fingers slip away one by one as he lets go. I prepare myself for him to kiss me, lean forward and tilt my head.


    He turns away and begins to fix his side of the sleeping bag. “I’ll sleep on this side, with my back facing you, of course.” He smiles, and my body empties of passion. He’s clueless about how close he was to me permitting him to make love to me tonight.


    I answer in a monotone. “Sounds perfect. Goodnight.” I start to remove his jacket. Can you hold me in your arms if I get cold? nearly leaves my lips.


    He gestures to his jacket. “Feel free to keep it.”


    So I leave it on.


    Ellis closes the flask. He leans back with it pressed to his chest and rolls onto his side when I move next to him.


    What if I drop even the smallest of hints? “Ellis? We won’t die if we touch, you know.”


    His voice is thick with sleep when he answers me. “Hmm?”


    “Go to sleep.”


    ***


    Ellis snores softly beside me in the morning. Our heads touch. He draped a blanket on me at some point during the night, and I peel it off me. I gently pry the flask from his hand, move back from him and rise. My body is stiff from keeping to my space the whole night. Ellis’s hair is tousled and pressed to his cheek. His thick-lashed eyes are shut. He’s so handsome, like a prince out of a fairytale, but with rougher edges. I reach down, touch his hair, and draw my fingers through its full softness.


    He stirs, and his eyelids flutter. I hop back and repack my gear and the flask. A cool breeze trickles in from outside, and I add an extra layer of clothing to my outfit, the same clothes as yesterday.


    I find the fire starter in one of Ellis’s gear bags next to his clothes, which smell sexy like him. I bring my head halfway down inside his bag and breathe him in. There are also a few pill bottles inside. I pick one up to read the label, but guilt burns my eyes and I put it back. The edge of a journal sticks out from a shirt. I should leave it alone, too. It’s private.


    Ellis doesn’t seem like a guy who would write down pensive thoughts. I check to make sure he’s sleeping, then pick up the journal. It has a dark blue cover. I glance at him again, and I open it.


    It’s not a diary, or poems, or anything like that. He’s jotted down pages and pages of what look like notes. I think they’re his words. The journal doesn’t have a name written inside the cover.


    There are detailed reminders about things like how to drive a stick shift and how to start a fire. And how to shave his face. Why would Ellis need help with how to drive? And I’ve watched him successfully build a fire. How could a grown guy forget how to shave?


    Last night Ellis carried some dry wood and leaves he’d managed to find into the tent in preparation for the morning. I take these and the fire starter with me, and tuck the journal under my arm. I’m going outside to boil water for coffee.


    I assemble the wood and leaves, then kneel and follow the instructions written in the journal on how to light a fire. The flame doesn’t catch.


    “‘Morning.” Ellis steps out from the tent. “What are you up to?”


    I slide the journal under my knees. “Just making coffee.” I won’t ask him for help. I’m determined to do this myself. In fact, for once I don’t want him coming anywhere near me. And now I’ll have to somehow put the journal back inside his bag without him seeing me. I remember the instructions, and I try again, but no flame.


    “How’s it going? Do you need my help?”


    I glance up and he’s standing over me. “No, I’m okay.” I’ve spoken way too fast to sound calm.


    “Doesn’t look like it. You haven’t even got the fire going. Let me do it.” He hunkers down at my side and tries to take the starter out of my hand.


    I breathe out in relief when he doesn’t notice the journal under me, but I won’t give up the fire starter. “Ellis, I’m fine.” I sit down on the journal.


    He’s silent for a beat, then shakes his head. “Okay, then.” He stands up, and I can hear him behind me, watching me.


    My hands shake under his gaze. I glance over my shoulder at him. “Do you mind?”


    Ellis doesn’t budge.


    I groan and try to use the fire starter again, but he’s made me forget the instructions.


    Ellis’s voice comes from low within his throat. “You’re not doing it right. Let me do it for you.”


    I whip my head around and rise. “Look, I can’t work with you standing there.” He grabs the fire starter out of my hand. I gasp. “What are you doing?” I hold my arms out to my sides. And I forget about the journal on the ground.


    Ellis reaches down and picks it up. “What the hell are you doing with this?” His tone is resentful, and his eyes are cold. “You went through my things?”


    So the journal does belong to him. I speak to the right of his wide shoulder. “I found it by accident when I was looking for the fire starter. I swear I wasn’t trying to be nosy.”


    His expression remains the same. “Did you read it?” Then he cuts me off before I can give him an answer. “Forget it. I don’t want to know.” He slams the journal against his leg and I jump back.


    I’ve managed to piss him off. Then I think of the pill bottles. “Ellis, I also found…Should you have been drinking last night?”


    From the cold way he stares at me, I know my message has reached him. I also can tell he doesn’t plan to reply. The blush in his face deepens, and I grasp he’s ashamed, not angry.


    I’m determined to find the reason behind his embarrassment.


    Then he’s kneeling by my wood pile with his journal under his arm. He doesn’t open it. And it takes him just one try to light the wood and leaves. He squares his shoulders, like he’s so proud of himself, and there’s that cocky grin again, only it isn’t directed at me. It’s all for himself. If he’s so good at starting a fire, then why does he need help remembering sometimes?


    When the coffee boils, I lift the pot from the cooking rack and pour us each a cup from the dishware Ellis packed. I am glad he thought of everything when I hadn’t. He’s commanding and secretive, and moody, but he is responsible.


    “You’re up early today.” The coffee steam curls up from his mug as he sips. He puts his face close to mine to get my attention and smiles at me. He wants to apologize, but won’t say he’s sorry. Why does he have to always look so handsome?


    I stare back at him through my eyelashes. The coffee warms my throat as I drink. He’s apologizing in his own way. “There are benefits to being the first one up.”


    “Such as?” A corner of his mouth lifts up.


    I pause, holding my cup in both hands. I look over the rim at him. “Such as, I got to use the best bathroom spot first.”


    His eyes soften as he laughs.


    I don’t go into the tent with him when he puts away his journal. I expect he’ll hide it in a new place, and it’s better that I don’t know where. I can’t trust my curiosity.


    Later, as he stands by the calm water’s sandy edge and shaves in the sunlight, he smiles at me when he catches me watching him with his cheeks covered in white shaving foam. Such a simple act as witnessing a guy shaving in the morning brings some normalcy to the trip, comforts me, and reminds me of the few better moments living with Seth.


    If Ellis seems so strong, then why does he need notes to help him remember small things?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    Pauline


    


    


    The next night, Ellis goes to bed early. We’ve spent most of the day quietly on the raft, and not saying much besides a few pleasantries while we paddled. He’s been a little awkward toward me ever since I found his journal.


    My Kindle finally ran out of power, and I rest above my sleeping bag as I read a paperback with the small flashlight I brought. Tonight’s warmer than it has been. Ellis is sleeping atop his bag near mine.


    My laptop has sat untouched during the trip. So much for writing an essay. Maybe I’ll remember enough to write about the experience after I return home. I have a feeling I need to complete the full trip before I can express how Sam’s death affects me and the connection the trip has to her.


    I would like to take Ellis up on his offer from the other day to go for a swim and cool off before I go to sleep. I tuck my paperback into my bag and zip it. I get up on my feet, shine the flashlight on Ellis’s sleeping bag and bend down to whisper in his ear. “Ellis?”


    He stirs and rolls over, then rolls back on his side.


    “Ellis?”


    His chest expands as he snores softly with his face pressed into the sleeping bag.


    I raise my voice to a speaking level. “In case you’re interested, I’m going swimming.”


    Ellis turns more on his side and continues to snore. He warned me to watch out for coyotes, mountain lions, and bears, and all sorts of other fuzzy and frightening creatures, and poisonous snakes, if I ever found myself alone. I fear the snakes more than I fear the others. I’ll be alone, and a little afraid, but I’ll take my flashlight with me, and it’ll give me a chance to wash my hair.


    I put my body wash, shampoo, and conditioner—three luxuries out here—in a caddy. I kneel by Ellis and nudge him to tell him again where I’m going.


    He murmurs, “Okay,” without, I think, fully hearing what I said.


    I drape a towel around my neck. This will be the first genuine bath I’ve had since I’ve arrived, and I’m excited.


    I close the flap behind me as I head outside barefoot. It’s pitch-black out. The moon glimmers on the river and casts light across the water body’s full length, which is too wide to safely bathe in. In the distance there’s a large shimmering pool protected by a circle of small boulders. In the dark it’s hard to judge how far off it is, but I head that way with the flashlight leading me.


    I hope it’s not too far away. I wouldn’t want Ellis to wake up and discover I’m missing. What would he do? Would he think he has to rescue me? I sure wouldn’t mind him saving me, but knowing him even a little means I know that while he’d come find me, he’d also be disappointed I didn’t wake him up to tell him exactly where I was going.


    I tiptoe across the rough ground and wonder if I’m making a mistake. I could cut my foot, or worse, get bitten by a snake. Maybe I should have used the river. But even I want some privacy.


    I sing to myself when I make it halfway toward the pool, because I’m still a little nervous. The farther into the woods I go, and the farther away from our tent I am, the darker it gets.


    My feet sink into something cold, mushy and thick.


    Yuck.


    Then I can’t move. I shine the flashlight on the ground. I’m ankle-deep in disgusting mud.


    I scan the area with the flashlight. There are large boot prints in the mud at my side. Ellis did mention other people could be out here.


    I consider turning back if I can. There’s the boot prints, and the fact I can only walk if I lift my knees up high and march through the compacted mud. I turn right to get out of it, but everywhere around me is sludgy mud and reeds. My eyes burn and tears form in them. I curse under my breath and am about to throw my towel to the ground in defeat.


    Then I start laughing at myself, because Sam would have laughed with me. At me. She would have said, “Come on Pauline. What did you expect? You’re in the wilderness. Are you really going to let a little mud stop you?”


    I’ll have to trudge through the muck if I want to bathe in the pool. But what would be the point if I’ll just get dirty again on my way back to the tent?


    No. I have to do this. For myself. I’ve come this far, and I can’t turn back now. At the beginning of this trip, I wanted to return home before I even started, but I’m still here and I don’t plan to head home until I’ve completed Sam’s journey.


    I use the flashlight to search the area up ahead. To the left of the pool there’s another path that looks like it snakes around the mud and back to the tent. I’ll take that small path on my return.


    By the time I slog through the mud and arrive at the pool, my thighs are burning and my lower back aches. I’m in dire need of a bath.


    I call out hello to make sure the area’s clear. Then I set the flashlight on top of a rock, double-check that I’m alone and flick it off. I pull off my sweatpants and shirt, keep on my bra and panties, and leave the clothes in a pile on a rock with my clean towel on top, within an arm’s length away from the pool.


    The warm night air sparks against my skin as I lower myself into the cool water up to my chest. The bed consists of smooth stones. Water skims over my arms as I move them. I grab my shampoo and conditioner from the shore and lather myself up. An animal screeches. I pause and listen, then rinse off.


    When I’m done with my bath I return the bottles to the caddy on the shore and swim farther out to the pool’s deep center. I move my arms in circles under the water to keep afloat, and shut my eyes to relax. A moment of peace won’t hurt one bit. My hair floats away and fans out around me in the water.


    Footsteps crunch in the woods behind me. From the sound of its feet, whatever it is isn’t small. What kind of animal could be that loud? A slight rush of wind escapes from within the trees. Not wind. Breathing. Something’s breathing in the woods. Someone. I think of the boot prints.


    “What the—” I’m immobile in the water and wide-eyed with fear. Panic tightens my normal composure.


    “Ellis, is that you?” I shout.


    The noise ceases.


    I speak up loud enough to let whoever is out there know I’m not going to let anything bad happen to me, won’t let them frighten me. “Who’s there?”


    The footsteps back away, then break into a run within the forest, bounding over obstacles as they flee.


    Once it’s quiet again, my arms overreach through the water as I race to the shore. I jump out of the pool. I toss my towel across my body and grab my caddy and clothes. I pick up my flashlight but don’t turn it on right away. Instead, I run blind into the night and its unending darkness.


    The forest’s branches are invisible until they scratch against my wet hair, which slaps on my back. The ground pinches into my feet. I trip on a groove in the earth and my caddy bumps in the crook of my arm. There’s no way I could outrun someone if I have to get through the dense mud from before. I hear soft thuds, switch on the flashlight and break into a sprint toward the other path I noticed. Branches smack into me as I run and run. The forest blurs around me.


    Then I see the tent.


    I lift aside the flap and duck inside. Ellis is sound asleep. He doesn’t look like he’s been up spying on me and then somehow sneaked back into bed. Again, I check that I zipped the tent behind me. Should I wake Ellis up and tell him what happened? But he’s so deep in rest that I don’t want to disturb him, especially if I’m mistaken and it really was an animal out there. My stomach pits against my head, because in my gut I’m confident I’m right and it was a person. Those prints in the mud. The two men I’ve seen out here besides Ellis are Ranger Mitch and Helen’s husband Doug. I can’t imagine Doug, the goofy, good-natured dad, doing anything like that, so Mitch is most probable for now. Has he been following us the whole way? He does wear boots.


    I toss my soaked towel next to my sleeping bag and crawl inside. Within the fleece lining I shiver in my damp bra and panties. Eyes open, I peer around the darkness closing in on me in the tent and am thankful Ellis is here, I think.


    The thought of Mitch lurking out there with me unaware in here jolts me to action. I switch on the light and scan the tent, careful not to direct the beacon near Ellis’s face. The shampoo and conditioner bottles aren’t in the caddy at the foot of my sleeping bag. The thud while I was hurrying back here. I must have dropped them. By the time morning arrives an animal might have carried them away, but there’s no way I’m going out into the dark alone to search for them. Come to think of it, if Mitch is out there, the glow of the flashlight could help him see in here. I switch it off.


    Each time I shut my eyes, desperate to rest, I’m alarmed by even the slightest noise outside the tent. The normally peaceful sound of the wind rippling the river unnerves me. Somehow, I fall asleep.


    I wake up to the sound of birds chirping and sunlight glowing into the tent through the nylon panels. My wet hair has created a groove in my sleeping bag overnight. I check the watch I packed because I knew my phone battery would go dead sooner or later. It hasn’t yet. My phone is of little use to me out here, so I’ve kept it shut off.


    It’s after five in the morning. Ellis doesn’t seem to show any sign of waking soon. I sit up and towel dry my hair as best as I can. My underwear has dried overnight, and I change into the same clothes I wore yesterday. Fresh clothes every couple days are like a luxury out here.


    It’s safer now that it’s bright, and I head out into the day to fetch my shampoo and conditioner, if I can.


    I don’t have to go far after unzipping the flap. My half-filled bottles have been carefully placed right outside the tent’s opening. A shiver crawls through me. I snatch the bottles and duck back inside the tent.


    Ellis is sitting on his sleeping bag, getting dressed.


    “Did you put my shampoo and conditioner bottles outside?” I look away from him as he pulls on his pants.


    He cocks his head. “No, why?”


    I tell him what happened last night.


    “You went swimming?” he says.


    “Bathing,” I clarify.


    His face reddens. “Naked?” he asks huskily.


    He isn’t wearing a shirt yet. I glance at his feet. “Not totally.”


    “It was probably some animal in the woods.”


    I face him and quickly shake my head. “It was too loud for that, Ellis, and I swear I heard a person breathing. And there were these…boot prints.”


    He moves his head back and his eyes widen.


    I square my shoulders and brace myself for his fury. “I don’t know what’s going on here. It wasn’t you, was it? I won’t be mad if you were trying to peek or whatever. But please be honest with me.”


    Ellis breathes out through his nose like he resents my accusation. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he snaps back. “You’re not bad to look at, but I’m not a pervert. I want to make that clear. Just because I spend a lot of my time in the outdoors doesn’t mean my manners are caveman.”


    His anger jolts me back. “I’m sorry.” I gradually meet his gaze. His resentment is so powerful I have to turn away.


    “Other guides might up and leave you here after what you said.”


    “Ellis, I’m truly sorry.” I choke back tears. “Ellis, I—”


    “You didn’t let me finish. I’ll complete the job. I’m not the kind of guy who bails out on a commitment.”


    From the slump of his shoulders as he pulls a shirt over his head I can tell I’ve genuinely hurt him. Can he ever forgive me for doubting him?


    I stare at the branch scratch on my arm. I didn’t dream what happened.


    Ellis glances at me. “Are you okay?”


    My voice is hoarse. “Yeah.”


    Ellis squints over at me, like he doesn’t believe my answer. “I’ll go check things out to see if I can find those boot prints, okay?”


    His words comfort me somewhat.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    Ellis


    


    


    After I pack up the tent and load our gear into the raft, I switch on the radio channel to speak with Tom, Fiona’s boss at River Tours. I’ve been instructed to have everything go as smoothly as possible. The radio is in a waterproof case with a shoulder strap that I’ve been lugging around every time we go onshore.


    Pauline waits by the raft, bundled up in her life jacket. I have to say she confuses me. The night of the storm, I could have sworn she wanted me to kiss her. And then this morning she accuses me of spying on her, which I wasn’t. I hope she’s not mad because she’s on to me about the sunscreen I borrowed from her awhile back while she was sleeping. I could so easily fall for Pauline. But I can’t. Because I can’t see her again after the trip. And I don’t want to disappoint her. Or for her to get hurt because of me.


    I wait a moment or two for the radio to warm up and call into River Tours headquarters.


    A steady, deep voice comes on immediately. “Ellis?”


    “Hey. Tom?”


    “You mean to tell me you don’t recognize my voice?” A hearty chuckle resounds on his end. His voice is that of a benevolent uncle. “How’s it going out there? I’ve been hoping to hear from you.”


    “We’re all right.” He’s quiet on the other end. “Tom?”


    “Ellis, you sound different.” He pauses, clears his throat, but he doesn’t sound worried. He’s tired, and I can tell from the strain in his voice.


    “I have a cold.” My ears are ringing again, and my head is pounding. I rub the side of my face and try to listen to him.


    “Sorry to hear that. Listen, we can’t reach Fiona at all, so I went over to her house. Just got back from there, actually. No one was home.”


    “Did you look in?”


    “I called the police. They’re on their way to Fiona’s place. The whole thing feels a little off.”


    Pauline has sneaked up behind me and is peering over my shoulder at the radio. Tom’s voice is cut off and fades as I quickly shut off the radio to protect her from hearing anything else. The more I’ve gotten to know Pauline, the less I like lying to her. But I risk losing my job if everything doesn’t go effortlessly. I can’t have her freaking out on me.


    My eyes settle on Pauline. The color’s drained from her pretty, sun-kissed face. “I guess you heard that.”


    Her voice is just above a whisper. “I heard everything. This is horrible. I only met Fiona once, but I feel terrible. Is she okay?”


    Her face is so pale and worried, her voice so fragile, that I take her hands in mine. I want to hold her and reassure her. Only, I can’t. “Pauline, no one knows anything for sure. But I’m sure Tom won’t stop searching for answers.”


    Pauline shakes her hands out of mine. Somehow I’ve reached a vulnerable place inside her, and she’s frightened. She’s strong minded, but I’ve come to grasp how susceptible she is under her hard exterior.


    She tilts her face away from me. “I feel responsible somehow.”


    I take a step closer to her and reach out to assure her she’s wrong. “You’re not to blame.”


    “Yeah, but I’m spooked. Think about it. She’s about to go on my trip, then all of the sudden no one can reach her. And last night I think I hear someone watching me—”


    “Pauline,” I say in a hoarse whisper. She looks at me, and her eyes lighten a shade in the sun, from brown to amber, the color I love the most. “It isn’t your fault. At all.”


    Although similar thoughts have occurred to me, my mission is to complete the journey and stay out of anything else. It’s my job to calm her and finish the trip with her. But I’m determined to protect her too.


    Her eyes pierce through mine, and I’m unable to look elsewhere. “You’re sure, Ellis?”


    “Oh, God, yes, I am.” I move forward to pull her in for a hug.


    She pats my arm, shakes her head. “Please, I can’t.”


    I speak before thinking. “Honey, it’s okay.” She’s certainly not my honey. “I didn’t mean to imply…I got caught up in the moment.”


    Her hands fall to her hips. “What did you expect me to do, drop into your arms because I’m upset?”


    Damn, she’s sexy when she’s flustered. “You didn’t seem to mind the attention the other night.”


    “How do you know how I felt that night? You’re not me. You don’t even know me.” She’s yelling now, and her eyes are red and beginning to water.


    She’s so hot when she’s angry. My groin clenches and I almost have to fan myself. “I’m sorry. I am. It won’t happen again.” Her eyes are brimful with tears. I want to ask her why she’s so unhappy and find out her story.


    “Did you ever find the boot prints?” she asks.


    “What are you talking about?”


    Pauline comes closer. She isn’t crying anymore. There’s frustration in her voice. “The boot prints I saw, Ellis, in the mud. You said you would go see if you could find them.”


    Blood rushes to my head and my ears burn. I genuinely have no idea what she means. I don’t remember promising her anything. Then comes the ringing in my ears again. Only, this time it’s louder, like a blaring alarm clock. I can’t look at her. The pain is so intense I can hardly keep my eyes open. “We better get going if we want to stay on course.” She once said I was a hero. A real hero would know just the right thing to say to console her.


    “Ellis?”


    I don’t look at her. There’s silence behind me, and then her step falls into place with mine.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    Pauline


    


    


    The next afternoon, Ellis seems to have forgotten, or at least overlooked, the tension bubbling between us. I’ve come to believe I didn’t actually hear a person the night I went swimming, and in my deranged state of mind I must have forgotten I brought my bottles back to the tent. The boot prints could have been from a day or so before.


    There’s now a reserved sense of normalcy between us as Ellis and I ride in the raft. He treats me as he would a customer, and is accommodating, indicating points of interest along the way with a smile. I pick up his cue and treat him as I would a guide.


    And the thing about him not remembering to look for the boot prints? His journal is starting to make a little sense. For somebody so young, his memory isn’t good. What is that about?


    As I paddle behind him, his smooth neck muscles tense as he lifts his paddle out of the frothy, rolling water, then lowers it and slices through the current, it occurs to me we had been becoming friends. Except it was cut short by me, when I put up my shield and blocked him from reaching me. With the trip, I’ve already put my fate in his larger hands. Do I want to put my heart in them as well? I could get used to him calling me honey, and that alarms me, because after Seth, I’ve sworn off guys and vow not to get trapped in my emotions again. Way down inside I suspect Ellis might empower me to let down my defenses. Only I don’t know how to tell him he has a chance and to keep on trying.


    He stops paddling in front of me. I’m jolted forward and my paddle almost dunks into the water when the raft comes to a halt. The raft dips in and out of the fast moving water.


    Irritation tints my words, but my chest is tight because I can sense apprehension coming from Ellis. “What are you doing?” He wouldn’t have ceased for just anything. Something’s wrong. Then I see what’s made him stop.


    An empty blue raft bobs near the white-pebbled beach directly to our right. It floats away from the shore’s edge, and then towards it again.


    I stand up partway in the raft, crane my neck and look for signs of paddles nearby. Most raft paddles are floatable, like Ellis’s are. There are no paddles around the abandoned raft or on the white strip of beach, and there are coppery red patches on the raft’s sides.


    Ellis speaks in a low voice, as though we’re discussing a secret. “Is that…?”


    My response is barely a whisper. “Yes, it’s blood.” We speak quietly, as if we’re not alone. I recall my encounter the other night and shudder. What if…What if someone’s been hurt or killed? The raft looks familiar to me. “That’s Doug and Helen’s raft.” I recognize it because of the logo—the cowboy holding the paddle atop a grinning horse.


    My chest squeezes so hard I can barely breathe as my eyes search for a sign of the family, those two little boys, somewhere on land or in the water. Although I don’t know Doug, Helen, and their boys well, I hope nothing terrible has happened to them. “I don’t like the looks of this.” Ellis begins to call out hello. His echo rings sharp and clear in the unending wilderness. I shush him before he shouts again. He glances at me behind him. “What is it?”


    I shrug one shoulder. “What if someone’s out there, watching us?”


    “Someone who might have hurt them?”


    I nod.


    Ellis straightens and takes off his shirt. “I better check to see if I can find them, to see if anyone’s hurt.”


    “You’re going in the water?”


    “We’ll search around their raft first, and then I’ll swim to shore and search there. Their raft’s high up. Someone could be down in there and we wouldn’t see them.”


    I shield my face from the sun with my hand and look up at him. “How come I can’t come onshore?”


    “Because just in case.”


    “In case?”


    “In case it isn’t safe. This way, you have a chance to escape.”


    “And leave you here?”


    He digs into his bag, and then tucks a sleek steel object into his pocket. “I can take care of myself.”


    I stand up and jab my thumb to my chest. “So can I.” The raft shifts under my weight and I slip backwards.


    Ellis reaches over and steadies me. “Looks like you could use a little assistance.” He grins.


    I shake him off and sit back down with my paddle in my lap, smiling despite myself.


    Ellis steps out of his jeans. “Stay here after we check their raft, okay? Don’t do anything foolish.”


    “Why can’t we pull our raft up to the beach?”


    “Because we don’t know what happened. We don’t know if there’s any danger out there.”


    My mouth hangs open. I’m too busy getting a good look at him to fear what might be out there. Guilt catches in my throat when I think of Helen, Doug, and their boys. My eyes slide along Ellis’s broad chest and then down to his firm stomach.


    Despite what almost unfolded between us the other night, I know my place as a customer, and remain seated. “I understand. I’ll wait here.”


    Ellis draws our raft up to the side of the other one and checks inside. My heart lifts from anticipating that Helen, Doug, and the boys are somehow all in there. Ellis gazes back at me with disappointment shining in his eyes and shakes his head. He uses his paddle to hook their raft toward us and attaches theirs to ours with a piece of rope so we can tow it behind us once he returns from the shore.


    Ellis climbs off our raft and eases himself down into the river. His arms cut wide, powerful strokes in the water. I keep our raft in place as best as I can and hold my breath until he arrives onshore.


    Ellis quickens his strokes once he’s almost reached the beach. He shakes himself off on land and then walks the length of the beach, bending every so often to inspect something.


    What would it feel like to be trapped under him in bed? In light of what’s happened, I feel terrible that my mind’s going to that sexy place. He’s so…hot. And different. Perhaps too different for it to ever work between us.


    The wind is light, but the raft begins to drift, forcing me to dip my paddle into the river and stroke so that it stays relatively in place.


    “Everything okay out there?”


    I look up, and Ellis stands on the pebbled shore with his hands on his hips, watching me struggle to keep the raft from floating too far off. I wave my hand to let him know I’m fine. And I hope I will be.


    He enters the thick forest surrounding the beach and calls out for Doug and Helen. His voice rings clear across the water.


    Somehow I manage to keep the raft from leaving Ellis behind. After a while, he swims back to me. He declines my offer to lend him a hand, and hoists himself up inside.


    I give him a few moments to catch his breath before asking questions. “Did you find anything?” I hand him my towel.


    Ellis shakes his head and dries himself off. “It’s like they disappeared.”


    He exchanges the towel for his clothes, which I draped over his seat.


    “Should we search farther in the woods for them?” I ask. The towel is damp in my hand and smells wonderfully of him.


    Ellis sighs and hunkers down in the raft, pulling his pants over his legs. Water glistens on his skin, and I look away. “I’ve thought about looking more. But it’s getting into the afternoon. Since it’s only me here with you and you’re a beginner, I don’t think it’d be a good idea, in case I don’t make it back before dark.” His shirt rustles as he pulls it over his head.


    “But they might not be hurt, right?” I peek behind at the blood smeared over their raft and shudder.


    Ellis is silent for a few moments. “I hope they aren’t. Honestly? The blood…it’s…it doesn’t look good for them.”


    “What do you mean?” The towel drops from my hand to the raft floor.


    He rises and places his hand on my shoulder. “If they ditched their raft for some reason, and a member of their party is injured enough to have lost as much blood as is on the raft, and they decided to hike out of here, well, whoever was injured would have a hard time making it back to civilization.”


    I look down at his hand and he removes it. Then I think of Helen and Doug and their two boys and my breathing stills. “What do we do? We have to help them if we can.”


    Ellis’s eyes fix on mine and linger. “I can call into the ranger station. They’ll respond faster than the police can.” He picks up my towel from the floor and sets it on my bag. Then he shifts away from me and opens the radio case.


    Something strikes me. I might not be finishing Sam’s journey in her honor as I intended, if Ellis plans for us to stay put for the rangers. All that matters is a tragedy may have occurred and we have to do everything we can to help that family. “So, we’re going to wait here for them…for the rangers to come?” This is straight out of a thriller film, but minus the thrills since it involves me and I am frightened as hell. Ellis groans so loudly I sit back.


    “I can’t believe this!”


    There’s such panic in his voice I jump up. “What’s happening?”


    Red blooms on his neck up to his forehead. He sticks the radio in front of my face. The wires at its back are cut and twisted.


    “This can’t be…It has to work.” I grab the radio from him.


    I shake the radio and a horrible crackling sound rolls out: “… Tom from River Tours here. Police went to Fiona’s house. She’s…she’s dead. Ellis, are you guys still out there?”


    Then silence.


    One final voice from civilization.


    I drop the radio as fast as if it has fangs and it bounces off the raft’s soft plastic bottom. Then I fall down next to it and press my face to the floor’s surface, which is cool from the moving water below. “Did you here that?” I croak out. Ellis’s hands work their way under my arms and lift me up.


    Ellis seats me, then picks up the radio. He shakes it, and it sputters once more, then nothing comes out.


    “Oh, no, did I break it?” Concern overtakes my voice.


    “It was already broken. I left it outside the tent last night. Someone must have—no, that’s not possible.”


    “What were you going to say? Someone must have what?”


    “Done something to it, I don’t know. But who would’ve—”


    I’m on my feet again. “Who could’ve done it? I’ll give you a list. The person who did this to Doug and Helen. The person who was watching me the night I went swimming.”


    Ellis’s face whitens, as though the likelihood of this has dawned on him, too. I sit down again and the scenery around me seems different. We’ve drifted more over to the river’s other side.


    I open my case and pull my laptop out and settle with it in my lap. It has nearly a full battery, but no internet connection. My phone has barely a quarter of its battery left and zero bars. It bleep bleeps when I search for a signal. Useless. I shove it back in my bag along with my laptop.


    Ellis shakes his head at my pitiful efforts. “We might as well be living a hundred years ago. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”


    “It happened. So let’s deal with it.” A shadow spreads across his face as I rise to my feet in desperation. “Plenty of people know we’re here. My family knows. The tour company knows. Somebody will help us.”


    “They aren’t expecting us back for four days.”


    Four more days out here with who knows who. My mind kicks into pure survival mode. “Okay. So the situation is tricky. Do we wait for help?”


    “Didn’t you hear what I said? No one thinks we’ll be returning for four days. And no one’s likely to pass through here for, maybe, days. Possibly even for weeks. It’s not like we can walk out of the woods and straight onto a road or into a town. It’s miles and miles of wilderness.”


    Tears clog my voice and spill over my eyes at the realization of how isolated and trapped we are. I hide my face from Ellis. The last thing I want to do is cry in front of him and let him know how much his pessimism wounded me.


    He’s motionless for a moment or two, then his hand lands on me and moves in slow, reassuring circles across my lower back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken my concern out on you.”


    I nod but don’t look at him. “So, what do we do now?”


    “We keep going until we reach the end, as planned. At that point we’ll be in a town and can tell the police what we’ve seen here. With any luck, we’ll run into a ranger along the way. But if we don’t, once we’re in the town, I’ll direct the police back here to see if they can find anything I might have missed.”


    I tilt my head toward him and close my eyes against the sun’s intensity. “It might be too late to help Doug and Helen if we do that.”


    “I’m sorry, Pauline, but we have no choice. I can’t leave you on your own while I go off searching for God knows how long.” Ellis picks up his paddle and reseats himself as though he’s already made his decision.


    I waver, then lift up my paddle and follow his direction as he navigates down the river again. My arms twitch from the labor of controlling the paddle. It’s harder moving with the burden of the extra raft dragging behind ours. Ellis seems so calm. It’s somewhat unusual. Yet he’s always been so composed throughout our trip. It’s his military training.


    I keep my qualms to myself and instead concentrate on helping Ellis get us to our last destination as fast as possible. I try not to think about what it could mean if the blood on the raft wasn’t from an accident and what dangers could be waiting for us up ahead. Who is out there? “Ellis, what if…”


    His back faces me as he paddles. “Are you okay back there?”


    My voice is soft. “Yes.”


    “Are you sure you’re okay?” He glances at me.


    I raise my voice and tell him the lie he and I both want to hear. “I’m fine.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    Pauline


    


    


    We coast along smoothly despite everything. We almost would be back to our normal routine, except for the bloody raft we drag behind us, a gut wrenching reminder of reality. I can’t help wonder what happened to Helen, Doug, and their boys. Did someone hurt them? Are they alive? Or what if somehow we made a mistake and what we’re towing isn’t their raft. But that cowboy logo can’t be a coincidence.


    There’s tension in Ellis’s voice. “Hold on.” He sees something he doesn’t like coming up.


    I struggle to see what he does, but not before we’re jerked into the chaos of swirling water. Genuine rapids. This can’t be the hardest leg of the journey he’d warned me about earlier. Yet it is. I curl my fingers around my paddle so tightly my skin burns.


    “Hold on,” Ellis says again.


    “Should I paddle?”


    He shouts back. “No. Secure your paddle on the floor, and hold onto the side of the raft as hard as you can.”


    I do as he says and decide it will be better if I keep my eyes shut through this. As I press them closed, the sound of water rushing past us is thunderous. My jaw aches from clenching my teeth in apprehension. Water sprays my arms and face. I crouch down in my seat.


    For what seems like hours I’m bumped and tossed around in my seat as my hands practically scream with pain from how firm of a hold I have on the raft’s side next to my seat. A few times, I peek and Ellis is using a small red bucket to toss water back out when it starts to fill the raft.


    The noise diminishes. Have we gotten through the worst? My grip slackens and I open an eye to check. We’re approaching a section of the river that is spinning so fast it appears more like a mass of twirling foam than water. “Oh, my God, I thought it was done with.” My eyes snap closed as I whimper and murmur a prayer for our safety.


    Ellis’s reply is neither anxious nor soothing. “From the maps I’ve studied, the worst is yet to come, unfortunately.”


    I laugh, because this can’t be happening, not after what’s occurred with Doug and Helen’s raft. How much awful can a person take? “You’re kidding, right?” Ellis spoke as though he hasn’t taken this course before. “You’ve been on this river before, right?”


    Ellis slides a silent glance behind me, and something’s different about his face. Darkness imbues his eyes. His jaw is tense. His features have put on a stiff appearance to disguise something…His alarm? Ellis is scared, and this isn’t good, because I’ve never seen him afraid. If what he’s about to paddle through terrifies him, I can only imagine how I should feel about it.


    “Are we going to die?” I ask.


    Ellis doesn’t respond. Perhaps he’s too busy guiding us through the rough water to hear me. I should help him steer. We’ll move faster with two of us paddling. I’m frozen in my protective place, tucked into the corner of my seat with my head lowered and my arms hugging my knees together.


    Ellis yells. “Oh, shit.”


    I sit up. There’s a mountain looming within inches of us. The raft makes a hard left turn as Ellis angles it away from what I now see is a huge rock in the middle of the river.


    I’m jolted forward, and then I’m flying, or at least that’s how it feels until I flop down toward the water. One second I’m airborne, and then the next second the smack of my body making contact with the surface is like the ends of multiple sowing needles jabbing into my flesh.


    I’m immersed in inescapable cold up to my chin. The water is so roiled waves are forming and threaten to suffocate my face as they approach. The life vest is ripped off me. My chest tightens, and my lungs burn as I fight to breathe and stay afloat. Ellis screams my name again and again from somewhere I can’t distinguish. Is he still on the raft, or has he fallen into the water, too? As I lose the battle, everything around me fades, turns deep blue, and then I don’t remember.


    I lift an eyelid. I’ve resurfaced above the water, but must fight the river’s robust current dragging me away and under with it. My helmet’s gone. I’ve drifted near the raft, and Ellis is leaping from it into the water. He’s ripped off his shirt. From the way it dangles off the raft’s side, it appears as though he’s literally torn it from his skin to help him swim faster to me.


    He makes his way through the water with power and speed. How does he have the energy? Ellis must care about me in some way, or he cares about looking out for his customers and not losing his job. His fingers find my sleeve as it fills with water, and clamp down. He fortifies his grasp and yanks me to his chest, with my face pressed into his smooth, firm skin, which is cool from the water.


    Vulnerability leads me to confess. “My sister. She didn’t just die. She killed herself.” I cough out water and dig further into him. His heart pounds steadily against my chest. The tears come to my eyes, hot and burning.


    Ellis’s chest is a place where I could stay forever, but I’m not ready to die yet. He tugs me in close and squeezes me. Rather than combat the water, we let it carry us downstream, much like it did our raft, which, when I glance over his shoulder, is gliding down the river without us.


    I fight to speak as he cradles my head in his chest and keeps my face upright so I’m not swamped by water. “The boat…” When I try to point over his shoulder my arm feels so heavy it’s as though my skin’s filled with stones. “The raft...we’ll lose it.”


    “We might end up where it does.”


    I peek up at him. “But it could flip over, and we’ll lose our stuff.”


    “It might.” A crooked smile spreads across his face. “Or it won’t, and maybe we’ll land at the same place it does.”


    “That could happen?”


    “It might.”


    “What if it doesn’t? How will we survive out here?”


    “We’ll deal with that if the time comes.”


    His levelheadedness jolts me, but for some crazy reason, I trust him. He rescued me and has proven himself dependable.


    The view of the large rock over Ellis’s shoulder shrinks as we’re swept downriver. Dread is like a steel ball in my stomach as what looks like a sea monster’s back is emerging from the water near the rock as the tide lowers around us. Ellis didn’t mention monsters. Bears and coyotes, yes. Then an arm bobs to the water’s surface and fingers extend from its hand.


    The body of a man tied to the rock with a thick, fraying rope around his waist, bubbles up and spins with the current. He’s unable to drift farther from the rock than the rope allows, like a kite attached to a string. It’s what jostled the raft—not the massive rock.


    I let out a wail, and Ellis whips around with me tucked in his arms. “I can’t look. Is it Doug?”


    His gasp tells me he’s seen the man’s body, too.


    “Is he alive?” I say.


    Ellis’s hand cups the side of my face and turns me away from the grisly image. “Don’t look.”


    I set my face against his chest, and then I peek. The man has on a green uniform, although it’s his hair that sparks a distinct memory. He’s on his back, and his red hair floats out around his head in the water like an exotic sea plant. Hair like Ranger Mitch’s. His eyes are sealed closed, and his face is so milk-white his color is ethereal. No living person’s skin could have such pallor.


    I collapse into Ellis’s shoulder. He holds me in a secure way and swims with me in his arms toward the nearest bank. “Is the body…that ranger guy?” I know Ellis hadn’t cared for Ranger Mitch, but I’m sure he didn’t wish something this awful to befall him.


    “Yes, from what I could see, that’s him.”


    With one final push from Ellis’s powerful upper body he lands us on the shore. He carries me onto the beach with me leaning back in his arms and my feet dangling. “Can you walk?”


    I nod, and he sets me on the soft sand with care, intertwining his arm in mine while he guides me onto my feet. My boots are filled with cold river water, and my clothes are dripping. The sun hitting down on the beach warms my chilled skin bit by bit.


    I ask Ellis the question that’s been on my mind ever since I saw Mitch’s body. “Do you think what happened to Mitch was an accident?”


    His reply is a quick no. “If it was an accident, then he most likely wouldn’t have that rope tied to him. It seems like someone was trying to hide his body in the water.”


    “Or intentionally cause our raft to crash.” The knowledge silences us for a few moments. “How many rafters take this route?”


    “It’s a pretty well-traveled course.”


    “You wouldn’t have to be an insider to know about it?”


    “Not necessarily. With all the adventure blogs out there, you could find it plotted out online.” Ellis eases me onto a warm, flat rock.


    My soaking clothes hug the contours of my body. I slide off my boots and dump the cold water out of them. My socks are drenched. Ellis’s ears pinken when I indicate for him to turn around so I can peel off my clothes. After, I sit in my bra and panties. I don’t know what I should do with the sopping clothes, so I arrange them on an adjacent rock and hope they dry.


    “You can turn around now,” I tell Ellis. I unwind a stringy green sea plant out of my hair and flick it to the ground. “Yuck.”


    A banana-yellow-colored inflatable object sticks out from some bushes a few paces down the beach. I jump up and break out in a sprint toward it.


    Ellis calls after me. “Where are you going?”


    I don’t look back at him when I answer. “Our raft!”


    Ellis strapped down our stuff well, and, as far as I can tell when I reach the raft, nothing has fallen out, though it might have gotten wet. A few days ago I’d asked him why he bothered tying down our gear. Now I’m thankful he’s so conscientious.


    Ellis follows me to where I am and grabs a strap on the raft. He groans and heaves the vessel out of the snarled jumble of bushes. He brushes twigs and leaves from the inside.


    I glide my finger across the raft’s smooth surface with a new respect for it. It’s what will take us to safety. It looks perfectly intact. “How is this even possible?”


    “Sometimes things work out well,” Ellis says.


    “No kidding.” The beginning of a smile escapes me, but not before he tugs the raft out most of the way. Doug and Helen’s raft isn’t attached to ours anymore. I’m about to point it out to Ellis, but he speaks before I have the chance.


    “It must’ve gotten detached back there in the rapids.”


    I bend and press my hands on my knees, hanging my head in regret. “All the evidence that was on it is gone.”


    The unruffled vibe that has surrounded Ellis the whole trip, and what’s been attracting me to him, returns. “There’s nothing we can do about it now.”


    Ellis gives the raft a final yank and rolls it out of the bushes all the way. He’s been moving without much noise, then suddenly the raft slams down between us on the sand and I wince. What if in secret we’re being watched by some creep?


    I walk around the raft’s exterior and inspect what’s left of our gear inside. “Yay, our tent’s still here!” I breathe out and clamp my hand on my mouth. I must remember to not be so noisy.


    Ellis’s large hand falls on my arm and eases my hand down from my mouth. “It’s okay, Pauline. You’re safe. No one’s around here.” He glances at my bra.


    I cross my arms in front of my chest to keep him from getting an eyeful. “How can you be certain we’re safe?”


    His eyes wander down the length of my legs. “From the body’s condition. He’s been in the water for quite some time.”


    I recoil and look away. Ellis hadn’t gone somewhere in the middle of the night at some point and hurt Mitch, had he? We’ve been sleeping next to one another, but he could have sneaked out of the tent and I wouldn’t have heard. “Shouldn’t we go back and put him—Mitch’s body somewhere? Seems like that would be the decent thing to do.”


    Ellis shakes his head in a hopeless way. “I would like to get him out of there, but I don’t think I can.”


    I’m not giving up. “We have to take him out of the water. We can’t leave him there. What about his family?”


    “It’s too dangerous. I’m sorry.” Ellis turns his back to me. “It’ll be dark before we know it.” He glances at me over his shoulder. “I’ll set up the tent. We leave early tomorrow.”


    His statement forces me to look up at him as he retreats. “After all that’s happened, we’re sleeping in the tent out in the open? We’ll be sitting ducks out here.” A puff of laughter comes from me in frantic disbelief.


    Ellis returns to where I’ve remained, and his cool hand brushes across my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep watch while you rest. There are ways I can deal with someone messing with us. I’m prepared to do anything needed to protect you.”


    From the somber tone in his voice he’s serious. I slide out from under his hand.


    He and I work side by side in silence, pulling the bags out of the raft, some of which are so damp the contents could be ruined.


    “Do you need help setting up the tent?” I ask him.


    “No, thanks, I got it.”


    Spooked by my thoughts about his whereabouts at night, part of me is relieved we’ll be separated for a little while. While the other half of me is fearful of being alone. “Are you sure you don’t need help? Because I can help.”


    “I don’t need your help, Pauline.” His eyes trace the outline of my underwear. “Why don’t you see if your clothes are dry yet, and put them on if they are. Looking at you standing there like that, you’re giving me a…Forget it.”


    And he’s standing in front of me shirtless with his sweat-glistened muscles on full display and the enormous shape of him visible behind his damp jeans. He could be dangerous and I might not know it, but he looks lip-smacking hot.


    Ellis finds the clothes he packed and puts on a fresh set. A sigh of relief breaks free from me and, although Ellis’s face is angled away from mine, I make out the hint of an amused smile on his lips.


    ***


    The tent is a little wet, so Ellis builds a fire outside it. I unroll my sleeping bed and find that it’s moist, too. I breathe out in frustration. After all that’s occurred, I’m so tired, and I don’t need this right now.


    “Is something wrong?” Ellis asks.


    I nod at my sleeping bag and he feels the material. Then he hands me his sleeping bag. “Here. Mine’s dry. You can use it. I won’t be sleeping tonight, anyway.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “About the sleeping bag? Yeah. About not sleeping? I don’t mind. I usually don’t sleep much anyway.”


    “You have trouble sleeping?”


    “You could say that.” He sits back on the tent’s cold, thin floor, and I feel like I should offer him a section of the sleeping bag to sit on. After all, it’s his. I fix his sleeping bag into a bed and tuck my legs under myself as I sit.


    I motion to the bag, and Ellis shifts his weight but doesn’t rise, as though he’s wavering, then he scooches over to the end of the sleeping bag and settles down near my feet.


    I risk a joke. “Do my feet stink?”


    Ellis’s deep laugh shakes my core. He has a genuine, sexy chuckle that comes rumbling out from deep within his chest. “No, I don’t smell anything.”


    He switched off the lamp to save battery power, and all we have for sight is the glow of firelight outside the tent. In the distance, in the night, there’s a faint snapping, like someone treading on twigs. I left my clothes to dry on the rock, but I’m not about to go out there now and fetch them.


    Ellis and I turn to each other at the same time. He gestures for me to remain where I am and raises the tent’s flap. Then he’s gone outside to check. And I’m alone. The fire casts a shadow of his tall, muscular frame’s movements outside the tent. I try to crouch down so that I appear as imperceptible as possible from the outside, in case someone’s out there and they somehow get past Ellis to our tent.


    Moments pass and he hasn’t returned. I peel back the flap and call in a soft voice, “Ellis?” My voice is heavy with tears when he doesn’t answer. I can’t speak any louder, because who knows who might be out there.


    “Hey.” There’s a rustle, and then Ellis is back inside the tent and next to me.


    Although earlier I’d suspected him, now I’m so overwhelmed that he’s unharmed that I embrace him. Courage takes over for my uncertainty, and I inch forward, lift my head upward and press my lips to his.


    I mesh into his mouth when he welcomes the gesture, and shut my eyes. He kneels deeper on the tent floor and leans into me, his hands brushing up and down my body, as I exhale with pleasure. His hands only stop to encircle my waist.


    Ellis lifts his hands from me, and I open my eyes. For a moment or two I forget I’m in a tent out in the wilderness. Ease has overcome me, and I feel as though I could be back at home.


    Ellis moves his face back from mine and gets up, as much as he can, given the tent’s low ceiling and his height. Is he shocked? He raises one side of his mouth. Is he pleased? “What was that for?”


    I turn away from him. “I don’t know. I guess it’s because you’re okay.”


    The warmth that stems from his body comes up behind me and his hand rests on my back. I sigh at the feeling of his firm, comforting touch. He lets out a deep breath. “You’re gorgeous, Pauline, and I’m flattered.”


    My eye muscles twitch as I wait for the I like you, but line to fly out of his mouth. It’s one I’ve heard from countless guys after revealing my past to them:


    I like you, but I’m not sure if our different lifestyles will work together.


    I liked you until you told me that.


    I liked you when I saw your film, but we don’t seem to be compatible in person.


    But Ellis doesn’t know my secret. Yet. I whip around and face him. “I’m gorgeous? Come on, you don’t have to lie to let me down easy.”


    “You are gorgeous. That isn’t the problem.” He glances at the floor.


    “Then what is it?”


    “You know the hiking boots I gave you to wear? They belonged to my girlfriend. She and I used to go rafting together, before she left me for this rich guy, that is.” He stops and rubs his face. “At least, I read somewhere that he’s very rich.” His eyes slide past me as though he’s uncomfortable discussing her. “I’m not ready to start over, Pauline, even with someone as beautiful and sweet as you.” His eyes search my face, find mine, and still. “Can you understand?”


    I mumble as I draw my eyes downward. “Sure. I get it. What’s her name?”


    Ellis is silent, with his eyes downcast, and he resumes sitting at the end of the sleeping bag. “Her name’s Linda,” he replies after some time has passed.


    Why did he wait so long to speak? Does it have something to do with the journal?


    Ellis stays by my side throughout the night. Curled up in bed, I breathe heavily and have a good cry. My trip for Sam is fast turning into a nightmare.


    Ellis doesn’t say anything, but he’s still and I can feel him watching me. He leans over and reaches for me. I’m stationary, uncertain about what to do, confused about what he really wants.


    Ellis proceeds to draw me in close to his front. I secure myself in the warm place between his arms with tears streaming down my face. We’re so isolated out here. The question of whether he’s hiding something from me flashes deep within a pocket of my mind. But if I can’t have faith in him, then who can I trust?


    “Do you want to know a secret?” I say when the tears take a break. Even if he doesn’t want to know, I plan to tell him anyway. “I used to be an adult film actress. Sort of. I flounced around a bed with no bra or panties on—by myself. And I…I pleasured myself.” Too much information too soon. I cease speaking to peek at him. I purse my lips, daring him to make a crass remark immediately if he’s going to go that route.


    Ellis’s brow crinkles. “You don’t…uh…look fake. They usually look fake.” He leans back. Away from me.


    I’m losing him. I haven’t finished telling him the whole story, and even out here in the middle of nowhere, he’s already prepping his escape from me. Maybe he’ll be so disgusted he’ll sleep outside at night from here on in and risk being mauled by wild animals instead of sharing a tent with me.


    “They?” I say.


    “The actresses in those films.” Ellis clears his throat. “You did this while you were in school?”


    He’s still talking to me, so maybe he won’t flee after all. “Not all of them look that way.” Ellis settles into me again. I turn to face him in his arms and recap my story to him: The industry. Seth. Everything.


    He takes a few moments to absorb my words. “How come I didn’t hear about you in the press?”


    “I left school and the industry quietly. I didn’t put up a fight. It was pretty clear to me my university felt I was an embarrassment to the school and the other students.”


    “What about your friends? Didn’t they support you?”


    “I lost most of my friends, and I haven’t really made new ones. I’ve come to realize I’m treated better if I hide.”


    “I know what you mean.” He doesn’t elaborate. “You should have fought, Pauline. What the school did was wrong. And that guy, your ex-boyfriend?” Ellis whistles under his breath. “Don’t even get me started with him.”


    I shrug. Ellis’s outrage on my behalf has startled me to silence.


    “Has your ex tried to contact you?” he asks.


    “No. We were living together, and he kicked me out after I told him.”


    “Why did you choose to tell him? He might not have found out.”


    “I knew if we were going to have a real relationship, then I needed to be upfront with him. I didn’t want him to somehow find out on his own and freak out. And not only did he freak out when I told him, he told almost everyone at our school. Didn’t matter to Seth that I’d been in the film before I even met him.”


    “You’re an honest person.”


    “Hardly. Are you?”


    He laughs without joy. It’s a darker side of him I haven’t seen, and I’m not sure whether it alarms me a little. “Here’s what I think. I think Seth can go to hell.”


    “He did apologize to me later on.”


    “Don’t make excuses for a guy like that. He betrayed you. He can go to hell. That’s where he belongs.”


    “He knelt on the ground in the middle of campus.”


    Ellis’s eyes widen. “You’re serious?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Sounds intense.” He whistles again.


    “Yeah, well, that’s Seth. He had quit his fraternity so he could move in with me. I first met him at a party at his frat house. He was the one guy there who remotely acted like a gentleman. We weren’t in the same classes. He’s very smart.”


    Ellis murmurs, “So are you,” and although I hear him, I don’t respond to his compliment. I’m lost in thinking about Seth, which is something I promised myself I’d stop doing.


    “I should have been honest with him earlier. I got caught up in the thrill of being with him. His family’s very well off. And he’s so handsome, and tall. Not as tall as you.”


    “But better looking?” Ellis stares at me through a half lidded gaze.


    I can tell he wants me to answer no, and I smile as I watch him through my eyelashes. “I’m still deciding. Seth was a bit icy. You’re not. You’re not warm and fuzzy, either. His father’s this tycoon. He put so much pressure on Seth to succeed. Seth was terrified to disappoint him. Part of the reason I put up with his coldness was that I sort of felt...bad for him.”


    Ellis grimaces. “I hope you didn’t tell him that. That’s not something a guy wants to hear from a girl.”


    “I didn’t. But he had to know I wasn’t in love with him, and I don’t think he loved me.”


    When I would ask Seth how his day went when he came home from class, he’d answer but never ask me how mine was. I don’t know which hurt me more, the fact that he never remembered to ask, or the realization that he didn’t care enough about me to even ask.


    Seth never met my parents while we dated and didn’t seem interested in getting to know them. That was part of what he insisted made us a good couple—we each were willing to avoid allowing our families into our relationship. Now I realize he was as controlling toward me as his father was to him.


    “What happened to him?” Ellis leans me back with him.


    “I’m not sure. He moved on. I moved on. I like to think all that is in the past, you know?” It occurs to me Ellis and I might be bonding tonight.


    “Yeah, I get that.” He lowers his voice. “What was your stage name anyhow?”


    “Now, why would you want to know that? You do know there’s no Wi-Fi out here?”


    Ellis holds up his hand. “I mean no harm. I’m only curious.”


    “Sure you are.” I can’t figure out whether this is turning him on. “Penelope Peaks.” Is my stifled response. A peal of his deep, warm laugher fills the tight space. When I look over at him, his eyes, as though instinctively, are pulled toward my chest as his face reddens. “What does that have to do with…what you did on camera?”


    I laugh slightly at his phrasing. “Nothing. It’s the name of my first pet and the first street I lived on.”


    “Are you still...” His voice fades as he searches for a subtle word to describe my short lived career. “acting?”


    “No. I gave it up after everything that happened. I did it in the first place because I needed the money, and then even with the good pay it wasn’t worth it anymore.”


    The dusting of hair on his arm is soft on my face when he shifts his weight into me and holds me tighter than I ever thought could be comfortable. I don’t feel smothered or exploited within Ellis’s arms. I feel innocent.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    Ellis


    


    


    I don’t want to view Pauline in a less admirable way than I have been, but this morning I can’t help but see her in a different way than I did yesterday. She stirs in my arms and my eyes take in her quiet beauty in awe. Day light shimmers outside in the forest and glows around us inside the tent. When should I wake her? I want to get an early start, but…She looks so peaceful with her eyes closed, her breaths soft and her chest moving with each one she takes. She looks so innocent, which is why her confession last night stunned me, though I tried not to show how shaken I felt as she unburdened her secret past to me.


    How could someone so demure on the outside have done what she confessed? I hate to admit it, but if I had the access, I would have Googled her right away to see how fucking hot she must look in that film. There’s no denying I find her attractive. I’d lied to her when I told her I wasn’t ready to move on from Linda. The truth is, I’m here to do a job and don’t want anything to interfere with that, if I can help it. Each day I spend with Pauline, the client-employee wall I’ve constructed between us at the start crumbles a little.


    Then again, I know something about harboring secrets, too, a secret that’s as big as this entire trip, and one I’ll have to decide on soon. For now I’ll concentrate on doing what I’ve been paid an ample sum for—getting Pauline to her destination. And I could use the money. As much as it troubles me, my reasoning is simple: if I don’t deliver Pauline, then I don’t get paid.


    Pauline shifts in my arms and wakens, looking up at me with startled eyes. She moves away as though she isn’t happy to find herself tangled up with me on the sleeping bag the next morning.


    She rubs her eyes and asks groggily, “Did we…?”


    “It was great. You don’t remember?” I tease her a bit.


    Pauline backs off my sleeping bag with her eyes wide and her mouth a perfect circle.


    I move forward, but she slips out of my reach, rises and backs up to the exit.


    “Pauline, I was just kidding. We did sleep. Not together, though.”


    Her stride slows at the sound of my voice. “Oh.” Her hands move along her body, and she seems shocked she’s still in her underwear, with her gorgeous breasts encased in her sexy black bra. “My clothes.”


    “They’re outside. You left them out there to dry, remember? You put them on a rock. And never put them back on. After we found the raft?”


    Her fingers stroke her creamy skin. I get turned on imagining how warm and smooth it would feel if her fingers were mine, and I turn slightly away from her to hide my hard-on.


    The inflection in her voice goes up a notch, as if she’s figured out why I’m not facing her and doesn’t quite know how to react. “They should definitely be dry by now. You didn’t try anything, did you, while I was sleeping?”


    She’s doubting me, and just last night she was crying in my arms? While I won’t judge her or treat her differently, like those past jerks she mentioned last night, that doesn’t give her the right to assume I’m capable of acting like a complete pervert because of what she exposed to me. Of course, knowing what I do, it’ll be hard to treat her the same as before and not imagine her naked sometimes. Okay, most of the time. I intend to take Pauline along the river as I’m supposed to. After that’s done, I have a new sense of obligation to see that she returns home safely. I remind myself I’ve been paid to just lead her down the river. And that’s it. There couldn’t be any harm in that, could there?


    I’m hiding something from her, and it hits me that I’m falling for her, and if that’s the case, then I’m going to be in trouble.


    Pauline’s clear voice breaks through to my thoughts. “Would it be safer to ditch the raft and hike the rest of the way, rather than be out in the open on the river?”


    “Traveling on foot takes longer. We don’t have enough supplies.”


    Pauline gives me a short nod. She folds my sleeping bag and hands it to me. After getting ready for the day and packing up, she ventures outside, presumably to get her clothes.


    I dress and put away what little I’ve set out in the tent, then head outside after her into the bright morning. I wash my face and brush my teeth by the river next to Pauline. She finishes before I do and lingers in silence. I glance back at her every so often as I work to break down the tent. She looks good today, considering neither of us has bathed this morning. She’s a natural beauty.


    Pauline leans on one hip against a tree by the creek, taking advantage of the shade.


    “Watch out for poison ivy,” I tell her.


    Pauline bends to retrieve something. Perhaps she’s dropped the bracelet I noticed she had on, though I warned her against wearing jewelry out here. It could get snagged on something and cause a problem. The peach-shape of her ass in those jeans is spectacular.


    She moves away from the tree back to the creek. What is she thinking as she looks out at the water from the shore with her hands set on her hips? What travels through the mind of a girl as strong and beautiful as her?


    I drag the raft down to the riverbank and pack our equipment. A light, airborne object swooshes by my head as I’m bending down. “What the…” I stand up and take a look around.


    Pauline is now standing next to me. “What’s going on?” Her eyes follow mine across the creek’s clear, level surface. Hers return to the shore before mine. “What’s that?”


    My eyes drift down to where she’s focused: our yellow raft. Since when had it become ours and not mine? Who knows. It just had.


    Some aspect about the raft has changed. What’s that sticking into the side?


    A huge arrow has pierced through the raft. If I tug on it, air will leak out. What the fuck? This isn’t part of the game plan. The arrow is modern and store bought. Cutting-edge and expensive.


    Pauline’s gaze stills on the arrow. She whimpers, and tears gurgle in her throat. A stream of questions flow from her mouth. “Where did that come from? Why is this happening to us? Who’s doing this?”


    We aren’t alone. I duck, taking Pauline down with me.


    I have her nestled against my chest, and she peers out from around my arm. “What’s happening?”


    I quiet her and look around the vast woods, where the trees are so dense it makes everything dark.


    Pauline’s voice cracks. “Ellis, what do we…”


    She’s asking me for a plan. I think of something fast. “I have a repair kit. The one I used for the tent that time.”


    Her eyes are wide with relief as she gazes up at me.


    When I’m certain it’s quiet, I maneuver my arm off her. Air whooshes out from where the arrow impaled through the raft’s rubber. I jump up and grab hold of the raft, as though I physically can prevent it from deflating. “Quick, get the repair kit out of the radio bag.” I twist my body around so that I’m facing Pauline as she delves into the bag. “Did you find it?”


    Her hands are empty. “It’s gone, Ellis. It’s not in the bag. Did you put it somewhere else and forget?”


    My voice sounds more severe than I intend. “Just look everywhere for it.”


    Pauline nods, and opens and rummages through the bags. Each time she’s unsuccessful. She’s red in the face, and her hair has fallen into her eyes. Then she gazes toward the tent, and a solution seems to come to her. “Can’t we take the patch off the tent and use it on the raft?”


    I shake my head. “There isn’t time.” I dislike having to dismiss her solution, but in the long run being upfront will equal time saved. By now, I’m sure my face has gone purple from straining as I try to prevent the raft from losing more air. This happening to the raft definitely isn’t part of the plan. I release my grip on the raft’s wound and air leaks out.


    Pauline hastens toward me. “Don’t!”


    “It’s already lost all its air.” I block her from throwing herself onto the raft, which is flat on the ground in front of us.


    Pauline swallows hard as she blinks back tears. Her voice is uneven. “Could Fiona somehow be involved? Whoever did this knows about what we need for the trip and how to take these things away.”


    I bring my voice down to a soft level. “Pauline, what are you talking about? Fiona’s dead.”


    “I’m sorry, I…”


    She slumps over and I catch her before she buckles. “It’s all right, Pauline. Have I ever told you how brave you are?”


    She sniffles and stands up, moving out of my reach. “Am not.”


    “Yeah, you are, actually.”


    Pauline shifts her feet as though my compliment makes her uncomfortable. She begins to evaluate out loud people who are aware of her trip. I’ve come to know that getting chatty when she’s nervous is a quirk of hers.


    “The company will send a new raft, right?” she says.


    I move my head from side to side. “They have no way of knowing we need one. Besides, the raft’s mine.”


    “I’m sorry, Ellis.” A pause. “Was it expensive?”


    I chuckle. What does she think I am? Some kind of bum? “I’m only heartbroken over it because without it we’ll have to walk, and we don’t have enough supplies to last us travelling on foot.”


    We move our gear out of the raft’s rubber carcass. There’s no point in hauling the raft with us while we hike, so we’ll ditch it here.


    Pauline’s chest lifts when she breathes out. “So, what are we going to do?”


    I take a seat on a sturdy log. “Well, we’re more than halfway finished. We would have had maybe two more days on the raft. I suggest we have no choice but to proceed onward. We’ll walk. There’s a pretty large town at the end of this route. It should be easy to get help there.”


    Pauline drops down next to me. Her hand hangs above my leg and descends on my knee. I let her keep it there. “Is walking safe?”


    I take in a short breath. “It’s different traveling on foot than in a raft. The greatest difference is it can take a hell of a lot longer. What I’m worried about most is our lack of supplies.” I pause and search for a conclusion. “We’ll make it last. You can have most of it.”


    Pauline swings around to face me. “But you have to eat, too.”


    I match her gaze and hold my eyes to hers. “So do you. I can handle eating less.” My experience pokes through my voice.


    “Have you ever done something like this before? Hiked without enough supplies?”


    I pause for a few moments before I answer her. “Yeah, once I have. With my brother when we were kids.”


    Pauline cocks her head. “You have a brother?”


    I haven’t mentioned Josh to anyone in a long time, though he’s one of the few people that I can remember. “I had an older brother. He killed himself in college.” I recall that much.


    Pauline swallows air. “I’m so sorry.


    I see in her eyes the exact moment our connection—our shared tragedies—becomes unbreakable. But I shrug off the intimate moment, unwilling to go to that vulnerable place yet. I set my hands on my knees and lift myself up from the log. “Let’s go quickly. Oh, and we better pack light.”


    Pauline catches onto my hint and hunkers down in front of her suitcase strewn among our other bags on the beach. She removes what she needs and transfers the items into her smaller backpack. She sits on her knees and glances over at me as she unpacks and repacks, going back and forth with what she wants to keep and what she’s willing to part with. After rising, she secures her laptop case under a pine tree. I’m surprised she’s giving up her computer so easily. She must know she won’t get it back if she leaves it here. She’s not as superficial as I assumed.


    I stand behind her by the pine. “You don’t mind leaving that here?”


    She peeks at me over her shoulder. “It’s no use to me now.”


    “Cover it with a few big leaves.”


    She’s got a white tank top on, and she glances back at me from behind her smooth shoulder again. Her skin is more bronzed than when we started the tour. “Why?”


    “If it rains, leaves will help block water from seeping through the case.” I riffle through the wide leaves spread over the shore and collect the dry ones, hand them to her. “With any luck, it’ll be here when the police arrive, and you can ask them to bring it back to you.”


    “Thanks.” Hope brightens her eyes. “Do you really think that’s possible?”


    “Sure.” But I doubt it. I’m just trying to lift her spirits. Damn, I love the sweet way she smiles without showing her teeth. I feel sorry for lying to her. I’ve held her in my arms more than once, but she’s shy around me. As I recall the way her soft, creamy skin felt under my fingers, I shiver. If I accomplish one more thing in my life it will be that I make sure she escapes unharmed afterward, no matter what might happen to me in the process. Overcome by a rush of emotions I’ve never had for a woman before, I gesture for her to rise and pull her deeply into my chest. Her body goes rigid and softens in my arms. I hold her until her tears dampen my shirt.


    I take hold of her shoulders and look down into her face with a smile. “Are you all right?”


    Pauline turns her head from me and nods. “I just hope we’ll be okay.”


    “You will be—”


    Something scrabbles in the woods behind us. Without realizing it, I’ve whipped around and my eyes are absorbed in that direction, searching.


    Pauline starts to whisper, and I motion for her to be quiet. Then I turn to her and rub my hands along her smooth, warm arms. “You stay here.”


    “No, don’t go. Please don’t leave me.” She reaches out, and her fingers brush against my sleeve as she tries to hold onto me and make me stay. Her eyes are as watchful as a cat’s.


    “I have to check it out.” I pat her hand and slip away.


    “I’m coming.” The shade of her last word is high in tone—she’s panicking.


    Pauline follows behind me, and I stop short. “It’s too dangerous for you to come.” I lower my voice to make my concern sound more genuine and mask my own uncertainty over circumstances which are increasingly spinning out of control.


    She raises her voice, and brings one foot closer to me. “I’m not waiting here alone.”


    I sigh. She’s so stubborn. What choice do I have? I groan. “Fine, I’ll stay. But if we get killed, it’s your fault.” I wink at her so she knows I’m speaking in jest. But I’m also afraid. And it takes a lot to frighten me.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    Pauline


    


    


    I’m leaving my laptop behind, because I pretty much have no choice. It saddens me somewhat that I might not ever see it again. Most everything that is high-tech is useless out here. But I take my cell phone, because even though it doesn’t work in the mountains, there’s no way I’m giving it up. I also grab my passport from one of my bags and shove it in my pocket. I’m aware that Ellis was trying to let me down easy and I won’t see any of the items we’re leaving behind again once we head out. We have enough essential items, like the heavy, bulky tent¸ which Ellis is going to carry, to heave around with us, and I’m pretty sure Ellis doesn’t count electronics like laptops as essential. My stomach knots when I think about how naïve I was when I began the trip.


    Ellis twists around and reaches into his backpack. He pulls out a glinting object. I look closer. It’s a handgun. I swallow down the solid lump that settles in my throat. “You had that the whole time?” Just what exactly was this guy expecting could happen on our trip? What is he going to do with it?


    Ellis starts to zipper his bag closed and glances at me. His voice is casual. “Yeah. It’s a pistol. It’s good to have. Just in case. You never know what might happen out here.” His fingers hover on the zipper.


    I stand farther back from him. But this is Ellis, the guy who’s saved my butt more than once. He must have a good reason for bringing the weapon. How can I not trust him? I can’t resist making one last comment. “It’s just that I didn’t know you had that.”


    He closes his backpack, then turns and watches me closely. “Is it going to be a problem?”


    Before this trip, the presence of a gun would have frightened me, but now I’m glad he has it. I think. I take a few moments to respond. “No, it’s not, Ellis. I’m a city girl. I’m not used to guns.”


    There’s the beginning of a smile forming on his lips, but he looks away before it emerges. I stand on my toes and pat his shoulder. I nod at the belongings and supplies Ellis and I divided into two groups: Bring and Leave Behind. “Will we be able to carry all of this?”


    “Don’t you worry. I’ll be hauling most of it.”


    His fingers curl across my chin. My chest tightens at the sensation of his touch. Every small vibration the motion of his hot fingers creates explodes in bursts of pleasure across my face. I tremble from the thrill and struggle to not lean forward and kiss him. Drawing in a breath helps me maintain my cool. Barely.


    Ellis lifts his fingers from my skin. He must know what his touch does to me and that to take it away is cruel. I should have gone to bed with him when I had the chance. But we’re stuck out here, and I didn’t want to sleep with him because I don’t want him to feel obligated to stay afterward. How messed up is that?


    Ellis winks at me over his shoulder as he heads over to cram what he can into his backpack. He’s informed me we’re only taking our packs. I follow after him to finish the same.


    He puts his hands on his knees and stands up. “Do you have a piece of paper and a pen?”


    Ellis did pack his journal. “Don’t you have…” Then I’m silent and keep my suggestion to myself.


    I nod and unzip one of the bags I plan to leave behind to take out a notepad and a pen. I’m about to neatly tear off a piece, then stop. I probably won’t ever be seeing this notebook again. He might as well have the whole thing. I hand the pen and notepad to him.


    I glance up from where I’m hunkered down packing to find Ellis writing on a slip of paper. He pauses to shake the pen when it won’t write. My throat’s dry. Is he worried we could die out here and is scribing his will? “What are you writing?” My words are just audible above the sound of the river moving behind us.


    Ellis glances at me. “I’m writing a note in case someone finds our raft and belongings. I’m writing who we are, explaining the situation and where we’re headed. I’m also asking for someone to contact the police for us.” He rips off the paper and gives the notepad back to me.


    I put it back into the bag I won’t be taking with me. My voice is shaky. “Good idea.” I take in the luggage before us and try to steer my mind in another, less dire direction. Small things take my mind off the horrible things. “We won’t be seeing this stuff again, will we?”


    “Most likely not. There’s always the chance we can come back for what’s left of it after we reach the town and get help.


    “What’s left of it?”


    Ellis speaks as though what he’s saying is quite normal. “After the animals have a go at it.”


    I take in air. I hadn’t counted on that.


    Right before we set off, Ellis uses a rope to hook the deflated raft to a pine tree trunk. He tucks the note he’s jotted down inside the raft. I smile to myself. What has he said about me? When Ellis’s back is to me, I bend to fetch the note and read it before we set off. One side of the paper is jagged from where it’s torn. His handwriting is rough yet thoughtful, and he’s dated the note:


    Pauline Choice. In trouble. Now heading toward Mayer town. Send help.


    He hasn’t written anything on the paper about himself. “Ellis?” I say, hiding the paper behind my back, and he turns to look at me, a question spread across his face.


    “Never mind.” I set the note back into the raft when he isn’t looking. He must have a reason for what he’s done. I suppose I could outright ask him, but then he might think I don’t trust him. He’s more experienced than I am, and I know I’m slowing him down. What happens to me if he thinks I’m ungrateful and then goes on without me? He’s the one beacon I have out here.


    Ellis steps close and a muscle jerks on his face. Stubble dots his cheeks and makes him seem wilder than when we began the trip. “Is something wrong?” His body is almost pressed against mine, his scent all masculine musk. I can’t think straight with the smell of him arousing decadent longings in me. I have a hard time thinking when he’s around me. Period. Because when he’s near me, all I want is him.


    My fingers quiver, but I let my breath out and work up a smile. “No. I’m as good as I can be.”


    Still standing a little too near me, he returns my smile. “We’ll be okay, Pauline.”


    Ellis steps away and takes the power of his scent with him. I’m able to gather my senses. He doesn’t know I read the note. I think. If I believe he has my best interests at heart, believe in him, then why am I starting to doubt him again?


    I can barely walk with my overloaded pack weighing down on my shoulders, though I have it good compared to Ellis, who’s carrying two bags and our tent. I can’t very well ask him to help me carry my bag, too. I’m filled with panic. How am I ever going to make it up the mountains?


    Ellis sneaks up alongside me and I jump. His hand lands on my arm to help me balance. “Take it easy, there.” The corners of his mouth edge up into a smile.


    I steady myself and can only just hold back sobbing over our situation. Did Ellis really mean what he said about him eating less food than me so it’ll last longer? What if he’s underestimated the severity of our situation, and it takes longer than he thinks to reach that town—what will we eat? I’ve seen those TV shows where they drop contestants in the middle of nowhere to fend for themselves. Does Ellis know about foods from the forest that are safe for us to eat? “Ellis, are you sure about this? Maybe I should wait here while you head for the town and bring help back.”


    Ellis doesn’t even stop to contemplate my suggestion before he shakes his head. “No. That wouldn’t be safe for you. I’m not going to do that, Pauline.”


    “But…But what will we do when it gets dark out?”


    “We’ll sleep in the tent. It’ll be like it was before, except on foot.”


    He eases into a brisk stride, and my feet move in quick steps to match his pace. Our boots whisk up the fine earth. It’s so dry out here the words forest fire burn into my mind and summon an image of me trapped inside a wall of trees with leaves thrashing from fire. Ellis is there with me in the image, but he can’t break through the circle of flames to help me. We could die out here if a fire happens. What if it happens…Nope. I can’t handle that now.


    Willing my legs to accommodate my ego, I pump my arms faster as I walk, then run, to fall into Ellis’s stride, but I’m still many leaps behind him. There’s no way I want him to have to slow down for me. If that happens, my tough girl act will crumble.


    Ellis stops short and slides a gaze behind his shoulder. Uh-oh. Is he going to ask me if I need him to walk slower? “Will you be okay walking the whole way?” He switches the burden of two backpacks on one shoulder to the other. “I can carry your bag.”


    I’m able to catch up to him and stand beside him. “Thanks for the offer. But you can’t possibly manage three bags at once, Ellis.” My breaths come out in short puffs, giving away my physical incompetence. “I’m not as experienced as you are. I mean, you’ve spent most of your life doing this.”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    The silence between us stretches to an uncomfortable length.


    “I used to work in finance for a short time, before I was a guide,” he says. “I left everything behind for British Columbia.”


    I take in his strong features. “In Vancouver? It didn’t work out?”


    “I got into a fight with my boss, and I was fired.”


    “Like a fistfight? Who started it?”


    “Yeah, a real fistfight. I started it. He told me he was worried that I seemed to get distracted easily. The boss was a decent guy, actually. What happened wasn’t his fault.”


    “Maybe you weren’t the same after, you know…” I stop before finishing. It isn’t my place to speculate what happened to him over there. “You worked in Vancouver?”


    “No. In New York City.” He pauses. “At least I think it was there. I’m not from there, though. I know that. I remember visiting Albany as a kid with my dad. I think he worked there. We lived near there. In a small town.” His voice fades as though he’s realizing he’s telling me something he shouldn’t.


    “You don’t remember whether you worked in New York? Or where you were raised?” I shake my head as though I have water in my ear. Should I be worried his memory could get us lost?


    Ellis’s face reddens and he looks away.


    His shame reaches through to me and I stop my questions. “Anyway, I never would have thought you worked in a big city, if that is correct.”


    “Why? Because of how I dress?”


    “No.” He’s handsome enough to do anything he wants regardless of what he wears. “I never would have thought that because of that rich guy remark you made about your girlfriend, your ex-girlfriend.”


    “Sure, I was pretty well-off when I worked there.”


    “Pretty well-off?”


    He makes no effort to downplay his pride and grins. “Okay, very well-off. I’m a little less so now, of course. But I’m still comfortable.”


    “You are?”


    Ellis chuckles. “Shocking, huh?”


    My brows draw together. “You’re saying you left most of that money behind for this?”


    Ellis’s voice becomes haughty. He’s getting defensive. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


    I part my lips, and “Why?” sputters out.


    Ellis gazes around us at the pine-crowded hills and smiles despite our situation. He pauses, then as he speaks his voice wavers. “Because I love being out here.”


    “If you love it so much, then how come you had to think of what to say when I asked you?”


    He looks straight ahead and ignores my question. I don’t push him further for an answer.


    My chest warms, and my thighs prickle from exertion as we ascend the winding hill. Well, Ellis is faster than me. Halfway to the top, I stop and bend over, rest my arms on top of my legs.


    Ellis’s feet pound as he jogs back to where I’ve fallen behind. “Are you okay?”


    His never-ending supply of energy amazes me. He eases the backpacks and gear off his shoulders. “Is this okay?” He begins to slip his arm around me.


    I like that he’s asking for my permission. I nod my okay, and he guides me over to a smooth, elevated rock, sitting me down as though it’s a park bench. His arm lingers on my waist although I no longer need his assistance.


    “Thanks,” I say, and he blushes as though he’s forgotten he’s left his arm around me and removes it.


    Ellis takes a water bottle out of his backpack and kneels to my level. “Do you want some?”


    I gulp some down. The liquid catches in my throat and I cough. “Hey, how come you always seem to have fresh water to drink?” I listen as Ellis explains he carries water purification tablets on him. “So, we don’t need to save water?”


    “Drink it sparingly if you can.” I pay attention to him as if he’s my instructor. “The tablets I have—I brought enough for going by raft, not walking. We’ll run out of them sooner or later.”


    I swallow the water carefully, not wanting to take more than I need at the moment. “What happens then—when we run out of the tablets?” I hand the bottle back to him.


    “We’ll have to drink pure river water. It’s almost the same as tap water back home where you’re from, but it can be a little dirty.” He grins at me despite the unpleasant news he’s delivered.


    I rest my hands on my legs and slouch, bend my head so I’m looking at my feet. “Seth—my ex—he wanted me to lose more weight. Guess he was right. I can’t even make it up this one hill without keeling over.”


    “Nah, you’re already gorgeous.”


    My skin burns from embarrassment at all the attention his eyes bestow upon me. “Thanks, but you don’t have to lie. I can handle it.” In a quiet step, Ellis darts behind me, and for a few moments I’m worried I’ve offended him. I crane my neck around to him. “Ellis? I wasn’t trying to sound harsh, you know.”


    He motions for me to hush, and his expression is serious, his features hardened.


    My voice is faint. “What’s wrong?”


    “I thought I heard something.” He slides his gun out of his bag.


    I lift myself up fast as if I’m sitting on a den of hungry, crawling ticks.


    Ellis’s arms extend to me, and it takes me a second to comprehend he intends to protect me. He pulls me to him, and I relinquish all control of my body to him. I’m shielded within the warm, strong place that is his body and protected from whoever’s out there. Allowing him to take full control of all of me.


    Out in the forest there’s silence once again. Ellis levels his hand near my face and gestures for us to resume hiking.


    We pick up our bags and take soft, careful steps. He totes the gun in his hand as we walk.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    After a while both of us are hungry and exhausted. We head down to the river again when Ellis is confident it’s safer.


    “Are you sure?” I ask. “What about whoever’s out there?”


    “I’ll protect you.” Then he takes some fishing line and a hook out of his backpack. “I have an idea.”


    “Are you setting a trap for them?”


    “No. Fishing.”


    “Don’t you need a rod or something?” I say.


    “Nah. This could do the trick.”


    “Where’s the bait?”


    “You’ll see.”


    Ellis fastens the glinting hook to the line, then spears a piece of dehydrated breakfast meat through it. He stands on a wide, even rock overlooking the river and dunks his hook into the water. I watch eagerly as fish approach the clear surface and create furrows, but none take the bait. Each time a fish appears, my chest expands with anticipation, then settles when Ellis isn’t successful. After a few moments of this, the line tightens and he pulls it in. A large fish is flapping from the end.


    I clap my hands. “Bravo!”


    Ellis bows and then walks back to where I wait on the beach. “I thought you’re a vegetarian.” He uses his hand to block the sun from hitting his eyes.


    I shrug. “I’m not going to starve.”


    To my surprise, he laughs.


    Ellis takes the fish off the hook and sets it on a rock near me, where its body stills. I close my eyes and wince. I feel sorry for the creature, but who knows when we’ll next be able to have a fresh meal out here. Ellis turns from me and heads back over to the large rock hanging over the river.


    “What are you doing?” I cringe at the echo my voice makes.


    Ellis glances at me and gestures with the line and hook that he’s going to try for another fish. Normally, I would insist I take a turn, but given the situation I figure it’s best for me to wait.


    “Oh, shit.”


    I look up to see the fishing line Ellis grips waving in the wind, with no silver hook. He coils the line around his hand and walks back to me. “I lost it. I lost the hook.”


    “That’s okay. Let’s enjoy this meal while we can,” I say.


    I look away as he uses a small knife to fillet the fish. He excuses himself to rinse his hands in the river and then returns.


    “We’re not going to eat it raw, are we?” I ask, kneeling by him.


    “You mean like sushi? Yeah, it’ll taste kind of like that once I’m done.” He removes one of our tin meal pans from his pack and a small bottle of what looks like lemon juice.


    “What’s that for?”


    “You can sort of use lemon juice, the acid in it, to ‘cook’ fish.”


    His way of putting it doesn’t inspire much confidence in me. “Sort of?”


    “Well, it’s not the same as roasting it over a fire, obviously. We don’t have time to start a fire, so this’ll have to do. I hope you don’t mind, being a vegetarian and all.”


    “That doesn’t exactly matter given the circumstances. You brought the lemon juice along, why? You were expecting us to need it?”


    The red in his neck and face deepens. “I brought it because you never know.”


    Ellis dribbles the lemon juice over the beautifully whitish-pink fish. We wait a few moments, and then after he gobbles down a hunk, he holds a piece out to my mouth. “Part your lips.”


    I hesitate.


    “Go on. Who knows when we could get a chance to eat again.”


    “Here goes.” I lean my head forward as I open my mouth. I shut my eyes, knowing that if I don’t get this over with right away, then I’m never going to eat the raw fish. Because I doubt Ellis’s story about the lemon juice. He’s probably trying to get me to eat so I’m not famished later.


    Ellis places the fish piece on my tongue and I chew. His feeding me is almost sexy. Would be sexy under different circumstances. I never knew eating fish could be so hot. The texture is cool and surprisingly delicate, and its taste is bland with a slight zing from the lemon juice.


    I open my eyes to Ellis’s beautiful green-gray eyes with thick lashes staring back at me. A smile passes across his handsome face. “Tastes like sushi, right? I told you so.”


    I know he wants me to agree. “How would I know?” But I haven’t always been a vegetarian, and it does kind of taste like sushi.


    ***


    We develop a structure to our hiking. While he guides the way, I help watch out for unusual noises or sights. It’s hard to let our guard down, so we chat less than we did on the raft.


    Ellis peeks at me over his shoulder. I’m strides behind him and struggling to keep up. But when I tell him to feel free to go ahead, he won’t listen. He’s keeping quite a close watch on me. That’s what the tour company’s paying him to do. It would look bad for him if something happens to me out here under his care.


    My foot kicks up a rock to where he is. The path is clearly not maintained by anyone, and has been created simply from hikers passing through over the years. We haven’t seen anyone on foot, and if I didn’t know better, I’d believe there’s no one out here except us. After everything that’s happened, I know that’s not true.


    Who’s doing all of this to us? Is the wrath intended for me? Or are they after Ellis? I eye his back, his wide shoulders moving under his jacket. Is there something he’s not telling me? If that’s the case, then someone’s going to pay big time for getting me dragged into this mess. Although Sam was taller and slimmer than me, I have long, light brown hair like she did. Does whoever is out there think I’m her? After all, this trip was originally hers.


    “Do you think my sister is the intended target of all this?”


    Ellis stops walking at the suggestion, and allows me to catch up to him. “Is there something I should know about? Something you’re not telling me?” His voice betrays the questions. From his inflection, it doesn’t appear as though he’s one bit concerned that my suggestion is the actual cause of all this chaos.


    I slide a sidelong glance in his direction. “You sound pretty damn confident that I’m wrong.”


    Ellis places his hand on his chest and lurches back. “Don’t take our situation out on me, Pauline. I’m just as miserable about it as you are.”


    “I’m not upset with you. But I don’t know why you’re so sure I’m wrong about my sister.” I continue walking, leading the way this time.


    “Wait.” Ellis’s footsteps hurry to reach me. He tugs at my sleeve. “Why do you think someone’s after your sister? Do you even look like she did?” He matches my pace.


    I nod as we climb uphill together. My chest burns from the effort. “Sam was taller than me, but we both have the same hair. The exact color, and almost the exact length.”


    “From far away you might even look like her to someone,” Ellis says.


    “Exactly.”


    His tone takes on a gentler note. “Did she have any enemies?” He walks so close to me his firm arm brushes mine.


    “Sam was pretty perfect. She didn’t have a past. Not like I do.”


    “You’re certain? Maybe you didn’t know her as well as you think you—”


    “I knew her better than anyone. And no one would want to hurt her,” I snap and whirl around to face him. “Sam was beautiful. She was smart. She was loving and lovable.”


    “You would think no one would want to hurt her, but maybe that’s not the case.” Ellis looks away from me and pauses. Then he faces me again. “All I’m saying is we have to consider all possibilities…”


    My eyes narrow at his mouth and he goes quiet. His glance falls to his arm.


    “I’m just sorry she’s gone,” I say. What if he is right?


    He looks over at me. “It’s not your fault.” From his voice I can tell he’s sincere.


    An awful roaring sound cuts through the woods onto our path. Something moves at us with footsteps that are too heavy for a human.


    “Ellis, what’s that…”


    Feet pound the ground toward my side. I get a nostril clearing whiff of its raw, natural scent, and see its hulking shadow—through my eyes it looks as wide and as tall as two of Ellis—before I notice its entire presence.


    It’s a full grown grizzly bear, standing on its hind legs, and blowing out of its snout. With its fluffed brown hair, it could be cute, until it lowers its jaw with a deep growl, and I catch a peek of its teeth. Oh, my.


    Its breath is hot on my face as it holds out its arm, and its big, long-clawed paw comes at me. I scream, and I don’t stop.


    Then Ellis stands between me and the bear. He touches my hand and whispers back orders to me. “Don’t move. Don’t speak.”


    I’m silent. His presence is the sole assurance that keeps me from collapsing on my knees in terror and letting the massive bear maul me, or at least making Ellis have to deal with my freak out and the bear.


    Ellis is so close to the mammoth creature’s jaws that fear for his life squeezes my throat. I grab onto the back of his shirt and hide behind his large frame. My face is pressed to his rope-like back muscles, which move against me as he reaches to pull the gun out from the small of his back. He smells so…good. And I can’t believe I’m thinking about sex at this moment.


    Ellis continues to hold me back. He’s going to shoot the bear. And maybe he doesn’t know how it will react.


    Don’t get me wrong. I love animals. But even I know a male grizzly this size would have no problem devouring both of us in a couple bites.


    Ellis raises his arm and points the gun up high in the air. I close my eyes.


    His voice is a hoarse whisper. “Stay back.” When he pulls the trigger, my body shakes against his.


    The smell burns my nostrils, and my legs and jaw tremble at the earsplitting sound. Being from the city, I was taught guns are something to fear, and it’s the first gun I’ve heard going off. My eyes open and my ears are still ringing.


    The bear hasn’t left. Ellis only fired a warning shot to scare it off, which hasn’t worked. The bear grumbles and doesn’t budge. In fact, it seems to stand taller, like it’s defying Ellis.


    I notice Ellis doesn’t look at its eyes when he speaks. “I don’t like wasting bullets. Next time I shoot to kill.” He’s lowered the pistol so it’s aimed at the bear’s heart.


    The bear’s huge ears twitch and it releases a complaining sound. It looks behind itself, drops onto all fours and bounds, pushing its large body through the forest brush.


    I’m weeping, because I’m sure it’s going to turn around and come back to maim us. Then Ellis lifts me in his arms. He’s carrying me slowly into the forest on the opposite side of the path, with his gun in his hand.


    As Ellis passes through the dense pine trees with me draped over his shoulder, for more than a moment, I wonder if the grizzly will change its mind and return to chase us. Until I hear its deep, fading whine in the distance.


    I speak down into Ellis’s back. “How come you didn’t, you know, actually shoot it?”


    He lowers me with a gentle motion and sets me down on the ground. “I like most animals, but I would have shot it if it hadn’t run off.” He gives me an easy smile and catches his breath.


    “Will it come after us?” The thought stills my breath again.


    “I won’t let that happen to you. Besides, we probably got a little too close to its living quarters back there.”


    Ellis slips his bags off his shoulders, letting them fall near his feet and then leans back on a tree trunk. Leaves half obscure his face. “We can push our way through the woods, and reenter the hiking path at a later point, far away from its home.”


    I gesture to the cluttered, tall bushes around us. I can hardly see through them to the other side. “How are we ever going to make our way through all this?”


    Ellis reaches into a large pocket on his camouflage pants and pulls out a blade with a short wooden handle. I gasp and move to my right. Ellis eyes me warily, then secures the long knife back in his pocket at my apparent fear. What other weapons is he carrying on him that I don’t know about?


    “You seem well-equipped,” I say.


    “And what do you mean by that?”


    “I’m only saying you have a lot of protection on you.”


    “Oh, yeah? I also brought condoms, in case you’re wondering. Except when I arrived on the scene to guide you I knew straightaway I wouldn’t be using them. You’re such a cold fish.” From his voice it’s clear he doesn’t mean it and is only saying the hurtful things to distract from my question.


    “How dare you!” I step forward and get in his face, matching his glare. I wince from the additional pressure I’m applying to my ankles after all the intense hiking, but I want to meet his eye level. “I wouldn’t sleep with you. Not in a million years!”


    Ellis’s eyes sharpen on me. He places his hand gently behind my head and pulls me toward him. His head tilts. He’s going to kiss me. I stiffen, and for a second I think about whether to shift my body away from his. Then he’s so close to me I can smell the toothpaste he managed to use this morning even all the way out here. Did I brush my teeth this morning? Either way, Ellis doesn’t seem to mind. I tremble with desire at his proximity. We’re all alone out here, and he could do anything he wants to me. And I’d let him.


    His face draws close to mine, and then his cheek touches mine. He has just the right amount of wild man stubble. Ellis’s arms, wrapped around me, are like a shawl of certitude, and it’s clear to me he doesn’t plan on hurting me in any way and has my best interest at heart.


    “Is this all right?” His voice is deep and hushed as his lips rush forward into mine.


    He doesn’t give me time to answer. His lips are so soft they could bounce off my mouth. I wouldn’t have expected that, the softness. He nibbles and sucks, and I ease into his rhythm. Ellis opens his eyes and peers into mine. Normally, this is something I dislike while kissing, but it’s obvious Ellis is checking my comfort level. When he sees I’m eager for him, he moves his lips rougher over mine.


    I start a little, and the words back away thread through my mind. The needs of my body take precedence, because I don’t lean away from him. I slant closer. Maybe it’s because he saved me from that bear and I have some kind of hero worship thing going on inside my head. Or maybe I actually do want him. His large, rough hands cup my face, and with a swift arrival, his tongue opens my mouth. I can hardly take in air, and I can only imagine what other exquisite wonders his tongue could accomplish on other places of my willing body.


    His hands slide down my face, pausing above my breasts. I release a short breath as his hands lift and he steps back. I don’t want him to stop. My senses are greedy, and I yearn for more than a kiss. I crave for him to take me whole.


    “It’s too bad you wouldn’t ever let me make love to you.” He wavers as though he’s anticipating my answer. His smile is warm as he touches my inner wrist, a movement that sends tingles of sensual electricity over my skin, in all of the most sensitive and secret places of my body.


    Suddenly I want to feel his rough hands on my body. All over my naked body. The realization settles over me as fast as his kiss. He wants me. At least he wanted me while he kissed me. And I want to give him all of me.


    I’d be an idiot not to want him, but I’d also be crazy to believe he’s different from other guys who’ve used me.


    Could I admit I was full of crap when I said he was the last person I wanted? If I wrote up a list, he’d be the first guy on it. True, he’s exasperated me along the way, but he’s also saved my life, and I’ve seen the way he looks shirtless and that shape he isn’t trying too hard to mask behind his pants.


    Could I have one night of what I’m assuming, judging by his looks and bearing alone, would be out-of-this-world pleasure, and then the next day survive emotionally if he acted as if nothing changed between us?


    From his voice he’s expecting me to admit I do want him. “It’s too bad you dislike me so much.”


    I don’t answer him. He pulls his knife from his pocket, picks up his backpacks and gear, and turns sharply on his feet in silence.


    I call after him. “Ellis?” He doesn’t turn around. “Ellis, please, I won’t make it through all these bushes without your help.” He comes to a standstill. I’ve played into his soft side, because by now I know he has one. He may look scruffy and tough, but down inside the real Ellis is a ladies’ hero, I think.


    With his glance directed at me, he shrugs his shoulder forward. The simple gesture is all that’s required to let me know we are to continue as we were before.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    We reach a clearing and Ellis sets up our tent for the night.


    “Are we going to talk about what happened before...Are we going to talk about the kiss?” A psycho is out here with us, but I can’t stop thinking about his amazing kiss.


    Dusk begins to crowd the forest around us. We’ve set up camp right off the path for security, as Ellis puts it. Five miles or so back he hacked our way onto the path from the thick woods.


    “What’s there to say?” Ellis pauses from securing the tent to the ground with stakes in an area obscured by tall, broad pine trees. “We kissed. Sometimes it happens. It doesn’t mean anything. We’ve gone through a lot in the past few days, and I’ll admit I wasn’t thinking straight. You probably weren’t either. Let’s leave it at that, okay?” He doesn’t give me a chance to respond and turns his back to me. With an economy of motion he resumes setting up the tent and places our sparse belongings inside, the bags land with soft thuds on the floor. Ellis straightens and glances over at me.


    I give him my back this time and pretend to gather sticks for the fire. The air around me fills with his scent, the smell of pine on his clothes from bumping into the trees we’ve passed. He stands behind me, then his big hand falls on mine and stays there. “Those won’t be thick enough for a fire.”


    I spread my fingers open and release the sticks. They tumble to the ground with a clatter. With a hesitant glance, I search for larger pieces of wood.


    Ellis bends and helps me scour the ground. He points out a short, thick piece. “This one’s perfect.” He gives me a reluctant smile, then gestures for me to take the wood from him.


    I reach out to him. “Thanks. I’ll look for more like this one.” He won’t release the stick into my hand.


    “Are you sure you don’t need my help, Pauline?” My hand grows warmer in his, and his touch sears me to my core as I yearn for him to pull me into him and kiss me until I’m raw from his desire.


    He lets my hand go, and the wood hits the ground. I stretch to pick it up. My head moves to the left to shake no, yet I’m not sure, as I face him. I falter and pause. Inside I do want him to stay with me, and by me, forever. By now I’ve come to grasp that my need for his proximity to me at all times isn’t due to my fear, but rather because being near him feels right to me. It’s as though him protecting me is the way it’s supposed to be.


    “I’ve got it under control,” I say, and he returns to the tent while I gather wood. But my feelings aren’t under control. At all. My desire for him is so potent I’m afraid I’ll embarrass myself by falling all over him if I’m not careful.


    A short while later, the sky is darkening fast, and I sit on a smooth rock by the lit fire. Ellis sits at my feet. With each burst of wind, the campfire’s flames curl out and rise to bright, swirling towers. The silence between us has carried over from when I organized the fire and Ellis lit it. We ate a meager meal of energy bars and shared from his water bottle.


    My back and legs ache from walking and my stomach grumbles.


    Ellis tilts his head back and rolls his eyes up at me. “Want another bar?”


    I shake my head. “We better save them in case we need them.”


    His smile is illuminated by the firelight. “Your stomach sounds like it needs one now.”


    “Well, maybe later.” My hand presses on my mouth as I yawn.


    Ellis sighs and rises to his feet. “Let’s turn in for the night.” He stoops and then throws handfuls of dirt at the fire. The flames hiss and shrink with each toss of dust.


    “You’re putting out the fire already?” I say.


    “We can’t let it keep burning. Someone might spot it and find us.” He stands upright and sets his hands at his trim hips. With a sudden kick of his foot, he lifts more dirt onto the fire. The remaining flames weaken into smoky embers.


    “I guess that’s settled, then.” I get up from the rock and head into the tent.


    A few minutes later, Ellis opens the flap and enters. I’m already on my sleeping bag, curled on my side, facing away from him.


    As an afterthought, I’d set out his sleeping bag and left the lantern on for him, placed near the head of his bag. “Thanks,” he whispers.


    “You’re welcome.” I roll toward him. The fire’s absence affects me fast. I shiver and ease my way in between my sleeping bag’s plush inside and shut my eyes.


    He flicks off the lantern and darkness envelops the tent. His clothes fall with a swoosh to the floor. Has he taken off everything? I open an eye and my gaze steadies on his figure in the dark. We’re in danger, and I shouldn’t be thinking about him in this way, yet I am.


    “Pauline?” Ellis speaks from deep within his chest.


    “Yes?”


    “I can see you’re cold. I’m sorry we had to put out the fire.”


    Even in the dark he can see me. How closely is he watching me? “That’s okay. I understand.”


    After a few moments I look up and he’s standing above me with the lantern swinging from his hand. He switches it on. My heart beats faster, and my eyes widen. Is this it? Is this the moment I’ve been waiting for? For him to invite himself into my bed. His throat moves when he swallows.


    “Can we talk about what happened earlier?” I’m unable to disguise the hope in my voice.


    “Pauline, it’d be best if we didn’t. I’m sorry I’ve upset you.”


    I lean on my elbow and am about to rise. “You haven’t. It’s just…”


    “Please, Pauline. I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”


    “Why are you so afraid?”


    “I can’t, okay?”


    At his raised voice, I get back down on my sleeping bag.


    He turns off the lantern. “You’ve…We’ve been through a lot. And I’ll admit I didn’t use my best judgment back there when I allowed things to go that far.”


    “I get it now.” I turn away from his direction.


    At the anger in my voice, Ellis retreats. Then after a moment or two, he steps close. To apologize? My pulse quickens. I turn to face him.


    “I thought I’d leave this here.” He sets downs the lantern between our sleeping bags. “In case either of us needs it during the night.”


    That’s it? My pulse returns to normal. My voice softens. “Great. Sounds good.” I move my body away from him again, and tuck my legs into my chest for warmth. The position won’t be comfortable throughout the whole night, but for now it’ll warm me up.


    The material of Ellis’s sleeping bag rustles as he slips inside. “Goodnight.” He breathes softly, and I can’t tell if he’s fallen asleep.


    I don’t reply. We’re in the dark. The wind blows and a tree branch moves against the tent, its outline as thin and as sinister as a dragon’s tail.


    Despite my past, all my life I’ve been pretty timid, in the sense that I often don’t go after what I want. I do want Ellis, even if it’s just for the one night. But I’m not like the video vixen I’d pretended to be, who’d leap up and push her way into his bed. Even if I was that girl, how would Ellis react? He might turn me down. It’s obvious an attraction has developed between us, although I’m not one hundred percent certain he wouldn’t freak out and push me away, because he acts so duty-bound to his job as my guide.


    We have a ways to go on foot. If he rejects me, it’s not as if we can go our separate ways tomorrow and I can never see him again. And if I do make the first move and it turns out his affections are only physical, could I stand being alone with him for the next three or more days if he grows emotionally cold after?


    We could die tomorrow. Sometimes you only get one chance.


    “Ellis?” His name hangs like a challenge between us. If he responds, odds are he’s been awake like I have, mulling over everything.


    “You’re still awake?” Judging by the alertness in his voice, he’s been too.


    “Aren’t you?”


    “Someone’s got to keep watch.”


    “Oh, of course.” I hadn’t remembered that.


    “Thinking about you is also keeping me up.”


    His deep voice coasts a quiver along my back. My breathing stops. I struggle to think of something sensible to say. “I am tired, though. This trip’s been awful, no offense.” Way to go, Pauline. If he doesn’t already think I’m a shrew, he will now. Why the hell didn’t I tell him how I actually feel? That despite everything that’s happened, I love being with him.


    Ellis chuckles. “None taken. I couldn’t agree more.”


    “I’ve been thinking…about you, too.”


    Ellis’s silence makes me wonder whether I’ve made the correct decision. His sleeping bag moves with him when he turns to me. I grow quiet and pretend to sleep.


    “Are you still cold, Pauline?” His question fills the tiny space with tension.


    I remain quiet.


    “Are you awake?”


    If I don’t say it now, I won’t ever have the courage to. “Yes. And, yes, I’m cold…Come into my sleeping bag.”


    “Absolutely.” His answer is as welcoming as soft, aromatic rose petals floating onto my skin.


    Through the darkened space, he throws back his sleeping bag and rises. I hear him pulling on his jeans and sigh. Doesn’t he get why I called him over? His footsteps are heavy and determined as he treads across to me. The nearer he steps the warmer I become, and the more his welcomed, masculine scent enters my space. And then I’m too hot. I lift back the top part of my sleeping bag. I was too exhausted to pull my sweatpants over my panties, and I’m wearing just my panties and a t-shirt, with no bra underneath, for comfort while I sleep. But the absence of layers is perfect for tonight.


    Ellis kneels to my level and angles his face near mine. “Hey.” He speaks it like he’s releasing a breath.


    I reach toward him and my hand touches his jeans. My hand searches his smooth-muscled chest. He’s naked from the waist up.


    “Why did you put your jeans on?” I ask.


    “I guess I didn’t want you to get too excited as I walked over.” His teeth gleam white when he grins in the dark.


    I playfully cuff his leg.


    When he turns, the lantern clicks on. “Don’t. Leave it off.” I sit up and touch his wrist.


    Ellis switches it off and I crawl out of my warm sleeping bag. Before I’m able to face him, with a gentle swipe, he pulls me into him. I gasp. His palm presses into my back, drawing me even closer, so near him that only a sheet of paper could slip into the space between us. I look down, and then up at his eyes, which meet mine with an intense, challenging gaze.


    “Is this what you want, Pauline?”


    I glance away and bite my lower lip so hard my mouth is tinged with the metallic taste of blood. I nod and steel myself for what comes next. His mouth crushes my lips with a kiss.


    It’s so dark. I can only feel him and feel how good he’s making me feel. His full lips on the contour of my neck. His supple fingers skimming over and sinking into every part of me that curves, thrilling me to a point where there’s no going back. This is it. The moment I’ve desired. Everything that’s going on outside the tent is temporarily suspended in my mind.


    In silence Ellis steps out of his jeans. He slips his hands under my legs and brings me even closer to him. He isn’t wearing boxers, and his cock reacts against me. Thick and long.


    I lift the hem of my t-shirt, and he pulls it over my head for me, jettisons it to the floor. He’s all man and knows what he wants. And right now it’s me. His big hands stretch across my breasts, which fit perfectly in them.


    “Beautiful,” he whispers as he kisses them.


    His thumbs flick over my nipples, and they harden beneath his touch. He puts them between his fingers and pulls and pinches them. I cry out in delight as he makes me burn for him. His lips follow his hands, it’s almost as if I can feel him smile against my skin. With subtle movement he reaches my panties and I twist my hips when he bites the waistband, then relax as he helps me wiggle out of them. They land on the tent floor with a final kick from me.


    Moonlight brings a steady glow to the tent. Wearing a concentrated expression, his brow furrows as he spreads my legs with a gentle motion. His hands are rough from the outdoors as I’d imagined, and I gasp from the sensation of them high up on my bare thighs.


    With my legs splayed in front of him, and every ounce of me open and willing to receive the love he’s so devoted to giving me, I lean back and rest my head on the sleeping bag’s soft material. His warm fingers part my folds to enter my opening. With the tip of his tongue he licks my clit and shakes me on a level so high I’m soaring far up above the tent, far up in the night sky outside. With Ellis, I don’t feel like I have to perform for him and be the girl from my film. I’m the one who’s being pleased.


    He’s serving me first, without a guarantee that I’ll perform on him. My lips part in a satisfied beam, because I’m planning to rock his world.


    In a state of uncontrollable satisfaction I shudder and draw in small, sharp bursts of air as he comes at my clit with increasing force.


    “You like?” he says.


    “Hmmmm. Oh, I can’t even…”


    “That’s a good girl.” I can sense the grin on his lips.


    The devastating sensations he brings to my pussy stop when he pulls his fingers out. I open my eyes to him kissing my eyelids. With his face near mine, my hands work from his planed cheekbones to his wide shoulders, and his smooth, clean-smelling chest. His muscles flex under my fingers. I pause at his tapered waist.


    I break the charged silence as he continues to kiss my face. “Ellis?”


    “What is it?” His lips keep nibbling on my skin.


    “Would you like…Can I return the favor?”


    The kisses stop flowing as his lips sweep off my skin. “You wouldn’t mind?”


    “Oh, no. I want to. I’d love to.” My voice is low. I feel calm inside and out. Strange, I’m normally not like this.


    We sit up together, his fingers crossed through mine.


    As I attempt to wrap my hand around his cock, which isn’t easy, he’s so enormous, he leans back on his hands on the edge of my sleeping bag.


    My mouth opens and my lips stretch to accommodate the smooth, taut, thickness of him, taking in as much of his length as I can. As I kneel in front of him, working him, driving him into a frenzy, his sharp groan of enjoyment fills the tent.


    I repeat the action until his thigh muscles quiver. When I release him and swallow, he reaches out and strokes my hair over my shoulder to one side of my neck. As he holds my chin between his fingers, he brushes his other hand through my hair and tilts my face toward him. His lips curl against my forehead as he whispers thanks. He places a tender, lingering kiss on my nape.


    He raises me toward him and we roll back onto the cozy sleeping bag.


    Ellis descends on top of me. The power of him above me is so overwhelming I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his back without hesitating.


    Brushing a lock of hair away from my forehead, he puts a shirt under my head for comfort. He places his hot hands on my knees. Then he looks deep into my eyes and sets his hands at either side of my shoulders.


    My legs tense as I widen them to accommodate him as he lowers himself into me. He enters all the way inside me with a final, startling rush.


    He moves in and out of me until we buck and shake as one. I can’t even…I can’t even think straight. Every single part of me tickles with instant gratification. I take everything this wonderful man offers.


    Afterward, I’m on my side next to Ellis on the sleeping bag. My back is snug against his wide chest as I lean into his shoulder, with his heart stirring close to me.


    “You know, you’re pretty shy, considering your past,” he says.


    I steel myself for a salacious comment, but his voice is warm as he continues.


    “That guy, your ex, he’s a moron. Everything about you is already gorgeous.” He bends into me and his lips skim the crown of my head.


    Starlight glimmers into the tent and spreads a glow over our naked bodies. Ellis’s flat stomach forms a hollow for my back. With my head resting on his broad shoulder, I slide a look back to his muscular arms and chest. My eyes drift down to my own body, to my stomach with its slight curve, and my rounded, tipped breasts. My skin appears so light against his. When I cast a final, self-conscious glance down to my lush thighs, Ellis reassures me of their appeal to him by crushing their flesh in his hands. He angles his mouth to me and his lips slather mine in a lasting kiss.


    Something falls to the ground outside the tent, and the loud sound rings out around us. Ellis moves out from behind me as I lift my head from his shoulder and sit up.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    “That noise—I should check it out.” He rises and pulls his jeans over his legs, fastens them at his fit waist.


    “It sounded like a tree branch. It’s probably nothing.”


    “I want to check it out.” His back is to me, and from his voice, it seems he believes the noise might have been something more dangerous than a falling branch. He grabs his gun.


    Ellis pushes back the flap and his footsteps carry far from the tent. I prepare myself to wait for him, with my legs arranged out to my side. As I lean on my hand, my other hand passes over the floor, searching for something to dress myself with. Our clothes are arrayed all around the dark tent. I nab a blanket with two fingers and drape it over my increasingly cold skin.


    My mind races. Am I shaking from the dark, or because I don’t know what is out there and if Ellis will return? I’m nibbling on something hard, and realize I’ve brought my thumb to my mouth and am chewing on my fingernail. Ellis’s name burns in my mind. It wasn’t that long ago that I found myself contemplating what I’d do if he left and didn’t return, and I think about this again. He wouldn’t abandon me on purpose. Only if something happened to him.


    I didn’t snap the flap closed after Ellis left and it waves out in the wind. My chest tightens as my hand covers my mouth to silence my breathing. What if Ellis doesn’t come back? My eyes scan for a place to hide. I get down on all fours, and as I crawl to the darkest corner of the tent, the blanket slides off my back. Huddled in the corner, my body moves in flashes of creamy white skin in the darkness.


    The tent’s flap is pushed in and a large hand appears on my side. The cry I release startles me.


    The figure enters the tent bent over, and when he stands up to his full height, I realize it’s Ellis. Hopping up I lunge toward him, not grasping I’m completely naked until he’s gathered me in his arms and his hand pats my behind.


    “Nice,” he says, with a grin.


    My face warms from embarrassment. He’s being charming and playful, and I know I should laugh. Yet I lean away from him.


    Ellis scans my body with an appreciative glance. He moves forward and pushes my hair away from my shoulders so it tumbles down my back. A flat quality to his voice brings to mind that his going outside to investigate the noise was purely for show. But, why? “Everything’s okay,” he says with a comforting smile.


    After the love we made, not trusting him is the last thing I desire.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    Ellis


    


    


    Last night I’d gone outside to check things out not only to save face in front of Pauline and keep up the protector routine, but also because I’d been freaked out, too. Sure, the commotion could have been a tree branch falling, but…I never signed up for any of this, no matter how much I’ll be compensated. My memory’s still not terrific these days, but I’m pretty sure none of this was part of the plan.


    The doctors at the veterans’ hospital, before I checked myself out—left without telling anybody, actually—informed me I’d been diagnosed with a traumatic brain injury. I suffered a head trauma in battle in Afghanistan after a blast. They said I wouldn’t be able to return to duty. Ever. I was devastated. The events right before and after my injury are like looking through smudged lenses.


    It seemed like it took such a long time for any feeling to come back to my hands that for a while I was worried I would never feel what it was like to touch a woman’s soft skin again. And my senses were so fucked up that almost anything I ate or drank tasted bitter except, oddly, booze. I drank too much to deal. Guess what? It didn’t help. Sometimes I still drink.


    The snippets of my past come and go as quickly as dreams and nightmares would. Dreams of my home life before the war, and nightmares of my time spent on the battlefield. Even the snippets took a long time to return. One by one the memories have reappeared. And are still returning.


    In one small part of my mind there’s Linda, the girlfriend I left behind when I joined the Marines. When I returned she was getting married to another guy. He’s very well-off and a big shot, according to the wedding announcement I read in the newspaper. He looks like a decent guy, at least on paper.


    As soon as the newspaper was delivered to my hospital room by one of the candy stripers after I’d woken from my coma, and I saw the notice about Linda’s wedding, I formed a plan to get out of the hospital to stop her from marrying the guy. No one—what was left of my estranged family—had come to claim me in the hospital.


    At the time, escaping for Linda seemed like a good idea, because I didn’t remember much about myself but I did remember her. So I figured she must have been something amazing. Her creamy skin. Soft blond hair. Sexy green eyes. Her honey-like voice.


    She met that guy during the time when she probably thought I was never returning. By the time I realized who she was to me, it was too late.


    I arrived at the church when she was already stepping into the chauffeured limousine with her prince after the ceremony. I’d planned to go up to her and tell her I was alive. But she’d looked so joyful, I knew I was too late and had already lost her love to someone else.


    I didn’t return to the hospital. Or go back to a military career, although it’s my military background that now stands out the most in my mind. I don’t think I ever forgot how to clean, load, or fire a gun.


    After I released myself from the hospital, I got fired from the one legit job I could find, because I couldn’t perform the tasks as fast as my colleagues. Or as my boss said, I wasn’t focused. But because I did remember most of the skills I’d learned in the Marines, I made use of them in my next job.


    This morning Pauline’s naked on the sleeping bag we used all night. She’d woken up every so often during the night and kept me company while I watched out for movements and noises outside. Keeping me company is a funny way to put what we did to each other on and off the whole night. Good thing she said she’s on the Pill. I’ll admit I didn’t keep as close of a watch on the woods outside as I should have last night.


    The sight of the sexy fine points of her wrists and ankles get me starved for her again. She looks so calm and fucking gorgeous with her eyes shut and her breathing so soft. I’ll let her sleep.


    As I dress to head outside, my eyes drift over her curvy body. The luminous tops of her shoulders. Her shapely breasts and pretty, tight pussy. The long, creamy softness of her legs. To think all of this could be mine. But not if I tell her the truth. If I do that, then she’ll more than despise me—I could also get into a lot of trouble.


    I know myself better than anyone. After this is all over, I’ll leave her and disappear, and no matter how hard she tries to find me, she won’t. No matter how much the love I have for her will make me feel like fucking hell while I’m away from her, I won’t return to her.


    I’ll go onto the next job, onto a different woman, and keep at it until who knows when. But I don’t want that kind of life anymore, and I never did. Pauline presents the first real possibility I’ve had to escape my rough way of living.


    But it’s better if she stays away from me.


    It’s chilly in here, and I pull the blanket up to Pauline’s shoulders. I want to surprise her. I move about with stealth when I poke through my bag to find what I’m looking for: the last of the tin of coffee I brought and the stainless steel pot. The tin’s mostly the dregs of the grinds now. But it should be enough to brew one cup for her. I snatch my journal and a box of matches, then bend and brush the tent’s flap aside to exit. I hated it when Pauline found my journal and my medications. I was humiliated. But she hasn’t badgered me with a lot of questions.


    I gather and set out dry sticks for a fire. I don’t need to open my journal to remember how to light it. That happens sometimes. As the water boils, I’m grinning as I swing my arms out to my sides and stretch them above my head while I wait. The morning air is crisp, and the white sky is already imbued with sunlight. A perfect day. At least it would be perfect if not for all that’s been occurring along the miles we’ve left behind, and my assignment.


    Though I’m not as worried about someone spotting the fire in the daytime, I beat it out anyway once the water’s hot. The smoke might attract someone’s curiosity.


    I duck my head and step back into the tent. “Well, we made it through the night.”


    At the sound of my voice, Pauline moves onto her side and rubs her eyes. She extends her arm up to take the warm mug from my hand, and the blanket slips from her body. “Sorry it’s not a latte and that there’s no cream or sugar.” Not that I know which she prefers. “Do you like cream or sugar? Both?”


    “Cream, usually.” She smiles up at me.


    My eyes roam over her high-pointed breasts. Her nipples are tantalizing pink buds. She glances at me and covers herself with the blanket again. With my jeans mere inches from her face, the sight of her buttery skin cloaked in the pure white cloth has such an effect on me I have to shift my feet and turn to my side to not shove my big hard-on in her face.


    The corners of Pauline’s plump, pink lips turn up into a pleased smile, as though she’s aware of why I’m not facing her. With her skin bare of makeup, her beauty is radiant. Even the smallest things about her are beautiful. In the morning light, the chipping red polish sparkles on her toenails that peek out of the blanket. Outlined beneath the woven blanket, her feet have a sexy curve to them.


    “Who cares about lattes out here? At least this is real coffee.” Her eyes shine brightly. “That’s all that matters. We haven’t had coffee since things started getting crazy. I’ve practically been dying here.”


    I chuckle at her feistiness. “Well, that’s the last of it, so enjoy it.” Making love last night definitely lightened the mood somewhat. Her fingers linger over mine when I pass the mug to her.


    She has the mug wrapped protectively in her hands and lifts the rim to her mouth and sips. “The coffee’s amazing, thank you. But, egh. With what’s been happening, it’s hard to enjoy anything again.” Her tongue flicks over her lips as she draws her eyes to the floor.


    I hunker down alongside her. My hand molds into the warm small of her back. “We’ll get through this. I promise you. No matter what happens beyond this point, I will get you home.”


    Pauline smiles up at me and brings the mug to her lips. She pauses before she drinks. “Hey, where’s your mug?”


    “There was only enough coffee for the one cup.”


    “You should have taken it, Ellis. You’ve been up all night watching out for us both.”


    I rub the curve of her smooth, bare shoulder. “I wasn’t the only one up most of the night.”


    She looks away, but I see the outline of her smile. I never would have expected coyness from her, and it’s endearing.


    Pauline sets down the coffee. “I’m scared, Ellis. I might not always show it, but I am.” Her face is tilted away from mine.


    I bend down on my knees and pull her into me, drape her in my arms. Her body loosens as she sinks deeper against my bare chest. Her nipples harden against my skin. The whispers of her breathing stir my heart. Even as my ears ring and my head pounds, she’s all I can hear.


    Heat seeps into my face as Pauline gets on her feet and her tongue traces over her lips. A slight movement, but one I find hot and irresistible. I rise after her and press my finger to her dry lips, run it across them.


    “You could use some help getting wet.” I bring my voice down low.


    Pauline’s eyes stretch wide. I don’t allow her time to ask whatever question is on her mind. I lean in close, touch one side of her face and caress her lips with mine. I can feel her wavering, and I wait for her to relax before I pull back. And when I do, her expression is confused and wounded. Her eyes are downcast, her now moist, swollen lips open and round. She wants me to continue. I won’t. That’s the whole idea. The more I withhold, the more she’ll want me.


    “Ellis?” Her gaze rises to my face. “Please, I want you to…”


    “What do you want, Pauline?” I take a step forward, and am so close to her I see the hunger in her soft brown eyes.


    “Kiss me. I want you to kiss me.” She presses even closer to me.


    “You’re sure?” My frown deepens and I draw my eyes close together.


    “Oh, yes, please.” She lets her breath out and shuts her eyes in anticipation.


    By taking her face in my hands, I calm her movements and force her to look at me, dare her to lock eyes with me for more than a few seconds. With zeal in her eyes, she meets me halfway, and with a single, careful movement, I draw her face forward and almost bring her lips to mine, act as though I’m not going to kiss her. She groans and trembles in my hands. She’s had enough. I better kiss her now.


    My lips whisk across hers, teasing, like lambent flames. Pauline slithers her hand into my waistband and tugs me into her. My groin tightens from the heat of her hand next to my skin.


    Her mouth is hot and damp on my ear. She raises her voice to almost a shout. “Enough with the opening act, Ellis. I want it for real. Now, kiss me.”


    Pauline’s plucky move has taken me off guard and sends me into panic. My throat’s dry, and all of a sudden, I’m the one who’s anxious and she’s giving the orders. From her voice, she seems to want more than a kiss from me. She wants me again.


    We better get out of here soon, but I can’t resist. I give her a long, smooth kiss, and then lightly toss her onto the rumpled sleeping bag. I move my fingers through the rich, streamlined waves of her hair.


    Her words are damp against my face. “You don’t have to be so...gentle. Ellis, I can take it.”


    From the way her body’s responding to me, I know she can take more. But she’s so soft, and even though she’s given me the go ahead, I don’t want to hurt her, so I pause before moving my hands in a rougher manner over her body. Pauline’s so smooth I could touch her skin for hours.


    I clinch her waist and stroke its outline up and down, down and up. Just when I don’t think it’s possible for me to get any more turned on, I’m about to end it on my own without satisfying her. I quickly scoop her down with me on top of the sleeping bag.


    Once she parts her legs, I’m in her before it’s already over for me. From the eyes half closed and lips parted in pleasure expression on Pauline’s face, she’s almost reached her highest place, too. She gasps in rapture as I plunge farther into her, and out, then in again. Her back arches up when my lips skim over her already hard nipples and harden them to the point where she’s pleased as they swell into stiff, rosy gems. She’s all raspberries and cream. Creamy skin. Raspberry lips.


    She finishes right after I do. I embrace her and we roll over together. Her eyes rest on mine from above. Her smile isn’t coy. It’s the easy, confident smile of a woman who’s proud of herself and satisfied with what I’ve given her.


    “You’ve opened me up on this trip,” she says.


    I can’t resist. “No pun intended?”


    Red tints Pauline’s cheekbones. She rolls her eyes as she grins at me pinned under her. There’s more hunger in her eyes, and my aspiration to fulfill her desires is stronger than the need to begin trekking for the day.


    I wind my arms around her waist, over her back, and pull her into my chest. She turns and rests her head on me, tracing the tattoo on my shoulder and chest with her finger.


    “If we keep this up, we won’t have energy left for today’s hike.” My watch has turned around sometime during our tryst. I twirl the wristband and check the time. “Speaking of which, we better move our asses if we want to make any real progress this morning. It’s after ten.”


    Pauline sighs and shifts in my arms. “If only things were different.”


    I loosen my grip on her. “What do you mean?” I brace myself for her reply. If only we’d met under different circumstances? If only we weren’t being chased by a madman? If only she felt the same way I feel about her?


    Pauline turns into me and pins me down with her arms. “If only we could sleep in.” Her smile broadens, and her eyes draw me into her joy. Then her eyes sadden. She looks away and then her soft gaze falls on me again.


    Pressure lifts from my chest, because she hasn’t told me she loves me, and also because she hasn’t said she doesn’t.


    How could we ever make this work? If I’m honest with her, at the very least she’ll hate me and won’t speak to me again. And if I disappear without a reason after we end our journey and I’m finished with my assignment, it’ll break her heart and she’ll think I used her for sex. Either way, it sucks because I’ll hurt Pauline.


    I wrap my hands around the back of her neck. Then I hold her gaze and touch my lips to hers, at first with tender care, and then with more strength. I break our stare to nibble her along the side of her neck and sweep my mouth across her breasts. As my lips move back up to her face, I can feel her mouth widening into a satisfied smile below my kisses, and it’s the most amazing thing ever.


    “What’s so funny?” Pauline asks.


    I stop and look at her, try to process in my mind how I could have offended her somehow. “What do you mean?”


    “You were smiling.”


    “I was?” I feel my brow draw in.


    “Yeah, you were grinning, Ellis.”


    “You were, too.”


    “I know. You’re making me feel awesome.” The tiny smile that brightens her face bursts into a full beam.


    “I want to and will do anything I can for you, Pauline. Both in and out of bed.” I dislike making a promise I might not be able to keep, but I’m so taken with Pauline I’d promise her anything to see that smile again while I’m kissing her. My hands walk up her waist, and she stops me before I begin kissing her neck.


    “Ellis, what happens to us when this ends?” She slides off me.


    I’m unable to lift my hands off her, and my fingers stroke her smooth, warm back. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t not touch her. I’ve always got to have her again. “You’re asking about where our hike will take us to next?”


    Pauline shakes her head and sits up with her legs folded at her side. “What happens after the whole trip’s done? Would you like us to see each other? I mean, after we help the police take care of everything.”


    I take my hands off her and sit next to her on the soft fleece bag. From the way she put it, she’s giving me a way out. But I do want to know her and love her after this, although I value her too much to promise her something I can’t honor. “I want to see you.” I leave out but I can’t.


    While I may not know my entire past, I already know how I feel about her. I started out not liking her at all. Now I’m beginning to love everything about this girl. I’ll deal with the consequences to take Pauline home, and given our low supplies, the quickest way out is forward.


    All I care about is getting her home safe. Forget the plan. Heck, forget the money, though that won’t be as easy, since the amount is so high and I won’t be paid in full until the end. All of that is easier said than done. Because how will I avoid them?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    Ellis dresses before me, and as I get ready for the day, I hear him kicking dirt not far from the tent. He mentioned it’s necessary for him to hide the remnants of the extinguished fire to disguise the signs that we’d been here overnight.


    Last night, and this morning, was intense, and I’d been so surprised and overjoyed he let us take things that far both times. There is no word except otherworldly to describe the sensations he made me feel throughout.


    With Ellis’s looks and skills, he’s the kind of guy who, if I had brought him to meet my old friends on campus, the ones I’d lost after the scandal, they’d be envious and thrilled for me at the same time.


    Though I’d needed what Ellis gave me, I hope he feels the same way I do after.


    My intention of being here to honor Sam seems like a distant memory, and I haven’t thought much about the reason why I’m here ever since the trip took a very dark turn. All I can think about most of the time is what’s going to happen to Ellis and me, who or what we might encounter, and if we’ll survive.


    The cab driver was right when he said he wouldn’t dare go past a certain distance out of the city. I should have gone back with him. But if I had done that I wouldn’t have met Ellis.


    Sam’s the reason I went on this trip in the first place, and I’m going to finish it for her no matter what. I owe her that much.


    I’d made love to Ellis more than once, but a tiny part of me still wonders if I can truly trust him. The tour company told me next to nothing about him. What I do know has come from my own discoveries like the journal and from him directly, and he hasn’t offered up much. And people lie. Like how I’d lied to Seth about my career, and he’d lied to me when he said I could trust him with anything.


    An electronic pinging gives out from my bag. Honestly, it sounds like my phone. I haven’t been able to get a signal since before I started this insane trip. I turned it on this morning to see if it would work, and of course it didn’t work, and I must have left it on.


    I race to my bag and unzip it. The phone’s cool in my hand, and there’s half a bar remaining at the top of the bright screen.


    A long text pops up from Mom, sent days ago, although I’m just receiving it now. My eyes scan it fast, because who knows how much longer my phone will work.


    After Sam’s death, Mom didn’t want me putting myself in danger, but Frank had been more onboard with the whole isolated wilderness trip thing, and it was only with his help that she changed her mind.


    Tears blur my eyes at the sight of Mom’s message and her quirk of not using punctuation when she texts. She and my life back home seem so far away out here.


    Sweetie Hows it going Ur friend Evan came by He heard about Sam Hes handsome U never told us about him


    Evan who? Mom hasn’t been taking Sam’s death well. Is she capable of making someone up?


    Now that I have this signal I have to notify the police. Who do I dial out here in Canada? Do they even have 911? I shout for Ellis. As I scroll through my emergency contacts, the signal bars fade and vanish.


    “Damn it.” I slam my phone to the tent’s floor.


    Ellis raises the flap and his face appears at the other side. “What’s going on in here? I heard you yelling. Are you ready yet?” I try hard not to think about how good he looks in his worn dark jeans and wrinkled t-shirt.


    My teeth gnash together. “Yes, I’m ready. What’s going on is my phone was working for a second, and now, nothing.” I hold my chin higher and point at the phone on the ground. Tears burn my eyelids.


    In silence Ellis steps over and picks up my phone. His eyes roam across the screen, then he passes it to me. My grip is so tight on it my fingers ache. But I have to squeeze something. Without something to hold onto I’ll break down.


    “You’re lucky to have gotten a signal for a second around here.” Ellis’s voice takes on a gentle tone.


    I turn my side to him, drag my hands over my face and speak through my fingers. “I’m not lucky.”


    His hand slides up my shoulder and squeezes. “You’ll be okay, Pauline. I’ll take care of you.”


    “What about you? Who will take care of you?” I angle my head to look up at him.


    His hand falls off my shoulder, and he heads back outside. “I’ll take care of myself.”


    And I don’t doubt he will.


    “That’s not all.” The sound of my voice breaks his stride before he exits. “There was a text from my Mom.” By itself, the sentence sounds ominous.


    Ellis continues on his way outside the tent, then ducks back and pauses at the other side of the entrance.


    “She wanted to know how I was,” I say.


    Ellis’s face tightens with worry. His eyes dart from mine as he speaks. “Will she be concerned if you don’t answer her?”


    “I don’t think so. She knows phones don’t work out here, so she won’t necessarily be suspicious if I don’t write back.”


    “That’s too bad.” The pleats in his forehead are even more pronounced, and the sparkle in his eyes diminishes.


    So that explains it. He was concerned that Mom wouldn’t know, not because she would.


    “Ellis…” But by then he’s already disappeared to somewhere outside.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    A few minutes after Ellis breaks down the tent, we leave our campsite and head for the trail, with our gear strapped to our backs and Ellis bearing the heaviest weight. Overhead the once clear sky darkens fast as clouds bunch together.


    A gentle breeze cools my face. “Do you think it will rain?”


    Through Ellis’s coat his shoulders move up. “Who knows? It’s not like we can get the forecast out here.”


    He’s been grouchy ever since we left camp. Yesterday, and earlier this morning, he couldn’t keep his hands off me, and I couldn’t keep mine off him.


    His sexy hair flops to one side. I’d give anything to run my hands through it again, though something tells me I better not, at least not at the moment. Instead of bringing us closer together, our intimacy is distancing him from me. Or something else is bothering him and he won’t tell me what.


    I look up at the sky and murmur, “I was just wondering.”


    But I can’t resist getting to the root of the problem. When someone’s mad at me I need to know why. I can’t accept they just are.


    “Ellis, why are you being so strange with me?” There’s no way I’m asking him if I did something wrong, because as far as I’m concerned, I haven’t. Raindrops cool my skin and dampen the ground as an earthy smell infuses the air around me.


    His tone is strained, and he doesn’t quite look at me when he speaks. “I’m concentrating, Pauline. I’m concentrating on getting you back. And I’m looking out for you. I’m sorry if you think I’m acting different.” His step slows, and for a moment or two, I think he’s going to stop and face me. Then his pace quickens again. “I probably am acting a bit different, but it has nothing to do with you.”


    I can’t sigh in relief, because I’m not sure if I believe him. There’s an edgy undercurrent in his voice, and internally I question whether he’s being truthful with me. The thought explodes from my mouth. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Ellis?”


    He stops in his tracks and whips around. I’ve touched a nerve, and now I have his full attention.


    I slow down and take a step back downhill, stumble when I bump into a rock at the side of the trail, then right myself.


    The way Ellis’s entire body, from his legs to his forehead, tenses frightens me. Anger, or confusion, casts a shadow over his eyes.


    “What are you suggesting, Pauline? That I have something to do with all this? It’s more likely you’re a part of it, why, with this trip originally being for your kid sister…”


    With my arms pressed to my sides and my hands clenched, I walk forward so fast my feet pummel the dirt.


    “How dare you drag Sam into this! You know nothing about who she was. You couldn’t understand her, because she wasn’t a moody, I feel so sorry for myself person like you. Come to think of it, you also know nothing about me, not that you told me much about yourself. So, what secrets are you hiding, Ellis?”


    By the time I’m done reprimanding him, my teeth are clamped down and I’m waving my fist in his face.


    Ellis’s tone is cool. “I know about you, Pauline. I know you aren’t as innocent as you’d like to think. I know we slept together. I know you like to think of yourself as some kind of victim in the situation with your ex-boyfriend, and I also know you lied to him.”


    My body tingles with panic from my head to my feet, and my palms are moist within my scrunched hands. Ellis is steering the quarrel into a place where I don’t wish to go now—or ever. “That’s—that’s—that’s no excuse for what he did.” I’m too hot, and I doff the rain jacket Ellis gave me, knot it around my waist. Tears stream down along my cheeks and burn my skin.


    Ellis slants his face away from my gaze as though he’s ashamed he brought me to tears. When he turns to me again, his look has softened. I’m motionless as he steps close to me and gathers my face in his hands, forcing me to look at him. Unsure whether I’m in for another scolding or an apology, I turn my cheek to him. I hate arguing when a downpour’s probably going to happen any minute. I look up at him. Even with the sun masked by clouds, his eyes glow with a rich shade of green within their gray color. His eyes are almost too ethereal to belong to a man.


    Our situation is far from normal. I’m here to honor my late sister, and he’s being paid to take me along the way, and now we’re just two people out in the middle of freaking nowhere trying to beat a stalker. We have to get along no matter what, if we want to survive.


    My chest rises as I take a deep breath. Ellis’s scruffy cheek sweeps against mine. What’s he doing? Our lips almost touch. Then they do. He’s kissing me, and his lips are soft, eager, and determined. After everything that’s been said between us, he’s actually kissing me. I don’t get Ellis. Sometimes he acts as though he can’t stand me, and then he goes and does things like this.


    And though it hasn’t been long since we last made love, I want his hands on me again. All over me. I want our clothes off. We can’t very well do that out here in the woods, can we? From the starved look in Ellis’s eyes when he pries his lips from mine, his arms around me, he’s thinking the same thing.


    My eyes drift to behind the trees. Could we set up the tent somewhere within there and get out of the rain, and…


    Ellis’s gaze follows mine, and he shakes his head. My head falls onto his chest, and then he releases me from his embrace, grabs my hand. We keep walking. Inquisitive looks pass between us, as though we’re playing a game of who will apologize first. Otherwise we’re silent.


    Finally, he exhales. “I’m sorry.”


    I look over at him and smile. “I am, too.” His grin takes up half his face as he holds my hand tighter. “Ellis, do you think we could—”


    “Shh.” Ellis twirls me behind him, away from our side of the woods, and blocks me from something.


    “Ellis?” Then I hear it. A noise in the trees to our left. I remain alert with my eyes open and pray it’s not a bear. Or whoever’s been after us.


    The rustling sounds loud and deliberate, more human than animal like, as though whoever’s out there wants us to hear it. Someone moans within the woods, and the noise is definitely not an animal’s. It’s a masculine voice. My fingers grab onto Ellis’s sleeve.


    Ellis’s hand touches his gun as he raises his voice to a shout. “Who’s there?”


    “Oh, thank, God. Help me, please.” Ellis shoots a cautious glance toward the man’s cries and pulls me back as I walk forward to check it out. “We don’t know if we can trust him,” he reminds me. “This is a little odd. You don’t run into other people out here very often.”


    I give him a short nod and then fall back to his side. Before I left for this trip, I viewed myself as a strong person, but I feel safer by Ellis’s side, with him standing between me and whoever’s out here. He’s a heavy-duty kind of guy, and with his towering, solid figure here with me, my vulnerability is impassable.


    Ellis’s hands grip my shoulders and I look up at him as though on command. “You stay right here. I’m going to see what he wants. Don’t move. If something happens, anything, run. Keep following this path.”


    The stranger cries again from within the trees. His tone is faint, high and pleading. “You still there? Please, help me.”


    A knot of nerves builds up in my stomach. Could what Ellis said happen? Could something happen and I’d be on my own? How would I make it out of here? Despite my fears, I gather the meager amount of courage I have left and nod up at him.


    Ellis’s hand, once hovering over his gun, has it drawn and ready. He aims the gun in front of him as he treads to where the man’s been calling us from. I hold my breath as Ellis enters into the woods opposite me. His blue jacket is covered more and more by the tree branches with green needles, then he disappears.


    As I wait for him, I’m cowering so close to the pine trees alongside the trail that the sharp needles scratch at my neck. If I took a step back, I’d crash into the bushy trees behind me.


    I straighten my posture and regain my calm. Nothing’s going to happen. Nothing can happen. Because if it does, I’m screwed.


    I’m not sure how many minutes are passing, but after what feels like an hour—I’m sure it’s just a few minutes—Ellis speaks in a low, smooth voice to someone within the forest. He sounds calm and not at all frightened.


    Already, I’m breathing more easily. I stay planted where I am and strain to hear them talking. They’re introducing themselves. I’m less trusting of people after the incident at school. It doesn’t sound like Ellis is in trouble, but after everything that’s gone down, I can never be sure about anything in these woods, as much as I would love to believe the guy Ellis is talking with has nothing to do with the recent incidents.


    Boots crunch the ground and, dragged out of my musing, I jump. Ellis’s tall frame comes into view as he exits the woods alone, with his gun no longer drawn.


    “Everything okay?” I ask tentatively. “Who were you talking to?”


    He’s silent as he gestures for me to follow him back through the trees.


    I throw my hands up in the air and then stride toward him “What is going on?”


    “There’s this guy. Says he’s all by himself. He shook a tree branch when he heard us coming.” Ellis pauses.


    “I don’t like the sound of this.”


    “It’s okay, he’s—Well, you’ll see.”


    “Ellis.” My voice rises to a whine.


    He lifts his arms and motions for me to calm down. The rain has subsided, leaving behind a cool mist. My breath fogs the air as I walk behind him into the forest.


    I skirt around pine tree after pine tree. “How much longer?”


    “Soon.”


    Within a small copse, a young guy is seated next to a squat tree with branches and leaves that look like tangled green wires. The guy’s back is curved against a large boulder behind him, and his leg is propped up on a bulky hiking backpack set in front of him. He’s missing one boot. I spot it next to him.


    Around Ellis’s age, and handsome, with shaggy blond hair and golden skin, the guy’s dressed in earth toned hiking gear and a dark nylon jacket. Virile pops in my head, the same word comes to mind when I ponder Ellis. Yet the guy’s face is awash with tears as he says hello to me, and his misery seems genuine. Rainwater drips off his hair into his distressed blue eyes. From his unshaven face, it appears as though he’s been waiting out here for a few days.


    The state he’s in doesn’t look contrived. Rather, he seems a little like me, a regular person who’s found himself in an uncanny situation, and is dependent on strangers for assistance. In my case Ellis is the stranger. Or was.


    I hesitate, and then one side of my mouth bends up in a half smile. “I’m Pauline.”


    The guy leans forward to shake my hand and winces as his foot moves forward with him. “I’m Nick.”


    He looks down at his socked foot and lets out a low groan like he’s in pain. There’s relief in his eyes as he glances from me to Ellis, as though he’s glad we found him and can help him. I hope we can. I have a feeling Ellis’s gruff exterior is concealing a big heart, but I also have a hunch the last thing he wants to deal with right now is carting an injured stranger up and down the mountains with us to town, and having to protect not one but two susceptible people.


    Nick’s mouth curls up one side at a time in a lazy grin as we shake hands. His cursory glance at my figure is a little off-putting considering the situation. His cocky smile seems a bit familiar. Maybe. Maybe not. “Do I know you from somewhere?”


    “I don’t think so,” he says.


    I drop his hand and shrug off his gawking. Ellis’s gaze hardens as his eyes move from me and land on Nick.


    My concentration returns to Nick. “I could swear I…Forget it.” I think of the text Mom sent about that Evan guy. Should I tell Ellis? The fact that I think I recognize Nick’s face keeps bugging me. “Where did you go to college?” I ask him.


    “I didn’t go to college.”


    Ellis shoots me a curious glance. “What’s going on?”


    “Nothing. I was mistaken.” My gut’s not as confident, however.


    Ellis explains to me what Nick told him, that Nick was hiking solo when he sprained his ankle. Ellis asks Nick a few more questions like, how experienced is he?


    Nick details that he’s not a novice hiker, has traveled this route before, and found himself in trouble after falling and twisting his ankle. Through his pants his ankle looks quite swollen.


    “Until you guys came along, I thought I was gonna die. Thank God for you guys.” Energy bar wrappers are littered around Nick. He’s been living off them while he waits. His eyes soften and widen as he watches us in gratitude and holds up and shakes his empty water bottle. He expects us to save him.


    We must. I nudge Ellis and tell him to offer Nick one of our energy bars and some water. Ellis parts with our food as reluctantly as if it was a large diamond. Nick nods thanks and munches heartily. I glance away for a moment, and when I look back he’s finished eating it. Ellis stops him from drinking too much water.


    I peek at Nick while I speak to Ellis in a quiet voice. “The fact that he’s out here seems a little odd. Do you believe his story?”


    Ellis raises his shoulder and blocks Nick from my view. “I believe him as much as I can believe any stranger. We have very little supplies left, but we can leave him with a few things and send for help once we reach town.”


    “I don’t think we can leave him here. He’s got no radio, and neither have we. And he’s wet from the rain. It’s cold out here at night. He could freeze.”


    The pained look on Ellis’s face conveys that the last thing on earth he wants to deal with is an injured hiker.


    And after everything that’s gone on, I don’t blame him one bit. But we can’t let it become every man for himself out here. Even though society’s rules don’t always apply out in the wilderness, we should show civility. We have to do our best to assist Nick. Because it’s the only way I know how.


    Ellis presses his hands to his forehead and I can’t see his eyes. His silence lasts for so long that I start to think he’s going to disagree with me and we’ll have to abandon Nick after all. Because I’m not the leader, I can’t go against Ellis’s rules, or can I? Though we don’t know Nick at all, the idea of leaving him to fend for himself for the time being strikes me as unkind and heartbreaking. I ready myself for a challenge. “Ellis…”


    Ellis’s throat moves as he swallows. He breathes out a hoarse groan as his finger swipes across my face in a tender stroke. “Okay. You win. I’m not babysitting him, though, because you’re enough for me to deal with. He can follow us, but he makes his own way as much as he can.”


    I plead with my eyes. “What about his ankle?”


    “He can hop.” While Ellis’s smirk is hot, I wonder what idea is coursing through his mind. “Or you can carry him.”


    “Very funny.”


    Because of Nick’s injured ankle, without us he’s as helpless as I would be without Ellis. Suddenly, I really do want to help Nick. I narrow my eyes at his large frame. He’s well over six feet and broad-shouldered. I couldn’t carry him, but maybe I could assist him with walking.


    “All right,” I tell Ellis. “I’ll do everything that involves helping him. You do what you do best—guide us.”


    He gives me a smug grin. “Oh, I will. I don’t know how he’s going to fit in the tent with us.”


    “There’s two of you and one of me. I’ll sleep outside. You guys can take the tent.”


    “No. That’s way too dangerous. You’d be completely exposed out there for anyone to...I don’t even have to say it because it’s not happening.”


    “Well, I’m not sharing the tent with him.”


    From the ground behind us Nick lets out a low whistle. His head moves back and forth as he watches us discussing him.


    “You won’t have to. You can sleep inside. He and I will bunk outside,” Ellis says.


    “He’s injured, and…”


    “He’ll survive. He’s been out here for, what, a couple days?” Then, with a brazen stare Ellis turns to Nick. “You can help guide too, buddy, since you’ve done this route before.”


    I touch Ellis’s sleeve and tilt my head toward Nick. “What are you doing?” I ask quietly.


    Ellis doesn’t respond.


    Nick’s nonchalant expression doesn’t change as he shifts his weight and speaks to Ellis. “Absolutely. Ellis, right? I’d be happy to help guide.”


    I bend and pick up the bar wrappers ringing Nick’s seat. There’s nowhere to deposit them, so I sculpt them into a tidy pile and leave them. A few seconds later a gust of wind sends them flying and scatters them in the woods around us. The wrappings are silvery flecks in the distance. “I can’t win.”


    Nick looks over at me with one eyebrow higher than the other. “Excuse me?”


    I don’t answer him. I crouch by his side and proceed to slip my arm under his. Ellis cuts in and lifts Nick up so he’s favoring his uninjured foot.


    Ellis winks at me. “You didn’t actually think I’d make you carry him, did you?”


    Nick frowns and doesn’t thank Ellis, as though he’s disappointed I didn’t assist him. What is it about being out here that turns guys primal, into alphas, as if I’m the last woman left for them to claim?


    I run my hand across Ellis’s arm and his firm muscles quiver under my touch. My lips brush against the side of his face. “Thanks,” I whisper.


    Ellis’s eyes lighten and he gives me a curt nod. He pretends he isn’t a gentleman when he is. I gather Nick’s backpack, which is very heavy, more so than mine, and pull it over my shoulder that’s not bearing my own pack.


    Ellis’s gestures to my back. “Here, let me take that.”


    “No, it’s okay. I’m fine. You have him and the other bags to carry.”


    “You can’t shoulder both of them the whole way. He’s not that heavy. Let me take one.”


    Nick slides a look at Ellis. “If I’m not that heavy, then why are you straining?” His voice is unfamiliar, yet his arrogant, boyish smile is somewhat recognizable.


    Ellis shakes Nick like he’s as light as a piece of string and jolts him upright.


    Nick’s face is purple from surprise as he glares over at Ellis, who is supporting a good deal of his weight. “Whoa, man, take it easy. I’m sorry, all right? You don’t have to be so rough.”


    Ellis grunts at Nick, then smiles at me.


    Nick can’t put his boot back on because of his swollen ankle so I tie it to the backpack and take it with us.


    We make our way out of the woods back to the trail, with Ellis assisting a hobbling Nick and also carrying multiple backpacks and our tent speared through the holder on the side of one pack. His strength has far surpassed my imagination. As I sweep fine-needled tree branches out of my face, Ellis tells Nick a little about what’s been happening to us along the way. The recent rain brings humidity, and before long beads of sweat dribble down my forehead. Ellis and Nick wait for me while I stop to tie Ellis’s jacket around my waist.


    Nick’s face whitens in shock when Ellis finishes the story of our journey so far. Ellis has to yank him to get his feet moving forward again.


    “I guess that answers my next question,” Nick says. “You guys really don’t have a raft.”


    Ellis’s stony expression remains unchanged. “Yeah, once we get back on the trail, we’ll be walking the rest of the way to the town.” As though this fact doesn’t bother him.


    “Do you know anything about what happened to our raft?” Ellis asks Nick.


    “Ellis,” I mutter. “Don’t.”


    “I don’t. It sounds very traumatic,” Nick tells him.


    We’re out on the trail again. “Ellis. Let’s not go there. Let’s get going. Nick needs medical attention, and you said so yourself, we could be three days from town.”


    Nick gestures at me that Ellis’s questions are okay, and his face takes on a contemplative expression. “Are you sure you guys didn’t get spooked by some of the wildlife out here? I know I got freaked out a lot while I was waiting for someone to help me.”


    “Wildlife aren’t as smart as the guy or guys who’ve been following us,” Ellis replies.


    “Bears can be smart,” Nick says. “And you’re sure it’s a guy?”


    I jump to Ellis’s defense. “I guess it’s a guy who’s on our butts. He, or they, have arrows.”


    Nicks seems to take my answer as definite, and we ease into a brisk pace, as much as we can, up the winding mountain path.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    We made it through the night, with me inside the tent and Ellis and Nick camping outside. The only startling noises were the ones found in nature, and Nick’s snoring. I’m pretty sure it was Nick. Ellis never snored when we slept together.


    Ever since we found Nick it’s been quiet out on the trails and the campsite. I’m not sure whether he’s our good luck charm, or if we have managed to evade whoever’s tracking us.


    Last night we didn’t have a fire. The air on this early morning has a very cold bite to it, so Ellis decides to build a fire and put it out before we set off for the day’s hike.


    He hunkers on the ground and searches around us for dry wood, not picking up even one piece, and frowns.


    “Something wrong?” I ask him.


    Ellis rests his hands on his thighs and lifts himself up. “The wood around here is damp from the morning dew. It won’t make much of a fire. Maybe we should forget the whole thing and head out.”


    “We should warm up. It’s chilly, and I didn’t bring gloves, and…”


    “You can have my gloves.”


    I tilt my head at Ellis. “You brought gloves with you?”


    “Well, no, but…”


    “So, there. We do need to have a fire. Please? A quick one?” I gather Ellis’s hands in mine, look up into his eyes and smile, trying to get him to agree to the idea. Or has he forgotten how? I didn’t see him take out his journal. “Ellis, if you need help…”


    He bristles, and then Nick cuts in. “The wood might be drier farther into the trees.” I’ve almost forgotten he’s there, sitting on the nylon tent after Ellis took it apart, so he doesn’t get cold.


    “Good idea,” Ellis tells him. “I’ll look a little farther in.” He smiles at me and then his fingers slip out of mine. “Is this what you want, Pauline?”


    “Ellis, if you need some help, I remember how and can help you.”


    He glances at Nick as though his manhood is hanging in the balance and dismisses my offer. “I don’t need help, thanks. You’ll be okay for a few minutes?”


    He’ll be farther in the woods. Away from the open clearing where we’re camped out. Away from me. I don’t know how I feel about being alone with Nick, but it would be only for a moment or two, assuming Ellis finds dry wood right away. I think about going with Ellis to assist, but don’t want to embarrass him in front of Nick. “Yeah, we’ll be fine. What could happen in a couple of minutes?”


    Ellis zippers his jacket and winks at me over his wide shoulder. He’s so stubborn and secretive. Will I ever really know him? As he heads between the trees, the branches and leaves swallow my view of him.


    While Ellis is out searching for wood, I take a seat next to Nick on the tent, which makes a dry and somewhat comfy seat when it’s folded. My whole body aches from walking yesterday and the day before and the day before that. The rest is a welcoming break for my back and legs. I set out to find out more about Nick.


    “We’ll get you to a doctor as soon as we reach town.”


    Nick smiles over at me. A slow, sexy smile. I’ll have to watch myself around him. With that smile, I could fall for him. If I hadn’t already met Ellis.


    “Thanks, Pauline. You guys don’t know me, but you’re being so kind.”


    “It’s no problem.” My cheeks warm and I wave off his gratitude. “Where are you from again? You said California, but where in California?”


    “San Francisco.”


    “Did Ellis tell you I’m from Boston?”


    “He never mentioned it.” Nick’s lips have the trace of a smile as his eyes darken and reveal a glassy edge in them. “But I know you’re from there.”


    “Oh.” A smile forms on my lips. Then I think harder about what he said. I don’t have a typical Boston accent, since I moved there when I was older after my real dad died. My mouth remains open in disbelief. “I’m sorry?”


    Nick springs to his feet.


    I jump up and edge away from him. “Your ankle—I don’t understand.”


    “My ankle isn’t broken.” He shakes his pant leg and a band of fabric slips out. The swelling around his ankle vanishes.


    Then he’s towering in front of me, looming over me. Oh, God, Ellis, come back quick. My mouth opens to shout for him above the constant deafening whoosh of the river.


    Nick waves a finger inches from my face. “Uh-Uh. I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Anyhow, he can’t hear you above the river.” Oh, the smile on his face is pleased.


    “Nick, why are you doing this? What’s going on?”


    “Nick doesn’t exist.” A man’s voice. Not Ellis’s. A voice so deep and powerful it resounds even above the river’s swish and roar.


    I whip around to the gathering of pine trees behind us. A man steps out from within the many rows of trees.


    “Pauline,” he says.


    His voice is like a knife in my back. It’s Seth’s voice. He’s grown his hair to past his ears and has dyed it jet-black.


    This can’t be a coincidence. I’d never known Seth as a hiker. My mind rolls back to the events of the past week. How unsuspecting I’d been. How after I lost Sam I thought my life couldn’t possibly get any worse. Until Fiona’s death. And Mitch’s body.


    “You don’t look so well.” Seth’s dressed in hiking gear like Nick’s. A crossbow is strapped to his back. His hair is styled in just the right way even out here in the wild. That’s just like Seth. His grooming was always so meticulous. And his thin, sharp eyes pierce through me now the same way they did when I confessed my secret life to him up in our apartment near the campus.


    I hold my hands out in front of me. “Get away from me, you bastard.”


    Seth’s lips fold together into a grimace. He looks as offended as if I were his father scolding him. When I was with him I needed to tread with care around him and act sensitive toward his feelings even as he was dismissive of me.


    He shakes off my insult and raises a finger at Nick. “He’s my older brother. His name’s Ellis. He works for River Tours.”


    I’m terrified I’ll say the wrong thing, upset him and propel him into doing God knows what to me. Seth’s eyes have a sinister gleam in them, and his posturing reeks of being determined to instill terror inside every inch of me. My hands and lips are quivering. He’s succeeding. But, he has a brother?


    “What are you talking about?”


    In a violent, swooping gesture, Seth points to Nick, as though I’m inept for not understanding lightning fast. “He’s my brother.”


    I think back to a memory of Seth holding me from behind at the kitchen sink as we washed dishes together one evening in our apartment. One of the better moments during our time together. He was so gentle as he kissed my neck while I washed and he dried our plates. Gentle as he told me about his older brother Elli, and how close they were even though they lived with different parents.


    When Nick smiles at me his eyes are wistful and his lips are parted in a generous way. A smile like Seth’s. The best thing about Seth was his smile. Is his smile. Coming from Seth or Nick such a smile is terrifying. Who knows what they’re capable of doing to me. I’ve seen what they might have done to Doug, Helen, and their kids.


    As I comprehend the truth, my body screams, yet no sound emerges from me. No, this is not happenstance. Seth has some sort of plan, and Nick is somehow involved. My entire being is locked in fear. Ellis. Ellis! I pray for him to appear and help me even as I wonder if he’s involved, as my head and ears pound with white-hot panic.


    The trees rustle behind me. Ellis? Or another one of Seth’s guys? As I turn, I’m curling my head a little into my chest, as if I’m protecting myself from something I don’t wish to see.


    Someone is standing in front of me. A man. I can smell his faint aftershave and feel his heat. His tall, broad shadow arcs over the ground’s fine earth. I raise my head and peek.


    Ellis.


    He takes a step toward me and reaches for me. The words “watch out” escape from my lips like a soft breeze. Then Ellis’s eyes flick to Seth, who’d been eclipsed by Nick’s height. “What the…”


    Seth moves out from behind Nick as his eyes slice through Ellis. “For the most part you did a pretty good job, man.”


    My eyes stretch in horror, and I grab Ellis’s arm, my small hand shaking the entire bulk of him. “You…knew about this?”


    Ellis doesn’t speak, but in his eyes, with his lids half closed and his gaze avoiding mine, reveals his answer. I let go of him faster than I ever thought I could.


    Ellis’s voice cracks as he hurries to explain himself. “After my head injury, I don’t remember much about who I am. I do know I was in the war.”


    His journal. The pills. I feel terrible for him, but I stand as far away from him as is possible to still be able to hear him. “So this is, what, like your job now, scaring the shit out of people for a living?”


    Or killing them? I swallow air. When I move farther back, Seth holds out his hand and wags his finger at me. As his arm stays raised, his shirt’s hem is lifted. A small black handgun is tucked into his waistband. My eyes pore into Ellis’s and then back to Seth’s gun again, and a silent alert is passed between us. Why do I still think he’ll care?


    Nick speaks to Seth and glances at Ellis. “He has knives on him.”


    Seth makes Ellis hand over the knives to him and then tosses them into the woods, and out of our sight. Nick doesn’t mention Ellis’s gun. He must not have seen it.


    But now that I know whose side Ellis is on, has been on the whole trip, I also know he won’t help me. It’s too late. My fate is in the hands of these three men. And Ellis, the one I thought I could depend on? I now know him no more than I would a random stranger.


    Ellis’s fingers hover around my sleeve and I lurch back. “I’m not going to hurt you, Pauline, and I never was.”


    Elli. Was it a nickname, short for Ellis? Elli is like a father to me, Seth whispered the night we washed dishes together, and I welcomed his warm breath on my ear.


    Saliva shoots out of my mouth and dribbles onto my coat. I’m enraged—and terrified. “It’s nice to know that’s my real name, isn’t it? Too bad I don’t know who the fuck you are.”


    Ellis’s voice is lower and more beaten when he speaks again. “Pauline, I’m…” Through his voice he’s implying he does care about me.


    A moment passes before he continues. “When a client wants to pay someone to carry out a task others won’t, I’m their guy. If a woman needs a guy to trail her ex-husband and their kids he kidnapped during a custody battle, I’m their guy. All I knew about this mission is someone paid me to assume the identity of Ellis from River Tours and act as your guide. I never knew either of them was going to show up.” He glances at Seth. “I never even met the guy who hired me.”


    I lurch back, blown away by his answer. I’ve completely forgotten that less than a moment before his full confession, I was convinced he still cared about me in some way. His affection has been a farce.


    I flick a look over at Seth. “Is this the truth?”


    He nods at me. “You humiliated my manhood, Pauline. Do you know what that does to a guy? Everyone thought I was a pussy for letting you show your ass to whatever guy paid to watch. They thought you hadn’t an ounce of respect for me. Want to know what happened after you bailed out? People at school didn’t react how I thought they would. They started saying, if Seth lets his girlfriend do that, then what kind of man is he? You weren’t the only one who had to leave school. Every time I saw someone while I was there I knew what they were thinking about me. It drove me so fucking nuts. I never graduated. You caused this. I was terrified about how my father would handle my failure. He gave me my trust fund, but kicked me out of the house. How does it feel to be terrified, Pauline?”


    My legs, like wobbly sticks of candy, can barely hold me up. Tears mist my eyes, and my voice trembles with each word I utter. “I had no idea you didn’t graduate. I’m sorry, Seth. You know I am. I told you so many times, I…”


    I’m mindful of each word I speak, because it takes so little to upset Seth. Even when Seth and I argued over the smallest things he’d lock himself in his home office for days after, only leaving to go to class or to see his friends, refusing to accept my apology or speak to me. Days later he’d show up with a piece of jewelry, but would never say he was sorry through words.


    My core shakes. “I don’t know how many more times I can apologize to you so you can forgive me. It isn’t healthy for you to hold on like this—”


    “Don’t tell me what’s right and what’s wrong.” Seth’s eyes are intense and greedy. His gaze is directed only at me, with his salacious sneer disturbing my stomach and my sense of pride. He’s already made up his mind, and there’s nothing I can do to change the course.


    “I don’t want anything from you, Pauline. Though I suppose you’d give me anything. Like you showed him,” Seth says, glancing at Ellis. “A good time in the tent – twice.” His lips twist in revulsion at Ellis. “That certainly wasn’t what you were paid to do.” Then he shakes his head at me in disgust. “You’d put out for anyone. Seeing you with him sure answered a question that’s been going through my mind these past months—you’re still as big of a slut as you were when we lived together. Remember living together, Pauline? I do. I loved you. I don’t want anything from you now. I’m going to give you something instead.”


    Although Seth’s language appalls me—beneath his polished veneer lurks a snake—his final words strike a weak spark of hope within me.


    “I’m going to kill you,” he finishes, and my hope burns to ash. He beams at Ellis. “And your new boyfriend here.”


    “He’s not my boyfriend.” I refuse to acknowledge the imploring stare in Ellis’s eyes.


    “Don’t bullshit me, Pauline.” Seth nods at a log to my right. The smell of pine around us does nothing to quell my sense of dread. “Sit.” He gestures to Ellis. “You sit, too, boyfriend.”


    I comply. Ellis glares at Seth and balks, then sits next to me. I hate feeling so powerless. Seth paces back and forth, as though he’s deciding how to end our lives. Nick watches us with red-hot anger in his eyes. I flick my tongue across my dry, cracked lips as I wait for Seth to choose our fate, and think of the many ways he can hurt us. There’s that crossbow strapped to his back. Will he use that? Even if Ellis’s affection has all been a ruse, I’m confident he won’t allow Seth to kill him, so where does that leave me?


    The log is rough through the seat of my pants. Seth’s eyes are dull and crazed. Whoever Ellis is, I’m seated so far from him if I move an inch to my right I’ll tumble off the log. Nick takes his boot from his backpack and puts it on.


    The closer Ellis scoots to me, the farther I edge from him. If he doesn’t stop trying to sit close to me, he’s going to make me fall off the log, damn him. I want to sock him hard on that handsome jawline of his. River Tours said they’d send a replacement. They hadn’t given me the guide’s name. My eyes drop down to Sam’s delicate gold bracelet on my wrist, which was supposed to serve as a reminder for why I was making this journey in the first place. For her. Mom and Frank were right when they said I shouldn’t have left school because I’m not cut out for the real world. I shouldn’t have even left their house.


    Seth stops moving between his brother and us. “It was lovely seeing your folks the other day. I can tell they adored Evan.” His pointed grin is reserved for me.


    My pulse pounds in my head, and I’m up out of my seat before Ellis can hold me back. “You asshole.” If I had claws, I’d tear Seth’s nasty smile off his face. I’m hot all over as my mind races with horrid outcomes. When had Mom sent me that text? I hadn’t received another after. Were they okay? “What did you do to my parents?”


    “Nothing.” Seth reaches out and guides me back down to my seat on the log. I struggle against him and then submit. He holds my gaze as he speaks. “I didn’t hurt them. Actually, I enjoyed visiting them. It was great to hear how shitty your life’s turning out. You’re basically unemployed, isn’t that right? How did your Mom put it? You’re finding your way, or some other bullshit.”


    My eyes drop to my knees. Ellis leans over and rubs my back, tries to reassure me, but I edge away from his touch. I don’t want him near me ever again. I don’t even know who he is. I thrash my arms out at him. “I know nothing about you. Ellis isn’t even real!”


    Seth and Nick are silent with me as I wait for Ellis’s reply, as though they, too, are curious to hear what his answer will be.


    When Ellis speaks, his voice is almost inaudible above the river and the birdsong in the forest. “I have trouble remembering my own name.”


    “You’re kidding me.” I slap my hands down on my thighs in exasperation.


    Ellis shakes his head. “After my injury, I forgot a lot about who I used to be before. I remember some things, like dating my old girlfriend Linda. I remember what she looks like. A little about who she is.”


    That explains why he’s writing down things to remember them. And why he forgot to check out the boot prints. I watch his face and the impenetrable image of himself he’s created collapsing from the side. I almost feel sorry for him. And before I would have. But I can’t now. Not after what I know he was paid to do for Seth.


    Ellis’s eyes skim over Seth’s face, and then his gaze falls on me. “I never would have agreed to this, if I knew what he was really after. I swear, Pauline. I never knew this Nick guy was involved.” He raises his arm, his finger pointing weakly at Seth. “Hell, I never even met him.”


    I recoil and turn from Ellis. For some crazy reason I believe him. Though I won’t show him I do.


    Ellis goes on despite my silence. “I was anonymously paid half of the money upfront to take you on this course as a guide named Ellis. And that’s it. No one ever said anything about hurting you, or I wouldn’t have agreed.”


    I don’t look at him when I speak. My voice is flat. I don’t want him to have even the slightest glimmer of hope that I’ll forgive him. “How did you know about the trip’s route?”


    “I ran it as practice before my assignment.”


    I cringe at his word choice. Assignment is such a cold, sterile way to put what Seth’s hired him to do.


    “I knew the situation changed when Fiona and Mitch turned up dead,” Ellis says.


    There’s an edge to my voice as I speak. “You still went along with it in the first place.”


    “At the time I convinced myself I needed the money. Now I don’t want any of it.”


    I blow air out of my mouth and shake my head.


    Seth stands over us on the log and grins. “Aren’t you two sweet?” His focus turns to me. “He isn’t lying, Pauline, when he says he didn’t know my true plan. Before you die, you can enjoy knowing you actually met a decent guy for once. That is, before I came to kill you.” He’s smiling and talking more to himself than to me, and I angle my head down toward my chest in fear of what he’ll do next. He’s capable of anything.


    Nick works as a guide? A memory speeds into my mind and idles. I heard about River Tours through Seth and then introduced Sam to the company.


    “My brother here told me about you taking your sister’s place,” Seth says. “He heard about her death from Fiona. And don’t think Fiona didn’t help push her over the edge. Obviously, money meant more to her than your sister’s friendship.”


    My breath catches in my throat.


    “It was like having a line to your life, Pauline. It was beautiful. Fiona bailing out at the last minute fucked everything up, but only temporarily. My brother told River Tours he’d go in her place. But because he needed to guide me out here, we found this guy,” Seth says, sliding a look at Ellis “to pretend to be him. We started on the river shortly after you.”


    Then Ellis is whispering to me, and I only hear half of what he’s saying. Who am I supposed to believe? As far as I’m concerned whatever Ellis says is all lies anyway. Or he weaves some truth in with his lies.


    “I know I did have an older brother who died. That wasn’t a lie. And I’ve learned to love you, Pauline, and I’ve known since a while back on this trip that I can’t go through with what I was paid for. Because halfway through our journey I changed my mind and fell in love with you.”


    I can’t decide how I feel about his outpouring. I want to believe him and yet…it’s too hard. “You never worked in finance, did you?” I bring my gaze up to his level and scowl at him.


    He’s unable to match my stare. “For a short time I did, after I was released from the hospital. But it didn’t work out.” His eyes move down to mine. “My memory wasn’t—isn’t—what it once was. I couldn’t focus.”


    Seth bends to our eye level. “Blah. Blah. How cute. Can you two shut up already?”


    Courage takes my mind to a place above the trilling of birds in the treetops where I soar. “Did you kill Mitch?” I ask him, and I wait for his answer like a stone sinking down my throat.


    “Who the hell is that?”


    “He was a park ranger.”


    Nick nudges his brother aside and leans down to talk to me. His voice is a mere whisper. “That uniform wearing dick? That guy gave us shit because we didn’t have a license when we shot a squirrel to eat it. Seth’s got our dad’s gun on him, in case you haven’t noticed. He’s a clean shot, so that should make you feel a little better.”


    As I whimper, Nick’s laughter is like a repeated slap across my tear stained face. Ellis yells at him to shut up, and Nick chuckles more and more until he can hardly stand and is bent over clutching his stomach as he laughs.


    “All right, that’s enough.” Seth pushes Nick off to his side. His foot kicks mine. “Get up.” He glares at Ellis. “You as well.”


    Nick scurries behind him and grabs his backpack from the ground. He unzips the bag and takes out a long line of thick, braided rope. Which explains why the backpack is so heavy. Nick murmurs to Seth and gestures to Ellis.


    Seth talks to his brother through clamped teeth. All my ear picks up is, “Tie them together, then.”


    Ellis and I haven’t moved from the log, and Seth jabs our feet with his. When we remain sitting, he orders us to remove our boots. Ellis wavers as though he’s planning on something, as I take mine off. Seth picks up a thin branch and lashes the soles of my feet. Even through my socks it stings like hell. I jump out of my seat. My head flails with each strike Seth takes at my arms and legs. He stops beating me to glower at Ellis. “Take yours off, or else I’ll beat her raw.”


    There’s a glow in Ellis’s eyes that tells me he’s planning something. An escape. Will he include me? I reach my hands out in front of me as though to block Seth from attacking me further. The fury in Ellis’s eyes directed at Seth deepens as he hunches forward and then pulls off his boots.


    Nick and Seth reposition us on the log with our backs touching and our socked feet on the soggy ground. Seth turns to Ellis as he threads the first line of rope around us. With each tug on the rope, tears burst and flow from my eyes.


    “It’s too bad you don’t want to help me,” he tells Ellis. “I know I’m not going to get a refund for the money I already paid you, but in my mind, this should more than equal a reimbursement.” He pulls the rope tighter around Ellis’s wrists.


    Ellis winces, and the color in his face rises and deepens, but he doesn’t cry out. He’s braver than I am.


    I hang my head and peek up at Seth with one eye. “Fiona…Why?”


    Seth hunkers down to my level, and I flinch as his face draws close to mine. His breath is warm and minty on my face. Even out in the wilderness he manages to suck on breath mints. My bottom lip trembles. His lips graze the flesh below my ear in a shockingly gentle kiss until I turn my head from him, and his lips brush across my neck. I fight the urge to scream. A low noise that can only be described as a growl comes from Ellis.


    When I peek up at Seth again, he’s scowling at me. “Fiona was supposed to be your guide. It’s amazing what a lot of money can buy. She started having second thoughts, then got cold feet and tried to cancel the whole thing.”


    I gasp and close my eyes, angle my head away from him, trying to get out of my mind what he said. All those lies told to me during the barbecue where I met Fiona. She was Sam’s friend. Or so I thought. After what happened to me at school, I’ve wanted, and have tried so hard, to believe that there are decent people in the world.


    “Don’t feel bad,” Seth says. “She had a quick ending. I think. Unlike you two. I’m going to strategically shoot both of you in the legs, arms, and back, and then I’m going to leave you as tasty, bloody meals for the wildlife. Scream all you want. No one will hear you. Nick tells me you two have already seen a bear. I expect they’re fattening up for winter this time of the year, and are very hungry.” He slides his tongue over his lips and laughs.


    Seth pauses to speak with Nick, and I blurt out to Ellis behind me. “I don’t want to die.”


    “You won’t. Just act like you think you’re going to. I’ll take care of the rest.”


    “How can I believe you?” But from the resolve in his voice, I don’t doubt him.


    “I love you. And even if you don’t believe that, then you have to believe that I don’t want to die either.”


    We both grow quiet as Seth returns to tying us up, a vein pulsating in his forehead as he works, sweat dripping down his face.


    Ellis peers at Nick over his large shoulder. “You’re sick to let your kid brother do this.”


    “Yeah, well, at least I didn’t accept money to lie.” Nick turns when Seth calls to him.


    He forces a quick, frustrated breath out of his mouth and talks to Seth in private near us. Their voices are hushed, but I overhear Seth telling Nick they only have enough bullets for one of us and that they shouldn’t have wasted ammo on the ranger.


    Seth shouts, and I can hear him quite clearly. “Damn it, we should’ve used our bare hands!”


    Ellis stretched his arms out a little to his sides when Seth started a knot around our wrists and bound us together, inches apart from one another’s face. Now Ellis’s face strains until he’s red as he struggles to loosen the rope further. It’s tied so tightly that the area on my skin above the secured knot is white, while my skin under the rope is red and swelling.


    Ellis stops and his eyes drop to mine, and it’s like we’re both thinking the same thing. The seconds pass, and Nick and Seth’s banter back and forth materializes as our one chance to free ourselves before they shoot us.


    “Where’s your gun?” I say, the words as quiet as sudden breaths passed between us.


    “My backpack. By the tent,” Ellis says.


    “How long do you think it would take for you to bolt over there and get it, assuming we can get this rope off us?”


    “A few seconds. But I’d have to get past them and their gun.”


    I sigh. It’s hopeless. We’re going to die. But what if... “I’ll distract them.”


    Ellis raises an eyebrow. “With what? How?”


    I’d be biting my nails as I ponder his question, if my hands weren’t attached to his. Seth raises his voice at his brother, and I glance up at Nick pushing Seth away from him.


    An idea strikes me. I lift a little up from my seat in anticipation. Before I can agree to let Ellis in on my plan, I have to know I can trust him. “How do I know that if we’re able to free ourselves and you grab your gun, you won’t flee and leave me here with them to fend for myself?”


    Ellis releases a heavy sigh. “Even if you can’t bring yourself to trust me, Pauline, know that I love you and will do everything within my power to get you home safe.”


    Even if I’m not sure I can believe him, his assistance is a risk I’m willing to take this one time. But given his lies, I don’t know if I can really trust him, so I’ll make sure the plan works in my favor regardless of what happens.


    With a start, I lean into Ellis and speak. “You break free and distract them. While you’re doing that, I’ll grab your gun. I’m smaller than you are and can get past them quicker. It’s loaded, right?”


    Ellis nods and gives me a skeptical glance. “Do you even know how to use a gun?”


    Coming from the city, guns are unknown to me. This isn’t something I ever thought I’d consider doing. Then again, a lot of what I’ve done on this trip are things I never thought I’d do. “No. I guess I’ll aim and fire?”


    One side of Ellis’s mouth moves up, then lowers, and he clears his throat in a muffled way, as though he’d been about to laugh. “The safety’s above where you place your thumb. You’ll have to disengage it before you can shoot. Be careful. You won’t have time to get a feel for it. Make sure your grip is good. Don’t let it take control. And when you fire, don’t let go.”


    My breathing is ragged. Instead of motivating me, his instructions are freaking me out. If he keeps talking, I might freeze and not get up. Why did I ever suggest this?


    “Now,” he says, and my hands slip free of the rope. He’s wriggled his way out, and, in the process, has freed me. The rope is unwound and hanging loose on my wrists.


    We have one chance. I have one chance.


    In what seems like a flash, Ellis is up and charging toward Nick and Seth, who’s reaching for his gun. I swoop past them to the backpack as twigs and stones jab my feet through my socks.


    The bag’s not zippered, thank God, which saves me a millisecond. I close my eyes and dip my fingers inside, as though the thing will kill me just by my touching it. Then I remember what Ellis said about the safety. I take in air and open my eyes. I have to do this. For myself. For Sam’s honor. And, yeah, maybe even for Ellis.


    My hand touches the cold steel pistol. The first gun I’ve ever held. It’s lighter than I imagined, and even loaded couldn’t weigh more than two pounds.


    There’s yelling coming from the direction of Seth, Nick, and Ellis. There’s no time for me to prepare. And then before I get an opportunity to aim and fire, Seth’s gun goes off, the sound exploding in my ears. The shot rings through the air and remains there for a second. The smell stings my nose. I duck and hold Ellis’s gun above my head.


    Ellis cries out. He’s been hit! He twists around and grabs onto his shoulder.


    Nick throws his arms in the air at Seth. “What are you doing, man? You used all the fucking bullets.”


    Now’s my chance. Perhaps my sole chance. Ellis is down on the ground. His gun is in my hand, the metal cool and hard. I swipe the thumb safety off. Now I’m motivated. I lift it up and aim it at Seth. “Drop your gun, and take off your bow,” I say, with my finger on the trigger.


    Seth peers at the gun in his hand as though he’s deciding what to do, then he tosses it behind him and it smacks on the ground. The crossbow and empty quiver follow. “They’re useless to me anyway.” His eyes level on mine, and then fall to my hand, as if he’s testing whether I have the nerve to pull the trigger. “You wouldn’t dare. I’m not worried one bit.” But Seth’s lips tremble. And they should.


    Nick’s gaze remains focused on me. The gun’s cocked. If I fire, I won’t save my life or Ellis’s. Seth and Nick are out of ammo. I hate Seth for what he’s done, but I don’t need to shoot him to survive.


    He’s right. I can’t end another life. And I’m not ashamed.


    Ellis leaps up from the ground and eases my arm and the pistol down. “It’s okay, Pauline. They can’t hurt us. Be careful not to hurt yourself. The safety’s off.”


    The gun shakes in my hand as I refuse to give it up, and then I slowly pass it to Ellis. He points the gun between Seth and Nick. I have no doubt he’s a terrific shot, and neither do Seth and Nick, who are stock-still.


    Nick lunges toward Ellis, and Ellis fires a warning shot into the air. I don’t duck and cringe this time. And the smell doesn’t bother me. Nick backs off and returns to his place alongside his brother.


    I edge close to Ellis and whisper near his face. “What’s the plan?”


    He meets my gaze, with his pistol still aimed and ready. “Taking you home. But first we’re going to tie up these two assholes.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    Pauline


    


    


    Ellis and I take turns keeping an eye on Seth and Nick and putting our boots back on.


    With his pistol, Ellis gestures to the log where Seth made us sit before. “Get the fuck on there.” Seth shuffles over and sits where I sat, and a trace of a smile materializes on my lips. When Nick hesitates, Ellis yells at him. “You sit, too.”


    Nick’s mouth curls up on one side and he steps back. “No way.”


    Wrath blazes high and strong in Ellis’s eyes as the creases in his brow deepen and blotches of red creep up his neck. Nick staggers forward and lowers himself onto the log until he touches the surface. His eyes are red-rimmed, and I can’t tell whether their bright color is from exhaustion or unease.


    Seth’s head is bent, and his eyes are lowered to the ground when he asks Ellis, “What are you going to do with us?”


    Ellis grins, with his gun ready to take him wherever he needs to go. At the same time, he’s wincing and his lips are twisted in pain. One glance at his whitening face and the wet, dark red mark seeping through his jacket tells me his shoulder wound is more severe than he’s let on. “You’ll see,” he tells Seth. His lips are paler than before.


    “Ellis, are you okay?” His good hand holds the pistol, and as I touch his arm with the wounded shoulder from behind, he sucks in a sharp breath to dull the pain and twists away from me.


    “I’m fine.” He won’t look at me. Instead he tosses me the gun.


    It’s warm in my hand from the shot he fired. I guard Seth and Nick as Ellis picks up the ropes they were to use on us and proceeds to tie their wrists and ankles together.


    Seth cringes as Ellis fastens the rope very tight around him. “Something special for you, buddy,” Ellis says with a big grin.


    When Ellis is done tying up Nick and Seth, he motions for me to hand him back the pistol. I’m less afraid handling it this time. I shake my head and instead point it level to his neck. “Did you know?” I demand.


    Ellis raises his hands in the air and holds them out in front of his chest, backing up. “Pauline.” From his tone he isn’t begging me. Rather, he sounds confused.


    “Did you know what they were up to the whole time? All those nights you stayed up to keep an eye on things. Was that all an act?”


    “No. I swear to you. I was paid to guide you. I had no idea they would be following us.”


    I refuse to give up the gun and keep it aimed at him. “Sounds like you need to get a different job.”


    “Pauline, give me the gun. You don’t really know how to use it. Don’t let them get the upper hand.”


    He has a point. I part with the pistol as though it’s something beloved—how things have changed since I started this trip—and pass it to him while eyeing Nick and Seth.


    As Ellis watches over them, I grab our gear and disperse it among us, then we set off.


    Seth and Nick’s complaints ricochet along with us as we walk on the trail.


    “Are we going to leave them back there?” I ask Ellis.


    He takes a t-shirt out of his bag and ties it around his arm and shoulder to staunch his wound. My chest is warmed and expands from the newfound sense of freedom found once we’re out of the forest and onto the path back to civilization. With the perpetrators behind us, I no longer have to worry about harm coming our way, except for maybe the rare, occasional wildlife. But the business with Ellis is far from being resolved.


    “We’ll let the police know where they are when we reach town,” he answers.


    “I could use a drink of water.”


    He digs into his bag and passes me the water bottle. A smile brightens his eyes, but I frown. I lift the top to my lips and take a swig. When I’m done I shake the bottle and there are a few mouthfuls left. “Here, you drink some.” I pass it back to him.


    I’m worried about his shoulder wound. The t-shirt bandage he’s created is darkening with blood. He insists his shoulder doesn’t hurt him, but how can it not? “Are you sure you’re going to make it with your arm in such bad shape?


    Ellis waves me off. If his face turns any more blanched it’s inevitable he’ll pass out. “The bullet didn’t hit me. It grazed me. It’s not in me.”


    “Do you think we’ll arrive in the town before dark?” He might not last if the journey takes any longer than that.


    Ellis shakes his head in a swift motion. “We should be there by the morning. It’s closer than I thought, but not that close.”


    My heart sinks. Can I trust his memory? “Are you sure? I thought you said…”


    When he struggles to step forward, I help him along, our bodies brushing against each other, and I think of the many intimate things we shared not long ago. So much has changed. I’d convinced myself I loved him. Although I feel for him because of everything he’s been through, my body bubbles with anger when I think of the truth he hid from me. There’s anger at myself, too. Because I’m still in love with him despite everything.


    “You should know I’m only helping you because letting you die out here wouldn’t be ethical.” Though I’m curious, I don’t ask him for his actual name, because knowing his true identity could put me in danger.


    Ellis talks between wheezes. “That’s comforting.”


    I offer to carry his bag for him—he’s still lugging the tent—but he refuses to part with it.


    “Suit yourself.”


    After a moment or two he says, “Why don’t you come work with me. After this is all over.”


    I stop in my tracks. “You mean as a criminal?”


    “No. I’m quitting that life. Come work for me as a guide. You’re not a bad paddler.”


    I laugh out loud. “There’s no chance in hell I’d ever have anything to do with you ever again after this, and you’ll be lucky if I don’t turn you in to the police. Aren’t you the least bit worried I’ll tell the cops about you?”


    Ellis shrugs. “I don’t even know most about who I am, so how will they?”


    He’s right. I’ll give him that. “When we first met—that thing you told me about your friend collecting your truck—was it true?”


    “No.”


    “Like I can believe you.” After a few moments, I muster the courage to seek additional answers. “How about at the very beginning of the trip…”


    He shoots me a quizzical look.


    “At the beginning of the trip you were trying to make me not want to go. Why?”


    “I was unsure whether I wanted to go through with it.”


    His answer is direct and honest, and I don’t know why that bothers me. But it does. It cuts through me like a cold, heartless blade.


    For the rest of the trek, I’m silent and avoid looking at him. At the same time, I’m trusting he knows where we’re headed.


    ***


    We reach the town of Mayer the next morning after a long, final hike and catching a few hours rest at night. For a moment, I actually worry about Seth and Nick out there alone last night, and wonder if they made it through okay. Ellis tells me I’m a good person and that’s why I’m concerned. I do right by others, even when they’d tried to kill me.


    “Not that you’d know what makes someone good,” I snap back at him. Ellis’s wound held up well overnight, but I’m eager to get him to a hospital as we set foot in town.


    “I’ll be okay,” he says.


    “Last night I was worried I’d wake up and find you dead this morning.”


    A smile spreads across Ellis’s lips as he glances at me while we walk almost side by side. “I’m touched. I slept like a dead man. It was the first night I didn’t have to stay up and keep watch.”


    The town is quaint, connected by wide, tree-lined sidewalks. The morning here is clear and bright. The smells of food waft to my nose and my stomach grumbles. Most of the shops appear closed. Is today a holiday I’ve forgotten? As we round the corner, people are gathered on the steps outside of a large white church. Men and boys are in dark suits and bright ties, and the women and girls wear pastel-colored dresses or cream dress slacks. They look like families, mostly, and are chatting and laughing in groups. Their faces are vivid with smiles. The sight is so beautiful. Is it a mirage?


    No. It’s real. It’s Sunday, and the day that was supposed to be the conclusion of my rafting trip. I breathe out and almost smile because we made it on schedule in spite of the ordeal. We made good time.


    Ellis and I must look like some sort of vagabonds to the families. With our dirty clothing and general unkempt appearances, we’re such a stark contrast to them.


    They turn to face us as we walk past them and gape and whisper at Ellis’s wound. About a dozen people ask if we need their assistance. I half expect someone to appear with a medical kit and start attending to Ellis on the spot. I ask a woman with an amenable face for directions to the hospital, and Ellis asks an older man for the way to the police station. Considering who Ellis is, I’m surprised he wants to step foot in a place filled with cops at his own will, but I reason he’s doing it for me. And that counts for something. But it doesn’t necessarily mean he loves me. And logic says I can’t love him knowing what I do, even though I do love him.


    The older man can’t remember the street name where the sheriff’s office is located, but a handsome blond guy is able to give us directions. He says, “Would you believe the other day some other travelers came in here asking me for the same thing?”


    Other travelers?


    Ellis wins, and we follow the directions to the sheriff’s office first, and not the hospital as I wished. We stride past the decorated storefronts to a tall brick building identified by a bronze sign hanging above the entrance. From what Ellis said about the town, I assumed it would be larger. It’s a frontier community, small, and old-fashioned in a nostalgic way, as though we’re standing in the Old West.


    Ellis uses his good arm to open the door for me.


    “You didn’t have to hold the door for me,” I say, stepping inside with the bell on the door chiming.


    “I know, but I wanted to.”


    Inside the building a guy in a tan uniform and an immaculately groomed older woman, both behind a large desk, gape at the straggly travelers who’ve stepped into their cool, clean admittance area, and jump to their feet. The ceiling is high, and our voices echo throughout the open room. It’s Sunday, so the place is pretty empty.


    A guy seated on a bench in a jean jacket with a baseball cap pulled down low on his head and the rim obscuring half of his face, lets out a low whistle. He nods at Ellis’s shoulder wound. “That looks like a bad one you’ve got there, man.” His wrists are in handcuffs.


    The uniformed officer behind the white u-shaped desk speaks to us. “You two look like you’ve been through a war.” His eyes gleam with interest.


    “You don’t know the half of it,” I reply.


    We don’t have to explain the reason we’re here, because he says, “I’ll go fetch the sheriff and tell him we have another pair.”


    Another pair of what? From the look on Ellis’s face, he’s perplexed, too.


    The man motions to Ellis as he steps out from behind the front desk. “How badly are you hurt, sir?”


    “Not too bad. The bullet only grazed my shoulder.”


    His quickness to downplay the severity of his injury roils me enough to interject. “He’s been bleeding overnight.”


    “I’ll call an ambulance,” the officer says to me. “And in the meantime, I’ll get something to help him with that wound.”


    Ellis watches him disappear down the hall and speaks to me. “Thanks, but I don’t need you to take care of me, Pauline.”


    “I won’t be taking care of you for much longer, so enjoy it while it lasts.” My eyes glance down at the blue tiled floor. Despair clutches at my heart, because although I say the words like I mean them, it’s not what I want to happen. It’s what has to happen.


    The older woman, who was working behind a computer at the desk when we arrived, looks over at us and smiles in a sympathetic way. “Please sit down.” She points to a bench behind us. Besides the guy at the front desk, the place lacks cops. The woman peers over her glasses and smiles at us again. “Would you like something to drink?”


    I answer for us. “I’d love some water.” And a sandwich. But that can wait.


    The bench is next to where the guy with the handcuffs is sitting, and his eyes take us in as we sit down. The woman moves from her chair over to the water cooler and brings us two cups. Ellis nods thanks.


    “Thanks,” I say, and she returns to her station.


    The man in handcuffs speaks to us out of the corner of his mouth as though he doesn’t want her to know he’s talking to us. “What the hell happened to you?”


    Ellis shrugs and stays quiet and sullen while I tell the man a little. His eyes widen as I rehash more and more of the story to him. Then I realize I’m probably telling him too much, and I pause. I finish my water and crush the cup.


    He shakes his handcuffed wrists at me, and I lift a little out of my seat. “What are you waiting for? Go on. I want to hear the whole thing.”


    Ellis turns and speaks with force to the guy. “Quit bothering her.”


    The woman by the computer clears her throat and glares at the man, and he leans back into the bench and closes his eyes. He isn’t sleeping, though, because he peeks over at us every so often.


    Ellis and I wait in silence with our gear at our feet.


    He speaks first. “How much are you going to tell them?”


    I let out a breath. “I’ll tell them no more than they need to know. I won’t tell them about you, if that’s what’s bothering you.” I throw my cup into a can next to the bench.


    “That’s not why I asked.” Ellis is quiet, and then he says, “You’re a good person.”


    “Don’t.” I whip around to face him. “You’re a liar. You don’t get to decide who’s good or who isn’t. After this is all over, I want you to stay the hell away from me forever.” My face burns from anger when I try to hand him his jacket. “I don’t want anything to do with you.” Yet from the soft inflection in his voice I could tell he did mean what he said.


    A few moments later, the cop who said he’d help us returns with a tall, wide-shouldered man in his late thirties with cropped dark hair and a boyish face. From the golden badge on his beige-colored jacket he’s Mayer’s sheriff.


    Ellis and I stand to shake his hand. The sheriff’s eyes, twinkling with astonishment, dart back and forth from Ellis to me. If before he didn’t believe what his colleague told him about us, then now that he’s seeing us with his own eyes, he has to accept that we and our appearance are true.


    The cop from before has also brought a blue medical kit and gestures for Ellis to return to the bench so he can tend to his wounds. “I called an ambulance for you, sir.”


    Ellis’s lips tighten, and he strains to smile at the guy. “You didn’t need to do that, but thank you.”


    I roll my eyes at Ellis, who has no idea how awful his injury looks, or if he does, is in complete denial.


    As Ellis sits, the guy squats in front of him and helps him pull his shirt over his head.


    The sheriff shakes my hand again as I introduce myself. He glances at Ellis. “And he is?”


    Ellis saved my life more than one time, and the sheriff doesn’t need to know more than that Seth and Nick are up in the mountains and what they did and tried to do. The rest can be up to the police to figure out. “He’s my guide. I’m American.” I show him my passport.


    The sheriff holds my open passport book in his tanned hand and skims it over. “What about him?” He nods at Ellis as he passes my passport back to me.


    I put more of my weight on one foot as I’m silent. “He left his behind when we had to ditch most of the stuff from our raft after we were attacked,” I finally say.


    “And where’s your guide from?”


    A pause will heighten his suspicion so I answer fast. “I’m not sure. He’s just my guide. We didn’t really talk about those sorts of things.” If only this man knew how much more than a guide Ellis was to me.


    The sheriff’s gaze is skeptical. “I see.”


    For a moment I think he’s going to question me about Ellis. Yet he listens with patience as I recap our nightmare up in the mountains to him.


    “I’m aware of the situation,” he says. “And I am so sorry for you folks. I had my deputy fly out to the mountains with other officers and search dogs not long ago. I stayed behind to talk with the folks who came here before you did. Their description of the culprits matches yours. I’m going up there myself once I’m done talking with them and getting their statements. From what they’ve told me, you two are lucky you survived.”


    “What folks?” Concern is apparent in my voice heard through my own ears, and from the bench Ellis gazes over at me as though to inquire about what’s happening.


    “They’re in the conference room. Come with me, and we’ll see if you recognize them.”


    My boots skid across the sleek hall floor and I trip over myself. The sheriff steadies me. I peer over my shoulder and Ellis is watching me leave. I don’t owe him an explanation about why and where I’m going with the sheriff because I don’t really know him.


    The sheriff leads me through a frosted-glass-paneled door into a small conference room.


    Helen, Doug, and their boys are seated around a varnished mahogany table. They look like they’ve been through hell. Their hair and faces are smudged with dirt, and their eyes are shiny with distress and fatigue. The telephone rings from a table in the corner and the sheriff steps away to answer the call.


    “You’re alive,” I say.


    Helen turns to look at me and leaps out of her chair. I’m in her arms once she’s up, and her scent’s a mixture of a little sweat and soft perfume, the beautiful smell of a living, hardworking woman. The sheen of tears is on her face, and my eyes dampen with my own tears.


    “I am so sorry,” I say.


    She whispers against my hair. “Honey, it’s not your fault.”


    “How?” I say after a moment. “We found your raft. There was so much blood on it.”


    Helen releases me from her arms. “We ran into them, like we ran into you. Except they weren’t so friendly. I asked them a few questions, where they were from, and such like. That’s all it took for them to flip on us, especially the younger one. He was the worst.”


    Seth.


    “We managed to escape on foot, but Doug hurt his hand during the struggle. We walked all the way here. My God, it was horrible.”


    Doug waves his bandaged hand at me. Their sons watch me in awe and smile together with their identical missing front teeth. An ambulance cuts its sirens in the street outside the building.


    The sheriff finishes his phone conversation. “I see you all already know each other.” He smiles and leads me out into the hallway. “Let’s go and get your guide into the ambulance so he can get to the hospital. I can get his statement from him there.”


    “One second,” I tell him. Then I poke my head back in the doorway and say goodbye to Doug and Helen.


    “Stay in touch, honey,” Helen says.


    I no longer have her email address but I nod yes.


    In the main entrance room Ellis isn’t sitting on the bench, and my gear is there but all of his is gone. Except for his jacket. The officer who was tending to him exits the men’s room.


    “Where is he?” I ask him.


    The guy scratches his neck and looks around the station. “He was supposed to wait here while I used the restroom.”


    “The ambulance is here for him,” the sheriff says to him.


    “I know. I heard it outside.” He excuses himself and asks the woman behind the computer at the front desk if she knows where Ellis went.


    She tells us Ellis said he was stepping outside to make a phone call. As far as she knows he hasn’t returned. I didn’t know he had a phone on him.


    I press Ellis’s jacket to my chest—it smells as good as him—and race to the front to fling open the heavy wooden door. Where has Ellis gone to? I’m not supposed to care. But I do. I care a lot. My chest swells. Will he be okay?


    I stand out on the quiet street, with the sun beating on my face.


    A door shuts and a car horn toots, then a blue uniformed paramedic walks up to me. “Are you the person who’s waiting for an ambulance, miss?” Her red hair is done up in a ponytail with bangs.


    “No, I’m…he’s…No, I’m not waiting. The person who was waiting is no longer here. He’s gone.”


    Life will move on. I have to tell the sheriff about Mitch, the ranger. And get a decent meal. A headache pounds in my ears. The headaches I’d been getting after Sam’s death are returning now that Ellis is gone. The rafting trip was supposed to help me recover from my loss, but being with Ellis is what truly mended me.


    I turn from the paramedic and walk back into the police station to the sound of her asking, “Ma’am? Ma’am?”


    It’s all over. I’ll be returning home, and I won’t ever see Ellis again, or get to know the real man behind his handsome face.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    Pauline


    


    


    “And to think, after what happened to Sam, you had to go through all of that,” Mom says. She shakes her head and strokes my hair.


    I’m at home curled up on the sofa next to her. My stepdad, Frank’s in the kitchen fixing us fresh lemonade.


    “And, also, to think that I even went out of my way to make that guy iced tea.”


    She’s talking about Seth’s visit to the house.


    It’s the morning after the evening I returned home. Everything about the house and my parents is familiar. The way Mom always forgets to close the lowest buttons on her favorite peach-colored cardigan, which she wears even in the summertime. Her blond hair is longer than I remember, and her skin is ever young looking and radiant. I’ve been worried about Mom and Frank since Sam’s death, but they seem to be getting by okay now. My headaches have continued.


    My lips shake as I fight against my real emotions to hold my smile in place. I’ve managed to lie low during the media coverage of Seth and his brother’s arrest. And while I’ve shared with Mom what happened during the rafting trip, I haven’t told her the whole story behind me leaving school.


    “Sweetie, what is it?” Mom’s warm hand lands on mine and remains a comforting presence there.


    I let my breath out.


    We talk about the true reason I left school, and I make a promise to myself that I will be honest with them from now on. There’s sadness in Mom’s eyes, but compassion, too. She doesn’t jump up and demand I leave the house at once. I breathe easier once I let it all out.


    “Are you going to tell Frank?” I ask.


    Mom is quiet for a moment, and then she shakes her head.


    “He might find out,” I say.


    “Maybe. And if that time comes, I know he will be as supportive of you as I am. That’s why I married him, because I knew he would be a real father to you, not just on paper.”


    “I let her down. I let Sam down.”


    “No, you didn’t. She would have been proud of you after all you went through. She would have been proud you made it home to us.” Mom reaches her arm around me and squeezes me into her softness for a hug. “There’s something I want to show you, honey.” She rises from the couch and goes into her and Frank’s bedroom.


    I listen to Frank humming to himself in the kitchen and smile. Mom returns to the couch with a cream-colored envelope. She sits down close to me again, lifts her legs from the floor and tucks them beneath her.


    “Sam’s note to us.” Mom’s holding the envelope out between us.


    I pause, and then grasp it. I slide the creased, folded letter, read so many times by them, out of the envelope, and unfold it.


    I only wish I was as brave as Pauline, Sam has written at the end of her note. Every day, I wonder how she does it.


    My tears drip onto the fine paper. Someday, I’ll show them what Sam wrote to me in my letter. Not yet, though. It’s still too soon for me to share her sisterly thoughts with others.


    I fold the letter back into the envelope and rub my fingers across Sam’s gold bracelet. While I may never know what Fiona said to Sam, I know Sam loved and was loved by us.


    Frank ducks through the kitchen doorway into the living room—he’s a tall guy, and a high school basketball coach—carrying our glasses of lemonade. He glances at the envelope in my hands in a familiar way and tears glimmer in his eyes. With his curly, brown hair and his clear blue eyes, he’s a youthful looking guy. And he has a terrific heart. It’s no wonder Mom married him. He’s grown on me, too.


    A few weeks pass. I don’t work. I don’t sleep. But I recover. At least partly. Only partly, because no matter how much I distract myself with shopping trips with Mom, attending Frank’s games, and planning a memorial service for Sam next month, I can’t stop thinking about Ellis and what may have happened to him and if he’s okay. I wish I knew his real name so I could at least confirm he’s safe.


    One day, I’m sitting at the small desk in my bedroom upstairs with my new laptop open, leaning forward in my swivel chair while researching different college programs online. I plan to return to school for the next semester and resume completing my degree. I can’t take out more loans, so I’ll work my way through the semester doing a normal college girl job.


    The past doesn’t have to define me forever. And maybe that’s what Ellis wants, to leave behind everything that reminds him of the trip, and that includes me. I already have my admissions essay half completed: a paper about rafting and about Sam.


    On my phone a text pops up from my loan company, thanking me for my payment, which I don’t remember making. I check, and my loan balance is zero. The last time I checked, the debt was very much there, minus the money I made from the film. I should have asked for royalties. Thinking that it’s either a computer glitch or a miracle, I call the loan company to see what’s going on.


    Somehow someone has paid my debt in full. When I tell the company I didn’t make the payment, they say they’ll look into it and will call me back.


    I’m relieved but unnerved. Because the only people I know who have that kind of money is Seth’s family. Will I be able to stay safe without Ellis’s help?


    And who will help Ellis find his true identity? Well, it’s not my problem. He may have been tricked, too, but after what he did, he’s lucky I didn’t tell the police the entire story. And why hadn’t I? At the time, I couldn’t downright admit that I love him. But I do. He’s the first guy I’ve ever really loved. I still have his jacket, and I’m keeping it forever. I wish I had read more of his journal.


    A little research won’t hurt. If he was telling the truth about his hometown being near Albany.


    But I find nothing in and around that city, so the next day I search again.


    On a newspaper’s website, there’s an article that strikes my interest. The newspaper is for a small town outside Albany called Landon. It’s a brief story in a tiny local paper, but there it is.


    Hero Marine Still Missing: Estranged Sister Makes Plea


    Below the title is a photo of a woman with long, dark hair. She’s older than Ellis, but has his coloring. In the picture she’s speaking with a senator about the case. The caption states her name is Denise Hayes. Next to this there’s a picture of Ellis, clean-shaven and in uniform. Except his name isn’t Ellis. It’s Shane. Shane Hayes.


    It says in the article that Ellis saved two fellow marines before being injured. By the time Ellis’s sister, who is an orphan with him, was notified he was in the hospital, Ellis had checked himself out by sneaking out of the hospital at night. Why had he left? And if it seemingly was this simple for me to find out who Ellis is, then why hasn’t he done so himself already?


    I call up Google again and search for Denise Hayes near Albany, New York. Nothing. And nothing that matches her exactly comes up even when I expand my search to the entire state of New York. I return to some of my earlier research and find that her name does appear in the headline of a larger newspaper outside of Albany.


    Landon Woman Vows to Continue Search for Missing Marine Brother


    The story states that Denise Hayes says she will keep up her search for her brother Shane after her new marriage and subsequent move to Appleton, Massachusetts. She’s quoted as saying, “I know my efforts might seem fruitless to some, but I have to find out what happened to my younger brother, so that my children can know their uncle.”


    Appleton is less than an hour from me. With rapid fire motions I search for Denise Hayes in the town to find an address for her. A Twitter handle and a Facebook page with the same name and a profile picture similar to the woman who was talking to the senator in the newspaper’s photo, come up. It looks like after her move she recently created pages seeking information on her estranged brother.


    For a few moments, I contemplate sending her a direct message, but given the public nature of her appeal, I fear she could think I’m a crazed person looking for attention and don’t actually have any pertinent information to reveal.


    Mom calls to me from downstairs and asks if I want to come down and eat lunch with her.


    “Be there in a minute.” I answer back through my closed bedroom room.


    I look deeper into the pages that have appeared on the search engine, keeping an eye out for Denise Hayes’s address. How many Denise Hayes’ can there be in a medium sized town like Appleton? It turns out there’s more than eleven of them. I scribble down a few, then hurry downstairs to join Mom.


    While I may not be able to find Ellis again if he doesn’t try to contact me first, I can visit his sister and let her know her brother is alive and her efforts have not been wasted.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    Pauline


    


    


    After I have lunch with Mom, I set out to call information for the phone numbers of the Denise Hayes’ I found. I hope to match the real woman with a phone number and an address if possible. I don’t want to visit any of the addresses I found until I’m certain I’m going to the right house.


    Mom doesn’t know the whole story about Ellis other than he was my guide on the trip. I promised myself I’ll be honest with her from now on, but it seems too risky to share this secret even with her.


    I sit at my desk and open my spreadsheet for this project, which will be a minor project because I won’t put too much time into it. Yeah, right. I’m dying to find out about Ellis. I can’t get him off my mind. Even reapplying to college programs isn’t enough of a distraction for me.


    From the phone information service, I get a few numbers for a Denise Hayes in Appleton and enter them in a section of the spreadsheet below the addresses. No matter how pleasant or desperate sounding I make my voice, the operator won’t help me match the numbers with the addresses I have because it’s against their policy. In total, I have ten phone numbers.


    No one answers at the first number, and when I call the third number, the man on the other end hangs up on me. The fifth person, a woman, makes it clear upfront that she isn’t who I’m looking for. She proceeds to talk my ear off for ten minutes anyway. I have to hang up on her mid sentence, or else there’s no way I’m going to get through all these numbers.


    By the ninth call I’m ready to give up.


    The phone rings four times before a woman with a soft, welcoming voice picks up. “Hello?”


    In my gut there’s the instinct that I’ve finally found the right woman. Then I’m at a loss for words.


    The friendly tone in her voice doesn’t change. “Hello? Anyone there?”


    “Um. Yes. May I speak with Denise Hayes?”


    “That’s me.”


    “You don’t know me, but…”


    The pitch in her voice rises and she sounds a little alarmed. “Who is this?”


    “My name is Pauline Choice. Are you the same Denise Hayes who’s looking for her brother Shane?”


    Her silence hangs in the air and stays there for a while. “Did you read that in the papers?” From her voice, it seems this has happened before—people calling her after seeing the story in the newspapers, perhaps with false leads.


    I pause. How can I put this to her? What if she becomes hysterical? “Yes, but I’m for real. I mean, there’s no other way to put it. I’m pretty sure. No, I’m positive. I’m positive I’ve met your brother recently.”


    There’s a soft noise on her end, and it takes me a moment to fathom that she’s sobbing.


    “Are you all right?” I ask.


    “How can this be, what you said about Shane? Miss, where is he? Where is he?” I can hear her hysteria through her voice. There’s a thud on the other end and then she’s gone.


    “Hello?” I say.


    She comes back on. “Sorry, I dropped my phone. Oh, God, my hands are shaking so much. Are you for real? What you said—it’s true?”


    I exhale. “The guy in the newspaper photo is the same guy I’ve seen. Talked with. Slept with.” This is starting to sound as though I picked him up in a bar somewhere. “I live near Boston. Is there any way we can talk?”


    Her voice lifts with hope. “Shane’s in Boston?”


    “No. I met him when I was visiting Canada, actually.”


    Disappointment colors her voice. “Oh. Do you want to talk in person? I guess you sound pretty normal. My husband’s at work and my kids are here. I work from home. If I give you my address, can you stop by today?”


    “Sure,” I say.


    She reads off her address.


    “Do you want me to come by now?” I ask.


    “Oh, yes, you have to if you can. I need to hear about Shane. I need to know where he is.”


    “I’ll leave my house in a couple of minutes and should be at your place in less than an hour.”


    “We’re the first house on the right. The outside’s painted light blue.”


    I want to make a good first impression and also let Denise Hayes know upfront, at least visually, that I’m not indeed a lunatic looking for my fifteen minutes of fame, so I change into work slacks and a dressy summer top.


    I tackle two steps at a time as I race downstairs, armed with my purse and directions to Denise’s house.


    Mom stops me at the front door before I can sneak outside unnoticed. “What are you up to, sweetheart? Are you going out to see a friend?”


    There’s so much hope in her voice that I don’t know how to break it to her that I don’t exactly have any friends left outside of this house. I try my best to fill my voice with enthusiasm. “No, I’m just visiting someone about that guide who was with me during the trip. I’m going on a quick visit to Appleton.”


    “Appleton? Is this guide the one you haven’t heard from and were wondering what happened?”


    That’s about all I told her. There’s a sparkle in her eyes. Does she think…How can she know how I feel about him? “But all I told you about him was that he was my guide, my rock, and then he wasn’t.”


    “Honey, mothers always know. Good luck. Be safe. You have your phone with you?”


    I nod.


    “Call me when you get there,” Mom says.


    She cares about me, but as long as I’m living under her roof, she’ll think of me as a kid. It’s time for me to create a life for myself again outside of my family’s house and return to school. Will there be a place for Ellis in that life?


    I close the door and head outside into the sun filled afternoon.


    The day stays warm, and I have the car top down, with the radio on low. I never thought I’d get this involved in Ellis’s life. In Shane’s life. But despite what he’s done, he’s also served his country, and I want his family to know he’s safe and for him to know who he is again. While doing this won’t bring him back to me, it might return him to his family.


    Without much traffic this time of day, after lunchtime and before the rush hour, I make it to Appleton in under thirty minutes.


    I pull up in front of a large, pale blue saltbox house that’s exactly as Denise Hayes described and park in the street so I don’t block the car in the driveway. I call Mom to let her know I’m okay. I think about calling Denise, too, to tell her I’m outside her house.


    I decide against it, step out of my car and walk up the low stone step to ring the doorbell. Children call to each other from within the house. An attractive, dark-haired woman whom I recognize from the newspaper photo peeks out of the oval glass piece cut into the front door. The knob rattles and the door swings open.


    Her smile, with her lips pressed together and tightened, reveals her uncertainty about my intentions, and her voice is thick with anticipation for news of her brother. “Pauline?”


    “It’s good to meet you, Ms. Hayes.” I shake her hand.


    She waves off my formality. “Please, call me Denise.” She waits a few moments to let her guard down and invite me inside, as though she’s still deciding something about me before I enter her home.


    I offer up a little more about myself, and finally she says, “Come on in.”


    Once I’m inside, I see she’s taller than me by a foot. Maybe not quite. But almost. Impressive heights must run in their family. What would it be like to be a part of Ellis’s family? I’ll never get to find out.


    Denise shuts the door behind me. A little boy and girl wait in the hallway. They have dark hair and blue eyes like her. “These are my children, Andy and Erica. They have off from school today.”


    The girl looks older than the boy. The kids wave to me and then chase each other away. Their giggles are like small bursts of a pleasant song echoing through the hall.


    The living room Denise escorts me to is decked out with overstuffed brocade furnishings, and is comfortably cool. It’s neat despite the children’s toys spread over the polished wood floors. Through the French doors, I spot the kids sitting on a new-looking leather couch watching TV. The dishwasher is churning in the kitchen.


    Denise shows me to an armchair near the fireplace and I sit down. She settles on a chair across from me.


    “Sorry about not letting you in right away back there. I just had to see for myself that you aren’t crazy. With the story in the newspapers, once in a while I get a few people contacting me with all sorts of wacky ideas about Shane.”


    “I understand,” I say.


    “Would you like something to drink? Coffee perhaps?” She rises from her seat.


    “No, thanks. I’m okay.” I think back to when Ellis and I made coffee over the campfire.


    Denise sits down again. “How do you know him?” She scoots closer to me in her seat and peers across at me in anticipation.


    My lips part to answer. There’s a commotion coming from the TV room and then Denise excuses herself to check on her kids. I look around the tidy living room and think about how much I should tell her.


    After a minute, she returns and reseats herself. “How do you know Shane?” Her face brightens when she shows me a photo on her phone of her with a slightly younger version of a guy I recognize as Ellis.


    “That’s him.” I tell her about Ellis working as a guide and how I met him. I leave out the darker parts of the story and call him Shane not Ellis. It’s up to him to tell her more than the basic facts. “When I saw your social media posts on him and recognized him from the photo, I knew I had to reach out to you.”


    Denise nods and seems to believe my story. “Where is he? Where’s Shane?”


    “I’ll admit I’m not sure. The last I saw him he was working outside Vancouver.”


    Astonishment raises her voice. “He made it all the way to Canada?”


    “Yes, that’s where I left him, in Canada.” Or rather where he left me. My ears are hot with anger at his abandonment. “May I ask, I read in one of the articles that you’re orphans...”


    Denise stares at her hands folded in her lap. She places her hands on the armrests, squeezes, and then leans back with her eyes shut. She opens her eyes and speaks in a hushed tone so as not to let her kids hear from the adjacent room.


    “I didn’t want Shane enlisting in the Marines because I felt something bad would happen to him, and I guess it kind of did.” Her smile is sad, and there’s a distant glaze in her bright blue eyes. “We lost touch after he left, and I lost track of him. We pretty much only had each other for a while and I always felt Shane and I would be close for our whole lives. Our parents died in a house fire after our older brother Joshua killed himself in college.”


    “I’m so sorry.” I hold back telling her about Sam. It must be hard enough for Denise to confide in me without me unloading my life on her also.


    “And I took care of Shane after our parents passed on. Of course, I wasn’t much older than him. I was a teenager. I always wondered if our parents had intentionally hurt themselves while he and I were out shopping for their anniversary present that day, because they couldn’t bear to go on without Josh in their lives. He was the star of everything—school, our family. They left a little insurance money, but it went fast, and I had to leave school early and go to work. Seems like a long ago memory now that I’m married and have my own kids. My husband—he’s a good man. I moved on. Shane couldn’t.”


    Her story about Josh reminds me of Sam.


    “Shane thought our mom and dad loved Josh more than us. But the fire might have been an accident.” From her voice, it appears she’s making an effort to reassure herself with her statement. “I think he left home to escape Josh and our parents’ deaths. Did you know his girlfriend got married to another guy not long after he left to serve? She always wanted a big wedding. Couldn’t wait for Shane to share it with her, though. Her name’s Linda. She still lives back near Albany.”


    “Maybe she didn’t know he was still alive,” I say quietly.


    Denise lowers her eyes and doesn’t answer me. Apart from a similar hair color, her eyes are different than Ellis’s, and I wonder what their brother Josh looked like.


    She looks across at me. “I am just so relieved to hear Shane’s okay. I hope you can find him again.”


    You can find him. From her comment, it almost seems as if I don’t have a choice. Reconnecting her with her brother is my obligation.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    Ellis/Shane


    


    


    The spray of the hotel shower blasts at my face. Steam engulfs the bathroom. Even with the fan on the shower fog is so thick I can only just see through the glass door. I’ve been in here for an hour trying to get my mind off Pauline. Even during my strong headaches I can’t stop thinking about her. And when the ringing in my ears is as loud and persistent as a timer going off in my head, I can fight through it by thinking about Pauline.


    Ever since I left her at the sheriff’s office in that little town, I can’t not think about her. But, after we tied up her ex and his brother, I promised myself I’d get Pauline into town and out of harm’s way and then leave. I wouldn’t stay behind to hear that she hated me when I told her I love her. I couldn’t bear knowing in my gut she’d choose not to have me in her life.


    A few hours ago I arrived in Boston and checked into my hotel. Getting a five star hotel wasn’t a problem. I wasn’t lying when I said I made some money. Getting Pauline back will be harder. Still, I’ve come here to see her. Since she said she’s been living with her parents, I’ve gotten their address through a computer search I did at the library. I refrained from looking up Pauline’s film. Although I’m not the jealous type like her ex, knowing her like I do, I wouldn’t feel comfortable viewing her without her consent.


    I’d been paid anonymously and had no idea what I was getting into with the rafting trip. What those two assholes did and wanted to do to Pauline gutted me. I quit the business for good once and for all because of the experience. I have no idea what’s in store for me next, although I know it will be a normal occupation and an honest life.


    I could do research online about my past to find out more of my story. I do remember I have a sister somewhere out there, only I’m afraid those who I discover might not like who I’ve become.


    No matter how hot I turn up the water, I can’t wash away the memories of Pauline. She’s the first person to change me and to make me change myself.


    I shut off the water, step onto the plush shower mat and dry myself off. I planned to grab dinner at the Italian restaurant downstairs in the hotel lobby and then head out to Pauline’s parents’ place. Now I don’t know if I can face her in person, or even talk to her on the phone to let her know I’ve arrived.


    If I’m going to make contact with her I want to do it the right way, and that’s face to face. I can’t stop seeing her face. How her lower lip sticks out whenever she’s worried. And how every time I saw that, I wanted to lean down and kiss her troubles away.


    I also want to do what’s best for her, and I don’t want to complicate her life, or worse, risk upsetting her by showing up unannounced.


    The balcony in my room overlooks the city center. After I leave the bathroom and get dressed, I stand outside and take in the magnificent view. The night air is warm, and seasoned with the smells of food and the noises of people’s lives.


    Somewhere out not far beyond these shining buildings is the girl I’ve come to love. Does she think about me the way I do about her? Maybe she’s decided to forget me, or maybe I don’t mean as much to her as I thought and she didn’t have to put much effort into making the memories we shared fade.


    Sometimes the whole rafting trip seems like both a dream and a nightmare. A dream because I met Pauline. A nightmare because of what almost happened to her. What I almost let happen. The experience snapped me out of the desperate, miserable stupor that had begun to encircle my soul when from afar I watched Linda step into the limo before her groom after their church wedding.


    I care for Pauline in a way I couldn’t love Linda. There’s a sadness way down inside Pauline that matches mine. Our backgrounds are somewhat similar but at the same time different. Yet for some mythical reason it works and we work as a pair.


    I need another day to decide. Either I will go see Pauline tomorrow by the afternoon, or I’ll leave the hotel and Boston without her knowing I was here, which might be best for her.


    I square my shoulders and shut the balcony door behind me, set out for a solitary, unfulfilled night of eating room service and watching television in an air-conditioned hotel room. A night without Pauline.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    Pauline


    


    


    The next afternoon’s warmer than the previous one, and I’m reading out in the backyard while swinging in a hammock tied between the shade of two oak trees. The leaves above me tremble in the breeze. Since having to abandon my Kindle in Canada, I’ve gotten a new one. The loan company hasn’t returned my call yet, and I’m considering going to the police in case Seth’s family is trying to bribe me.


    Mom opens the sliding glass door behind me. I look up from my reading and peek over my shoulder at her.


    “Someone’s here to see you,” she says from the patio.


    I’ve been so engrossed in the story and the glorious weather that I didn’t hear a car pull up. “Who is it?” Frank’s at work, so it can’t be him. And Seth’s jailed in Canada. Nick’s out on bail.


    Mom shrugs. “They say they’re a friend of yours, sweetheart.”


    After the trip, I don’t like surprises anymore. But Mom looks composed. I roll onto my side in the hammock, swing my legs around and hop down. My bare feet touch the cool, dry lawn and swish through the grass as I walk toward the patio. Mom takes my Kindle from me. I walk ahead of her into the house through the sliding glass door and then around to the hallway.


    The front door is shut so I can’t see who’s standing outside. I carefully turn the knob and peek between the crack before I open the door all the way.


    His face is smooth-shaven. A big change from when I saw him last. Ellis. Shane. He’s wearing jeans and a black t-shirt that highlights the clear green hue in his eyes. A grin breaks out on his face. I want him to kiss me. He has some nerve smiling at me like that. Part of me wants to slam the door in his face for disappearing on me. But I’ve been holding onto the information about him now that I’ve visited Denise and can’t wait to tell someone. Tell him. I already promised his sister I’d bring him to her if I heard from him again, so I have to at least make him go visit her.


    Mom peers over my shoulder and asks Shane if he would like to come inside. It’s hard for me not to think of him as Ellis.


    I twirl around to her and hold up my hand. “That’s okay.” I force a smile.


    The look on Mom’s face is curious, but she steps back inside the house and leaves me in the doorway with Shane waiting on the second to the top stair.


    I step outside and close the door behind me. “How’s your shoulder?”


    He takes a step up and I lean back. “It’s healing.”


    “I’m…glad to hear that.” I stay where I am and fold my arms across my chest. “How did you manage to fix it?”


    “I did it myself.”


    “Why am I not surprised?” I want to smile but I hold back.


    He’s on the top stair, inches from my face, and smelling wonderfully of piney aftershave. “I’m sorry you never got your laptop back.”


    “I got a new one. I have your jacket.”


    “I’m glad you kept it. You can have it.”


    Does this mean he isn’t staying? “You shouldn’t have taken off like that in Canada. That sheriff is still looking to have a word with you and calls me from time to time. By the time they got to the access point where we started the trip your truck had been stolen from there.”


    Shane sucks his teeth. “Tough luck about the truck. Are you going to tell him about me coming here to see you today?” But he doesn’t look concerned.


    “It’s up to you if you want to speak with him.” Expectancy and the urge to tell him what I know swells in my throat until I have to cough to breathe again. “You should know I did a little research. Shane Hayes. That’s you.”


    Recognition seems to click on his face. “You researched me?” His lips curl into a pleased smile.


    “It didn’t take much time to find your sister,” I say defensively. “Why didn’t you research yourself?”


    His chest expands as he sighs. “I felt I might not measure up to the man I hoped I was. My past is not a happy thing to remember. I wanted to have the old part of my life blacked out.”


    “Your sister lives not far from here. You’re an uncle, did you know that?”


    Delighted surprise carries away the burden in his eyes and a smile takes up half his face.


    There’s an upmarket rental car parked in the street in front of the house. “Yours?” I ask Shane and point my thumb at the car.


    “For the next few days anyway.”


    “You should visit your sister.” My statement is firm. “We’ll take my car to her house.”


    Just when I think he’s going to refuse, he exhales and says, “Okay.”


    I go inside and grab my car keys from the foyer table.


    Mom appears at my side. “Who is he?”


    “The guide.” I snatch my purse from the table.


    “Oh.” She winks.


    “I’ll be back soon.”


    Mom hands me my shoes. “Don’t forget these.”


    “Thanks.” I head out the door before she can ask more questions.


    Shane waits for me in the driveway by my black convertible. “How did you know which car is mine?”


    He smiles toward Mom and Frank’s car. “I figured you wouldn’t drive a station wagon.”


    After we get into the seats, I pull down the top as we cruise out of the driveway, and the warm day enters the car.


    “Seth and his brother will be on trial, and I’m set to testify against them. They’re letting me do it remotely, though. As far as I know, they haven’t mentioned you in any context that could hurt you.”


    Relief steadies Shane’s voice. “You’ll do well, Pauline.”


    “What did you end up doing with the first half of the…money he paid you?” My stomach lurches at the question. Because if Shane responds he kept Seth’s father’s money, then I know it’s over for us forever.


    “I paid your loan.”


    “That was you? I don’t even want Seth indirectly paying for anything that’s mine!” I raise my voice and he backs away in his seat.


    “After everything he put you through? He owes you. And I never said that’s what I did with all the money. I donated the remainder to a charity for soldiers.”


    In a way, he’s right. The full amount Shane was to get must have been staggering. I don’t want to know how much, so I don’t ask him. “Well, the last thing you said is a good thing. And thanks, I guess, for paying off my debt.”


    “You’re welcome. Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”


    I pretend to glare at him, and then waver between switching on the radio and leaving it off. I decide I’m fine with just his company and the noises on the road. “I was planning to get a normal job, you know, so I can work my way through school.”


    “Now you don’t have to. You can focus on finishing school. I know how much it means to you. Even though I think your choice for a major is ridiculous.”


    “Hey.” I reach for his shoulder and fake punch him. He ducks out of my reach. “You never said anything about it before.”


    “I know. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”


    I laugh. Then we’re silent for three beats. “Why did you come to my house? How did you know my address?” I adjust the rearview mirror to peek at the road behind me, which is a habit I’ve formed since I returned home and discovered Nick’s out of prison for the meantime. Seth’s father is powerful, and even if Seth and his brother are put away for a long time, I’ll have to watch over my shoulder.


    Shane touches my arm and his fingers linger on my skin as he sits back. “Don’t act like it was easy. You’re not an easy woman to find. I have contacts.”


    I concentrate on the road ahead and smirk. “Contacts?” I glance over at him.


    He watches me through a lidded gaze. “Actually, I just used the computer at the public library.” His grin widens.


    My focus returns to the road. “So, why did you bother finding me?”


    “You know why.” He angles himself toward me. “I want to be with you. I love you. We’re two broken people. How hard can it be?”


    “It won’t be easy.” I let my breath out. “My past will constantly be trying to pull us apart.”


    “Let it try. It won’t succeed.”


    I pull over into a drugstore parking lot at the end of the street and leave the car’s engine running.


    He leans over and wraps his hands around my face to stare into my eyes. His voice is low and patient. “Hi.” He touches his forehead to mine.


    As he slants his face down and his lips brush close to mine, I shut my eyes in anticipation of what will come next. His mouth soothes and massages my neck with slow, persistent kisses. Once his lips meet mine, I’m out of breath and almost out of my seat from the hot tingling that consumes every sensitive point on my body.


    The pleasure of his lips leaves my face and I open my eyes. “That was…that was…”


    “Perfect,” he says.


    I’m so stunned by his desire, and by my desire, that I can’t reply, although I’d have to agree.


    “What about Linda? Your sister mentioned her. Will you try to find her?” I say after a moment or two.


    “I left the hospital to stop her wedding after I saw an announcement in the paper. I was too late and she got married anyway.”


    I take in what he’s revealed. “Do you still love her?”


    “No. I love you.”


    We leave the parking lot and get back on the road. “I’d like to take you up on your offer,” I tell him.


    He tilts his head to one side.


    “Once I’m done finishing my degree, I’ll be your assistant guide if you start your own business. You’re good at it, and you need to keep yourself out of trouble.”


    He slaps his hand down on his jeans. “It’s going to be hard for me to stay out of trouble.” He raises an eyebrow at me and then winks to let me know he’s kidding. “I’ll try, Pauline. For you, I’ll try anything.”
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